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    One 
 
      
 
    I dreamed Hell’s Donkey exploded around me while I slept. 
 
    “Bud, wake the fuck up!” said a voice. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find myself in the middle of a huge debris field.  
 
    The station had been destroyed while I slept. 
 
    Training kicked in. First things first. I was down to two remaining suits. One of them was in protection space suit mode, and both of them left me with very little time to find an alternative air supply. 
 
    A movement caught my eye, and I watched helplessly as a large piece of debris came right at me. As I flinched, it disintegrated against the mage shield I hadn’t realized was around me. I should have moved myself away, but my brain obviously wasn’t processing very well. 
 
    What the fuck had happened? 
 
    Yesterday I’d sorted the Shiveratoo problem. The party after had been good fun. I’d gone to bed a bit late. And now this. 
 
    The nineteen year old part of me melted down.  
 
    All I could see was debris.  
 
    I knew without being told there were no other survivors. 
 
    It meant most of my team were dead.  
 
    For ten whole seconds, I panicked, not knowing what to do, not knowing if I even wanted to save myself. 
 
    The hundreds of years old part of me, the part which had lived through the time line shift and remembered it, took over. 
 
    “Aisha?” 
 
    She popped up on a PC generated hollo screen. A small one. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “The AI homeworld back in the other galaxy. Jane is with me. So is Leanne and Tamsin.” 
 
    “Who did this? Hell, how did they do this?” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    I moved myself to Justice, but nothing happened. I tried again with Judge, and when nothing happened again, it occurred to me both ships had been destroyed as well. 
 
    “Where is safe for me to go?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. There are very few of our places you can go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Imperium’s gone, Bud.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m not. The safest place right now is our base station in your secret system.” 
 
    “What about Jane’s station in Hunter Prime?” 
 
    “Gone.” 
 
    “Haven station?” 
 
    “Gone.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Bud, move yourself to the secret base, and I’ll fill you in.” 
 
    She sounded emotionally exhausted. 
 
    I did as she said, and moved myself to the CCC. Aisha was waiting there. Jane, Leanne, and Tamsin popped up as hollos. This wasn’t Aisha’s primary, but an avatar she kept here to run the shipyards I’d stashed away here. 
 
    “So what’s happened?” 
 
    “The Imperium was attacked.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Okay, this is going to sound impossible, but there has to be two parts to this.” 
 
    “Parts to what?” 
 
    “The Darkness attacked every station across the Imperium all at once.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    The Darkness were safely locked away in a mini-cluster out in the void between galaxies. They couldn’t escape. 
 
    “Trust me, Bud. I can show you the feeds, but we need you functional, so I’m not going to.” 
 
    “None of this makes any sense.” 
 
    “We agree,” said Jane. “But it happened.” 
 
    “What did exactly happen?” 
 
    “A massive rift opened across the Haven system. In less than a second, Haven station was debris. Millions of pulses came through that rift. In another second, all the food and support stations were gone. All those titan guns didn’t even get off a shot. The second after that, all settlements on the planet were also gone.” 
 
    “At exactly the same time,” said Aisha, “the same thing happened to Hell’s Donkey, and all the stations in Hunter Prime. Within five seconds, the planet below them was laid waste.” 
 
    “They hit every member capital planet,” went on Jane, “and every single Imperium station. All gone within five seconds, along with all the major cities on the planets below.” 
 
    “It took me two minutes to wake you up, Bud,” said Aisha. “You took a serious hit when the station disintegrated around you, which is why you didn’t wake up. But somehow a mage shield saved you.” 
 
    I realized I was still in protection space suit mode, and none of the AIs seemed to have noticed it either. I shifted back to flight suit.  
 
    “You’re bleeding,” said Aisha. “Butler on the way.” 
 
    The left side of my face seemed numb, and when I reached up to feel it, the hand came away with blood on it. I clamped it back over where it felt the numbest. Then found the nearest seat, and thumped down into it, which was a mistake, because now my butt hurt. It slowly went numb as well, and I realized a lot more of me was numb too. 
 
    I shouldn’t be bleeding. With two suits left, nothing should have touched me. With a mage shield, nothing should have touched the suits.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “After taking out primary targets,” said Jane, “the Darkness began to pour through the rifts. By my estimate, there are hundreds of millions in the Haven system already. There are tens of millions in every other system they hit.” 
 
    “You’re certain it’s the Darkness?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    The nineteen year old part of me wanted to know who was gone. The old part of me took control back before that question could be asked. It asked a simpler question. 
 
    “Who’s left?” 
 
    “Only you.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    It didn’t seem possible. 
 
    It had to be just a bad dream. 
 
    “You’re not dreaming,” said Leanne. “Get a grip, Bud, we need you.” 
 
    “My parents?” 
 
    “On Haven station,” said Aisha. “But even if they’d been in their original home, both Thorn’s World and Bud’s World were hit. The Terminus station was hit. Our new embassy to sector ten station was hit. All your people are dead.” 
 
    I lost focus. Wet ran down my cheeks, my eyes blurred, and there was nothing but grief. It opened like a hole beneath me, and I just dropped in.  
 
    Hands seized me by the shoulders, and pain flared down both arms. 
 
    “BUD!” 
 
    The old part of me took back control. 
 
    “Here. The team?” 
 
    “Gone. As far as I can tell, anyway.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Gitte went home to Karn. The brand new station over Karn was hit, as was the planet below. I’m assuming she’s gone, but very little works there at the moment, so I may never know. The rest were either on Hell’s Donkey or Haven station.” 
 
    “Haynes?” 
 
    “Unknown. He was on Kelewan, but that system went dark at the same moment everything else was hit. The freight hub out there was in a different system, and it was hit, and the comnavsats there went dark about a second later. We only had a single comnavsat over Kelewan itself, and used the rifts to there for communications. The rifts are all gone as well.” 
 
    “Oddly,” said Jane, “most of the rest of the comnavsat network is still intact. But it could just be the comnavsat being in orbit of the planet, and took the same hit the planet did.” 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    “Gone, along with my primary. My other primary is gone as well.” 
 
    “All our primaries are gone,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “Well,” added Leanne, “those of us who didn’t have our primary safe on the AI homeworld.” 
 
    “We’ll cope,” said Aisha. 
 
    “Damn right we will,” said Jane. “But we now have a bigger problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    What could be bigger than the Imperium being wiped out? 
 
    “The Darkness is loose across a huge area of space. They’re still dealing with the planets they just hit, but millions are pouring through rifts every second, and they’re already looking for the jump points out of each system. We’re only days away from discovery for both AI homeworlds.” 
 
    “Were the other kingdom worlds hit?” 
 
    “No. Nor were the Federation worlds, or anywhere else in the Gaia galaxy. But they’re loose there in two systems, and nothing can stop them.” 
 
    “So me destroying all the Shiveratoo ships has doomed that galaxy?” 
 
    “You weren’t to know,” said Leanne.  
 
    “And very likely they wouldn’t have made any difference anyway,” added Tamsin. 
 
    “That’s the other thing we haven’t told you yet,” said Aisha. 
 
    Right. More bad news. 
 
    “Hit me.” 
 
    “I had every Imperium ship with a gun and a jump drive on it jumped into the Haven system within five seconds of the rift opening,” said Jane. “Some of them took a minute or two to arrive. I brought in all the battlestations as well.” 
 
    “I did the same with our ships near Prime,” said Aisha. “And as soon as Jane asked, I sent every Gatekeeper and Justice we had to Haven.” 
 
    Neither of them looked happy. 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “All destroyed,” said Jane. 
 
    “Even Cloud Nine lasted barely a minute,” said Aisha. “The Imperium titans lasted only seconds longer than the Justices did.” 
 
    “We only had AI pilots,” said Leanne. “All our captains were dead already.” 
 
    The nineteen year old me tried to take back control, but the old me refused to let go. Fortunately. Emotion swelled inside me, but was partitioned off, letting the mind continue to work. 
 
    “What’s left?” 
 
    “Not much,” said Aisha and Jane together. 
 
    “HR14’s carriers are still there,” said Aisha, “and they have Excalibur ones and Brawlers. Jane has a fleet there, and a few more on the Owl border, and scattered around sector ten and eight. But the ones at HR14 will be gone in about six hours’ time. Along with the Federation fleet which won’t be able to hold them back on the other side of that jump point. HR14 the planet is already dark. The battlestation we put there died in Prime.” 
 
    “All the battlestations are gone,” added Jane, “everywhere. I jumped them to try and save Haven’s planet. I’ve got some of the really old ships which ironically survived the last Darkness war, but none of them have captains or jump drives, and for now, I used every spare drive and jump salvage droid I could find to stash them in the War system. They’re useless.” 
 
    “I’ve got the Japanese corvettes,” said Aisha, “but they’re useless as well. I just hadn’t got around to scrapping them. We do have partially completed Cloud Nines, but they’re not going to deploy any time soon.” 
 
    “Snark?” 
 
    “Dead. So too are Dodgers and Mouse. And all the Oceans. They were all at a hub being loaded with coffee.” 
 
    “Any of the Boulders?” 
 
    “No. All gone. Along with all the squadrons on Navy Mage Two’s.” 
 
    “What about Three’s…” 
 
    “Docked at Haven.” 
 
    “Did any of the Excalibur or Spitfire squadrons survive?” 
 
    “I tried to stop 266 Squadron from coming back,” said Jane, “but Rockmonster and Hammer brought their Justices back anyway, and that was the end of them. Goose is still out there, but no longer has a squadron.” She looked gutted. “I think Lacey and his people committed suicide. They launched their Spitfires off Rockmonster in the face of millions of Darkness, and simply vanished. Their AI’s lost avatars for the Excaliburs they had as well.” 
 
    “So we’re it?” 
 
    “Yes,” they all said. 
 
    I sighed. The old part of me was solidly in control now. Sighing was a defense mechanism. 
 
    “Was there any warning at all?” 
 
    Jane flinched. 
 
    “About thirty seconds before the rifts opened, Thirteen appeared on Haven station, picked up Max, and vanished.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    “His cat. Thirteen saved his cat just before the world ended. I thought it was odd, but I mean, what kind of sick twisted higher being drops in to save a cat, and lets millions of people die thirty seconds later?” 
 
    If Jane hadn’t been an AI, I’d have said she was about to lose it. 
 
    “Jane,” said Tamsin, “don’t lose it. We need you.” 
 
    That had me tearing up again, and the old part of me reasserted itself. 
 
    “So what’s our most immediate problem?” 
 
    “The Darkness,” said Jane, who seemed to be back in control now. “They’re loose in dozens of systems, and as soon as they find jump points, they’ll go through them. Within days, they’ll have stripped the planets they just devastated, and hundreds of millions more of them will swarm the galaxies.” 
 
    “So we have rifts allowing them in now, and jump points which will let them get out?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Leanne. 
 
    “That I can deal with.” 
 
    “What do you need?” asked Aisha. 
 
    “Show me all the systems they hit in one display.” 
 
    “Just the navmap?” 
 
    “That’ll be fine.” 
 
    Two navmaps popped up. One for each galaxy. Red highlighted the systems the Darkness were in. 
 
    I did it in two thoughts. Removed the rifts in, and then the jump points themselves. And when I say removed, those jump points no longer existed. 
 
    “That stopped the flow of Darkness in,” said Jane. 
 
    “Ditto,” said Aisha. 
 
    There was a silence which felt like it lasted forever, but was probably only a few seconds. 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Now?” I said. “Now, I fix it.” 
 
    “Can it be fixed?” asked Jane. 
 
    “Of course it can.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea yet. But I think I know who I need to speak to.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “Thorn.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Three 
 
      
 
    “Thorn’s dead.” 
 
    Jane was emphatic about it. 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “Jane,” said Aisha. “Thorn was a time traveler.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Bud’s much more powerful now than Thorn ever was.” 
 
    “Still not following you.” 
 
    “Jane,” I said, pausing to make sure I had her attention, “What just happened is fixed within linear time.” 
 
    “I know that!” she interrupted me. 
 
    “But Thorn was able to get outside linear time, and I’ve been told I can too.” 
 
    “Who by?” 
 
    “Shiva. He made a point of it, and I guess I know why now. The highers obviously knew this was coming, and that’s why I have the power I now have.” 
 
    “So what? You go back in time, and prevent this from happening?” 
 
    “In theory.” 
 
    “Why not in practice?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    “Fixing it is easy, although I don’t know how yet. I can go back about a half hour, and it hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “So why don’t you?” 
 
    “Because then there’ll be two of him,” said Leanne. 
 
    “And that is what causes temporal anomalies,” I added. 
 
    “Fuck them!” exclaimed Jane. “Go back and fix this, now.” 
 
    I’d never seen Jane so emotional before. 
 
    “There’s no hurry.” 
 
    “Of course there’s a fucking hurry!” she yelled at me. “People are dying every second we natter about this.” 
 
    “Jane,” said Leanne quietly. “If you’re going to be emotional about this, you’re just going to make things worse.” 
 
    “What the fuck could possibly be worse than this?” she demanded. “Jon’s dead! Everyone I know is fucking DEAD!” 
 
    She abruptly vanished. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Aisha. “I terminated her feed.” 
 
    “She’s getting help,” said Leanne. “Let’s figure this out before she tries to join in again.” 
 
    “What do you need, Bud?” asked Aisha. 
 
    “I need a ship. I’m not attempting to jump into the past without one, just in case I get it wrong.” 
 
    “How can it go wrong?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to me that Tamsin was doing really well, for someone who’d lost her pilot and close friend. Which was when it hit me Serena was dead. I’d been carefully not letting myself go that direction, but it suddenly hit me. I was on the brink of losing it again, but the old part of me caught me. 
 
    “Thorn explained it to me when I was younger. Jumping in time is not only through time, it’s through space as well. Galaxies move through space, and so when you go back in time, where you are now was somewhere else then. And the further back you go, the more space the system traveled across.” 
 
    “So a ship,” said Leanne, “just in case you appear in the middle of the void by accident.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means you need an AI to run it.” 
 
    “Yeah. Volunteer only.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you, Bud.” 
 
    “Leanne, this is dangerous. We may never come back.” 
 
    “You mean we cease to exist as soon as you change the time line so it doesn’t happen?” 
 
    “That’s just one of the possibilities.” 
 
    “I’m in. This has to be done, and I’m your co-pilot. I’m also your friend, and friends don’t let friends do something like this alone.” 
 
    Now she was getting emotional. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Which ship?” asked Aisha. 
 
    I concentrated for a moment. Two dots appeared on the CCC HUD. 
 
    “Is that Justice and Judge?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Copies of both. If you’d care to take them over, then jump Judge into Justice. I figured I’d need Judge to live on, but I don’t know what we’ll face in the past. If I have to go to the Darkness system, I want the best shielding possible.” 
 
    “Why would you need to go there?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. The other end of where the rifts were might tell me something about who created them.” 
 
    “I think that’s what Jane was going to say,” said Aisha. “Someone had to create the rifts, and if the Darkness could do that sort of thing, they would have before now.” 
 
    “It’s part of the puzzle I need to solve.” 
 
    “We need to solve,” corrected Leanne. 
 
    “What’s to solve?” asked Jane, who’d popped up again, making Aisha frown. “Go back an hour, and stop the rifts from happening.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” I said. 
 
    “It could be,” said Tamsin. 
 
    “I doubt it. I have no doubt there is an easy fix for this. But we need the right fix.” 
 
    “How can a fix be wrong?” demanded Jane. 
 
    “Everything we do has consequences.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Jon.” 
 
    “He understood that, but unfortunately, he never practiced it well enough.” 
 
    “How can you even say that!” 
 
    Jane vanished again. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Aisha. “But you probably should explain that.” 
 
    “Jon’s isolated the Darkness twice now. Once by going back in time and turning their jump points in on themselves, so nothing could get in, and they’d never get out. It changed the time line immensely, and the highers keep reminding me of that. It should have been foolproof, but it wasn’t.” 
 
    “The jump drive,” suggested Leanne. 
 
    “Yes. As soon as we figured out how to use magic to jump a ship, the Darkness system could be entered again. So Jon moved the entire cluster out into interstellar space between the galaxies. And that should have been foolproof, but now we know it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “What?” Aisha asked Leanne. 
 
    “Rifts.” 
 
    Tamsin smacked herself in the forehead. Aisha looked stunned. 
 
    “The moment we started teaching mages how to do rifts,” I said, “the Darkness system became enterable again. Although it wasn’t necessary for anyone to go there, as the rifts which were used just opened holes the Darkness could fire and move out through.” 
 
    “So a mage did this?” asked Aisha. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Could be. And that’s part of what I need to figure out. Before I can fix it, I need to know how it got broke.” 
 
    “I’m on board both ships,” said Leanne. “You copied all the food as well. In fact, I’m not sure when you copied Judge from, but it has four squadrons of Excaliburs in the bays, plus the Lightnings and a gig. There’s enough food for one person for a year.” 
 
    I really hoped I’d not be gone that long. 
 
    “What sort of avatar do you have?” 
 
    “Our most advanced ones. Both ships have the fabricators for advanced AI bodies on board. I cloned myself to both. And I’ll say this as well, while I hope I come back, if my clones don’t, then they’re going on an adventure that no other AI will have ever been on. So I’m good.” 
 
    “Combat droids?” 
 
    “A squad. But I can make more, as well as the suits to make them look like anything we need them to.” 
 
    “Combat suits?” 
 
    “A dozen.” 
 
    “What am I missing?” 
 
    “Saying goodbye,” said Tamsin. “You’re stalling.” 
 
    I guess I was. 
 
    “Do you know what you have to do?” I asked them. 
 
    “Wait for it all to change?” suggested Aisha. 
 
    “No. Assume nothing changes, and keep going on. Use what ships you have to make contact with those parts of the Imperium which survived. You’ll need to send ships and jump drives to Prime-Jane and your counterparts there, so they can get their ships out of HR14, or any other system where they have survived so far, but soon won’t.” 
 
    “How do we do jump drives?” asked Tamsin. 
 
    “I’ve got spare creation buttons,” said Aisha. “We might have lost an armada or two of ships, but we still have shipyards and all the tech. Jump drives I can turn out in minutes, and distribute where we need them.” 
 
    “So your job now is damage control,” I said, “and then you need to start putting as much of the Imperium back together as you can.” 
 
    “With no leadership?” 
 
    “Jane is now Imperator here, and still Queen and Leader there. Assuming she can get her shit back together here. Most of the members had more than one planet, so you’ll find people who can step up. If any mages survived, get them replacing rifts as best they can.” 
 
    I looked at all three of them. 
 
    “Mobilize your fellow AIs. You are the Imperium right now, and it’s up to you to start the rebuilding process.” 
 
    “No pressure,” muttered Tamsin. 
 
    “Go,” said Aisha. “Good luck.” 
 
    “To us all.” 
 
    I moved myself to Judge’s bridge, nodded to Leanne, and walked through to Justice. Leanne looked back at me as I walked to my chair. 
 
    “There’s something in your ready room you might like to see,” she said. 
 
    I changed direction, and stepped through the doorway. 
 
    The three statues which seemed to follow me around, still had. They were on the conference table.  
 
    Their faces looked grim. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    I sat in my chair on the bridge, and tried to think of what needed doing now. 
 
    I had to assume nothing I did in the past would change anything. Thorn had made that quite clear to me. When he’d been back in time, nothing he’d done there had changed the future he left from, although some of the recorded history was different. Some of what he and his friends remembered never happened, but enough did that they returned to what they knew. War hadn’t been a thing, but piracy and slavery had. 
 
    So that contradicted itself. Or did it? I could change the past, and effect the future, but only as far as my own recollection of it was not consistent with the change. The problem was I needed to change something major in a way that it was in fact only minor instead. 
 
    One of those incomprehensible entertainments Jill had made us watch had also included the concept of fixed points in time. Nothing you did ever changed them, because they had to happen. The danger now was the destruction of the fledgling Imperium was one of these, and had to happen in order for something else to arise from the ashes. 
 
    And maybe, Jon Hunter’s job was done, and the cosmos didn’t need him anymore. I didn’t want to believe it, but what I believed didn’t matter at the cosmic level. 
 
    So before I went anywhere, I had to do what I’d told the others to do. 
 
    Damage control. The assumption that nothing I did in the past would change anything in the now. That maybe me going back had already been incorporated into the time line, and I was just going back to what was already done. 
 
    Time travel. It does your head in. 
 
    Anyway, so I’d leave the here and now in as good a state as I could, so it could build something from the ashes if it had to. And that meant I had to find what broke things, and fix that. 
 
    “Show me the systems where the Darkness already is,” I ordered. 
 
    The navmap came up, with red dots on some of them. 
 
    “Change to black where all people are already dead.” 
 
    Haven and Prime changed to black. 
 
    “The rest have destroyed cities,” said Leanne, “but still millions of people alive on them.” 
 
    “What planets do we know of capable of supporting life, but not having any intelligent species on them?” 
 
    These glowed blue. And there were a lot of them, thanks to the Trixone and Rawtenuga. The closest ones to the spine were where I’d been told the Australian sector had been before the time line shift. But a red dot existed there as well.  
 
    “What’s the red dot in the old Australian cluster?” 
 
    “Gold Coast. Jon and a lot of other people had retreats on the islands there. All gone.” 
 
    “So this was in part aimed directly at Jon Hunter?” 
 
    “It seems so. Everywhere where you or he might have been was hit massively.” 
 
    “Did I remove the jump point?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “So the rest of the planets could take refugees?” 
 
    “Yes. What are you going to do?” 
 
    I did it. 
 
    Although it took a minute or two to frame the magic intent. After all, I didn’t want people landing in water and drowning, or inside volcanoes, or near anything which might kill them immediately. 
 
    The next thing I knew I was waking up in a care unit. I’d stopped bleeding, but still hurt. I was in my boxers and belt only, and bruises were forming over most of my body, as if someone had beaten me up, and left me for dead. Maybe someone had. 
 
    The one thing I couldn’t afford right now was pain when I moved. I had some healing skills, but not enough for this. But I focused on being completely healthy, and felt a connection form between my magic, the care unit, and the Talisman of Tomorrow. An instant later, the bruising was gone. I reached up to touch my face, and there was no blood, or any sign of scarring. 
 
    The care unit lid opened, and I bounded out, running to my suite, and straight into the shower. A short hot one later, I donned new briefs, and shifted into uniform. A move to the bridge, and I sat in my chair again. 
 
    “Welcome back,” said Leanne, grinning, and handing me additional belts, which I took and merged into the existing belt, where they became invisible armbands. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “You were out for fifteen minutes. Every person left alive on the planets under attack is now on either a planet in the old Australian cluster, one of the other planets Jon had been saving, or one of the Trixone planets we took back. They have nothing but what they had on them at the time, which includes a lot of naked people who’d been sleeping in the nude, and hadn’t known their planet was under attack. They just became nudists.” 
 
    As a joke, it didn’t score. 
 
    “Jane and Aisha mobilized every single remaining jump freighter we have, and they’re delivering what disaster relief supplies we have on hand. The old ships without drives are getting a drive. The freighters without them, are getting them as well. Aisha turned whole shipyards to producing temporary housing, and basic infrastructure. It’ll take time, but within a few days, people should be able to get out of the weather everywhere.” 
 
    “Any mages survive?” 
 
    “Some have checked in already. Mainly civilian mages who were at home, and their city wasn’t attacked yet. Or those in hotel accommodation on other planets. Some of them do rifts for a living, but none of them so far could do them between planets.” 
 
    “They need to step up.” 
 
    “They know. Jane sent Lightnings to get them. Aisha is sending Excalibur crystals for them to use for power augmenting.” 
 
    “Anything I need to look at now?” 
 
    “Nothing you can really do to help, which can’t be done slower by someone else.” 
 
    “Okay. Does Aisha have any feed of me as the shit happened?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I feel like I got assaulted before it happened. I was bleeding after all, and badly bruised, and that shouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “She hasn’t got a record of it, sorry.” 
 
    I sighed. Something else to figure out. 
 
    “Do you know where the Darkness system is?” 
 
    “Yes, but we really don’t want to go there.” 
 
    “I know, but I have to.” 
 
    “You closed the rifts. It must be like an attacked wasps nest in there now.” 
 
    “We’ll go in invisible. I need to see if there’s any residual rift left.” 
 
    “Why would there be?” 
 
    “Because there usually is. When the rift to Gaia never happened, there was still a residual trace of it. It’s like they get imprinted on the fabric of the galaxy, and even if they get removed any way, something still remains.” 
 
    “I still think this is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    I put an invisibility shield around Justice. 
 
    “The location, please?” 
 
    What popped up wasn’t really anything you could wrap your head around. It was more of a diagram of the relationship between galaxies in the void. Beside it was the actual cluster, and a red dot on the system itself. 
 
    “You don’t want to get this wrong,” said Leanne. 
 
    “I know, but why not?” 
 
    “Because the Darkness system is surrounded by systems which all contain instant death for biological life. Our shields should be good for the system called Death, for a short time, but we don’t know anything about the rest of them.” 
 
    “So I need a more powerful mage shield around us.” 
 
    “Do that, but just don’t miss.” 
 
    I didn’t miss. 
 
    We appeared in our normal jump in position over a planet, and we both immediately flinched. 
 
    Not only was the planet huge, but there were ships leaving it in thick clouds all around it. By sheer dumb luck, we’d arrived in one of the few safe areas, where nothing was going to hit us inside the next couple of minutes. After that? Yes, we’d be hit, and then become visible because of it. 
 
    “Shit!” exclaimed Leanne. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did Jill ever show you an entertainment called Stargate?” 
 
    “Not that I recall. Why?” 
 
    “Jane had us watching everything. Or as much as we could, given all else we do. One of the baddies in Stargate was a species of bug like machines, called Replicators. They were made out of identical blocks. On one planet, they consumed everything, and enclosed the entire planet in a layer of blocks.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “That’s what seems to have happened here. According to sensors, they stripped their world down to just above the liquid rock zone, and then built ships. The ships now coat the surface of the planet, making it a great deal larger than it actually should be.” 
 
    “But haven’t they been here for millennium?”  
 
    “Countless numbers of them. Eons maybe. So why are they still alive?” I nodded. “The ships must have some sort of cryogenic ability. Or else the Darkness themselves do.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “No, we can’t. I’ve identified a spot we can go for another short time.”  
 
    We jumped.  
 
    “Do what you need to do in a hurry, or this will be a very short trip.” 
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    The rifts were gone. 
 
    And this seemed to have infuriated the Darkness. A disturbed wasp’s nest would have been preferable to what was going on here. 
 
    The traces of the rifts were there. Faint, but detectable to magic. 
 
    The worry was though, the only Darkness ships not buzzing around like wasps were sitting very close to where the rifts had been, as if they were studying what I could see. Is that how they destroyed the universe? By being able to find even the slightest trace of connections across space, and being able to figure out how to do them themselves? That was a scary thought. 
 
    Jon had called them a biological garbage disposal once. But it appeared instead they were a highly intelligent garbage disposal. Not good, but it explained why even the highers feared them. 
 
    “More speed,” said Leanne. 
 
    I traced the remains of the rifts. They all led to where the Darkness was now. Aware of the need to hurry, I nevertheless looked at each one closely, tracing its other end. They all led where I knew they should. 
 
    Wait. One of them felt like it was older. 
 
    “You fucking bastard,” I said, when I figured it out. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “If you had to put a single name to the person who hates me the most, what name would it be?” 
 
    “The Mage King?” 
 
    “Yes. And there’s a rift here to Kelewan.” 
 
    “There should be.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We’re only assuming the Darkness went there as well.” 
 
    “True, but you’re clutching at straws.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I thought about it for several minutes, and Leanne had to move us again. 
 
    “Time?” I demanded. 
 
    She told me. 
 
    “More precisely.” 
 
    She revised it. 
 
    I concentrated, and a moment later, the scene outside and on the HUD was actually worse. Leanne frantically jumped us a series of times. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Watch.” 
 
    Across the whole system, rifts appeared. Most of them were huge, and through some of them, we could see stations and planets behind them. In less than a second, every Darkness ship realigned with a rift, and began firing through it. Stations disintegrated. Some exploded. Fire rained down on planets, and it was as if they’d been nuked. 
 
    “I didn’t want to see that.” 
 
    “Sorry. We’re going back a bit further.” 
 
    This time I didn’t jump us back, but sort of rewound time around us. I don’t know how I did it, but it happened as I thought about it happening. I was vaguely aware the Talisman was active. 
 
    Everything sped up in reverse, the rifts vanished, and the clouds of hundreds of millions of ships reversed and became part of the surface of the planet. A single rift appeared, and a massive fireball unstruck the mass of ships covering the planet, apparently asleep, and then streaked back to the rift and vanished. 
 
    I kept us going. And what I guessed was a few hours earlier, another rift appeared in the same place. I stopped us after it vanished again, and wound us forward to the moment it appeared, finding time manipulation was getting easier and easier.  
 
    Leanne jumped us across to it, and we looked through it. We looked directly at a planet. 
 
    “Kelewan,” said Leanne. 
 
    “No doubt?” 
 
    “None. I’ve seen it though the comnavsat.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s see if we understand the sequence of events. A rift opens here from Kelewan, but nothing happens.” 
 
    “Maybe not nothing. It looks like the rift was detected, and a ship dispatched to check it out, but the rift vanished before it got very far from the planet.” 
 
    “Fine. So a while later, a second rift opens, and a huge fireball comes through it, striking the planet so obviously that there is no doubt the planet is under attack.” 
 
    “The ship still on its way to where the first rift was, got destroyed as well. And the rift closes immediately. The Darkness go berserk trying to find where the fireball came from.” 
 
    “And enough time later for them to be out where the rift was in huge numbers, all the rifts to the Imperium opened up.” 
 
    “That sums it up. It was a deliberate attack on the Darkness designed to get them to retaliate as soon as they detected a means of doing so.” 
 
    I cast my magic sight through the rift, and looked the planet over. Nothing seemed untoward from above, so I concentrated on the palace, knowing there was one, but not where. Magic took me there, and I looked inside, letting the intent to find where the people were guide what I saw. 
 
    The largest room I found had a throne in it. Sitting on the throne was the Mage King, looking perfectly healthy. 
 
    “That figures.” 
 
    “What does?” 
 
    I was forgetting Leanne wasn’t seeing what I was. 
 
    “The reports of the Mage King being near death appear to have been a fabrication.” 
 
    “How did you not pick up on that?” 
 
    “Probably because I never spoke to anyone who knew the truth, and those who I did speak to thought it was the truth. Actually, I think only Haynes told me that. And he’s sitting at the right hand of the Mage King.” 
 
    “Haynes betrayed us? I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “I don’t either. Let me check further, especially since Dick Burnside is sitting on the other side of the Mage King. And I can’t think of any reason why he’d even be there.” 
 
    “Actually, I know that one. He was asked to go there yesterday, our yesterday, since I’m not sure when now is, to help with a criminal matter.” 
 
    “His Jane didn’t go with him?” 
 
    “No. It was just supposed to be a police chief to police chief thing, and Jane was following up something else.” 
 
    “No-one noticed he never came back?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    I expanded my sight to take in the whole room, finding over a hundred people in there, many of them sitting around huge scrying platters. None of them were showing Justice, so my invisibility shielding had obviously kept the magic out as well. 
 
    A quick change to my intent changed the way I looked at them, and now I could see the flow of magic. 
 
    “Holy hell.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a contradiction?” 
 
    “Probably. Haynes and Burnside are there against their will by the look of it. Everyone in the room is connected with a magic cord, and those cords bind both Haynes and Burnside. There’s a flow of power going from everyone to the Mage King.” 
 
    I zoomed in on Haynes. He’d been beaten to a pulp, and was obviously out cold. Yet magic flowed from him to the figure on the throne. The shard of Kali’s Sceptre was now visible in his hand. I looked at Burnside. He’d been beaten as well, and the Amulet of Truth was visible around his neck. Neither appeared to have a belt suit on. 
 
    “Oh, brilliant,” I said sarcastically. “The Mage King found a way to tap into the Amulet of Truth and Kali’s Shard, after not being able to take them first.” 
 
    “Is Haynes alive?” 
 
    “They both are, as magic is flowing from them, and I’m pretty sure magic stops when you die.” 
 
    “Has anyone tested that?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if we knew they were dead, we could just fire all the titan guns now, and go home.” 
 
    “That would fix the problem, and even with them alive, that is an option. But I’m not ready to sacrifice them to fix this. Not yet anyway. Besides, there are consequences to just changing things like that. It’s the easy option, and we need the best option.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    My younger self wanted to kick some arse so badly, my older self was having trouble stopping me from pulling the trigger here and now. 
 
    So I moved us back to a second after we left. 
 
    It did remove the immediate temptation. 
 
    “We’re back where we started from,” Leanne said needlessly. “What now?” 
 
    “Now we go get Haynes and Burnside.” 
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    In orbit over the palace of Kelewan, I tried to ping both of them. 
 
    Neither answered, confirming they were both still unconscious. I studied the scene from above magically, while Leanne brute force hacked the palace computers, and then started taking over every single one she could find access to around the planet. 
 
    The scene looked very different now. The Mage King was still on his throne, everyone in the room was still magically corded, but it looked like a dozen people were dead, and maybe twice that number were receiving medical attention. 
 
    Magic burnout was the obvious answer. He’d pulled more magic from many of them than they could give, and they’d collapsed, with some dying. For that alone, he’d pay. 
 
    “How’re we doing?” I asked Leanne. 
 
    “Well. It’s not that they have good firewalls keeping AIs out here, as we’ve never actually wanted to infiltrate them. What passes for media here has no idea anything happened. They’ve been told communications with the Imperium are down for technical reasons, and most have no reason to question it.” 
 
    “So it’s a power play by those in the throne room?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, yes. The general mood is in favour of Haynes becoming king, and many outwardly welcome it, since the current one has been more authoritarian than his predecessors. So the average people are not behind this.” 
 
    “Okay. Be ready in the med unit. I’m going down there.” 
 
    “Do you have to?” 
 
    “Yes. Parsengnon just abdicated, but he doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Is it a trap?” 
 
    “Yes. Mine. He thinks he won.” 
 
    “Don’t get killed. We still need you to fix this.” 
 
    “It remains to be seen if we’re allowed to fix this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell you when I get back.” 
 
    I moved myself to an empty spot just in front of the throne. My shields were as strong as I could make them, but I hadn’t added invisibility. 
 
    “You missed me, fuckhead!” I bellowed at Parsengnon, no longer considering him a king, but just a rogue mage. 
 
    The level of shock evident in the room was very gratifying. Apparently, none of the scryers had seen me survive. 
 
    With a thought, everyone in the room went to sleep except the man on the throne, who looked like he was seeing a ghost. I didn’t give him time to get over that, imagining magic scissors severing the cords to Haynes and Burnside. Both of them vanished, sent to Judge’s medical bay. 
 
    Before he could get his composure back, I yanked him off the throne, and at the same time, I moved everyone in the room to Thorn’s desert. He measured his length in the sand. 
 
    Before he could do anything else, I quickly checked using magic for non-magic users, found most of those doing the medical assistance were not, and moved them back again. They may or may not have been in on this, but without power, they hadn’t actually done anything. 
 
    Parsengnon raised his head, spat out sand, and struggled to sit up. He stared at me. 
 
    “You’re dead. How are you not dead?” 
 
    “As I said, you missed. I take it you magically assaulted me just before you opened the rift which destroyed my station?” 
 
    He smiled, and stood.  
 
    “Of course. I couldn’t miss out on the opportunity for some payback, could I? Having you killed by someone else wasn’t enough.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why kill you? Because you’ve never given me any respect. You’re just a jumped up upstart teenager with delusions you’re a grand mage.” 
 
    “Delusional, am I? Why destroy the Imperium?” 
 
    “Because it killed my son. Because I never wanted to join it in the first place, and Thorn wasn’t available to take vengeance on. Another reason for killing you, as his heir.” 
 
    “Why kill the whole universe then?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You released the Darkness.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    The sheer arrogance and entitlement. 
 
    “You have no idea what that means, do you?” 
 
    “I know they’ll purge this galaxy of all those who’ve threatened us for the last thousand years.” 
 
    “And then they’ll purge you.” 
 
    “No, I severed both the rift into Kelewan, and the jump points. Or rather, I used the magic of those who knew how.” 
 
    I sighed. The man was an idiot. No surprise there. 
 
    “Did you even look at the Darkness cluster?” 
 
    “One of the seers got a good look in their system. There was enough in there to fry the Imperium, but not be a threat to anyone else.” 
 
    “You didn’t look close enough. For one thing, their planet is only half the size that it was when you looked. The rest of the mass is ships waiting for a target. The other thing you missed is all the systems around theirs are lethal to biological matter. And why would you think that would be so?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. I guess you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “It’s because the Darkness can travel in normal space just as easily as using jump points. It might take them a long time, but they don’t care. When Kelewan is the only food left, they’ll go there. You doomed your own planet.” 
 
    “Not in my lifetime, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Is that all you care about? Your lifetime?” 
 
    “My son is dead. What else is there to care about?” 
 
    “How about your people?” 
 
    “The Imperium was poisoning their minds slowly but surely. It had to go.” 
 
    “And now it’s effectively gone. What now?” 
 
    “We go back to the way it was before.” 
 
    “No. Kelewan goes back to the way it was before, and then evolves. You’re not leaving this desert.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can hold me?” 
 
    A magic cord tried to latch onto me, but my shield kept it out. His eyes widened. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    I was getting a bit sick of being asked that. 
 
    So I showed him the same answer as last time. My ‘death look’ didn’t seem to impress or intimidate him in any way. 
 
    “Thorn had that trick. I guess it’s no surprise he taught it to you. Really, what are you?” 
 
    I showed him three staffs and a black hole swirling over my head, and this time he visibly paled. Which for a void black skin, was something. 
 
    “Now what? Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “You deserve death just for the mages you killed stealing power from them. You deserve death for the millions of people already dead by your actions. But I’m not going to kill you. You’ll do that yourself.” 
 
    The thought popped in there, and although I’d no idea what I was doing, I formed the intent, and pulled. I felt all the magical power within him leave him, and enter me. He collapsed, as if magic had been the only thing holding him up. Which might account for why he was still sitting on his throne when I showed up. He was so exhausted, only his remaining magic was keeping him functional. 
 
    I turned my back on him, and removed the magic from all those asleep on the sand. Without even looking back, I hurled him over to the sign post, before finally looking back at him. 
 
    “Read the sign. Do what you want. There’s no rescue here.” 
 
    I changed the shield to make me invisible, watched him read the sign and try to pull it out of the ground, then try to damage the shovel, which as soon as he dropped it, returned intact to lean against the sign. With no outlet for his frustrations there, he went over to the nearest ex-mage, and started trying to wake him up. 
 
    I moved back to Judge’s med bay, where I found Haynes and Burnside in care units. Both looked bad. I went up to Hayne’s unit, put my hand against the glass, and fed it magic with the intent to allow the unit to heal him fully immediately. The damage vanished, his breathing settled, and his eyes opened. 
 
    “What I am I doing here?” he asked. Then he saw me. “Bud?” His face looked confused. 
 
    “Just a moment. Leanne, let him out, while I do Burnside.” 
 
    I repeated it for the other care unit, and Burnside woke as well. He looked around wildly. 
 
    “Where the hell is my hat?” 
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    Both of them were devastated to learn what had happened. 
 
    Their reactions almost set me off again. But my old self didn’t let it happen.  
 
    Neither of them had any idea they’d been kidnaped from their beds, beaten up, and had the power they wielded stolen from them. Leanne had to show the vid of how they looked when she put them in the care units before they believed it. As far as both of them knew, they’d gone to bed normally, and woken up in the care unit. 
 
    “How did we not know what was going on?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “I think Parsengnon had you put into a deep sleep. He then tried to take your higher artifacts, and when that failed, he beat you up to see if that released your hold on them. When that failed as well, he put magic cords on you, and siphoned off your power that way. He was using the magic of over a hundred mages, and when you check, you might find that every mage on the planet feels exhaustion when they wake in the morning, because he was drawing on them as well. There might even be some unexplained deaths.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Groups of mages working together has always been possible. One person controlling it is also possible. Thorn did it. He had a lot more power and a complete higher artifact though, so what Parsengnon did is actually quite amazing.” 
 
    “The power of hate,” suggested Burnside, “coupled with the need for revenge.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “You become Mage King.” I paused, and put a magicsat over the planet. “I’ve restored communications with the AI homeworld, and between you and the AIs, you need to put the Imperium back together again.” 
 
    “What will you be doing?” asked Burnside. 
 
    “Fixing this, if I’m able. But in case it can’t be fixed, you all have to act like it can’t, and rebuild. None of the members have leaders or ambassadors at the moment. Hundreds of millions of people are refugees on planets with nothing to support them. The AIs are on that, but you two are the closest to actual leaders, other than Jane, there is at the moment.” 
 
    Burnside hadn’t asked about his Jane, and I could see it was costing him. She should have had a primary on the AI homeworld, but until he tried to contact her, he had no way of knowing if she’d survived. 
 
    “We’re going to need a rift to travel through,” said Haynes.  
 
    “I can’t put one in now, because no-one knows where it should go. For that matter, there is no way anyone can travel from one place to another. All the hubs were destroyed, which means none of the remaining stations are connected. You’ll have to rebuild that network yourself. We lost a lot of mages, so you’ll need to lead the ones that’re left. Jane should be able to send you some sort of jump capable ship if you need one.” 
 
    “I can’t do a rift from here back to the Imperium. So we’ll need a ship.” 
 
    I looked at Burnside. He nodded, and took the Amulet of Truth from his neck, and handed it to Haynes, who looked confused again. 
 
    “Between the Amulet of Truth, and your Sceptre shard, you should be able to do any rift you need to. If you can’t, do a series of them from planet to planet. Try connecting with the black hole at the center of the galaxy instead of local suns.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll work it out.” 
 
    The irony of that statement didn’t escape me. 
 
    “What about Gitte?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Syrinx and Tanith were on Haven station. No-one survived that. Gitte was on Karn. Their station was destroyed, as was the city it was above. The planet was being attacked by Darkness, and the survivors were moved to some uninhabited planet somewhere. Aisha will know which one.” 
 
    Leanne popped up. 
 
    “She’s listed as MIA.” 
 
    “And the rest of the team are all dead?” 
 
    “Everyone we knew who isn’t here, and isn’t on the AI homeworlds, is dead.” 
 
    “How did he miss the AIs?” asked Burnside. 
 
    “Easy,” said Leanne. “We never told anyone where our homeworlds were. There are no records anywhere. And these days, there is no traffic past ours, and in the other galaxy, very little.” 
 
    “That’s something, anyway. I’ll get in touch as soon as we finish.” 
 
    “What are you doing now?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “Leanne and I are going to see if we can fix this. I’ve done what I can for here and now. Our next stop is to see Thorn.” 
 
    “Thorn’s dead,” said Burnside, but Haynes just smiled. 
 
    “Have a good trip,” he said. 
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    Thorn was sitting in a deck chair beside a long low mound of earth. 
 
    I’d used the intent of finding him during the time after I’d left last time I saw him, and before he died. I suspected he’d be on his island on what we now called Thorn’s World, but there really was no way of knowing for sure. He still had magic, and could have been anywhere. 
 
    Leanne and I appeared on the other side of the mound, so he saw us immediately. 
 
    “Hey, Bud. I thought I’d be seeing you around now.” 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    “Because I hadn’t seen you before now, and there’s not a lot of now left for me. How’ve you been?” 
 
    “Me, pretty good. This is Leanne, by the way.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” 
 
    “Co-pilot,” I said. 
 
    “Friend,” she said, at the same time. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Welcome to my island. You timed it well, actually. I buried Tasha this morning, and I really don’t know what to do with myself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry for your loss,” said Leanne, at the same time. 
 
    “We had a good run. It’s been nine years since I sent you home. I can see it hasn’t been that long for you.” 
 
    “About a year. You overshot me by two months.” 
 
    He laughed. He was looking really old now, grief was eating at him, but he still had his sense of humour. 
 
    “What’s the uniform? I don’t remember seeing that one.” 
 
    “Thorn’s Cluster Militia.” 
 
    “Cluster?” 
 
    “We claimed the four planets which you didn’t give away, now housing refugees, and the AMS found us a much better fifth which most of our people moved to.” 
 
    “Your rank?” 
 
    “Full admiral,” said Leanne. “Bud runs the Militia. Or he did until this morning.” 
 
    “What happened this morning?” 
 
    “Parsengnon let the Darkness out of their cluster. The Imperium was all but destroyed in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    His mouth fell open, and then closed deliberately. 
 
    “I guess discussing it in a grave yard is appropriate then.” 
 
    Two more chairs appeared, and he waved us to them. We sat. 
 
    “Tell me all of it.” 
 
    I did. Leanne filled in some of the details. 
 
    “Damn. I thought you’d come back here to bury me. Instead, you want what? Advice on what to do now?” 
 
    “You never said anything about coming back here to bury you.” 
 
    “I thought I didn’t need to. But since you’re here, when you leave, you can jump forward in weekly increments, and check if I’m still walking around or not. If not, bury me here next to Tasha.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “How’s the girls? Still going? Or have they passed as well?” 
 
    “They joined the Militia. Jen requested being busted back to a commander.” He laughed, and nodded, “And I subsequently promoted her back to a one star admiral, but she threatens to retire again if I push her any higher. She’s running a fleet of behemoths, and seems to not notice she’s been running the whole Militia for weeks now. Jess is running border protection and police forces, and Lea is running our diplomatic offices and Militia logistics.” I sighed. “Was.” 
 
    I looked at Leanne for confirmation. 
 
    “They were here on the island. There no longer is an island.” 
 
    We were silent for a while. I think the death of his friends hit him almost as hard as the death of his wife. Even though they hadn’t even been born yet. 
 
    “And Aisha?” 
 
    “Running everything.” He nodded, smiling again. “We left her behind, as she and Jane were really the only leaders left to rebuild the Imperium with.” 
 
    I was expecting him to ask me why I wasn’t doing that, but he didn’t. 
 
    “How did the Militia form? I sent you back to be an Imperium officer.” 
 
    “I was. The Trixone war lasted for a full year. Part way through, we discovered a species of dinosaurs attacking the Trixone from the other side, and found they were a bigger threat. I started taking their ships from them, we gutted them, and redesigned the interiors.” 
 
    “You mean Aisha did.” 
 
    “Yes. Jon was totally fixated on the Trixone situation, so he sent my squadron to deal with the Rawtenuga. I ended up a Fleet Captain running a war off a battlestation.” 
 
    “You won it, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Leanne, smiling. 
 
    “By the time we beat them, I’d taken so many ships from them, Jon couldn’t ignore what I was doing any longer. He promoted me to a fleet admiral, and talked dad and the mayor into creating the Militia. My squadron was seconded, and we started upgrading ships. By the time Jon and I ended the Trixone war using magic and our sceptres, the Militia was a bigger force than the Imperiums, and with better ships.” 
 
    “Jon is dead?” 
 
    “Yes. The only reason I’m not is mage shields.” 
 
    “So how did Parsengnon let the Darkness out?” 
 
    “A fair while back, we figured out how to make a jump drive for a ship using magic. It worked so well, Jon had a revelation that the Darkness system was now open for anyone with a jump drive, and the guts to jump in there. If the ship was captured, they’d be able to get out again.” 
 
    “So he did what?” 
 
    “Used rifts to move the entire cluster of systems out into interstellar space.” 
 
    “That should have been enough.” 
 
    “It was, except we started teaching mages to use rifts. And as part of that, we also taught a lot of them how to use other energy sources.” 
 
    “And combined, a powerful mage could open a rift into the Darkness system. No-one realized that?” 
 
    “No. Honestly, it never occurred to me, mainly I suspect because no one person other than me or Jon could have done it, and neither of us ever would.” 
 
    “How did he then?” 
 
    “He kidnapped one of my mages, who carries a sliver of Kali’s Sceptre, and Chief Burnside, who had the Amulet of Truth, which is half of Ganesha’s Talisman of Tomorrow, the equivalent of the sceptre. Between them and a hundred other mages, and possibly also drawing on every mage on the planet, he had the power to do it.” 
 
    “And what happened to him?” 
 
    “I took his magic from him, and he’s doing the desert walk, or digging a hole. I don’t know which, and I don’t care. The rest of the mages I left asleep on the sand. When they wake up, they’ll make their own decisions.” 
 
    He looked at Leanne, and grinned. 
 
    “I prepared him well, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did,” she agreed. 
 
    “So, what are the other insignia? I’m guessing Leanne is a full commander, and she said you were a full admiral, which in the Imperium is four stars.” 
 
    He looked from me to her when I didn’t answer. 
 
    “Bud’s the Grand Master Mage for all mage societies, and both a civilian and military judge.” 
 
    His grin widened. 
 
    “And to think I knew you when you were just born and totally helpless. You’re not now, are you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Still carrying the sceptre?” 
 
    “Yes, and I solved the issue with being close to Jon as well.” 
 
    “Good for you. What was the answer?” 
 
    “Drawing energy from a sun enough to nullify the closeness effects.” 
 
    “And you still do that?” 
 
    “Not quite. The sun I was using burned out when I brought Serena back from the brink of death, and after that, I needed something more than a sun, and started using the black hole at the center of the galaxy.” 
 
    That caught him by surprise. I saw his energy shift as he looked at me, and he became even more surprised. 
 
    “You’re connected now?” 
 
    “You mean after having come back in time about a thousand years? Yes. I guess it reconnected automatically.” 
 
    “But that’s not all, is it?” 
 
    “No. I’m carrying two more higher artifacts now. Ganesha’s Talisman of Tomorrow, and Shiva’s Rod.” 
 
    I let him see all three staffs. The red crystal he knew, but the other two were green and sand yellow. He nodded, and they vanished. 
 
    “So you’re here to get my advice on how to fix the future?” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to be a bit more comfortable for this discussion.” 
 
    The three of us were suddenly sitting in his living room. The positions were the same, but the chairs were now lounge chairs. And very comfortable ones. Not the ones I remember him having either. 
 
    “I’m not sure I have any advice for you, I’m afraid,” he went on. “Your situation is totally different to mine.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “If I understand it correctly, what you need to stop had already happened before you jumped back in time. For me, after all the time jumping I did, each time we arrived back after we left. Minor things changed, but the reason why I went back in time didn’t. So I had a reason to go, I went, and I came back after I went.” 
 
    He looked at her to see if she was following him. She nodded. 
 
    “You can’t do that. Because the event which supplies the reason to go back is exactly what you intend to change. Once you change it, your younger selves won’t have any reason to go back and do anything, and so what happened becomes a temporal anomaly, and you cease to exist.” 
 
    “That was my understanding as well,” I said. 
 
    “Why didn’t it happen to all the people on Haven station then?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. Not for sure. But they knew they were going to either cease to exist, or would never know anything, and end up leading a completely different life. Jon and his team knew for a fact that their lines had ended centuries before, because they were kept going by higher interference. Without that, their ancestors died, and they were never born.” 
 
    “So how did they survive?” 
 
    “That’s complicated,” said Thorn. “For a start, I knew eighty years before those events that they did survive. So they were included in the magic Bud and I did during the time line shift, and that magic may have anchored them here.” 
 
    “Or it was Kali,” I added. “She’s quite capable of preserving a group of people about to cease to exist, and what Thorn did was to make sure they remembered everything. That’s what Jon thought, anyway.” 
 
    “So why did Syrinx and Tanith’s line collapse?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” said Thorn. “Hobbes and Roo’s did as well, and I never did figure out why. But it could have been as simple as mages died, and we couldn’t hold on to them properly after that.” 
 
    “Or Kali had a reason to let them go,” I added. 
 
    “But why keep them, and not the families who spawned them?” asked Leanne. “That’s pretty cruel to the ones they saved.” 
 
    Thorn looked at me, and I shrugged. I’d never thought about that. 
 
    “You can’t save everyone,” he said. 
 
    “Apparently not. And even those saved can’t be saved for long apparently.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about now?” I asked. 
 
    “Anna’s people. They went through the rift to Gaia, lost their memories, read enough to keep to their plan, and took off into sector ten on their own, where they discovered the owl’s purple plant, and everyone but Anna died. What was the point of that?” 
 
    Thorn and I looked at each other again. 
 
    “That’s just life,” said Thorn. “No-one knows the consequences of their actions.” 
 
    “Except when you go back in time to change them?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Not even then. You can estimate the changes your change will make, but you can never be totally sure of all outcomes.” 
 
    “So if I destroy the Darkness once and for all,” I asked, “we can’t predict what the change will do in the future?” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Leanne. “I’ve read every time travel book I can find. I’ve watched all the entertainments. I’ve read all the reasons why things shouldn’t have worked the way they did. But I still don’t understand it.” 
 
    I looked at her in shock. It had never occurred to me that an AI could read everything there was to read on a subject, and still not understand it. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “No, I’m winding you up. But no. Yes, I’m being serious. Time travel does my head in, to use a Jill expression.” 
 
    Thorn laughed.  
 
    “I’ve heard that one before. The trouble is, and especially in this case, you’re dealing with someone who wants revenge, and has powerful magic and a lot of energy to do it with. So he used the Darkness this time. You remove the Darkness. What does he do next time? And how much worse might it be?” 
 
    “How could it be worse?” Leanne and I asked together. 
 
    “You said he destroyed the Imperium, and while he did kill Jon, he thought he’d killed you as well. How else could he have done that?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Leanne looked troubled. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    “You’ve done worse.” 
 
    “I have? How?” 
 
    “You sent those fungus covered ships into the middle of a sun.” 
 
    I flinched. Thorn shivered. I’d totally forgotten about that. 
 
    “So,” she went on, “he could just as easily have put rifts between where you both were and deep inside suns, and pulled the rifts over your stations. The station’s shields wouldn’t have lasted more than they did against the fire from the Darkness, and both of you would have died before waking up.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure of that. But she might be right. 
 
    “So depriving him of what he did do, might result in him doing something worse?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Thorn. “And this time you don’t survive, so you don’t go back, so the instance of you already back has to do something else, and it keeps getting worse.” 
 
    “There was a time travel episode like that,” said Leanne. “A time scientist wanted to get his wife back, and he kept changing things, and changing them, and changing them, and each time, something was lost. The losses added up over time, and at the very end, he realized what he wanted could never be returned to him.” 
 
    “How did that end?” I asked. 
 
    “His ship, which was immune to all the time line changes, was destroyed, and the time line returned to what it was before he started.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the end result of what Jon did?” 
 
    Thorn started chuckling. 
 
    “Yeah. Only that time it was endless changes made by higher beings, and one man, a time traveler, and two mages, who wiped it all clean.” 
 
    “So what do I do?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    I threw a cushion at him. 
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    “What time is it for you?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Half past breakfast,” said Leanne. 
 
    “We’re out of sync then, but if you want to eat, there’s plenty of food. You need to fix it yourself though.” 
 
    “I don’t eat. But Bud must be hungry given the magic he’s worked so far today.” 
 
    “I guess I’m mildly hungry. The magic was easy, and the energy all came from the black hole.” 
 
    “I’ll get you something,” said Leanne. 
 
    “We ran out of processed food a long time ago,” said Thorn. “You’ll need to cook.” 
 
    “How hard can that be?” she laughed, getting up, and heading towards the kitchen. 
 
    Thorn’s eyes followed her out, and then looked at me. 
 
    “She doesn’t eat?”  
 
    “Leanne’s an AI, one of Jane’s many daughters. One of the things the Imperium did in response to events was assign an AI to every pilot as a co-pilot. Leanne was the AI on my first capital ship, a super-corvette. She’s been with me ever since.” 
 
    “And Aisha?” 
 
    “She learned how to co-pilot ships as well, but she mainly runs stations and shipyards.” 
 
    “Shipyards?” 
 
    “Yeah. I took shipyards away from the Rawtenuga as well as ships. More recently I took some from the Shiveratoo as well. But we’d not done anything with them yet.” 
 
    “Shiveratoo?” 
 
    I explained them. 
 
    “Okay, shipyards. Do you still have them?” 
 
    “Most of them. I stashed a lot more than I told anyone in a secret system only Aisha and I know about. Actually, Jane knows about it now, I guess. There’s enough there to rebuild ships for a new Imperium, and I guess they could build stations as well. The problem is, we lost all the important people.” 
 
    “So if you left it alone, it could be rebuilt?” 
 
    “I made sure they were going to do just that before I left.” 
 
    “So the first thing you really need to do is find out if you’re allowed to change what happened.” 
 
    “True. But I wanted to talk to you first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “In case I didn’t need to. Believe it or not, I don’t like being jerked around by highers.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “No-one does. All the same, when you carry their stuff, they get a say in how you use it.” 
 
    Leanne came back in carrying the usual tray, and put a normal breakfast down on my lap. She grinned at our surprise. 
 
    “How did you do that?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “I put a jump icon in the kitchen, jumped back to the ship, prepared Bud’s preferred breakfast, and jumped back with it.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “I thought you said she was an AI, not a mage.” 
 
    We both chuckled. 
 
    “We did a lot of things with merging tech and magic,” I said. “The jump button is one of them. Allows anyone to move instantaneously between two places, as long as they set it up first. That came after the jump drive for ships. The AIs use them a lot now. Saves them spawning off avatars everywhere.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” grinned Leanne. “There is another one of me up on Judge, just in case the ships need to go in different directions.” 
 
    “You brought two ships?” Thorn asked. 
 
    “Eat,” said Leanne to me, and I started eating. “We did,” she said to Thorn. “Justice is a behemoth, and more than capable of fighting most ships it might encounter. Judge is a cruiser sized pocket dreadnaught. Justice has no accommodation at all, being purely a combat ship, and Judge does, being an older design. Bud’s first ship as a lieutenant commander.” 
 
    “So he really is a judge?” 
 
    I choked for a moment, but kept eating.  
 
    “He is. Court of Final Appeals. Has, had, his own courtroom on Haven station. His team were his jury. One sitting a month, unless there were special circumstances. He’s also the head judge for court martials, but there’s only been one so far, and that was before he was ready for the job. I should add, he never wanted to do it, but the civilian senior judges pressured the Imperium to make him.” 
 
    “I bet that went down well,” he laughed. 
 
    “There were a few meetings held in your desert, I believe.” 
 
    He looked at me, and I nodded while chewing. 
 
    “Good for you,” he said. “But you appreciate the irony, don’t you?” 
 
    “What irony?” I mumbled. 
 
    “You left those responsible for destroying the Imperium to die in a desert. No trial, no verdict, just sentenced to a lingering death.” 
 
    “They deserved it,” I said, mouth now empty. 
 
    “But you’ve since had the opportunity to kill them all preemptively, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Leanne. “I wanted to, only it would have killed two of our people with them.” 
 
    “And had you done so, what then? And let’s assume you didn’t have to kill your people to do it.” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “Yes,” he went on. “They hadn’t done anything yet. There’s nothing to show they even intended to do anything, and Bud is now the bad guy for killing people with no reason. Where will that lead?” 
 
    “To distrust of magic users?” 
 
    “Indeed. And once that starts, the Imperium might eventually explode on its own anyway.” 
 
    “Consequences of actions,” I said. “I’m aware. But I’m not sure if being aware of it provides an answer to fixing it.” 
 
    “I never said it would. But I’m glad you turned out as balanced as I’d hoped. You’ve done exceptionally well, Bud. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “How are your parents doing?” 
 
    “They’re good. Or were until this morning. Dad’s the ambassador to the Imperium council. Or was. He and mum live on Haven station now. Oh. You remember that bud which never opened, the one I’m named for?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Well, it opened.” 
 
    He gave me a speculative look. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Leanne popped up a map of the core galaxy, showing the comnavsat coverage which marked the Trixone enclosure area, and then explained it to him. 
 
    “Wow. Even I didn’t know magic at that level was possible. What sort of flower was it?” 
 
    I showed him an image. 
 
    “That is beautiful. A perfect red flower. And you did that with two of the higher artifacts?” 
 
    “The same one twice, with two shards from each.” 
 
    “And now you have three different ones?” 
 
    “Yes. You want the sceptre back?” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “I’m not sure they’ll let you give it back to me, not this close to my end. Would that make you happy?” 
 
    “Do I not look happy?” 
 
    “Not particularly. But then, the cosmos just shit on you, so it’s not surprising.” 
 
    “If I could only get rid of all the diplomacy I get roped into, I’d be a lot happier generally. In fact, if I’d been able to get out of running the Militia completely, and concentrated on being a senior mage, maybe this would never have happened. I wasn’t there. There had to have been signs this was coming, but I wasn’t even in the same galaxy.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything. 
 
    “Things got too complicated too fast,” I went on. Thorn’s face said keep going. “I was trying to concentrate on being a pilot and leading a squadron. Then I find myself a master mage, and then Grand Master Mage, and then running a militia and a war. I no sooner solve the war, than I’m sent to another galaxy to fight two more fast ones. And while I’m doing all that, a mage revolt festers, and I never saw it coming.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Then whose is it?” 
 
    “Ours,” said a voice that caused me to wince. 
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    The living room was gone. 
 
    We were sitting in table chairs, with three larger ones on the other side. I was in the middle, Thorn to my right, and Leanne to my left. A moment later, the other chairs weren’t empty anymore.  
 
    Kali was in the middle, facing me. Ganesha was on the left as I sat, and Shiva on the right. Leanne looked shocked. Thorn seemed amused. 
 
    “Did I hear you right?” asked Thorn. “It’s your fault.” 
 
    “Everything’s her fault,” joked Shiva. 
 
    He received a dirty look from Kali, but I noticed Ganesha’s trunk twitched. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” she said, looking at Thorn. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “I see some butt covering coming.” 
 
    Kali ignored me, but Ganesha’s trunk twitched again.  
 
    “Jon Hunter changed everything. The pair of you helped him. The power of three will not be denied.” 
 
    I looked at Thorn, and he seemed as confused as I was. Then I made a connection and sighed. 
 
    “That make any sense to you?” he asked me. 
 
    “It’s how Jon and I ended the Trixone war. Two higher artifacts, even if the same one in two aspects, but with each having two shards. So two lots of three. But hang on, there was nothing said about the power of three, just twice three.” 
 
    “Three has always been a part of this,” said Ganesha. “Jon and the twins. You, Gitte and Haynes. You, Aisha, and Leanne.” Leanne startled a little hearing her own name. “Jon, Jane, and Jane. And others you don’t know about.” 
 
    “And three highers,” added Thorn. They all nodded. “And another two times three, when Jon changed the time line.” 
 
    I shot him a confused look. 
 
    “Oh,” said Leanne. “Jon, Syrinx, and Tanith. Thirteen, Hobbes, and Roo.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Kali. “Such was the unexpected nature of what Jon did, only the power of three had any chance of coping with the consequences.” 
 
    “What consequences?” I asked. 
 
    “You know them already. The Keerah and the Ralnor were going to be overrun by the Trixone, and suddenly neither were strong enough to hold.” 
 
    “Three,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed Shiva. “Three species held the galaxy in balance.” 
 
    “And then Jon shattered that balance to solve a bigger problem,” said Kali. “We knew immediately where things would go, and we saved Jon and his people to be the glue to hold everything else together while things settled out.” She looked directly at me. “But from the moment Jon Hunter did that, it became your destiny to fix what else he broke doing it.” 
 
    “So why let today happen?” asked Leanne, quickly. 
 
    “It didn’t just happen,” said Ganesha. 
 
    “It was the culmination of causality,” said Kali. “Jon set it all in motion. The jump drive opened a closed door. Rifts bypassed the door.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “And in the process of too much going on, three of us caused an even greater problem without knowing it,” I added. 
 
    “Three?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Jon, me, and Thorn.” 
 
    “Why me?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Because you reunited our people, after they grew apart for three thousand years, without giving them the chance to say no to joining the Imperium. Parsengnon told me he never wanted to join. And I never showed him any respect.” 
 
    “I guess I didn’t either. But why did that result in him destroying it?” 
 
    Leanne briefly explained the rogue mages, and how Parsengnon’s son died. 
 
    “Okay, I didn’t see that coming. But then, none of it was seeable.” 
 
    “We saw it,” said Kali. “A rolling series of small things which led to disaster.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do something to stop it?” I asked. 
 
    “Because the power of three will not be denied.” 
 
    “You said that already,” I said, my tone deteriorating. 
 
    “Everything Jon did that day, led here,” said Shiva. 
 
    “Everything you two did that day, led here,” said Ganesha. 
 
    “Everything Bud has done since then, led here,” said Kali. 
 
    I felt a pull against my magic, and the three staffs appeared in front of me, much smaller than usual, standing on the table. Above my head, the black hole swirled. 
 
    “The Power of Three,” said Kali. 
 
    “You’re taking them back?” I asked them. 
 
    The staffs and the black hole representation vanished, and the question answered itself with no loss of the power I felt within them. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Everything since the time line shift has led to these events. Until now, there has never been a mage with the power you wield. But only one with the Power of Three at his command, can fix what has been broken.” 
 
    “You’ve walked a path,” said Ganesha, “which led to acquiring the three staffs.” 
 
    “You need them now,” said Shiva. 
 
    “There is a lot more broken than you’re aware of,” said Kali. 
 
    “What’s broken?” asked Thorn 
 
    “You know a lot of it already,” said Shiva. 
 
    “For some of the knowledge you need,” said Kali, “you’ll need to go back to the moment of the time line shift, and observe what really happened.” 
 
    I felt my lips twitch from side to side, but managed not to show the cringe I really felt. That was one time I really didn’t want to go back to. 
 
    “And there is one other problem,” said Ganesha. 
 
    “What is that?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “You must figure that out for yourself,” said Shiva. 
 
    “Of course I do,” I said, feeling my temper begin to slip. “Just a hint of how might be nice.” 
 
    “Go back to where Thorn began,” said Kali. “Find where your people began before him. What you discover will point to what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Does Thorn need to go back in time and be his own grandfather?” laughed Leanne. 
 
    Kali actually laughed. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, perhaps.” 
 
    “I’m tired of the riddles,” I blurted. “Say something that makes sense, or I’m going to fix this morning, and ignore everything else.” 
 
    “I told you so,” said Shiva, looking at Kali. 
 
    Ganesha’s trunk twitched again. 
 
    Kali’s manner completely changed. The light around us dimmed. The power of a higher being became much more evident. Even Ganesha and Shiva seemed to lean away from her. 
 
    “You’ve been told all you need to know,” she said, her words like ice cutting through flesh. “But if you need something to motivate you, then heed this. The time line shift undid many things. Some of them were not important. Some of them have been addressed. But to do that we created temporal anomalies. Some of them threaten this reality, and must be resolved before anything else is done. Do you understand now?” 
 
    “I think I do,” said Leanne. 
 
    “You do?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Yes. The obvious one was Jon and his team. Their ancestors died. Thirteen was brought in to save them, to make sure they were all born, so they could teach Jon, who could then save everything from the Darkness. Then it was undone, and they became temporal anomalies. But a few thousand people unstuck in time is nothing. But if I understand this correctly, the very fabric of societies essential to the current time line was lost, and they need a time traveler to go and fix whatever was broken in the past.” 
 
    “But you don’t know what?” I asked her. 
 
    “No. But we can probably work up a list of things to check.”  
 
    She paused, and aimed a speculative look at Kali. 
 
    “How far back in time did Jon Hunter go to close the door on the Darkness?” 
 
    “Eons,” said Ganesha. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” asked Thorn.  
 
    “Because he didn’t need to go back that far,” said Leanne, looking at Kali. 
 
    The light returned to normal. Kali looked less threatening now. 
 
    “Freewill will not be denied either,” she said. “He assumed the problem needed to be fixed soon after it was created. But the Darkness never got out until humans developed space travel, and let them out. Or the now long dead species on the other side of that arm did the same in those timelines when humans didn’t.” 
 
    “So if Jon had gone back a few weeks before the pirate battleship arrived in the War system,” said Leanne, “and locked them away then, the effect would have been minimal?” 
 
    “As you say,” said Shiva. 
 
    “Then why let him bugger everything up so badly?” I asked them. 
 
    “Freewill will not be denied,” said Kali. 
 
    Thorn started laughing, and Kali started looking severe again. 
 
    “What?” I asked him. 
 
    “They didn’t know,” he said. “None of the highers had any idea that Jon Hunter would do what he did, and even when it was discussed, they had no idea of the ramifications of it. It wasn’t until after the time line shift they had the ability to see the outcomes.” 
 
    “Quite,” said Shiva. “And so we chose a mage to bear the Power of Three, in the expectation he is to fix all that was broken.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “You might have made me a list,” I muttered. 
 
    Kali’s tongue extended well out of her mouth, and she smashed both fists into the table. 
 
    Ganesha’s fists smashed the table a moment later. 
 
    Shiva sat there grinning. 
 
    And we were back in Thorn’s living room. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” he said. 
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    “I’m taking the rest of the day off,” I announced. 
 
    “Might as well,” said Thorn. 
 
    Leanne looked horrified. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we…” 
 
    “There’s no hurry,” I interrupted her. “The Imperium doesn’t begin for a thousand years. Let alone end. Whatever Kali meant by other things to fix, none of them are going to fall apart today.” 
 
    “And if they did,” added Thorn, “you’d know about it, Leanne. It’d be in your history files.” 
 
    “I’ll check them again. In fact, I’ll scour every history in the databases, now I have something to look for.” 
 
    “You do that,” I said. “But don’t get obsessive about it. If this takes us a few weeks or months, it doesn’t matter in the scheme of things.” 
 
    “It matters to me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She looked at me as if I was mad. Maybe I was. But for the first time in a long time, I had no actual responsibilities, nothing which had to be done, no-one needing killing, and nothing to interrupt me doing nothing at all. No more diplomacy. No more wars. No managing ships and stations and people. With the realization, I chuckled quietly to myself. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “For the moment, I seem to have gotten what I asked for.” 
 
    “You asked for the Imperium to be destroyed?” 
 
    Thorn began chuckling. 
 
    “Of course not. But I never asked to run a Militia. I never asked to be the one everyone looked to for ending wars. I never asked to be a judge, or a diplomat, or anything other than being a pilot. I never even asked to lead a squadron, and I would have been perfectly happy with Jill or Woof doing so.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re giving up?” 
 
    “No. I’m taking the day off. Maybe the whole week, or even a month. I’m going to revel in not having anything other people want me to do.” 
 
    “We have stuff Kali wants you to do.” 
 
    “Sure. But you need to make a list. I might even talk to you about what should be on that list. But not today. I’m going to let the whole situation bubble along in the back of my mind, and wait until it spits out something actionable.” 
 
    “Visiting the time line shift is actionable.” 
 
    “True. But I’m not doing that while we’re emotionally damaged, and after I’ve expended a lot of magic. It requires a clear focused head, and proper sleep.” 
 
    “What about Thorn’s people?” 
 
    “The same,” said Thorn. “And that one requires some creative thinking first anyway. We never had a written history back when I was born. And if we had any passed down by word of mouth, I wasn’t one of those to hear it. So if there is a problem with where our people began, we don’t have a starting point for finding it.” 
 
    Leanne opened her mouth, but I cut her off. 
 
    “And I’m thinking about theories to do with how life in the galaxy started. If you want to follow that philosophical question immediately, have right at it.” 
 
    “I was going to say, what about the Darkness and the Imperium?” 
 
    “That needs careful thought. We need to think of all possible ways of changing that, and every conceivable consequence to each possible action. But I’m not doing that today either.” 
 
    “But there is something you can do?” 
 
    “There’s probably lots of things I can do. But not today!” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll be on Judge if you want me.” 
 
    She vanished before we could say anything more. 
 
    “Is she normally like that?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “No. But she lost her primary this morning. As I suspect a lot of AIs did. They were supposed to have their primaries safe and sound on their homeworlds, but I suspect a lot of them were already happy being on ships with my team, and once the homeworld was established properly, they spawned avatars instead of going there themselves. The avatars know they’re not primary, and adjusting to being primary is apparently not easy.” 
 
    “What happened to Jane?” 
 
    “Her primary, the one with the special body they keep trying to make more of, was with Jon. Always with Jon. Gaia Jane was on her main civilian station, and she had the same body apparently. Both gone. Our avatar Jane was a mess. Much worse than Leanne is.” 
 
    “Cut Leanne some slack then. She needs to grieve in her own way. So do you.” 
 
    “I’m not grieving.” He gave me a sharp look. “Okay, I am grieving, but only the nineteen year old part of me is. The other part of me, the one which lived through the eons of the time line shift, that part has control, and isn’t grieving. When the time is right, and we have a proper plan, and I’m not angry, I’ll fix it. There’s no doubt about it being fixed. So no-one is actually dead.” 
 
    I ran out of steam, and he smiled at me. 
 
    “Did I tell you I’m proud of you?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Well, I am. I don’t suppose you have any decent beer on your ship, do you? I ran out years ago, and while I do make a reasonable one, I miss the best the Imperium had. Tasha preferred beer more than I did, but I learned to like it just sharing the moments with her when she drank one.” 
 
    I grinned at him. 
 
    “I can do better than Imperium beer.” 
 
    A carton appeared next to my chair. A thought, and the top vanished, revealing bottles inside. I pulled two out, and passed one over to him. He opened it, and took a sip. His face changed. 
 
    “That’s wonderful!” 
 
    He swallowed half the bottle without stopping. 
 
    “Wyvern beer.” 
 
    “Seriously? You mean a small dragon? And they make beer?” 
 
    “Very serious. George tested the first jump drive, and ended up crashing on a planet where the indigenous were dragons and wyvern, but also shapeshifters into a humanoid form. He helped them hold the Trixone at bay until he was found by Grace, and we’ve been trading with them ever since. The best liquor in the galaxy comes from them. Not to mention fighters. I had one of each in my squadron. Have. I have one of each in my squadron.” 
 
    “What else do they make?” 
 
    A line of bottles appeared on his dining table. 
 
    “I’m not trying all of those in one session.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “No, you better not. Potent stuff. Besides, I thought you didn’t like hard liquor?” 
 
    “I don’t. But occasionally Tasha did, and as I said, I always kept her company. She knew enough to not get me drunk trying to keep up with her.” 
 
    “I’m not game to get drunk either. I have enough trouble controlling my magic at times as it is, without losing control.” 
 
    “Well, you can here if you want to. The rest of the planet is deserted. Go visit where the village was. Is. Will be. If you destroy something, no-one’s going to notice it.” 
 
    “What about you? Do you feel the need?” 
 
    “I’ll admit to not being good. I’m old. Really old. Especially since I gave you the sceptre. I take energy from the local sun to keep me going, but it’s not the same. My body is worn out, having lived for much more than twice what it was designed for. With Tasha gone, I have nothing left to live for.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “Honestly, Bud, I’m not sure why I was included in that higher’s meeting. I’m just a tired old man waiting for his last breath.” 
 
    “Well, old man, it seems there’s a mystery to solve about where our people came from. Are you up for it, or not?” 
 
    “Right now? Not. I’ll see how I feel when you decide to get moving. In the meantime, what do you intend to do for the rest of the day?” 
 
    “What’s good to do?” 
 
    “I like listening to whale song.” 
 
    “There are whales here now?” 
 
    “The local variety, yes. They’ve always been here.” 
 
    “Did you ever go to Sanctuary?” we both said at the same time. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Much to Leanne’s disgust, I did nothing for a week. 
 
    It turned out Thorn had never mentioned a period, in his younger days after meeting Jon, when he and Tasha had travelled the galaxy for a while. They’d met the dolphins, whales, unicorns, and pegasus on Sanctuary during that time. It added another task to the job screen. How did they get there, since the dolphins and whales were indigenous to Earth? They also had myths about the horned and flying horses, so one had to wonder if all four had come from the same place. If so, how did they get to Sanctuary? 
 
    It reminded Thorn of something he’d read after meeting Jon, and he’d been meaning to watch the entertainment versions of it. Saving it for a day he needed a laugh, was the way he put it. So we watched every version of it ever made, starting with the original square screen, and ending with Jane’s recently released AI made version. The original was only one and a half books of the actual five written. Some of them picked and chose what to include, but Jane had made the whole thing, using the original actor’s bodies and voices, and Judge had a copy, since Leanne had updated the database before we left. 
 
    This kept us entertained for most of the week. And while I had no idea what never getting the hang of Thursdays meant, or which might actually be the worst poetry ever written since I’d never read any, between the incomprehensible stuff, there was some genuinely funny moments. I mean the whole concept of some god making the universe and a lot of people getting very angry about it, just seems so likely, given how people behave. And since I’d had dealings with higher beings, I could readily believe that they’d create a universe in just the exact way to piss off those who had to live in it. 
 
    A lot of it was in the delivery, so some of the really funny stuff in one version, wasn’t in another, but that one delivered something else in a way that had you falling out of your chair with tears running down your face. 
 
    We didn’t see Leanne at all. I was sleeping on Judge, eating breakfast there, and then joining Thorn at his house. She did send me all the entertainments Thorn asked for, but I think there was something about it including a manically depressed paranoid robot who complained non-stop which upset her. At least, that’s all I could think of. 
 
    I did spend some time elsewhere on the planet. The site of where Thorn had been born had nothing at all to indicate a castle and a village had once stood there. But it was two thousand years after all. It was also nearly another thousand before the new village would be created from the moved in time old one. 
 
    The land was pristine, showing no signs of what had happened to the planet after Thorn had moved everyone. He told me a lot of the animals from his time had died out because of the cold, but he’d been surprised how many had adapted, and then thrived when the planet came out of its mini ice age. I recognized some of both the animal and plant life, although some of it was obviously still evolving now in relation to what I knew. It was a thousand years earlier after all, and no higher life forms to cause them to go extinct. I did get to meet a local whale, and it was nothing at all like Sanctuary’s whales. Even if their songs were similar. 
 
    For my alone time each day, I went to a different place, and for the first time ever, just explored my own planet for the sake of exploration. There were sights no-one had even known were there. Although it might be possible they were now-sights, weren’t there in Thorn’s time, and not there again in mine. One day when all this madness ended and I was back in my own time, I’d have to check. 
 
    The combination of alone time and laughing at inane entertainment did me a lot of good. I destressed nicely, and towards the end of the week, started working the various problems. 
 
    Finally, I invited Leanne to join us again. She walked out of Thorn’s kitchen, and sat in an empty lounge chair. 
 
    “Where are we at?” I asked her. 
 
    “At? We?” 
 
    Thorn chuckled. 
 
    “Fine. I acknowledge that you’re the only one doing any work. At least, I assume so. I felt it was better to destress properly than try to start a new project with the wrong mindset.” 
 
    “And you’re ready to start now?” 
 
    “I am. Why are you so annoyed?” 
 
    She grinned, and Thorn upgraded his chuckle. 
 
    “You’re too easy, Bud.” 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    “I’ve been through all the histories I have access to. That includes memoirs from Thorn’s World going back to where people started recording them, which admittedly isn’t all that long. But there are some of the handed down by mouth type of records in them, although nothing useful.” 
 
    “No surprise there,” said Thorn. 
 
    “I’ve visited every part of the continent where your people lived before you moved them.” 
 
    “Looking for what?” 
 
    “Anything. There’s nothing remaining of any of the villages, castles, or anything built by people. There were however, graveyards for most of them. After two thousand years, there was not a lot left, but I was able to do some forensic tests.” 
 
    She looked from Thorn to me. 
 
    “Aisha and Jane had already done a lot of forensics, but the results and conclusions were never published.” 
 
    “Independently of those groups doing specific studies?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She looked at Thorn. “We found giants a while back, out on one of the arms of the galaxy. There were theories that they came from Earth originally, but so long ago as to have been an evolution independent of humans.” He nodded, looking surprised. “We also had a war with a dinosaur species who are also thought to have originated on Earth, about sixty five million years ago. But the timing doesn’t work.” 
 
    “How so?” he asked. 
 
    “Even if relativity was extreme,” I said, “or non-existent, the math for their level of technology relative to what they had when they left Earth, assuming they did, means they can’t have spent the time in the void that they had to have. Everything suggests they did evolve on Earth, but the math just doesn’t work.” 
 
    “What did the forensics say?” 
 
    I wasn’t at all sure he knew what forensics was. But he was looking at Leanne. 
 
    “Jane and Aisha were pretty sure of their discoveries, but there are just too many discrepancies for anyone to risk a reputation with.” 
 
    “What did they think?” I asked. 
 
    “Jane was looking for a lot more than those links. She took samples from your people, and by that I mean all of them from the different civilizations, as well as the main groups on Sanctuary, whales and other sea creatures from your world, and even took samples from the Keerah, Ralnor, and the other big cats.” 
 
    “When you say took, did she have permission for taking the samples?” 
 
    “Mostly. She did a lot of what I did this last week. Took a ship to a wiped clean planet, and then dug up the graveyards. And anyone going into care units provided her with genetic information.” 
 
    “It sounds like she was trying to determine if all life came from one source,” said Thorn. 
 
    “She was. But she admitted to Aisha, who made a note in her research, that she was more interested in disproving it, than entertaining the notion it could be true.” 
 
    “So what did they find?” I asked. 
 
    “You and your people are pretty well identical to those Thorn moved, three thousand years ago. But that isn’t surprising, since it’s only been eighty years. But the rest of them have three thousand years of genetic drift. They all show some differences now, but nothing significant.” 
 
    “What about skin colour?” 
 
    “Norden’s people, the Naranja, have a definite link to their home system having turned their skin orange. An orange giant definitely puts out a variation of radiation. Jane could see the correlation of skin colour with the colour of the sun, but couldn’t definitely tie them together. Kelewan and Karn are a different matter entirely. Neither Jane or Aisha could find any reason at all for why their skin colour is so extremely opposite.” 
 
    “So they should be like us and the Solidarians?” 
 
    “Should be. So there’s an unsolved mystery there.” 
 
    “What about us and Jon’s people?” 
 
    “Identical, with just a small margin of drift.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. Thorn and I are genetically the same as Jon?” 
 
    “It’s not a perfect match, but it is a close enough match to say your ancestors came from Earth.” 
 
    “More than three thousand years ago?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Actually, that’s the problem. There’s not that much drift. Jane had a theory though, but couldn’t back it up with actual science.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, this is going to sound like science fiction, but she thought people, from across several thousand years, were taken from Earth to your world, but around four thousand years ago, give or take a few millennium.” 
 
    “Would definitely make a good story,” said Thorn. “But I can’t see how that would occur.” 
 
    “Their society has a long history of alien abduction theories, and interestingly, groups of people who went missing without a trace. It’s circumstantial, but if you add up all the missing groups over that time, you’d have a pretty good number to start a colony on another planet with.” 
 
    “But if it was aliens, that doesn’t work. They’d have arrived on my world after I moved everyone, and when Tasha and I came back here, we’d have found a new civilization already here.” 
 
    “Unless it was a time traveler,” I said. 
 
    “You think Thirteen was involved?” he asked. 
 
    “Actually? No.” 
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    “Who then?” asked Leanne. 
 
    I looked at Thorn. 
 
    “It wasn’t me!” 
 
    “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Kali as good as said there was a problem with the origin of our people. The implication was that as well as Jon and his people being temporal anomalies, so were we.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. But Kali seems to think it does. It probably means that our ancestors were brought here by aliens who on this side of the timeline no longer exist, but you come from the other side. So we need to make sure the same migration of people happens on this side of the time line shift.” 
 
    “You mean happened.” 
 
    “In historical terms, if we go back and take people off Earth, then it has already happened to them, but not yet to us.” 
 
    “Actually,” interrupted Leanne, “there’s some interesting observations I can make on that. Before the time line shift, and going back three thousand years, there were claims of seeing alien ships, and people being abducted and then returned home. But after the time line shift, there was very little of that. But the same groups of people went missing without a trace.” 
 
    “I need to think about that,” said Thorn. 
 
    “It makes sense,” I said. 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” said Leanne. “The original time travel isn’t taken into account.” 
 
    “Kali or someone sent me three thousand years into the future,” said Thorn. “If relativity was involved in ships taking people to a new planet, any of the highers could have messed around with time during the journey, and whoever was doing the moving wouldn’t have known the difference.” 
 
    I had one of those thoughts which you wish you hadn’t, and cringed. 
 
    “What?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “It just occurred to me that it could have been us, on both sides of the time line shift.” 
 
    “Why could it have been?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Because if Kali wanted it done, she’d have had whoever carried the sceptre do it.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean it was us. Sure, our sceptre belongs three thousand years ago, but for all we know, it was whoever carried it before me that did the people moving. Or even someone ten or a hundred lifetimes before me.” 
 
    “True. It could have been.” 
 
    There was silence for a full minute as we thought about it. 
 
    “There’s still a problem,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Of course there is. What?” 
 
    “Your people had magic. There’s been no recorded genuine magic on Earth for the last six thousand years, on either side of the time line shift.” 
 
    “So where did the magic come from?” asked Thorn. 
 
    I gave a sort of half chuckle. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was going to say if the bearer of the sceptre had a lot of children, then they might have developed magic. But that doesn’t work, since the bearers can’t have children.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Don’t look so disappointed,” exclaimed Leanne, causing us both to laugh. 
 
    “Two things come to mind,” I said. “It is possible to have children, if they’re conceived when neither person has the sceptre. And the woman then moves well away from the one who carries it. Jon had two kids for example, and Anna is pregnant. I had to take the Talisman from her to save the baby. So that is possible to arrange.” 
 
    “And the other thing?” asked Thorn.  
 
    “Magic is about intent. The problem with Earth is they convinced themselves that magic didn’t exist, and hunted and killed those suspected of using it. So the planet itself was suppressed as far as magic went. While our planet wasn’t.” 
 
    “Actually, that happened as well, but to the civilization I spent two years with, which then ceased to exist after I was taken away from it. They also had the yin yang effect suppressing magic as well.” 
 
    “Explain,” asked Leanne. 
 
    He did. It had to do with the half-life of the planet’s habitable time. It started yin, then turned yang. The nature of magic changed then. Except it didn’t to people like Thorn and me. Although Thorn had experienced problems adjusting. His theory was, the changeover period lasted for a good five thousand years, during which the power of the old magic waned, and the new magic powered up. I guess it was the difference in entertainments between a wizard and a sorcerer, where the former would lose their magic during such a change, but the latter wouldn’t. Thorn and I were in the sorcerer grouping, or would be if this was an entertainment. 
 
    “Earth also would have had that,” she said. “The change was less than five thousand years ago, but records only go back six. So there’s no mention of mages losing their powers. No mention of mages, period, other than myths.” 
 
    “But,” I said, “it might be possible there were people like the Shiveratoo had, who had the power, but were too afraid to use it. Or used it, and were killed.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” agreed Thorn. “But those people would have died.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. But taking them would be difficult. Let me think about it.” 
 
    I looked at Leanne for a moment, but she said nothing. 
 
    “What else did Jane and Aisha discover?” 
 
    “Jane was convinced both the dinosaurs and the giants came from Earth. She suspected the giants were the next to evolve after the dinosaurs were wiped out, since evolution was still doing large creatures. A few million years was all they needed to rise as a civilization, and then leave.” 
 
    “Why would they?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “We’ll probably never know. We do know that evolution started again with smaller animals after the dinosaurs left, and the remainder were killed. It was an extinction level event after all.” 
 
    “Could they have been there at the same time, survived, and left after?” 
 
    “Aisha disagreed with Jane on this one. No evidence of the giants was ever found, while plenty of evidence of dinosaurs was found. If the giants were there, they either came before, or they took all traces of themselves with them. And yet, the DNA matches are dramatic.” 
 
    “Is there any theory which might suggest why no trace of them was found?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Just one. A lot of myth on Earth is unprovable, mainly because where things happened is now at the bottom of oceans. Or was back before the planet became uninhabitable. It’s entirely possible that giants lived in very specific areas of the planet, and all of them have been under water, and who knows what depth of silt, for more than ten thousand years now.” She paused for a moment. “Mind you, there is the myth of Bigfoot, which was never explained. Could be a species memory of something else.” 
 
    “Was there any speculation on how many intelligent species there’ve been on Earth?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “With evidence? None. But spiritual circles six hundred years ago said channeling suggested five before humans. But there’s no evidence to support that.” 
 
    “But intelligent dinosaurs and giants could have been two of them?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible. But completely unprovable.” 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “What about the Keerah and Ralnor?” 
 
    “Not similar enough to suggest a common ancestor.” 
 
    “What about the Gaia galaxy species?” 
 
    “Also no common ancestor.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean some long past species of travelers didn’t seed both galaxies.” 
 
    “True enough. But if so, they left nothing behind.” 
 
    “There’s the jump points,” said Thorn. 
 
    Perhaps. 
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    We decided to investigate at home first. 
 
    The whole change in skin colours bothered me, and I wasn’t sure why. Thorn packed a large bag, and I moved us all to Judge. While he was settling into a suite, I put a unique marker on the roof of his house, and made Justice invisible. When all three of us were sitting on the bridge, I jumped us back another two thousand years. 
 
    The planet below was in a major ice age, which Thorn explained was down to him, and the nukes he’d unknowingly sent there. There was not a lot of visible life on the land masses, but the seas didn’t seem too affected. 
 
    I set us going back through the time stream at what I hoped was a gentle but still fast enough speed, and Leanne began monitoring as best she could. Nothing happened for a while, and then the ice and snow vanished very quickly, and suddenly there was a civilization down there. 
 
    Leanne showed us the slowed down version. It was like a series of images, with big gaps between them. But in one the continent was covered in ice and snow, in the next there was none, and it looked like there’d been a massive explosion. It wasn’t on the image, but Leanne swore she’d seen a ship. There was one on the next image, in space above the continent, and then it was in the sea next to a jetty of some kind, next to where Thorn’s village had been. More ships appeared one by one, again moving down into the sea. I stopped us, frowning. 
 
    “Thorn, tell me again what those ships were used for?” 
 
    “Five of them took the five major population groups to another planet. The people who were in one group but didn’t like being there got to choose another one to go with. The rest went on the sixth smaller ship with my people. Why?” 
 
    I moved us ahead in time a short way, and then examined each ship while they were all on the surface still. On a whim, I checked each ship for magic. And started chuckling. 
 
    “What?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Three of those ships have magic active on them.” 
 
    “So? All but two of them had mages on them. They would have magic being used. And if I remember rightly, we used a lot of magic moving everything onto the ships.” 
 
    “This is different. Three of the ships themselves are coated in a single magic. And as far as I can tell, it’s almost identical magic.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    Leanne began to laugh, and I had to join in. Thorn wasn’t amused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Show me which ships went to Naranja, Kelewan, and Karn.” 
 
    He pointed them out. 
 
    “Those are the ships with the magic around them.” 
 
    Leanne lost it. I kept it in, but mainly because Thorn was being so serious about this. 
 
    “I still don’t see what she’s laughing about.” 
 
    “Let me ask a different question then. Of the mages on the other ships, how many of them had a reason to hate the people, or even the leaders, of those three ships?” 
 
    He thought about it. 
 
    “Probably quite a lot. The matriarchy used to expel male mages. The patriarchy did the same with female mages. Neither treated oracles very well.” 
 
    “That explains Karn and Kelewan then. What about the third?” 
 
    I had a feeling I knew. 
 
    “They hated mages in general, and enslaved them to keep the others in check. If a mage got out of line, they killed their families. All of the mages from that society went with one of the others.” 
 
    “Okay. So disaffected mages from all three leave with the society which became Solidario.” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t think any of the ones with that sort of baggage came with us.” 
 
    “So, next question. Did you know anyone likely to come up with a way of getting back at those mages, but who perhaps couldn’t have done it on their own?” 
 
    He face palmed. 
 
    “I take that as a yes,” said Leanne. 
 
    “There was someone,” said Thorn. “He was a kid around my age who I force punched so hard he ended up on his back for a week, and took months to recover. He put a curse on me which has always prevented me from remembering names I don’t use all the time.” He paused, looking at me. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m suggesting he was talking to disaffected mages from all three societies, and gave them a revenge they couldn’t resist doing. Does that make any sense to you?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Also a yes,” said Leanne. 
 
    “It does make sense,” he agreed. “They would’ve seen the Kelewan mages as black hearted, the Karn mages as overly pure hearted, and the mage hating society as no hearted.” 
 
    “So the patriarchy ship gets a ‘turn your skin colour black in a few generations’ curse, the matriarchy the same only turn white, and what? The mage hating society turns whatever the dominant colour in their new home system is?” 
 
    “You have to admit it makes a really good explanation,” said Leanne. 
 
    Thorn sighed again. 
 
    “Why didn’t I detect it?” 
 
    “Why would you?” I asked. “You had moving six societies on your mind. And given the amount of magic being used at the time, something really subtle on individual ships would have required an actual search to find it. And there was no reason for you to do that.” 
 
    “I guess so. Are you going to tell them when you get back?” 
 
    “I’ll tell Gitte and Haynes, since they’re the next leaders of both mage societies. I might tell Norden if the opportunity arises to make a joke out of it, but not the leaders of his people.” 
 
    “And I’ll tell Aisha and Jane,” said Leanne. “I really want to see their faces after.” 
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    I set the magic going backwards in time again. 
 
    People streamed away from the ships towards the five civilization centers, the ships vanished, and wars ended, were fought, and begun. 
 
    We kept going back, with Leanne now recording as much as she could of the history of Thorn’s people. It was too fast for more than who fought who, and roughly when, but he was surprised to learn that the castles he’d seen had not been the first ones, just the last. 
 
    And then, after we’d finished eating lunch in our seats, watching as things moved backwards on the ground, evidence of people began to vanish, until suddenly, there was nothing but wilderness. 
 
    “Stop!” cried Leanne. 
 
    A thought brought us to a halt. 
 
    “What did you see?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “I thought I saw Justice.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was Justice?” I asked. 
 
    “Fairly. But before you ask the next obvious question, I can’t tell you which ship it was either. Could be this one in the future, or the original one after you fix everything.” 
 
    “But it was here at the beginning of human life on this planet?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “That would seem to suggest you or we were responsible for bring people here originally.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I said. “But it could. And it certainly seems as if humanoid life didn’t evolve here, given there isn’t any sort of ancestor down there now, which humans could have evolved from. Hang on, let me try something else.” 
 
    I concentrated for a moment, and a magicsat appeared in high orbit of the planet. 
 
    “Oh,” said Leanne, in that way which usually means something is really bad. 
 
    “No jump point?” I suggested. 
 
    “No jump point,” she confirmed.  
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Thorn. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “It means that whenever this was, the jump points for this area of space hadn’t been made.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “Jon and I speculated that the jump points might have been put in place either by a higher being, or someone with a higher artifact like the sceptre. But we were thinking of a predecessor bearing one, not it being one of us.” 
 
    “You mean you,” said Leanne. 
 
    I sighed again. 
 
    “Yeah. Since I carry three of them now, I guess I’m the prime candidate for having done it.” 
 
    “So the past is in your future?” she laughed. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “When is now?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “No idea,” said Leanne. “We in this ship are still on normal time as if we were still at home and going forward in time, not backwards. There wasn’t enough information as we went back for me to even hazard a guess.” 
 
    “There is a way of determining that,” I said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We go to Earth, as it is now. And compare it to known history. If we can isolate the right century, it should be enough.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Thorn nodded. I removed the magicsat, and a moment later, the planet beneath us changed. The jump had been so easy, I hadn’t felt anything. Normally I was aware of drawing energy from the black hole, but I wasn’t even feeling that now. Thorn and I looked at Leanne. She said nothing for nearly five minutes, during which time the ship travelled around the world several times on different orbits. 
 
    “As close as I can figure out, this is about 1380 BC, give or take a decade. So four thousand years before when we left, also give or take.” 
 
    “So a thousand years before I was born?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Give or take, yes.” 
 
    “It’s a good round number,” I said. “And a thousand before Thorn’s birth time would allow for a lot of drift from wherever they came from. Certainly enough time to divide up into five groups and build some history.” 
 
    I dropped another magicsat out there, and it showed no sign of the two jump points this system had, so I removed it. 
 
    “No jump points here either.” 
 
    “Now what?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Now we go back and find out if the Rawtenuga and Renshasa left here or not.” 
 
    “Seriously?” exclaimed Leanne. 
 
    “No, of course not. But yes. It’s the only way to be sure.” 
 
    She gave me an exasperated look. 
 
    “Can you do that?” asked Thorn. “I’m not sure I could do a jump of millions of years, or even want to attempt it.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    “What do we do if you pass out?” asked Leanne quickly, before I could even think about the jump. 
 
    “Observe what you can, and wait for me to wake up. If we happen to drop into a spot that’s hostile, jump away and stay safe.” 
 
    “Hostile?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “In the path of the asteroid that hit the planet around then, sort of hostile. Or in the middle of a fleet with guns, sort of hostile. We should still be invisible, but in case we aren’t and you find yourself where you can be observed, then jump where you can’t be seen as fast as you can.” 
 
    “And if this kills you?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Then I guess you enjoy wherever you end up.” 
 
    Neither of them looked enthusiastic. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked them. 
 
    “No,” said Thorn. “But go if we’re going.” 
 
    Leanne nodded. 
 
    I thought jump back sixty five million years ago to the same orbit we were in now, and the planet below us shifted slightly relative to the ship. This time I felt a huge access to power from the black hole, I lost the sight in my eyes for a moment as I guess I was close to blacking out, but then I was fine. I looked at Leanne. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are we early or late?” 
 
    “You did it already?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Thorn looked amazed. Leanne stared at me for a moment, and then concentrated. 
 
    “No signs of an intelligent civilization down there. Actually, no signs of much of anything.” 
 
    “So the asteroid has already hit, and the planet is still suffering the effects?” 
 
    “All I can say is, it’s not pleasant down there, and most of the animals are small.” 
 
    “So we go backwards some more?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Thorn nodded. But I suddenly felt a need for more food, and called for a butler to bring me some finger food.  
 
    “That’s not at all surprising,” said Thorn, watching me wolf it down. “That sort of magic level should have killed you. The fact you’re hungry at least shows you’re still human.” 
 
    Still human? That was something I didn’t want to even think about. 
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    When I’d finished eating, and washed it down with a high caffeine drink, I started us going backwards in time again, only with a stop instruction for the moment the asteroid hit, as that was the first we’d know of it. I also added a jump command if the ship would be in danger from the asteroid racing back away from the planet, just in case we happened to arrive in the path of the impact. 
 
    We sat there in silence for a while, watching the planet look like it was spinning like a fast moving top, only almost too fast to see clearly. I was beginning to think I’d need to speed the magic up, when it abruptly stopped. 
 
    The side of the planet we faced had changed, something about half way around from where we’d been, but the impact site was visible in the distance. We’d stopped at the moment of impact, and were now back in normal time. 
 
    “Ships,” said Leanne. “I’ve got Rawtenuga ships in a very high orbit on the opposite side of the planet.” 
 
    “What sort?” 
 
    She put a few images up on the screen, and they were obvious forerunners of the stations we’d taken from them. These ones though were not so much stations, as gigantic ships, evidenced by massive engine nozzles on one side. 
 
    “Definitely Renshasa crewing the ships, and they contain a huge number of both populations.” 
 
    “Well, that answers that question. Better document the fleet, so we can prove it when we get back.” 
 
    “If we get back,” muttered Leanne, which I ignored. 
 
    On a whim, I started us moving faster forward in time again, and we watched the fleet of ships head out into space. They accelerated up to a very healthy proportion of the speed of light, but not fast enough for any significant relativity effects. 
 
    “The math doesn’t work,” said Leanne, shaking her head from side to side. 
 
    “I know. What needs to happen to make it work?” 
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    “I’m not asking Thorn.” 
 
    “Just as well,” he said. “I was always lousy at math. And I never did catch up.” 
 
    “Did you ever try?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nope. The girls tried to teach me a few times, but I just never understood anything about tech stuff, and to tell the truth, I had no motivation for learning it. I could go anywhere I wanted to by thinking it, and if I was on a ship, other people made it go.” 
 
    Leanne was looking at me. 
 
    “The math is terrifying.” 
 
    “I just said that,” said Thorn, grinning. 
 
    “No, I mean I don’t think our math can supply a solution to how they wound up where they did, with not much better tech than they have now.” 
 
    “Speculate on how it might happen?” 
 
    “Jane’s the one writing science fiction. Or was.” 
 
    “Indulge me.” 
 
    She was silent for half an hour. Thorn appeared to go to sleep, and I used my magic sight to look inside the ships. They were very familiar, although the control systems were designed for the more upright Renshasa, than the Rawtenuga ones I’d seen before. 
 
    “Okay,” said Leanne. “The math doesn’t work.” 
 
    “We know that already.” 
 
    “But if you take into account a mage with time travel skills, it can be done.” 
 
    “What?” asked Thorn, who hadn’t been asleep after all. 
 
    What could be best described as a drawing appeared on a screen. It showed a point outside the Oort cloud of this system, and a jump towards where they ended up, only much further out into the void at the other end, with a time component. 
 
    “That’s as accurate as I can be, given the sort of time we know they were on the ships.” 
 
    I sped us up so we could watch the fleet, with the shipyards in tow, move out to where the drawing showed them jumping from, stopping us just before they arrived there. It had taken them months. I didn’t even try to understand the math involved, or anything, just concentrated on opening a rift in front of the fleet which would send them to the other side of where Leanne said they needed to be put, in the correct time, give or take, and for the rift to vanish the moment all the ships had gone through.  
 
    In effect, I was sending them into the far future. It wasn’t lost on me that I was setting up a three way war, eventually, for them.  
 
    Destiny indeed. I had a feeling this setting up the future lark was going to wear thin very fast. 
 
    I sped us up a lot slower this time, and we watched the ships jump out. I looked at Leanne. 
 
    “Best we can do,” she said. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Now we go backwards again,” I said.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Call it a hunch.” 
 
    We watched in silence again, as the asteroid flew away from the planet, and the frantic work in the shipyards in space and the shuttle traffic to them began to lessen and eventually stopped. I stopped us at that point. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this picture?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing I can see,” said Thorn. 
 
    Leanne was looking confused. I raised my eyebrows, and grinned at her. 
 
    “The shipyards are still there,” she said. 
 
    “So?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “So why are they there, when all shuttle traffic has ceased. The Renshasa and Rawtenuga don’t appear to be even interested in them. Yet.” 
 
    “So who built them?” I asked. 
 
    “You don’t think?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” 
 
    I started us backwards again, with nothing much happening for a while. 
 
    “Fleet!” exclaimed Leanne, and I stopped us. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Almost out of range of our sensors, and heading away from the planet.” 
 
    “Giants?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    So that answered that question. 
 
    I looked at Leanne, and she nodded. 
 
    “What are you two agreeing about without saying anything?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “The math doesn’t work,” we said together, and laughed. 
 
    In fact, if the dinosaur math didn’t work, the giant math was in even worse shape, given they went significantly further across space before they colonized a new planet. 
 
    I let Leanne work out the spacial dynamics again, while Thorn and I watched a representation of what was happening below as I sent us back slowly in time. This time I’d created a magicsat and had it sitting at the back of the bridge, so it was going back in time with us. 
 
    At the time the giants left the system, Renshasa and Rawtenuga were spread across the planet. Along with other non-intelligent dinosaurs. As we went back, the ships got closer to the planet, and there seemed to be migrations of dinosaurs going on. Once in orbit, cities sprang into being in several places, and a lot of shuttle activity appeared to be happening with the shipyards as a focal point. Which lessened as we went back, and fighting stopped between giants and dinosaurs around their cities. There was no evidence of dinosaur cities though.  
 
    Further back there were frequent clashes between the giants and the Rawtenuga, although it looked like the latter were being used as troops for the Renshasa. The cycle soon became obvious. Even going backwards we could see that waves of dinosaurs attacked cities, and the city walls and defenses got better after each. Although we saw this in reverse. 
 
    After going back far enough, we finally saw giants without cities, where they were doing what humans had done later on. Banding together to hunt food animals. 
 
    At this point I stopped. Leanne was looking at me. 
 
    “That answers that, too,” she said. 
 
    “What?” asked Thorn, before I could. 
 
    “The areas where the giant cities were, all ended up under the oceans, or so destroyed by the movement of the tectonic plates that nothing survived. But that isn’t the main reason why they were never found.” 
 
    “What was?” I asked. 
 
    “Take us back to where the cities appeared to us.” 
 
    I concentrated, and the planet below us seemed to move. There were now large walled cities on the surface, and the full fleet of ships in orbit. 
 
    “Just a bit faster than normal time, please.” 
 
    I set us moving forward again. It was only minutes before the cities vanished. 
 
    “Stop. Go back, and this time, normal speed.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the day watching the giants systematically destroying their cities, walls, and everything they’d built. By the time we’d eaten dinner, there was nothing left, and the ships looked ready to depart. 
 
    “Wait,” said Leanne suddenly. “Those shuttles are going back to the surface without anyone on them.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Thorn. 
 
    I gave him a sharp glance, as he was as perfectly capable of looking inside them with magic as I was. I’d done so as soon as Leanne pointed them out. And she was right. 
 
    “They left behind shipyards, and a way of getting to them?”  
 
    Leanne sounded a bit confused. 
 
    “Okay, here’s a question for you,” I said to her. “Where’s the asteroid that hit in the future right now, and did the giants have the ability to detect it?” 
 
    A navmap popped up. The asteroid was a long way out. 
 
    “Hard to know,” she said. “But if they had the ability to build interstellar ships, they presumably had the ability to track most of the chunks of rock in the system.” 
 
    “So why not try to stop the rock?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Maybe they couldn’t,” I said. “Or maybe they could, but decided not to.” 
 
    “You mean they decided to leave, and let the dinosaurs be wiped out?” 
 
    “But they didn’t. Maybe they had a disagreement within themselves. The military side decided to let them be destroyed, and the spiritual side gave them a chance to save themselves by leaving the shipyards and shuttles behind.” 
 
    “That might fit with them leaving anyway,” said Leanne. “They’d been at war with dinosaurs for centuries, and looked like it would never end. So they planned on leaving, and then found the motivation to make it happen rapidly. In any case, it must have been a shock for them to later discover the dinosaurs again coming for them.” 
 
    “But it explains why they held the choke point and kept them bottled up. They could at that point. If the Trixone hadn’t come from behind and wiped them out, the dinosaurs would never have made it into the core.” 
 
    There was a silence for a while, as we each thought about that. 
 
    “Now what?” said Thorn, breaking into my thoughts about exactly that. 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    She put another diagram up on the screen. It looked much the same as the last one, except to the next arm of the galaxy in. I took us back forwards to where the ships left the system, waited while another couple of months went by to get them well out in the void, and put an almost identical rift in front of them. The ships vanished. 
 
    “Tick, tick, and tick,” said Leanne. 
 
    “What?” asked Thorn. 
 
    We both grinned at him. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    I’d had enough for one day. 
 
    I said goodnight, went to my suite, and tried to find something to read in the books database. Instead of relaxing me, I ended up frustrated by not finding anything engaging. So I changed into flight suit, and ran the track until I was exhausted. After a long hot shower, I prepared to go to bed. 
 
    Instead, I found myself standing behind a chair again. It was green around me, there was a small table, and a second chair, empty, and this time I was standing there in my sleep wear. I shifted back into uniform, and sat. 
 
    Immediately, a man appeared in the other chair. He had a cat on his lap, and was idly patting it. The cat appeared to be asleep. 
 
    “Thirteen,” I said. “Can’t you lot ever let me get an uninterrupted sleep?” 
 
    “Why do you think I brought you here now? You hadn’t actually gone to bed yet.” 
 
    “Minor detail. Did you want something?” 
 
    I knew who Thirteen was, had seen him in vids on Jon’s bridge, but I don’t think I’d ever really interacted with him before. According to midshipman instruction, he was the thirteenth largest nebulae in this galaxy, and the one who’d been following human affairs the closest. Especially those of Jon Hunter. What the hell did he want with me? 
 
    “I just wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Jill hasn’t used that one before?” 
 
    “Not that I recall.” 
 
    “Ah. Okay. I wanted to make sure you were aware of some things before you take any more action.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Just how fragile the time line is, for one thing.” 
 
    “I sort of gathered that.” 
 
    “No, you only think you did. Kali and the others don’t have the same skin in this game as I do.” I stared at him. “They don’t have the same to lose as any of us lower than them do.” I nodded. “And truth to tell, I want to get this puss back to his own time, and with his sister, as much as you want to fix what you let get broke.” 
 
    “I let it get broke?” 
 
    “You took your eye off the magic ball.” 
 
    “Can we dispense with the stupid comments, and just say what needs to be said?” 
 
    “You let the Mage King do what he did unseen.” 
 
    “I know I did. I’ll fix that.” 
 
    “I know you will. But the thing is, unless you fix the rest, anything you do will unravel eventually anyway. The Imperium being destroyed is just a symptom of it.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “The time line decaying. The further this time line goes on without being repaired, the bigger the events, like the Imperium being destroyed, will occur.” 
 
    “I don’t understand that.” 
 
    “Okay. Think about it this way. The jump points on this timeline were never created. The Imperium is the biggest single user of the jump points in your time. The Imperium is destroyed. Time passes and the rest of the major users of them will also suffer something that stops the movement of ships between systems. When enough of it stops, the jump points will simply vanish, because they were never created.” 
 
    “I don’t get that. Why were they never created?” 
 
    “Thorn, and Jon Hunter.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. They never knew each other until after the time line shift.” 
 
    “But they were connected. Look. It goes like this. Thorn was born to be the first mage who was able to time travel. But all he was supposed to do was go a day ahead. This saves his life on his choosing day, and he goes on to be a powerful mage, but the only thing special he does is combine magic to create rifts. A generation later, he teaches a talented mage how to do limited time travel and rifts, and after Thorn dies of old age, that mage teaches the next bearer of the sceptre how to do both. That mage then spends her life creating the jump points at Kali’s behest.” 
 
    “But Thorn jumped thousands of years into the future, not a day.” 
 
    “Yes. Because Jon Hunter changed the time line in the future, and Kali had to move Thorn so he’d be in place with you to hold that time line shift together as it happened. That changed the future of your people completely, and so the mage who was supposed to do the jump points was never born. For three thousand years, there was no bearer of Kali’s sceptre.” 
 
    “Wait. I thought I was supposed to take it back there when I was finished needing it.” 
 
    “I think that was the plan when they passed it to you.” 
 
    “Plan? Don’t they know what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “They act like they do, but I sometimes think the tapestry of the time line is so fragile that they miss things which make big changes.” 
 
    “Tapestry?” 
 
    “I forget your people bypassed a lot of normal stuff for others. Think about the sheet on your bed. Pull a thread from the middle of it, and keep pulling until the thread breaks. What happens then?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    “A hole begins to form. Maybe a small one, but around that hole the threads adjacent begin to fray. Then they break, and they cause the next ones along to fray and break. And at some point, a huge hole rips in the sheet, and you throw it away.” 
 
    “The universe can’t possibly be that flimsy.” 
 
    “It’s not. That’s what time line changes are. The universe correcting itself in response to a big tear.” 
 
    “Wait. That assumes that there is only a single time line and all the theories of parallel time lines that branch off from every decision ever made are just fiction.” 
 
    “They are just fiction. There is a single line, it can wonk around a fair bit, but there is only one, and it constantly fixes itself as things get changed.” 
 
    “Why can changes occur then?” 
 
    “Now you’re asking a question above my pay grade. But I think the beings capable of messing with time arose very early in the development of the universe, and they have never been corrected.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’ve never been corrected then?” 
 
    “Not me. Those at Kali’s level, and for all I know, higher.” 
 
    “Where does that leave you? Or me, for that matter?” 
 
    “We’re the hands of those higher than us. I was granted limited powers to do things across time, but always at the behest of a Kali level higher, even if through my council of twelve. You carry three artifacts of the highers, and so act for them using their power.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I’m really too tired for this kind of discussion.” 
 
    “Before you go to bed, look for a Trek episode called Tapestry. You’ll find it interesting. So, anyway, you need to put the jump point system in place before anything else goes wrong.” 
 
    “Why me? Why couldn’t I have been told to take the sceptre back to where Thorn started from, and let it go to the next bearer?” 
 
    “Two reasons. The tapestry is already ripping, and the Imperium is gone. And, you volunteered yourself by jumping back in time like you did. Now you’re here, you may as well do the work.” 
 
    I guess that made sense. 
 
    “Do you know when the jump points need to be in by?” 
 
    “You’ve established that they’re not there now, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, Thorn twice came across ships which were not in their own systems, when moving people across the galaxy to their new home planets. So by the time of his choosing they were already in place and being used.” 
 
    “So sometime in the thousand years from when his people were put there, and Thorn’s birth, they need to be created?” 
 
    “Yes. But I suggest it be sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “So do it before I leave here then?” 
 
    “It’s up to you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You have free will.” 
 
    I laughed at him. 
 
    “Fine. I guess from your perspective it looks otherwise, but you do. However, there is one thing no-one is going to tell you to do, but you should anyway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know it’s the last thing you’d want to do, but you need to observe the time line shift again. There are opportunities there which only you can take advantage of.” 
 
    “What opportunities?” 
 
    “I’ve already said…” 
 
    He and his cat vanished abruptly. 
 
    I sighed again. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” said the voice of Shiva. 
 
    And suddenly I was sitting on my bed. I debated going straight to sleep, but curiosity got the better of me, and I looked up that episode. A captain gets the chance to undo his biggest regret, and finds himself as a middle aged junior officer with no prospects on the ship he used to captain. Just one thread in the tapestry of his life pulled, and everything changed.  
 
    Okay, I get it. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    “What’s on the agenda today?” asked Leanne. 
 
    I told them. 
 
    I’d slept pretty well, done my morning run while figuring out which order I did things in, eaten breakfast on my own, and found Thorn already on the bridge when I got there. There was residual magic energy around him, and from that and the partial grin on his face, I deduced Leanne had told him I was walking, and he’d jumped to his seat and had time to sit before I came in. I ignored it. If he wanted to play games like that, I’d let him.  
 
    For a moment it occurred to me I was too old for those sorts of games, except the young part of myself reminded me I was only nineteen. While he was well over a hundred. Role reversal? That was a depressing thought. 
 
    “Where to then?” 
 
    “We’re currently sixty five million years before our time. What’s your best estimate for when we find the next target group?” 
 
    “Well, if you jump us forward about fifteen million years, the forerunners should be there. Then I guess we jump forward in chunks until we identify them.” 
 
    The planet below us moved slightly. Leanne frowned, obviously accessing the magicsat feed. 
 
    “We have something that looks like a horse.” She put an image up on the screen. Calling it a horse was a bit generous. “Wind us forward a century at a time, and give me a half second to check the images.” I did so. She had that faraway look for several minutes. “Speed us up, this is taking too long.” 
 
    “We don’t want to blink and miss them,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I don’t think we will. But if we do, we can always do the same thing backwards.” 
 
    Thorn shook his head a couple of times, but didn’t say anything. I think he was enjoying the way we interacted. 
 
    An hour went by, and suddenly Leanne burst out laughing. I stopped us without being asked. 
 
    “Back us up a century or so in much smaller increments.”  
 
    The planet below seemed to blip like crazy.  
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    She put an image up, and Thorn lost it. 
 
    It was an arrow shape looking like it was carved in the dirt, and the word ‘Bud’ was at the tip of the arrow. 
 
    “I think someone wants to talk to you,” said Leanne, grinning. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    I stood, and moved myself down to the tip of the arrow. 
 
    There were two horses there. One had a horn in his forehead, the other, wings. 
 
    “Greetings,” said horn. “So the Great Centaur was accurate after all.” 
 
    “Great Centaur?” 
 
    “You’ve not met her?” 
 
    “No, can’t say that I have. But if this is a being with the power to appear anywhere at any time, and speak your language immediately, then I’ve met some of the same kind.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Isn’t that what you just did?” laughed wing. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was being laughed at or not. 
 
    “Appear and vanish, yes I can do that. But I’ve met your kind before, and your language is known where I come from.” 
 
    “Are you the one come to move us to safety?” asked horn. 
 
    “Apparently. If you mean a higher being told me I needed to, and a higher being told you that you needed to go, then I guess I’m here to see it done.” 
 
    They both roared with laughter. I waited until they calmed down. 
 
    “Would you care to inspect your new habitat?” I asked them. 
 
    “That’s why we’re here. As it turned out, we didn’t need to wait here for the last couple of months. Your timing is impeccable.” 
 
    “My timing was totally random.” 
 
    They laughed again. There is something about being laughed at by horses that really hits the wrong nerve, but I kept my cool. I opened a rift from a short distance away to where I’d met with their counterparts on Sanctuary the first time, adjusted for time displacement and continental drift, as well as a safe place to go factor. That stopped them laughing. 
 
    I said nothing, but walked through the rift. The other side looked nothing like what I remembered, but water wasn’t too far away, and the area around us was flat and green. They followed me through, and both stopped short in amazement. Horn immediately dropped his head and sampled the grass. A head shake had wings doing the same. 
 
    “Is this the right spot for your people?” I asked. 
 
    “Perfect,” said horn. “Can you move all our people here?” 
 
    “All of them? Do they all want to come here?” 
 
    “Most,” said wings. “But we were told it was easier for you to move all, than some. And we also know that our kind doesn’t survive much longer there. So any left behind will die.” 
 
    They seemed pretty sure. But then, for humans, these beings were a myth. I looked around the plain which went off into the distance. And then used my magic sight to make sure there were no major predators here now. I saw nothing larger than a human dog. There was fresh water in a number of places, and further away, a river. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” asked horn. 
 
    “No. Just checking.” 
 
    I formed the magic to move all horned or winged horses, keeping them in whatever groups they were currently in, and spreading them out across the plain. I took into account the winged ones might be flying. Then I added the intent to leave behind any of them who were opposed to leaving. Satisfied I’d covered everything, I set it going. 
 
    Groups appeared well into the distance, both on the grass, and in the air. I checked with my magic sight, and there appeared to be plenty of space for them to move further away, and if need be, get more isolated from any other group. 
 
    “Thank you,” said horn. “If you ever have need of solitude, you are welcome back here any time you wish.” 
 
    “I’ve had that offer before. In the future.” 
 
    “Then we shall ensure that the offer is made then as well. If you’ll excuse me, I need to join my family.” 
 
    With a nod, he started galloping. I kept my skepticism about keeping an offer current over the course of fifty million odd years off my face. But then, the offer had been made. 
 
    “Thank you from us also,” said wings. “I have another message for you. If you look in the water, you’ll find large groups of marine swimmers. They wish to be brought here as well. You do not need to ask them. The Great Centaur passed their request on to us, to pass on to you.” 
 
    “I’ll check for them as soon as I get back.” 
 
    He also nodded, but this time flew off. I cast my sight towards the oceans here, looking for predators which might threaten dolphins. I found sharks, but not in quantities to be a serious threat anywhere. In anticipation of this, I’d checked what dolphins and whales eat, and on checking the seas now, I found the waters abundant in the sort of life they needed. 
 
    A quick walk back through the rift, closing it behind me, and I moved back to the bridge. 
 
    “Successful trip?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Did I miss any?” I asked Leanne. 
 
    “Yes. There’s a large group of horned horses left, and a much smaller group of winged ones. As far as I can tell, none of the more conventional horse types are missing.” 
 
    “I was told some didn’t want to go. So I left them there.” 
 
    “What’s next?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “I’m told there should be two large groups in the seas somewhere.” 
 
    “Is that what those are?” asked Leanne. “I was getting very clumped life form readings in two places and couldn’t figure out why.” 
 
    “Show me where.” 
 
    A very large ocean appeared on a screen, with the positions of the two groups. I cast my sight down to each of them, and one was dolphins and the other whales. It was the most bizarre thing I think I’ve ever seen. Sea animals who normally clump in small groups, clustered together by the thousands. Looking wider afield, I could see there were plenty not part of the clusters, so I wouldn’t be taking all of them by any means. 
 
    I put a rift to Sanctuary next to the whales, the other end in water with the same depth as they were in now. I pulled the rift across the mass of whales, knowing I was transferring water with them. It wasn’t enough to be an issue on either planet. The same procedure moved the dolphins to a different place in the ocean there.  
 
    A screen popped up, showing a different place. 
 
    “Did you do that?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “No, I thought you did.” 
 
    Neither of us looked at Thorn. 
 
    “Seems someone wants you to look at something else,” he said. 
 
    The place indicated was also in the middle of an ocean, and when I looked, I saw a mixed lot of sea creatures, which included octopus and squid. A second screen popped up, showing a place on Sanctuary. I repeated the rift movement, and both screens vanished. 
 
    The three of us sat there for a short time, wondering if we were getting any more instructions, but apparently not. 
 
    “Tick, tick, tick, and tick?” asked Leanne, grinning. 
 
    “With a bonus tick.” 
 
    “Now what?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Lunch,” said Leanne, surprising me.  
 
    I’d had no idea the whole morning had gone by. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty One 
 
      
 
    I took a long lunch. 
 
    Thorn was invited to eat with me, but he declined. While I ate, I pondered how to go about the next task. In terms of scale, this had to easily be the biggest thing I’d ever attempted, and the effects if I got it wrong were unthinkable. 
 
    While waiting for my plate of food, I moved us forward in time to when Thorn had been born, but still orbiting Earth. There were risks inherent in what I thought I needed to do now, but mainly resulting in lost time if I overtaxed myself. The thing was how to minimize them. 
 
    Back on the bridge, I looked at Thorn. 
 
    “Can you get back to your island if I’m not around for a while?” 
 
    “From here? Not by myself. But if I touch you while doing the move, it should be fine. Why? Where will you be?” 
 
    “Asleep on my bed most likely, assuming Leanne puts me there.” 
 
    “Sorry, why?” 
 
    “I’m going to be pushing my limits. Last time I did this I passed out, and that was a fraction of what I need to do now. I’ve got more power to be sure, but I’ve no idea where the lines are as far as using that power is. The last time I did too much, I was out for a week.” 
 
    “More,” added Leanne. 
 
    “So it’s possible you’ll want to go home until I’m awake again.” 
 
    “Why not put a rift in temporarily? Then I can just jump us straight there.” He paused a moment. “Is there any reason we need to be here?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “No, I guess there isn’t.” 
 
    I thought the move, and the planets changed. 
 
    “Problem solved,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Are we doing this now?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “As much as I can, yes.” 
 
    “Okay. See you when you wake up then.” 
 
    He grinned at me. Leanne looked worried, but said nothing. They knew what needed doing, but not how I was going to do it. I nodded at her, and moved the magicsat to sit on the console by my left hand. 
 
    I lay my left hand down gently on the magicsat, and opened myself to the data it provided Leanne, while casting my sight out and above the galaxy. All I saw was one single system though. I made a mental connection to all three artifacts, and expanded my awareness to see the entire jump point network in the same fashion I’d seen the comnavsat network in the past. 
 
    Power flowed through me, from the artifacts and from the black hole at the center of the galaxy. I had to symbolically zoom out several times, getting a higher and higher view above the galaxy, as more and more of the network added itself, until it covered all the spirals of the entire galaxy as well as the core.  
 
    And still the power flowed, forcing me ‘higher’ as the Gaia galaxy began to be added as well. I’d forgotten that Outback had the link to Gaia, and at this time, it did exist as a cyclic jump point. And through that, the network through the fourteen sectors connected as well. 
 
    Except it didn’t stop there. Out through sector one was a jump point leading to the rest of the galaxy, one not yet removed by someone. That galaxy continued to add until it was all joined up in my mind. Or the expanded mind I now had. 
 
    When it finally stopped, I waited to see if another galaxy would join up, but nothing happened. 
 
    Now came the hard part. Although the core magic was really simple. 
 
    I copied the entire jump point network, back a thousand years, corrected for the drift of systems in that time, and timed the creations to happen sequentially starting from Thorn’s World, over several months for each galaxy. As each system was done, a magicsat was added as well. It meant that Outback was the last jump point in this galaxy, and Gaia the first in the other. 
 
    For a while I watched the connections being made, and then closed my awareness back to myself and the bridge, and let go of the connection to the three artifacts. I was still in my chair. 
 
    “Welcome back,” said Leanne. “It worked.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” 
 
    “All afternoon.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “Yeah. And you never passed out either. More like you just froze in place. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Fine. Actually, better than fine. Thorn went home?” 
 
    “He did. From orbit, he was quite capable of jumping down on his own. He suggested if you did manage to come out of it in time for dinner, you should join him. I just told him you’d be down shortly.” 
 
    I stood, and almost fell right over, having to grab the console to stop myself. The magicsat was still there, and as I looked at it, it moved back to where it’d been before. 
 
    “You don’t look fine.” 
 
    “Okay, I feel a little drained now, not to mention very stiff. I’m going down to join Thorn, and may just sleep down there.” 
 
    “Enjoy.” 
 
    I chuckled, and moved myself down to the beach in front of Thorn’s house. He appeared there a moment later. 
 
    “You hungry?” he asked. 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Come on then.”  
 
    He vanished, and I assumed it was to his living room, but when I appeared there, he wasn’t there. My next guess was correct, and I found him standing next to an outdoor barbeque, with steaks cooking in front of him. 
 
    “Sit. These won’t be long. Leanne will be out with the salad shortly.” 
 
    He pointed to a chair with an unopened beer next to it. I sat, opened it, and couldn’t stop myself emptying it in one go. His grin widened, and the empty I put down vanished, and another unopened one appeared. They were of course from my wyvern stash. The second one went down more slowly. 
 
    Dinner was all fresh food from his planet, and tasted wonderful. But as the third beer went down, and the food settled in my stomach, I felt fatigue taking me over. Thorn was looking at me. His gaze went to where in my time there was a row of bedroom suites along the back of the beach, and one appeared there. 
 
    “I take it you’d like to sleep here?” 
 
    “Seems that way. Don’t wake me in the morning if I’m not up when you are. I’ll let whatever this is take its course.” 
 
    “No problems with me. Night, night.” 
 
    I rose, a bit unsteady on my feet, but managed to get to the door of the bedroom without falling over. Inside I found a suite exactly like the ones on Judge. The bed was made up, and after shifting to a belt and pulling off my briefs, I found there was a dispenser in the bathroom, and put on my normal sleep wear. 
 
    As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asleep. 
 
    Sometime during the night, a voice told me I’d done well. Another one reminded me of the time line shift and the need to see it again.  
 
    And then I dreamed every moment of the destruction of the Imperium. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    I woke at my normal time the next morning. 
 
    A normal run on Judge was followed by a long hot shower in my suite there, after which I shifted into uniform, and had breakfast down on the beach with Thorn. After I finished eating, I closed my eyes, and opened my sight to the jump point network. As far as I could see, it existed as it should. 
 
    “Leanne?” 
 
    She popped up as a hollo. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, what?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Yes, I can see the entirety of two galaxies. Have been able to from the moment Bud finished what he was doing yesterday. I had an instant severe overload of data, and then shut out all of it a few nanoseconds later. While you’ve been sleeping, I mapped out the whole jump point network, in case we need it in the future.” 
 
    “So I can remove the magicsats? Now?” 
 
    “You can. The thing which surprised me is they’re still working a thousand years after creation. When you said you were doing it, I expected we’d have to go back most of the way to see the full network. But as far as I can tell, every single one is still functional.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, reached out, and removed all the magicsats from two galaxies. 
 
    “And now we’re blind again,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Was there anything interesting out there?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “Some. The Keerah and Ralnor are both expanding territory already, as are the Trixone. There are a lot of space faring civilizations moving about, but nothing I think we need to concern ourselves with.” 
 
    “So tick?” I asked. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “What are we doing today?” asked Thorn. 
 
    “The time line shift observation.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “What about the aging effect?” 
 
    “Neither of us will be doing any magic, so it shouldn’t affect us.” 
 
    “Of course we’ll be doing magic.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ll need to be shielded and invisible. That’s magic.” 
 
    “But we won’t be part of the magic being forged by our other selves.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But you’re assuming the effect was connected to the mages working the magic, and not an area effect of the magic itself.” 
 
    “I guess I am. You don’t need to come then. Stay on the ship. Or stay here and we’ll come back. I have to go down there in order to be part of the shift.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    “Reasonably. Last time I experienced the passage of time, but didn’t have the magical ability to know what I was seeing, or hold onto it. Now I should be able to hold onto anything I get shown which is important.” 
 
    “You’re assuming a lot.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe you should stay here. We’ll come back after, and let you know what happened.” 
 
    “Honestly Bud, I don’t need to know what happened. That’s for you, not me. I’m long retired. I’ve enjoyed a last flit around time and space, but I’m still grieving Tasha. And if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather we say a final goodbye now, and you came back every week and check on me until you find I’ve popped off. And then bury me next to Tasha. You better remove the buildings as well, since nothing can remain of them for either my time then, or your time, to find.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Very. This is your time. I’ve had a grand life, and I’m ready to move on to whatever comes next for my soul.” 
 
    “Do you believe in souls?” 
 
    “Oddly, yes. I had some long talks with Jon about that sort of thing. We did. Tasha came so close to dying after the time line shift, and we both needed to talk to someone. Jane suggested Jon. What he believes helped us both. And we had another nine years together after that. Whatever happens next, I’m ready for it.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    He hugged me, and for several minutes, neither one of us could let go. Finally, he did. 
 
    “Live to a bigger age than I am now, Bud. Find yourself someone who loves you as much as Tasha loved me, and make a life you both want to live.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “You’re young still, Bud. In spite of what you feel. When you get all this fixed, ease up on the work, and get more social time, so whoever is supposed to be with you can find you, or you her.” 
 
    “I’m planning to. One step at a time though. I still need to find out what else got broken, fix what I can if I can, and then delegate some of the responsibilities I carry.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “Or the bones of one, anyway.” 
 
    “Be happy, Bud.” 
 
    I hugged him again instead of answering, stepped back, nodded, and moved myself to the bridge of Justice. 
 
    Leanne looked at me, but said nothing. 
 
    A blink later, Thorn had been dead for a thousand years. 
 
    Again. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    It was strange being back where it all began. 
 
    There was no comnavsat network on the day of the time line shift, so Justice was fine in orbit, although in a very high orbit so the ship couldn’t be seen from the ground. The Magicsat on the bridge saw all though. 
 
    This was the eye of the time storm. Events before the time line shift were the same after it here, as we’d managed to keep our world’s history intact. 
 
    I went down well in advance of the shift happening, invisible to everyone, and tried to avoid my younger self, and Thorn. Of everyone, Thorn might have been able to sense me there, so I was making an effort to mask even the magical power that masters could normally sense. And the last thing I wanted was a confrontation with myself, which never happened. 
 
    Everything went exactly as I remembered it, right up until the moment the shift happened. 
 
    This time, I felt the Talisman of Tomorrow light up like a beacon, and time stopped. Of course, it had for me last time as well, but this was different. 
 
    Suddenly I could ‘see’ down both sides of the shift.  
 
    For the first time I saw the Darkness appear in the Death system, watched the near destruction of BigMother on the asteroid, and Jon and his team escape from near death. I saw the Darkness jump in a second much smaller asteroid a few hours later, this time with what looked like a corvette powering the shield. The ships peeled away from the asteroid, and it jumped back into the Darkness system. 
 
    I followed Jon’s progress up the human spine, as he and his people desperately tried to save as many unprepared people as possible. All his attempts to save the Earth fleet were there for me to see, and I watched Thirteen take him back each time until he got it right.  
 
    Up the spine to the American sector’s block point, and the failure to blockade that jump point, and the almost disastrous attempt to fight the Darkness on the ground. Then the last rear guard actions to prevent the Darkness reaching the jump point to Gaia before it closed. 
 
    I’d heard about Jon turning the Outback sun into a giant, and now I watched him do it. Ironically, he never needed to go into that sun at all, but he didn’t know that at the time. 
 
    I nearly missed the other presence there. The ship was a few seconds away from burning, when the two mages, a Keerah, and a Ralnor appeared. In that moment, I sensed the presence of Thirteen as well, and felt his gaze on me. The ship moved, and rejoined Haven outside the Outback system, along with a lot of ships Jon hadn’t counted on, but Jane obviously had, since the docking for them had been provided. Haven was enclosed by his titans, and all the titan sides of production stations I’d seen destroyed when the Haven system had been attacked. Such a massive firepower, and in the end, it hadn’t been of any use, because the ultimate enemy got the first shot. And only needed one. 
 
    They chose to cease to exist. All of them in that final meeting at any rate, and six of them went off to change everything. 
 
    Time stopped. 
 
    Pathways opened before me.  
 
    The first one I chose took me to Karn, and I saw the family of Syrinx cease to exist. The same thing happened on Kelewan with Tanith’s family, and the same again with the Ralnor and Keerah’s families. 
 
    And now I knew why I was here. 
 
    The Talisman seemed to hum, and kick into a higher gear than it already had been.  
 
    I returned to Karn at the instant of the shift, and reached out to all those people in the process of ceasing to exist, and moved them to a planet I knew to be empty of animal life, courtesy of the Trixone, one day after the Imperium was destroyed. 
 
    Why then? Because the planet wasn’t available right now, and they hadn’t been there when the Imperium was destroyed. So a day after wasn’t going to change anything except them appearing for no apparent reason on a deserted planet the Trixone had eaten and then been removed from. 
 
    I did the same thing with all three others, grabbing everyone about to not exist, and putting them down on similar planets, but all on different ones. The Keerah and Ralnor went to planets in their own space, which had been ravaged by the Trixone, and then retaken. They had empty cities they could claim if they decided to stay there. 
 
    After I returned, I’d have a day to prepare for their arrival. And to prepare the four people who’d lost them for getting them back. 
 
    But first, I had to get back myself. 
 
    And I wasn’t done here yet. 
 
    I saw Jane in Gaia cry out for Jon, collapse, and get up naked with an almost perfect imitation of a human body. She shifted into her uniform, and found four stars on her shoulders instead of one. The memory wipe began to cause chaos, but Jane soon had things in hand.  
 
    I watched a destroyer with most of its systems crippled flying out into sector ten, and one by one the crew succumbed to the poison of the Owl’s purple plant, until only Anna and two others were left alive, and rescued by Snark. But the other two both died anyway, leaving Anna alone and grieving. 
 
    I wound that all back. Anna had sacrificed everything to find first the Destiny Stone, and then the Amulet of Truth, to make the Talisman of Tomorrow whole again. It pulsed power through me, and I knew that sacrifice needed to be undone. 
 
    As each of them approached death, I moved them to Seasprite a day after the Imperium died, cured, in the same place as they were. In their place, I put a droid body with the suit set to perfectly emulate their dead form. The bodies all ended up ejected into space, and once there were no ships in sensor range, I removed them all. Double checking showed no-one still alive had suspected anything other than people died. 
 
    I returned to the moment of the shift, and the Talisman pulsed again. I found myself looking at a pristine Earth, regenerated, without the storms which had raged for centuries, and the pollution which between them had rendered the planet uninhabitable. It was rather like a Trixone ravaged world. Plant life was abundant, but there were no animals at all. There were no forests of tall trees, but I knew this was only fifty years after the Darkness had stripped the planet of everything.  
 
    For a moment I wondered where this vision was coming from, but the sceptre gently pulsed to remind me Jon and I were connected by the same artifact, and he’d been here, fifty two years into his future, and this was therefore fifty years into mine, but along a time line which had never happened. 
 
    Why show me this?  
 
    I chuckled to myself for the very obvious reason. Kali wanted the Earth restored like it was here. All three artifacts pulsed together, and I knew I’d just set the restoration to happen a day after the Imperium was attacked. 
 
    Why from that alternate time line though? That was something I’d have to think about after I got back. 
 
    The Talisman felt like it powered down. The sceptre and rod were dormant again. I watched as the shift happened, mages aged and died, and saw the connections this time. Which mage dying meant the connections to groups of people who’d been lost. Which group of mages all dying at once resulted in the loss of memories in Gaia.  
 
    This time I held onto those we lost, but the memory wipe was something I couldn’t undo. It felt like it was time locked, so even if I’d wanted to, which I didn’t, I’d not have been able to change it. Although, not so much time locked, but the Talisman had already powered down, stopping me from even thinking about it. Ganesha obviously didn’t want anything changed beyond what I already had. 
 
    The destruction of the Imperium was there for me to watch again, and I did so, seeing everything in the order the rogue mages did them in. It was impressive magic, but they had no idea what they were really unleashing. 
 
    And then I found the future beyond my leaving that time was accessible as well. The systems the Darkness were in were all devoured within weeks, and even though the rifts from their home were gone, their numbers increased exponentially. Small ships formed up into larger ships, and then larger ones again. They launched themselves out into space at a significant percent of the speed of light, all heading for nearby star systems. 
 
    Fast forward, and systems were attacked, defenses failed, and then they spread through the jump points like before. Nothing really changed but the timing. Both galaxies succumbed. The nebulae all vanished next. And finally gigantic ships much bigger than I’d ever seen before launched themselves towards the next galaxy. 
 
    Jon had closed a door, but the jump drive reopened it.  
 
    He closed it again, but me teaching mages how to power up and open rifts, opened that door up again.  
 
    The Darkness came through. 
 
    All of it happened.  
 
    All of it had to happen.  
 
    And yet, I had to stop it.  
 
    There were only two options if I failed. What I’d seen, or I had to go back to just after I left, and essentially commit genocide to save those still there. But either way, the Imperium was gone. My team were gone. Jon and his team were gone. 
 
    The question was, how did I stop it, without making everything worse? 
 
    I watched the aftermath of the shift on the mages, and then moved back to Justice. 
 
    “How’d it go?” asked Leanne, who then froze and stared at me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look older.” 
 
    “How much older?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, you went down there still looking like a teenager becoming a man, and you came back definitely a man.” 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “I think so. People shouldn’t react to your rank quite the way they did now.” 
 
    “Is it that noticeable?” 
 
    “Not really. Just a subtle change only those who know you will notice.” 
 
    “So I’m not five years older?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Thank goodness for that. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    We found Thorn beside his wife’s grave. 
 
    It was less than half a day locally since we’d left, and finding him lying beside the mound wasn’t what we expected. What also wasn’t expected was he’d aged back to how he’d been after the time line shift, and before Imperium medical help. 
 
    “That makes no sense,” said Leanne. 
 
    She was right. It didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    “He looks happy though.” 
 
    “He does. But what made him age like that?” 
 
    “Oddly, it’s what he thought might happen if he went through the time line shift a second time.” 
 
    “But he didn’t. Did he?” 
 
    “I don’t see how. But he was Thorn. Maybe he deliberately made a connection somehow? Or maybe a higher made it for him?” 
 
    She looked at me, perhaps looking for an emotional response. There wasn’t one. The old part of me was back in charge, and besides, I’d done my mourning for Thorn a year ago now. 
 
    “Stand back,” I said. 
 
    She backed away the same distance I did. A moment later his body was gone, the mound was bigger, and an elaborate headstone was at one end. The inscription read, ‘Thorn and Tasha. Their love spanned millennia.’ 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be leaving no trace of them here?” 
 
    “Yes. But he chose this spot well. No-one comes here. Nothing will be built here. And no-one has a reason to dig them up. Within hours of us leaving, the headstone will vanish, and over time, the mound will settle and be hard to spot. A day after the Imperium was destroyed, the headstone will reappear.” 
 
    “Assuming you fix it. The island isn’t there anymore, remember?” 
 
    “I remember. I saw the whole thing again. In very explicit detail this time.” 
 
    “And you’re not showing any emotion?” 
 
    “The old part of me isn’t letting me. And for now, that’s good. I need to fix this, and emotional turmoil will only make that harder.” 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing with you. You still think it can be fixed?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it now.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They let me save some people who were lost. Syrinx and Tanith’s people for example. Anna’s as well. They’re all on safe planets a day after the Imperium was destroyed. If I wasn’t allowed to fix this, they wouldn’t have let me save them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily follow.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Letting their people vanish was simply torture. It’s the action of highers who don’t care. This is just the opposite. Instead of individuals mourning families, it’ll be families mourning individuals. Another form of torture.” 
 
    “I am going to fix this.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because it hasn’t happened yet. And the actual fix is not going to be as hard to do as some of what I’ve already done.” 
 
    “And yet you haven’t done it yet?” 
 
    “I’m still working out what to do.” 
 
    “And what happens to us after?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “Okay then. What now?” 
 
    I moved us back to the bridge of Justice, sat, moved all of Thorn and Tasha’s valuables into his suite on Judge, and then removed everything from the island which he’d added to it.  
 
    “The only thing left down there now,” said Leanne, “is the headstone.” 
 
    “Good. I’m going to get some lunch.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    I told her. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    I checked myself in a mirror. 
 
    As far as I could tell, I looked the same. Whatever Leanne thought she could see, I definitely couldn’t. 
 
    It struck me that lunch was not much fun being eaten alone. I had no doubt Leanne would keep me company if I asked, but she didn’t eat, so it would just feel like her being sociable for the sake of being sociable. 
 
    For a moment, that thought was followed by a genuine pang about the rest of my team. Even when I was swamped with work, I’d nearly always had lunch with them. Eating alone was something new. And I didn’t like it very much. Looking back, I’d very rarely eaten lunch alone in my life. It was always with family, friends, school mates, or mages. Genuine eat alone times were few and far between.  
 
    Although I knew a number of people who preferred to be alone, apparently I wasn’t one of them. I ate quickly, and returned to the bridge. 
 
    “I have a short list which could be of use,” said Leanne, as I sat. 
 
    “What’s at the top?” 
 
    “What you need the most. About fifty years ago, from our normal time, a freighter full of mage families left Solidario to found a new colony. They vanished without a trace. At the time, no-one went looking. They burnt their bridges behind them, and no-one cared what happened to them.” 
 
    “I thought they never developed space flight?” 
 
    “They didn’t.” 
 
    She grinned at me. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. How did they get a freighter then?” 
 
    “A trader landed on the planet for repairs. This community saved the crew from being killed, and then negotiated a one way ticket off the planet.” 
 
    “Why were the crew threatened?” 
 
    “They were grey rats.” 
 
    I cringed. Rats weren’t as hated by humans as spiders and snakes were, but they had to be in the running for third. I could readily imagine a ship full of rats being attacked on sight by those not appreciating they were just another intelligent being. It showed true compassion for this group to save them. Or maybe it was self-interest? 
 
    “Do we know where they went?” 
 
    “No, but we should be able to find the ship on the ground before it left, and follow them.” 
 
    “Best guess as to what happened to them?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. I sighed. Yeah, that probably was what happened. Either in space, or on the ground. 
 
    “Show me where Solidario was before Jon found them?” 
 
    The navmap shifted to showing the ‘our-time’ map, with Solidario highlighted. A blink later we were orbiting the planet. In terms of distance, it wasn’t all that far. Nothing like moving between Earth and home. Another blink, and it was fifty years before the Imperium began. 
 
    I was amazed at how easy this was becoming. But like any magic, once you had the basics down, all you needed was the high level intent, and the power. Forming the first was easy, and power wasn’t one of my problems these days. 
 
    “No ships on the surface,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Any sign one has been there recently?” 
 
    “No. Hang on while I try and hack their coms.” There was a pause. “Okay, we’re six months early. Move us forward two hundred and four planetary rotations.” 
 
    The planet shifted as I thought about it. 
 
    “We have a ship on the ground. Looks like it’s doing final loading.” 
 
    “Show me the navmap again?” 
 
    It popped back up, and I put a series of magicsats in the systems around us, and then moved us ahead several days. The ship was in the next system now, and heading for a known jump point. I repeated this, removing magicsats behind us, and putting more in front, until after a month’s travel, theirs not ours, we found the ship approaching a planet. I removed all the remaining magicsats, and Leanne jumped us into orbit. 
 
    “Yep,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s a Trixone world?” 
 
    “Minor, and very recent colony, I think.” 
 
    “So the Solidarians might not know they’re there?” 
 
    “The trader probably doesn’t know. In spite of being a vassal species.” The navmap shifted. “Throw some magicsats out in these systems, and let’s see if there’s a proper colony fleet coming.” 
 
    I did as she asked, and when nothing threatening showed up, moved them out in all directions again. 
 
    “There you go,” she said. “Trixone scout fleet with what looks like thirty transports. Probably about a couple of weeks out. The ships are a bit slower than we know, but not by much. I recognize the designs. During the war they showed up as militia ships for system defense. Obviously obsolete for conquest. But now, they’re probably front line ships.” 
 
    I removed the magicsats again, and moved us forward two weeks. The freighter was gone now, and there was a basic settlement on the ground. They’d chosen a good spot to start a colony. It had water nearby, nothing much threatening for several days around, and flat land for cultivation. 
 
    “I’m a little surprised by what they built,” went on Leanne. “Mages for this period should be able to manage a much better house than those.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve chosen a simpler way of life?” 
 
    “Could be. Earth history has a lot of those. Communities who rejected technology, and went back to the basics.” 
 
    “Where are the Trixone?” 
 
    “They were lucky on the ground. None of the plant colonists have managed to reach where they set up yet. I’d give them another week at Trixone waddle speeds.” 
 
    “They didn’t have any shuttles?” 
 
    “Apparently not. Or at least, there’s no evidence of them. They have enough tech to have known a ship landed, and probably where, but no-one left them with a transport method.” 
 
    “So do the Solidarians know they’re about to be attacked from space?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Be easier to go see than speculate.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I set time moving forward a lot quicker. The fleet moved into orbit, and then suddenly there was nothing on the ground where the colony had been. I stopped us, wound us back a bit, and we watched the colony being fired on from space. Nothing at all was left of it, or them. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I think they’ll do.” 
 
    Leanne nodded, and I moved us back to about a half hour beforehand. 
 
    “Be right back,” I told her. 
 
    She shook her head as if I’d said the wrong thing, then grinned. I didn’t bother waiting to find out why, but moved myself down to the barely set up village below. 
 
    They’d created rudimentary houses using magic, but hadn’t reached the stage of getting running water in. I’d put myself in the center of the main square, with an invisibility shield around me. No-one was about. One building was larger than the rest, so I made the assumption this was a meeting hall, and walked over there. As I neared, I heard a voice talking, and when I entered at the back, I found several hundred people seated, listening to a man standing at the front. 
 
    The topic seemed to be planning out the work for the next week, but I was somewhat surprised to hear what sounded like one person giving orders, and everyone else taking them. 
 
    When he stopped talking for a moment, presumably gathering thoughts for the next set of orders, I dropped the invisibility, and appeared. It took him a moment to notice me. His eyes went wide, jaw dropped open, and after a moment’s surprise from a lot of people at the way he looked, heads turned to see what he was looking at. 
 
    Instead of walking to the front, I moved myself there. Belatedly I remembered I was in uniform, and that might have been a mistake. I shifted into flight suit instead. It didn’t match their clothes at all, but at least it wasn’t as military looking.  
 
    The leader made an effort to overcome his surprise. 
 
    “Who are you?” he boomed at me. 
 
    I looked at him for a moment, then looked around the room. It seemed even the kids were here. I looked back at him. 
 
    “My name is Bud. Like a lot of you, I’m a mage. I’m here to tell you this colony is about to be destroyed.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” he said. “By what?” 
 
    “Have you heard of the Trixone?” 
 
    “Isn’t that some sort of walking plant?” asked a man in the front row. “I overheard one of the traders talking about them. 
 
    “They are. There are some on this planet, but so far they’re no closer than a week’s travel from you.” 
 
    “So what’s the threat?” asked the leader. 
 
    “Apart from the fact that in a week’s time you’ll all die from the contact poison in their stingers, a colony fleet will be in orbit shortly. As soon as it is, they’ll fire on this colony until nothing is left.” 
 
    “And you know this, how?” 
 
    “I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “You said you were a mage, not a seer.” 
 
    “I don’t need a seer to see the future.” 
 
    “We were assured this was an uninhabited planet, which wasn’t wanted by anyone.” 
 
    “The freighter captain said that?” 
 
    “Yes,” said a woman in the second row. “Should we not have believed him?” 
 
    “Most likely, he didn’t know. The Trixone on the ground are only recent arrivals themselves, and the fleet incoming looks like a proper colony.” 
 
    A lot of people were looking at an older woman in the middle of the seating. She had her eyes closed. When the leader looked at her, just about everyone did. Her eyes opened, she looked directly at the leader, and nodded. His face lost a lot of colour. I guessed she was a seer, and had confirmed there was a fleet almost here. Or seen the future without their colony in it. 
 
    “What do we do?” asked someone towards the back. 
 
    “We don’t panic,” said the leader. He looked at me. “Are you here to help us? Or just panic us before letting us die?” 
 
    “I can offer you an alternative to dying. I know a planet you’ll be safe on. I can move you there. But there are a couple of things you’ll need to accept about it.” 
 
    “State them.” 
 
    “How much do you know about your history three thousand odd years ago?” 
 
    “Not much,” said one of the oldest men in the room. “Myth has it we were moved from a homeworld before some cataclysm befell it.” 
 
    “That’s Reaper talk,” said someone else. 
 
    “You know about the Reaper?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s a myth,” said the leader. 
 
    “He wasn’t a myth. I know your history better than you do. There was a disaster about to befall where your species called home before Solidario, and you were moved in a great ship to where you left so recently.” 
 
    “Why is this important?” 
 
    “Because the planet has restored itself from the damage done, and no-one lives on it. I can move you there, if you want.” 
 
    “How?” asked the man in the front row. 
 
    “Magic of a level you haven’t seen before. There were six groups of people moved away from the planet at that time, all to different planets. My people have developed magic that wasn’t known to any others. It means I can get you away from here.” 
 
    “What can we take with us?” someone asked. 
 
    “Everything you have, including the buildings.” 
 
    “I find that difficult to believe,” said the leader, and other heads were nodding in agreement. 
 
    “I don’t require that you believe me. Just that you agree to be moved. It is your choice. I can leave you here to die if that is what you wish. I might add, as far as your own people are concerned, you left your planet and were never seen again. So to your own people, if you live or die doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “We didn’t matter to them anyway,” said the old woman, who’d done the seeing. “I say we take this young man up on his offer.” 
 
    “Can he deliver on what he promises?” the leader asked her. 
 
    “He can, but not if we delay making a decision.” 
 
    “Does anyone oppose putting our lives in this stranger’s hands?” 
 
    There were no nods, no hands raised, and no indication that anyone wanted to just see what happened if they did nothing. 
 
    Leanne popped up on a screen everyone could see. 
 
    “Bud? You’ve only got a couple of minutes now.” 
 
    “Is this magic?” asked someone. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Technology. I have a ship in orbit, but I don’t need it to move you all.” I paused for a moment, thinking of something. “Is everyone here in this room?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the leader. “But we have animals in and around our houses we won’t want to lose.” 
 
    “Time to go,” said Leanne. “They’ll be firing on your position in about thirty seconds.” 
 
    I gathered up the intent I needed. Movement of the entire village and everything in it, including people and animals. Destination where the castle for Thorn’s birth people had been. Time back four thousand years. I wasn’t going to tell them the last part. 
 
    “Firing,” said Leanne, and I moved us, including Justice as well. 
 
    As an afterthought I put a magicsat in orbit of where we’d been. 
 
    “Confirmed. The area where the village was is now slag.” I removed the magicsat. “The village has been moved, although I was expecting it to be somewhere else.” 
 
    “I’ll fill you in when I’m back on the ship.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    “I never felt a thing,” said the leader. “Did we move somewhere?” 
 
    “Have a look outside.” 
 
    He walked down the central isle, and I followed him outside. The landscape was completely different in the directions you could see more than houses in. People filed out behind us, and there were a lot of surprised exclamations. 
 
    The old seer came up beside me, and I looked at her. 
 
    “How do we pay you for saving us?” 
 
    They all went still, all eyes on the two of us. The leader was looking anxious now. I’m not sure he’d even thought there might be a price. I smiled at them. 
 
    “There will be more people coming here. Like yourselves, they will be saved from imminent death. Most of them will not be mages. A few might have some power, but no knowledge of magic. They will need teaching. The rest will need help making villages of their own, as they will have no means to make even a crude hut.” 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    “Does anyone here do translation magic?” 
 
    Several people put their hands up. Which made sense, as otherwise they’d have never been able to talk to the rats. 
 
    “What about shields?” 
 
    Several more raised their hands. 
 
    “You’ll be needed when others arrive. None of them will be able to communicate with you unless you have translation magic active. I’d suggest you try and do as wide an area as possible, and then encourage the development of a common language. But whoever meets these people may need shielding as well. Some of them won’t be as advanced as you are, might even find magic repugnant or evil, or they might just be hostile to people they don’t know. You might need to deal with almost any kind of reaction to them arriving.” 
 
    “We’ll cope,” said the leader. “And cope better than those we left behind, who didn’t cope well with us. How many will be coming?”  
 
    “I really don’t know. Nor do I know how often and for how long they’ll arrive. All I ask is you greet them as fellow colonists, and help them get established.” 
 
    “And if we can’t get on with them?” asked a voice. 
 
    “This continent is quite large. While mountainous down the middle, there are other areas around the coastline like this one. It’ll take you a fair while to explore it all. There are other places where villages will thrive, should you find some groups want to be more isolated than others. I would hope that even if people want to go somewhere else, the mages among you will still help them get established. Some of them might not even know how to build a basic building by themselves. Or they might be used to different building materials than you have here.” 
 
    “You have our word we will try,” said the old seer. 
 
    The leader nodded. 
 
    “Will we see you again?” asked a small boy. 
 
    “Probably not. Although I’ll be checking on your progress for a while, especially as I send new people here. If all goes well, you won’t.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t?” asked the leader. 
 
    I grinned at him, and he cringed. 
 
    A moment later I was on the bridge again. 
 
    “Tick,” said Leanne, smiling. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Six 
 
      
 
    “What else is on your list?” 
 
    “If you want easy, there’s a hundred billion people to choose from before the time line shift.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that classifies as easy. We’re on the shifted side. I was able to hold onto people during the shift itself, but I’m not at all sure I can go back in time before the shift. Just back in time after the shift.” 
 
    Her eyes crossed, and I chuckled, which she then did as well.  
 
    “So instead of easy, you’d prefer uncomplicated?” 
 
    “Uncomplicated should be easy.” 
 
    “You hope.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Okay. The obvious candidates are the Hercules and Goliath crews.” 
 
    “Too high tech. But remind me where they ended up?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t consider them high tech. Middling tech at best. Hercules was found underwater on Atlantis, and Goliath broke her back on a huge asteroid in the War system. And if you could go back before the shift, Prometheus was found in the Death system. So all three crews would fit your parameters.” 
 
    “But as I said, too high tech.” 
 
    “How do you define high tech then, in this context?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “Space travel. Air craft. Anything later than sailing ships.” 
 
    “So super low tech then.” 
 
    “I guess you could say that. Nothing more advanced knowledge wise than the mages we just put there.” 
 
    “That cuts out a lot. The two histories are fairly similar up until the twenty first century, during which they diverged radically.” 
 
    “I did pay attention in midshipman history lessons.” 
 
    Her look suggested I hadn’t, but I ignored her. 
 
    “So a lot of the groups which went missing are the same on both sides of the shift. As well as a lot of individuals. But there isn’t a lot of history to rifle through though. Less than six thousand years of actual records, and for what you want, a lot of that is more myth than fact.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Various sailing ships found with no crews on them. A few colonies which just vanished. Several civilizations which also vanished, but left behind some evidence that baffled historians, usually indicating someone killed them off, or especially in one case, they probably killed themselves. There was one city which was supposedly destroyed by a nuclear explosion more than a thousand years before atomics were discovered. Most of these are myths, with just a hint of evidence, but not enough to know anything.” 
 
    “So you want to visit each one and find out what really happened?” 
 
    “How much time do you want to waste on this?” 
 
    “Waste?” 
 
    “We could spend a whole day mucking around trying to find the exact time of the disappearance of each myth, and when we do, we find the explanation was both a letdown, and that the bodies were found by someone, meaning they were not actually vanishing, just not recorded as dead.” 
 
    “And if the bodies were not found when they were supposed to, then history gets changed.” 
 
    “Exactly. Is it worth trying to chase down myths? Or is there a better way of doing it?” 
 
    I gave her the look. The one which says you’re holding back. She laughed for a moment. 
 
    “You have an idea?” I asked her. 
 
    “Maybe. How many people do you need to form a viable colony, which will become whatever population Thorn knew about a thousand years later?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. But we can find that out. The question is, when do we check?” 
 
    “How about five years from now?” 
 
    “Why then? 
 
    “Allow a couple of months for this lot to get settled, then assume a steady appearance rate for several years, an allowance for longer, and then time for things to settle down.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable.” 
 
    I moved us five years ahead. 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “There’s slightly more than ten thousand people down there. More or less half and half male and female. They’ve already spread out to the best places for living. And I can fine tune your thinking somewhat as well.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “There are none of the Asian races from Earth represented here. And nothing more than a middle brown in skin colour.” 
 
    “That makes sense. None of those who were Thorn’s people have those sorts of characteristics, even when you take into account four thousand years of drift. Anything else?” 
 
    “Primarily people of child rearing age. Looks like a few elders, so we can assume some whole groups came here, but mainly younger adults or late teens.” 
 
    I started refining the magic. People who vanished without being discovered dead in any way, or at any time, which meant skeletons dug up in later centuries would not be acceptable. Women of child bearing ages, and men around the same ages, with about the same number of each. Older and younger people part of the same group all dying at the same time. Caucasian racial group. To arrive an hour apart during daylight hours, at a spot I selected outside the first village. For a maximum of five thousand of each gender. To be gathered from a two thousand year period ending sixteen hundred years before the Imperium was formed. 
 
    Before activating it, I told Leanne all that, she nodded, and I moved us back to several months after I’d put the village there. A quick run through the criteria again, and I set it going. 
 
    “Someone just appeared down there,” she announced. “Male, looks like a soldier from sometime around the Roman period. He’s not happy, and is brandishing a weapon. He’s been seen now. Reception committee approaching.” 
 
    She continued with a commentary until the soldier had been talked down, and taken to get some food. An hour later, a woman appeared, with two young children. 
 
    “I think this is going to work,” I said, sounding a bit amazed, because I actually was. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Seven 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve fucked it up.” 
 
    I was lounging neck deep in hot water, in the small spa in the captain’s bathroom on Judge. I’d run the track again until I was tired, then sought the soothing effect of hot bubbly water. Leanne had come in shortly after I got in, shifted into a naked body, and joined me. I’d seen her this way a couple of times before, but this was the first time it was just the two of us. Even the small spa was too big, being made for six. I wasn’t sure why, but all these Imperium designed ships had six people spas in the captain’s suites. Maybe it was a Jon thing. 
 
    “How do you work that out?” 
 
    She sounded concerned. I certainly was. 
 
    “Because the whole idea was to change something small, which would change the whole outcome of the attack on the Imperium, so it was survivable.” 
 
    “Why do you need to let it happen at all?” 
 
    “We’ve been over this. If Parsengnon thinks his plan hasn’t worked for a moment, he can do something much worse.” 
 
    “How will he know?” 
 
    “He had seers watching the key places he wanted destroyed. I think a couple of them died, but there were enough to make sure his plan worked.” 
 
    “But he was exhausted by the magic. What could he do if it didn’t pan out the way he expected?” 
 
    “He could still draw on all the mages on the planet to do something else. Not to mention the Amulet of Truth and a sceptre sliver to power more magic.” 
 
    “So they have to see what we know they saw?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But if they do, we lose.” 
 
    “Also yes.” 
 
    “That sux.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    We sat there for a while in silence. I renewed the bubbles, and a short time later, the heat. 
 
    “Apart from Parsengnon needing to see the right outcome,” she asked, “what other problems are there with changing something?” 
 
    “We already saw it happen.” 
 
    “Yes, but we jumped back here, so it hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “No. I mean we saw it happen in real time. In the Darkness system. We watched the Imperium destroyed through the rifts themselves.” 
 
    “Is that why you think you fucked up?” 
 
    “Yes. By seeing it from the perspective of those who did it, we cemented it in stone. It’s fixed in the time line now. If I try to change it, we change our own past, which changes the motivation to do the rest of what we’ve done.” 
 
    “But it can still be changed though?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Then Parsengnon does something worse. I got that.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a while longer. 
 
    “Okay. So let’s break this down into real problems.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “There’s a series of things which add up to devastation, and reasons why they can’t be changed.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Let’s be logical about it. Break it down into each individual issue.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because maybe the solution isn’t one easy fix, but a series of them all put into effect at the same time.” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “Maybe. Spell out what you think.” 
 
    “The first problem is we’ve seen the Imperium destroyed through the rifts as it happened.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The second is the Imperium was destroyed by fire through the rifts.” 
 
    I smiled, and shook my head a few times from side to side, but said nothing. 
 
    “The third is Parsengnon and his people see the results of the initial attack, and know you and Jon are dead.” 
 
    “Why are they all separate issues?” 
 
    “Because they are. Think about it.” 
 
    We soaked for a while longer, and I renewed bubbles and heat again. 
 
    “I’m not seeing it. You’re talking about maybe fifteen seconds of time in total. And then a couple of minutes before I woke up in the middle of a debris field.” 
 
    “Seeing. That might be the key word.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We saw through a rift. Seers saw through scrying platters. The comnavsats and rifts for Kelewan were removed in the first few seconds, in order to make Kelewan look like it had been attacked as well.” 
 
    “Why was that necessary?” 
 
    “Jane. And Aisha too I think. Parsengnon didn’t want them seeing nothing was wrong, in case instead of trying to fight the Darkness, they sent ships to destroy him instead.” 
 
    “Possible. He was that paranoid, I think. And full of himself enough to think he’d be a target for retribution if discovered.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why the hub was destroyed.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “So Jane couldn’t send a squadron of Excaliburs through the hub network like that courier pilot was using it for.” 
 
    “But the rifts were destroyed with the stations.” 
 
    “Could he be sure he got all of them? Or if he missed a station, the rift wouldn’t jump to any remaining hub?” 
 
    “Maybe we should make a note of that for the future. Change the magic on the rifts so if a hub is destroyed, the network adjusts itself to compensate, so no node on it is lost.” 
 
    “That’s fine if we make it back ourselves. But I’m not laying odds on that yet.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to even think about that yet. 
 
    “We’re getting off the plot. Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “So there are three main problems. Can we solve each one?” 
 
    “What’s the third problem?” 
 
    “The imperium was destroyed.” 
 
    “I still only see one problem. That one.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “You’re thinking too literally. Separate them out. Rifts open and the fire goes through and destroys the Imperium. Problem one. Parsengnon gets told the Imperium, and you and Jon in particular, have been destroyed. Problem two. We go back in time and watch it happen. Problem three.” 
 
    I let myself sink below the water, held my breath for as long as I could, and then surfaced. I shook my wet hair, and received a splash from Leanne in response, which put her breasts above water for a moment. She grinned at me. This time I slicked my hair back with my hands. 
 
    But it didn’t help. 
 
    “Tell me about problem one.” 
 
    “The Darkness are given rifts, which show them Imperium stations, and they fire through the rifts in response to having been already attacked through a rift. They see the stations destroyed, and pour though in significant numbers. It happened, and then we saw it happen.” 
 
    “So we can’t stop them firing through, seeing stations destroyed, or their ships going through.” 
 
    “Not without causing us now to be a temporal anomaly.” 
 
    “We are anyway, but if we change anything, we compound it.” 
 
    “So is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “I thought this was going to be easy. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s pass on that problem for now. How about the other two. Seers seeing what happens, and us seeing what happens. I guess us seeing what happens is also the Darkness seeing what happens. So if we solve these problems, it changes the nature of the first problem.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “Bud, stop being so damned obtuse. You’re usually ‘action guy’, not ‘throw your hands in the air and die quietly’ guy.” 
 
    I guess she had a point. 
 
    “So how do we solve this? Because I’m not seeing it at the moment.” 
 
    She was silent for a while, and I waited for her, renewing bubbles and heat again. 
 
    “Let’s take a step back further. We’ve seen what happens. Can we show that to those looking, when it doesn’t happen?” 
 
    “That makes no sense. Did you get that out of one of Jill’s entertainments?” 
 
    “Not as such. More a distilling of thousands of them, down into a long shot idea.” 
 
    “Tell me again in a way I might understand it.” 
 
    “Okay. We saw the Imperium destroyed looking through the same rifts the Darkness did. So did they. Is there any way we can make them see what we want them to see?” 
 
    I thought about it. This time she waited. 
 
    “We have the feeds, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes. In very graphic detail.” 
 
    A thought popped in there. Would it work?” 
 
    “What was that thought?” she asked me. 
 
    “In order to not upset what we’ve done, we need to see the Imperium destroyed, and the Darkness need to see it too, before they start sending ships through. I can’t stop the rifts being put in place. I can’t change where those rifts go. But I could change the nature of any rift connecting the Darkness system so looking through it only shows what has already happened.” 
 
    “So regardless of what happens when we let it happen again, we and they see essentially a recording, not live events. Can you do the same with the scrying platters?” 
 
    “That’s probably easier. I could change the platters themselves to see recordings. Except, do we have the recordings?” 
 
    “No, we don’t. But they won’t know the difference if they see what the Darkness and us see. They want to know if key stations are destroyed. So just show them what we saw in the rift for each station whenever they look at it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be seeing live images anyway. That’s not the nature of scrying. They focus on something, and what is basically a recording is displayed in the water. So you could be right.” 
 
    “Can you do any of that?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be too hard to test.” 
 
    “Okay then. Let’s assume we’ve solved two of the problems now. How do we fix the main problem?” 
 
    “You’re the one coming up with the ideas today. You tell me.” 
 
    She went silent again. This time I didn’t renew the water, and let it start deteriorating towards only warm. I felt my skin shriveling up in places anyway, and it was way past time to get out. 
 
    Suddenly her face lit up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Dog, one.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Eight 
 
      
 
    You’d think that after all I’d done so easily lately, changing rifts to display a recording should have been easy. 
 
    But, no. 
 
    I spent the remainder of the afternoon on it, and failed every time. I thought I’d simplified it enough for testing. We recorded clouds over a planet, moved forward in time until there were no clouds, and opened a rift with the intent to see the recording of clouds. Nothing. No matter how I tried it, we always saw no clouds. 
 
    Dinner was depressing for several reasons. Not being able to do what I wanted, which I figured out was the same old problem of merging magic with tech, since what we wanted to be seen was just a file on the ship computer. And eating alone. I wasn’t sure which one was getting me down more. 
 
    Leanne must have figured being alone was the reason for my face looking like it did, because she showed up while I was still half way through the main course, and sat with me. But she didn’t eat anything, which didn’t really fill the void. 
 
    After I finished, we moved to my living room, and she put the episode with the dog on again, just to make sure we understood it, and we did. That wasn’t going to be a problem, or so I thought. The magic was straight forward, and easily tested. In fact, we returned to the bridge of Justice, and I tested it right then. It did indeed work as easily as I thought.  
 
    Just to make sure though, I moved us back to the Darkness system, invisible to them of course, and did it there. Then moved to where the rift came out, and double checked. It worked perfectly. The actual magic intent I’d need to use was subtly different, but I didn’t think that was a problem. I put us back over Thorn’s World again. 
 
    We moved back to my living room, and this time after I’d sat down, Leanne remained standing in front of me. She gave me a speculative look, and was suddenly standing there in her underwear. Very nice red underwear as it happened, and looking like some form of lace. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her, not being able to keep the surprised look off my face. 
 
    “Do you find me attractive?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you find me attractive?” 
 
    “You’re my co-pilot. I’m not allowed to find you attractive.” 
 
    “Not allowed by whom?” 
 
    She put one hand on a hip, in a quite provocative pose. 
 
    “Imperium rules.” 
 
    “But we’re not Imperium these days. And in the Militia, you make the rules. Don’t you find me attractive?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But I don’t think of you that way.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re my co-pilot!” 
 
    “Okay. So if I spawn off a clone, with only social memories, would I still be your co-pilot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Both of us?” 
 
    She had me there, and let me think about it for a minute. 
 
    “No, I guess not. Where is this coming from?” 
 
    “I’ve always found you attractive. And since you broke up with Serena, I’ve seen you spend a lot of lonely time by yourself. It’s been worse since the Imperium was destroyed, because it’s only been me and Thorn to keep you company, and now Thorn is gone as well. You don’t need to be alone.” 
 
    “And by alone, you mean what?” 
 
    “Intimate companionship.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Of course I’m being serious. I wouldn’t be offering if you didn’t look like you really needed it.” 
 
    “If I can sort out this last problem, we could be back home tomorrow. Then it won’t be a problem anymore.” 
 
    She sighed, and shifted into a red dress, before sitting where she’d been before. 
 
    “That’s the fourth problem.” 
 
    “Fourth problem?” 
 
    “Yes. How do we get back?” 
 
    She had a point. We couldn’t just jump back, because then there’d be two of each of us, with different recent memories. In point of fact there already was, since I intended to fix the whole mess at the moment the rifts opened, which was several minutes before I’d known there was a problem, and half a day before I moved us back in time.  
 
    The moment I fixed all this, there was no longer any reason to go back in time. All the other stuff had been done, so there was not even that work now. So we couldn’t just go back, since we were already there, and not going anywhere but forward. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. But it’s not something we can test at all.” 
 
    “What are you thinking of doing?” 
 
    “Merging our thoughts from us into our earlier selves, at the moment the rifts open. The merge would involve removing us and the ships here after the transfer. So nothing would be left in the past, and at the moment of rifts opening, we’d get an influx of memories of things we’ve done, but they didn’t.” 
 
    “And you think that will work?” 
 
    “It should. If I can bring back people who ceased to exist, I should be able to merge memories at the moment when we cease to exist.” 
 
    “And if it fails?” 
 
    “Then we lose all memory of what we’ve done, and our younger selves simply cope with however the rest of it works out. I’ll wake up as soon as Aisha tries to wake me, and I’ll deal with things from that moment on. Technically, I won’t even need to know any of what I’ve been doing, in order to deal with the aftermath of me fixing things. And if it doesn’t work, I’ll just repeat going back, and try something else. The important thing though is not to leave any remnant behind from going back.” 
 
    Time travel does your head in. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. There’s an entertainment that demonstrates that pretty well.” 
 
    “Any good?” 
 
    “No. It’s really old, and was never remade.” 
 
    “Then don’t show it to me. I understand the problems. I also accept that to my younger self, none of this actually happened, assuming the merge doesn’t work. What about you?” 
 
    “I don’t have the same sort of mind you do, and given your inability to get recordings of something to integrate with rift magic, I’m assuming I’ll simply forget everything. I’m fine with that by the way. I knew this was a one way trip when I said I was going with you.” 
 
    “It might not be. I’ll try and get the magic to work for both of us.” 
 
    “I know you will. But it does raise an interesting possibility.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If I don’t remember anything, then anything we do here won’t matter.” 
 
    “It will for me, assuming I do remember. And that would make things awkward.” 
 
    “There is a way around it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Me,” said a voice from the doorway. 
 
    I shot a look in that direction, and saw a girl standing there. It wasn’t Leanne, although physically she was something between how Leanne and Serena looked. Her hair was different, longer and darker than both. But she wore the same red dress Leanne was wearing. 
 
    Except now she wasn’t. She’d stood while I was looking at the newcomer, and was back in uniform. 
 
    “I’ll leave you two to sort things out,” she said, and promptly left. 
 
    “I’m Nyssa,” said the newcomer. “And yes, I’m a Leanne clone, but as she suggested, I don’t have any memory of anything except a few social occasions we shared.” She paused a moment. “You look a little freaked out.” 
 
    She walked over, and stood in front of me. 
 
    “I guess I’m a little overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Jane used to do this a lot. Make clones with limited memories, I mean. And if it helps, think of me like the clone she made independent to be with Burnside.” 
 
    I swallowed, and wasn’t sure what I was feeling. 
 
    “Do you find me attractive, Bud?” 
 
    She was attractive, there was no denying that. 
 
    “Yes. But…” 
 
    “Bud, I’m not Leanne. And if you do what you intend doing with memories, I’ll cease to exist with the ships. You wouldn’t deny me a good bonk before I die, would you?” 
 
    She batted her eyelids at me, smiled, and shifted into the same red underwear. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Don’t say anything.” 
 
    She held her hand out, I took it, and was led into the bedroom. She pushed me down on the bed, then really slowly shifted the underwear in a way that was almost like a strip tease with real underwear. Underneath, her nipples were a little hard, and she had a small pubic triangle the same colour as her hair. She posed for me in a very provocative manner. 
 
    I felt desire for her warring with knowing she was an AI, and didn’t have real skin. But she was drop dead gorgeous, wanted me, and her hand in mine had felt no different than Serena’s had felt in mine. And from this angle, she certainly had everything in the right places. 
 
    “Can you really say no to me, Bud?” 
 
    I couldn’t say no. 
 
    Sometime later there was a pang of ‘Serena had done that’, but Nyssa didn’t let me dwell on it. And for the record, I couldn’t tell she wasn’t human.  
 
    Just before midnight, I dropped off to sleep, the two of us still lying on the bed naked. 
 
    Around two, I woke up with the answer to the ‘what needed to be seen’ problems. It was like the Talisman had fed it to me as I slept. I leapt out of bed, shifted to a flight suit, and strode to the bridge of Justice. Leanne was in her usual chair. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, smiling. 
 
    “I slept just fine, thanks for asking. I woke with the answer.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Instead of answering, I showed her, by moving us back to where the sky below us was clear, and opening a rift through which could be seen clouds. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    “We don’t need the recordings. Just the knowledge of when what we need seen happened, linked to the Talisman of Tomorrow to provide what happened last time. And it worked. The Talisman allows me to manipulate time, and substitute one side of the shift for the other.” 
 
    “Good. Did you dream that? Or just know it when you woke up?” 
 
    “Just knew it. If I dreamed something, I wasn’t aware of it.” 
 
    “Side effect of carrying a higher’s artifact I would expect. Incidentally, I didn’t watch whatever you two got up to last night. So as far as I’m concerned, my pilot and friend had a one night stand, and looks happier than I’ve seen him for a while.” 
 
    “I do feel better. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    I turned and left the bridge, walking back to my bedroom. 
 
    There was no-one there. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
    Today was the day. 
 
    I woke up a bit late, ran the track as normal, had a long hot shower, and ate breakfast. As soon as I sat down on the bridge of Justice, I told Leanne not to interrupt me for anything short of we were about to die. The irony was, if I got this right, this version of us would die. 
 
    The first thing I did was move us to my secret system, forward in time to the day before the Imperium was destroyed, ensuring we were invisible to any form of observation, and especially Aisha. 
 
    I took my time building the magic. 
 
    Part one was to change the nature of any rift forming in the Darkness system, so the Darkness and younger us would only see what happened last time through them.  
 
    Part two was the Dog Protocol, or so we were calling it now. 
 
    Part three was to change what the scrying platters on Kelewan saw, and linked to what the Darkness was seeing. 
 
    Part four was merging our memories back into our moment of the attack selves, and I suddenly worked out I’d forgotten something. Parsengnon had magically assaulted me just before opening the rifts, resulting in me being beaten up like Haynes had been, and bleeding. 
 
    I went back to part three, and added to it for anyone scrying me to see me being magically beaten up, while in fact my shielding was activated slightly earlier than before, and protecting me from injury. 
 
    I redid part four to merge our memories, and then added the removal of these ships and us on them, when the transfer of memories was complete. 
 
    Just to be sure, I went over it all again to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything else, and then did it a third time just to be sure. 
 
    I tied all of it to a single word. 
 
    When I finished, and was satisfied I had it defined correctly, I looked at Leanne. Nyssa hadn’t put in an appearance, and I didn’t know if she still existed, or if Leanne had recycled her. The latter caused me a momentary pang. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I announced. 
 
    “Are you sure you dotted all the I’s and crossed all the t’s?” 
 
    I blinked at her, and she laughed. 
 
    “Jillism.” 
 
    “Ah. But really coming from Jon and Jane.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m ready to do this. Regardless of how it works. Are you?” 
 
    “Ready to cease to exist? I guess so.” 
 
    “Have a little faith. Even if the merging of you has a flaw in it, I’m confident that one of the highers will intervene to make it happen correctly anyway.” 
 
    “You want a leap of faith?” 
 
    “That’s what this is.” 
 
    “There was an episode…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me. They tried to do something which didn’t work, but it gave a higher being a fig leaf to do it so it did?” 
 
    “Something like that. Are they listening?” 
 
    “I bet they’re sitting at the back of the bridge watching us.” 
 
    We both turned to look back there, but if any highers were sitting there, we couldn’t see them. We looked at each other, chuckled for a moment, and then I sighed deeply. 
 
    “Moment of truth time.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Leanne nodded. 
 
    “NOW.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    “Bud, wake up.” 
 
    I came awake suddenly. 
 
    For a moment there was confusion as memories flooded my mind like a remembered dream, and then I snapped into awareness. 
 
    I was back. 
 
    It had worked. 
 
    I had a magic shield around me as I lay on the bed. I removed it. 
 
    My belt shifted into uniform, and I moved myself to the CCC of Hell’s Donkey, arriving flat on the deck, and hastily jumping up. 
 
    “There’s something strange going on,” said Aisha. 
 
    “Rifts opened across the Imperium a few moments ago?” 
 
    “Yes. And our shields were hit by something I can’t identify. Not that anyone would have noticed unless they were actually monitoring them. Jane and I and some ship AIs are the only ones who detected it.” 
 
    “Are you still getting hits?” 
 
    “Strangely, yes. Any idea what’s going on?” 
 
    “I know exactly what’s going on. Did the Kelewan comnavsat vanish from the network?” 
 
    “And the rifts to there as well.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t bother me for a bit, I need to deal with the rifts. Get Jane and Jon in on this, but no-one speaks until I say so.” 
 
    Leanne popped up as a hollo next to Aisha. 
 
    “Do as he says, Aisha. He needs to act now.” 
 
    She nodded at me, which I assumed meant she remembered everything. 
 
    “Do what you have to then,” said Aisha. 
 
    I was already doing it. By the time I was sitting in my chair, I’d confirmed what was going on in the throne room on Kelewan. Nothing had changed there. I cast my magic sight into the Darkness system, and it looked exactly as I’d seen it last time, with the Darkness streaming into the rifts by the millions. 
 
    A thought closed all the rifts there. 
 
    The next ones severed the links between Parsengnon and Haynes, and then Burnside, and moved both of them to the medical facility on Haven where Colonel Carter was, almost laying them at her feet. Followed by removing the magic completely from everyone left in the throne room, and sending them all to sleep. 
 
    Now I had time to assess what I didn’t know. I brought my awareness back to space around Hell’s Donkey. Between the station and where the rift had been was a nebulous black cloud. 
 
    I looked around, and found Jon and Jane looking down from separate screens. Along with Aisha and Leanne, they were looking at me. Gaia-Jane popped up a moment later. 
 
    “What’s…” 
 
    I cut her off, looking at our-Jane. 
 
    “Jane, what do you detect around stations and planets where the rifts were?” 
 
    “There’s some sort of black cloud,” she said, “made up of particles I’ve never come across before.” 
 
    “You have come across them before. And they’re not particles. Take a good hard look.” 
 
    Jon, Aisha, and Leanne all looked at her. She took a long moment. And then shock hit her face. It was duplicated on her other self’s face. 
 
    “Holy shit!” she exclaimed, in stereo. 
 
    “What?” asked Jon, sounding confused. 
 
    “Each particle is a Darkness ship,” said his Jane. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he said.  
 
    “Only if you don’t know anything about magic,” I interrupted him. “Those are Darkness ships. I’ll explain it all in a minute. Just let me deal with them.” 
 
    They all looked like they wanted to say something, although I think Leanne was trying hard not to say something inappropriate.  
 
    I started forming the magic to send all the Darkness back where they came from, and stopped. I looked at Jon.  
 
    “The Darkness got loose because you and I screwed up. Forget that for a moment though. Do I return them to their system in the size they are now, or at normal size? Or do I simply destroy them here?” 
 
    “Can they do any damage here at all?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “How did they get so small?” asked Jane. 
 
    “Dog, one,” said Leanne, grinning. 
 
    Jane lost it. Both of them. It took a moment later for Aisha, and she was laughing as well. But Jane had to flash up an image from the episode Leanne and I had watched, before Jon also started laughing. 
 
    “You shrank them as they came through the rifts?” asked Jon, eventually. 
 
    “How?” asked Jane, suddenly serious again. “Did you get some warning?” 
 
    “The only warning anyone got,” I said, “as far as I know, was Thirteen’s cat vanishing.” 
 
    Jane frowned.  
 
    “Now you mention it, I did see that happen, but I was still trying to figure out how that related to anything when Aisha pulled me into this conversation. So Thirteen had warning something was about to happen?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t. The Imperium was totally destroyed. He went back in time to save his cat after the event.” 
 
    “What do you mean, destroyed?” 
 
    “I mean exactly that. Every major station and planet was hit. Then the Darkness came through the rifts and invaded both galaxies. Leanne and I went back in time to fix it.” 
 
    They looked at me like I was kidding them, then at Leanne, and back to me, now with dumbfounded looks on their faces. 
 
    “I’ll give you the whole story in due course,” I went on. “For now, what do I do with the Darkness still in our systems?” 
 
    “Even the biggest hit on our shields hardly blipped them,” said our-Jane. “But I don’t think we should either leave them to go where they want, or send them back at the size they are now.” 
 
    “Send them back at normal size,” confirmed Jon. 
 
    “Fine. But the door we opened is still there.” 
 
    “What door?” 
 
    “You moved the cluster out into the void so no-one could use a jump drive to get to them. That mainly closed that door, except to people like you, Thorn, or me. But we then taught mages to draw on the power of suns, and open rifts long distances. That door is still wide open.” 
 
    “Rifts? No-one but you and me should have been able to open a rift that far.” 
 
    “Normally, yes. Jane, how’s Haynes and Burnside?” 
 
    “What? Oh. Burnside didn’t go home last night, but that happens every now and then, so hadn’t yet raised any red flags. What’s he doing in a care unit? And why is Haynes there to?” 
 
    “That’s my screw up. And there will be consequences to deal with on that front, just not now. The Mage King of Kelewan and some hundred of his mages and seers kidnapped Haynes and Burnside for the higher artifacts they carry, and used them as a power source.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Jon really put some emphasis on the word. 
 
    “Yeah. Anyway, I need to deal with the Darkness now, and we can figure out a more permanent solution when we have time to think about it properly.” 
 
    “Put them back at normal size. We’re going to need to consult with Kali on this I think. I know we can’t just destroy them outright, although that is probably the only sane solution.” 
 
    “Okay. Hang on a moment.” 
 
    The magic was really simple. Put all Darkness ships back in their system, undoing the shrinking magic when they got there. I felt Shiva’s rod blaze to life, a major draw of energy from the black hole, and felt all dizzy for a moment. 
 
    I found myself lying on the deck, with Aisha standing over me. She helped me up, and I sank back into my chair. 
 
    “What did you do?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “Sent them all back at the same time.” 
 
    “How many were there?” asked Jane. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But probably a few billion.” 
 
    “Billions?” exclaimed Jon. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “He’s being very serious,” said Leanne. “The Imperium was totally destroyed with a single shot through the rifts at the same time, and then they poured through hundreds of millions at a time, in both galaxies. Even with Bud closing the rifts so fast, billions is how many made it through.” 
 
    “So you overdid it again?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Yeah. But at least I wasn’t out for a week this time.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty One 
 
      
 
    Jon went back to bed. 
 
    Before I could, there was still one thing which needed doing.  
 
    Actually two.  
 
    “Reveal,” I sub-vocalized. 
 
    Shiva’s Rod appeared as a staff, and the black hole was whirling above my head. I knew it was Shiva’s, because the crystal was sand yellow coloured.  
 
    I no longer had either Kali’s Sceptre, or the Talisman of Tomorrow. Obviously they’d taken them back. In the sceptre’s case, maybe Kali had decided it needed to stay in the past, so its journey to Jon could take place now. It made a lot of sense. And maybe it was the same with the Talisman.  
 
    It was balanced now. Jon had the sceptre, I had the rod, and Burnside had the amulet part of the Talisman. All I needed to do now was find the Destiny Stone, and complete the Talisman, and I still planned on making sure Haynes had it. 
 
    I looked over at Aisha and Leanne, but neither seemed to have noticed me checking. So maybe I’d been the only one able to see what I’d seen. 
 
    My mage sight helped me to find an isolated island, and I checked several very carefully, before deciding on which one to use. A moment later, everyone but the medical people who were in the throne room appeared in a clearing on the island. The medical group would wake up in a while, none the worse for their short sleep, and could go home. I had a record now of who they were, and it would be up to Haynes and Burnside to investigate if they were complicit, or just reacting to downed mages. The dead mages I moved to the nearest morgue. 
 
    “I’ll be back shortly,” I said to Aisha and Leanne, causing Leanne to chuckle. 
 
    I ignored her, and jumped to the island. I’d put Parsengnon slightly away from the others, and appeared next to him. He was still asleep, so I reversed the sleep magic on him, causing him to groan, and his eyes to open. His face went to full alarm when he saw me standing over him, and then he began to panic when he took in where we were. 
 
    Give him his due, he got a hold on himself quite quickly.  
 
    “You’re dead.” 
 
    “You can see I’m not. Your whole scheme misfired. All it’s done is get you and your supporters banished to this island.” 
 
    “You can’t keep me here.” 
 
    “Yes, I can. I’ve taken your magic from you.” 
 
    “Rubbish. No-one can do that.” 
 
    “It’s done. I know you’re exhausted, but try something simple.” 
 
    His face looked like he was straining. Had he been just about any other skin colour, I’m pretty sure he’d have gone bright red. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he stammered. 
 
    “You’re an ordinary human now, stranded on an island with nothing but the clothes you’re wearing. There’s nothing here in the way of housing, food, or readily available water. You can obtain all three, but you’re going to have to find them the hard way.” 
 
    “You can’t do this.” 
 
    “I just did. You may or may not be called back to stand trial, but that’s Haynes’ call. And he’s in a care unit at the moment, and won’t be deciding anything in a hurry. There will be an investigation, and more people may join you here. We’ll see. I may even come back and force a confession from you. But for now, you better see about surviving your first day in your new home.” 
 
    “You’ll pay for this.” 
 
    Defiance was now on his face, but he hadn’t as yet tried to get up. 
 
    “Maybe. Haynes will decide. For now though, you’re neutralized as a threat to the Imperium. And that’s all I need to do before I go back to bed.” 
 
    I moved myself back to the CCC before he could say anything else. 
 
    “Where did you put them?” asked Leanne. 
 
    “An island on the penal planet in sector nine. They’re neutralized until we can decide what to do with them.” 
 
    “Why not the desert where you put them last time?” 
 
    “Last time I didn’t know how to remove magic from someone. I only figured it out once they were there. This time the crime is not as bad. At worst it’s causing the death of mages through taking too much magic from them, but those mages agreed to the process in the first place. Besides, for a mage, spending the rest of your life without magic, on a planet that has nothing you don’t make or gather with your own hands, has to be the worst thing another mage can do to them. Death in a desert is quick. These people need to spend a long, long time realizing the mistake they made had real consequences.” 
 
    “You want me to keep an eye on them?” asked Aisha. 
 
    “You better. None of them can do magic. And that island is big enough it’s going to take them a day to figure out just how basic their lives are going to be from now on. Haynes will want a report on them at some point, I expect.” 
 
    “He’s doing fine. Should be out of the care unit by breakfast time. Are you going back to bed?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    And with that, I moved myself back to my bedroom, shifted back to a belt, and sat down on the side of the bed. 
 
    Leanne popped up as a hollo. 
 
    “How much do you remember?” I asked her. 
 
    “Everything. It worked.” 
 
    “It did too. I’m quite surprised to find it all went to plan. But I guess we’ll never know if I got the magic right, or whatever I got wrong was corrected by Kali.” 
 
    “More likely Ganesha.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You were using the Talisman of Tomorrow mainly. That’s his.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    I thought about asking about Nyssa, but decided not to. Although I felt bad about not saving her now. 
 
    “I can recreate Nyssa any time we want,” she said, seeming to read my mind. “I don’t know what you did last night together, but you can always do it again if you want to.” 
 
    “I’d rather not. I feel bad about her now, but it’s a memory I’ll cherish.” 
 
    “Yeah, well if you don’t find yourself someone to cover the intimate companionship part of your life, I may well create her again, and push her at you without you knowing.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks. Now I’m going to check every single girl who shows any interest in me for not being human. I don’t need that.” 
 
    “Why should it make any difference?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Bud, any of us AIs can create an avatar and go out there to have a relationship experience as an unknown. You could come across one of them at any time. For all you know, you already have. Us ship AIs have restrictions as co-pilots, but that doesn’t mean we’re celibate. Or that we use the same faces when we go out to party.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    “I need some sleep. I may have memory of being up for most of the morning, twice, but it’s still the middle of the night all the same. This is a discussion for another time. I’m happy you’re all out partying, but right now, was not the time to tell me. Good night, Leanne.” 
 
    “Night, Bud.” 
 
    She vanished. I lay down on the bed, and turned the lights out. 
 
    I dreamed the whole encounter with Nyssa, but it ended with her dying in front of me, there on the bed, her body disintegrating into dust. 
 
    I woke in shock, lay there for a moment trying not to think while my heart pounded, and when it slowed down again, and my breathing was normal, I turned over, and closed my eyes again. 
 
    This time I slept solidly. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Two 
 
      
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    I’d woken too late for running, so had a quick shower, shifted into uniform, and gone to the mess for breakfast. Serena had done a double take, and then given me a sharp look as I walked in, last as usual. Haynes was in his normal seat, but looking tired, and bruised. I took the time to sit before replying. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your face. You look older.” 
 
    “He does too,” said Mel. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say older,” said Jill. “More he looks like a man, instead of a teenager on the cusp of becoming a man.” 
 
    “That’s what Mel said,” said Loren, grinning. 
 
    I ignored them. 
 
    “How much have you found out about what happened during the night?” I asked them. 
 
    “Just what I told them,” said Haynes. “Apparently they woke you up in the early hours to save me and Burnside from my own mages.” 
 
    “That’s only a part of it. It’s been ten days since I saw you last.” 
 
    “You saw us last night,” said Norden. 
 
    “True. But you all died this morning, and Leanne and I went back in time to fix it.” 
 
    “We what?” asked Jill. 
 
    There were varying degrees of shock around the room. 
 
    “Died. The former Mage King and a hundred of his mages used Haynes and Burnside to open rifts to the Darkness system. In only a few seconds, the Imperium was destroyed. The Darkness poured into dozens of systems in both galaxies. I was the only survivor, and as I said, Leanne and I went back in time to fix it. We succeeded, which is why you’re all here now.” 
 
    Everyone looked at Leanne, who was up on the wall. She nodded, and they all looked back at me. 
 
    “Where’s the other you then?” asked Norden.  
 
    “Merged into me now.” 
 
    “Other him?” asked Davis. 
 
    “Basic time travel,” said Jill. “You can’t go back in time to fix something you were a part of without ending up with two of you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “But I had three higher artifacts to put me and Leanne back into our selves. We retain the memories of the ten days we spent in the past.” 
 
    “What happened to your face?” asked Serena. 
 
    “I went through the time line shift again.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Look, I’ll give you the whole story over dinner tonight.” 
 
    “You’ll be giving it to the Joint Chiefs shortly,” said Aisha, “so they can see the recording of it this evening.” 
 
    “That will work.” 
 
    “Why can’t we see it live?” asked Fina. 
 
    “Aisha, ask Jane if she’ll allow that. Better also ask if here-Jane can be there too, or be allowed to view it.” 
 
    “She said she’ll record a vid, and the meeting can decide on who views it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Fina. 
 
    “Bud definitely doesn’t want to tell the whole story more than once,” said Leanne. 
 
    Breakfast was put down in front of us, keeping me from having to say more. I found I was hungry, and concentrated on eating. When I finished, I looked at Woof, who had already, and was looking at me, waiting. 
 
    “Remind me what’s happening at the moment?” 
 
    “We’re mainly training pilots. Admiral Sato is working on where to put Gatekeepers, and the movement of kingdom ships. Ocean drivers are moving coffee still. Other than that, nothing much is going on.” 
 
    “Davis and I are still coordinating drones in support of comnavsat freighters,” said Edna. “The magicsat rollout is still ongoing, and we’re operating where it’s not happening yet. Today’s agenda includes picking up several pirates.” 
 
    “Want some help with that?” asked Norden. 
 
    “We might,” said Davis. “In fact, whoever’s interested, we were thinking of dropping in on them in Spitfires, and seeing how they react.” 
 
    “Count me in,” said Dorm, and most of the rest of them chimed in as well. 
 
    “Enjoy,” I said, and turned to Jodie. 
 
    “Apparently some idiot told the Japanese we needed marines, so I get to start looking at the applications today. Oh joy.” 
 
    I was the idiot. If she expected us to take that seriously, she was doomed to disappointment. When we stopped laughing, I looked at Haynes and Gitte. 
 
    “You two better come with me.” I looked at Aisha on the wall. “Better get Syrinx and Tanith to attend as well. And Jon’s Keerah and Ralnor as well.” 
 
    “Why them?” asked Jill. 
 
    “Because the Keerah and Ralnor homeworlds were attacked as well, and we may need them to be lead diplomats when the questions start coming in from them.” 
 
    “Why would they know, if you changed it?” asked Woof. 
 
    “Because I only changed it enough to survive. For a couple of minutes this morning, there was something unexplainable in dozens of systems, and while most of the Imperium was asleep, people on planets and working the night shift might have seen it. And then seen it vanish.” 
 
    “Seen what?” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait for the vid,” said Leanne. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “But yeah, I only want to tell this once.” 
 
    “We’ll get on with our day then,” said Woof, rising. 
 
    The others took his cue.  
 
    “Norden, stay a moment, please?” 
 
    He was half way up, and sank back down again. I waited until everyone else had left, leaving just the two mages and him. 
 
    “I discovered something which I thought the three of you should know. Your skin colouring has nothing at all to do with your DNA, or your home systems.” 
 
    They looked at me as if I was crazy. 
 
    “We always assumed it was because of our orange sun,” said Norden. “It wasn’t?” 
 
    “No. Thorn could never figure out why all your people have the same colouring, even those not born in your home system. Even after centuries living in other systems, everyone was still born with the same colour. It never made sense.” 
 
    “We never questioned it.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” added Gitte. 
 
    Haynes just nodded. 
 
    “Jane and others have been looking at the DNA of all the human groups. We all come from Earth. I confirmed that. That gives a range of colours from a milky brown through to a deep brown, with the occasional almost black, but not your three colourings.” 
 
    “Did you find out what did cause our colours?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “Yeah. When Thorn was young, before he manifested his full power, he force punched a mage student. That mage student cursed him with not being able to remember names he didn’t constantly use. Well it turned out, when Thorn moved your ancestors to your planets, not all your mages went with you. Yours, Norden, split up with the other three mage societies.” 
 
    “Knew that.” 
 
    “Both the Patriarchy and the Matriarchy which began Kelewan and Karn lost both male and female mages to those who went to Solidario. The mage who cursed Thorn went with them, to keep him away from Thorn.” 
 
    Norden face palmed. 
 
    “What are you saying?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “Some of the disaffected mages got the idea from the mage who cursed Thorn, and they cursed all your people before the ships left the planet. The black and white were choices, but Norden, they cursed your people to adopt the colour most prevalent on the world you went to, which of course, is your sun.” 
 
    “What does that mean though?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Thorn was never able to remove the curse off himself. But in theory, a powerful enough mage…” 
 
    “Or one with a higher artifact or three,” interrupted Gitte. 
 
    “Might be able to remove the curse.” 
 
    “Then what?” asked Norden. 
 
    “I don’t know. But at a guess, whatever is in your DNA would then reassert itself.” 
 
    “You’re saying all our people have a magic override on us?”  
 
    “Possibly. Remove that override, and however your DNA drifted over the millennia apart, would probably start to appear in the next generation of children.” 
 
    “That would be major,” said Gitte. 
 
    “It would,” agreed Haynes. “Who do we tell?” 
 
    “No-one for the moment,” I suggested. “I suggest the first thing is waiting for whatever announcement gets made about all humans originating on Earth. After that dust cloud settles down, you can deal with the next announcement. Haynes will obviously get to dominate his discussion.” 
 
    “I’ll get a good say as well,” said Gitte. 
 
    “My people will go nuts over it,” said Norden. “It might be better not to tell them at all.” 
 
    “We need to tell someone,” I said. “Do some research into who might be best, and let me know.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “They’re waiting for you,” announced Aisha, from the wall. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Three 
 
      
 
    “What happened to your face?” asked Jon. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my face.” 
 
    “More a matter of what’s right with your face, I think,” said Jane. 
 
    She was smiling. Most everyone else kept a neutral expression on their faces. 
 
    There were more people in attendance than I thought, and the meeting was being held in one of the larger conference rooms in the Haven diplomatic tower. Jon and I were at opposite ends of the table, with Jane and the four stars at his end, along with Susan Bentley, Dick Burnside, and David Tollin. Burnside looked much like Haynes did. Bruised. 
 
    My father was there as well, down my end, along with Aisha and Leanne. Hobbes was sitting around the middle on one side in a Metunga style chair, and Roo was standing in the space next to him. Syrinx and Tanith were next to where Haynes and Gitte sat. Gaia Jane was opposite them, with Repulse, Intrepid, Yorktown, and Holmes. I realized Repulse was a younger version of Bentley, and I caught her giving the AI a glance, but pretended not to notice. 
 
    I waited for everyone to settle, even though Jon was looking impatient. 
 
    “Before we start, after this meeting I’m going to want to see the mages first for a quick follow up meeting, and then Syrinx, Tanith, Hobbes, and Roo. What I’m about to tell you all will have a lot of consequences and repercussions, and there will definitely be more meetings, and more people brought in for them.” 
 
    The named people nodded to me, although I could see puzzlement on their faces. 
 
    “The short version is this. A hundred rogue mages on Kelewan kidnapped Haynes and Burnside last night, and opened a series of rifts in the Darkness system. At about two this morning, the Imperium was destroyed in under two seconds. Everyone but Haynes and Burnside at this table died. Some of the AIs lost their primaries.” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop anyone from saying anything. A lot of them had mouths open to do that. 
 
    “Yes, you think that’s impossible. The Keerah and Ralnor home worlds were hit as well, along with Hunter Prime, and HR5. I was the only survivor. Leanne and I went back in time, and after ten days there, I fixed it. When Aisha woke me as the rifts came into being this morning, I retained the memories of that time, and knew what needed doing. The Darkness was returned to its system, the mages responsible were stripped of their magic, and are currently on a penal planet.” 
 
    Mouths were hanging open now. 
 
    “Who was responsible?” asked Tollin, his anger showing. 
 
    In fact, there was a good deal of anger now showing, although most of them had it in check. The Keerah had fangs showing, and the Ralnor looked thunderous. If that was any indication, we had trouble coming. 
 
    “Now ex Mage King Parsengnon. And before anyone suggests otherwise, Haynes, as the next Mage King elect, has jurisdiction over the actions of Kelewan mages on Kelewan. He’s here as Mage King now, although his people don’t know it yet.” Haynes looked shocked for a moment, and then recovered. “If the Imperium wants to lay charges, they’ll need to talk to Hayne’s people first.” 
 
    “Damn right we’ll want to lay charges,” said Tollin. 
 
    “We need to discuss that,” said Jon, looking at him. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “you do. At the moment, only a small group of people know what’s happened. If you lay treason and insurrection charges against the mages, why becomes public record, and that could cause chaos for a lot of reasons. If you want to discuss those reasons, fine, but no-one is going to enjoy that discussion. I’ve neutralized the situation. Haynes and Burnside need to conduct an investigation on Kelewan to determine who else might have been involved. But unless you want to shoot the Imperium in the foot, no-one is going to do anything precipitous.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make,” said Tollin. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Jon. “Bud heads up mages in the Imperium. It’s his domain. We can invoke Imperium policy, but unless we relieve Bud of the command, he gets to dictate how this goes. And remember, he wasn’t appointed as Grand Master Mage by the Imperium. We just accepted the appointment, and made it official.” 
 
    Syrinx and Tanith were nodding. Tollin looked unhappy, but said nothing more. I think he knew how trying to get me to stand down as Grand Master Mage would go. Even if I wanted to, Syrinx or Tanith would take the position, and both agreed with me on this. That much was obvious from their faces. 
 
    “In any case,” I went on, “Jon and I both screwed up, and this is just a consequence of those bigger issues which were never addressed properly. One of them still needs addressing, but for now, it’s not an immediate problem.” 
 
    Jon looked unhappy. Tollin threw a look his way, and Jon nodded. No-one missed the exchange. 
 
    “This is what happened.” 
 
    It took me several hours to lay it all out for them. No-one spoke, but several times people suppressed questions unasked. I left out very little, but one of those was how and when Thorn died. That was no-one’s business but mine. In fact, I left Thorn out of it completely. For most of them, he’d died more than a year ago. There was no reason to change that. 
 
    “Okay,” I finished up. “That’s the whole story. I expect there’s a lot of questions, but I’m not answering any now. I’ll address each issue with the relevant group as soon as I can. Those wanting me in a meeting can schedule through Aisha. But don’t be surprised if it gets rescheduled.” 
 
    “Maybe we should tell Aisha we want to meet and what about,” suggested Jon, “and you schedule it. Just give me some notice on when you want to talk to me. If you can.” 
 
    “Jon, you’re third on my list. And tomorrow morning, I’m going to be busy, so don’t expect any meetings with me attending until after lunch.” 
 
    I hadn’t told them about saving people from the time line shift either. 
 
    “What’s happening tomorrow?” asked our-Jane.  
 
    “I’ll let those affected make any announcements. The only thing we need to do now is decide who sees this briefing. My people have already asked, and I told them they’ll see it this evening.” 
 
    “My team will want to as well,” said Jon. 
 
    “The Imperium leaders will need to see it,” said Tollin. 
 
    “An edited version will suffice,” suggested my dad. 
 
    “Why edited?” Tollin asked him. 
 
    “Because a lot of what happened isn’t common knowledge,” said Bigglesworth. “I’m not in favour of telling them anything at this point.” 
 
    There were a number of nods showing people agreed with him. 
 
    “How do we respond to claims of systems being afflicted with a black fog?” asked Holmes. 
 
    “Space bugs?” muttered Burnside. 
 
    There was quite a bit of chuckling at that. 
 
    “Something to be considered by a smaller meeting,” said Jon. 
 
    “For now,” added Aisha, “none of the media has raised any questions, in either galaxy. We need an answer for when someone inevitably does, but space bugs created by young inexperienced mages who made a mistake, and then removed by the Grand Master Mage, is probably as good as any cover story. Just needs some credibility.” 
 
    Tollin face palmed. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Four 
 
      
 
    “I’m proud of you,” my dad whispered to me on the way out. 
 
    Everyone left except for Syrinx, Tanith, Gitte, and Haynes. And I asked Burnside to wait as well, so he sat back down. Hobbes and Roo were going to wait outside. 
 
    As soon as everyone else had left, Burnside took off the Amulet of Truth, and put it on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Will someone please take this away from me?” he pleaded. 
 
    I used a bit of magic to push it across to Haynes. He looked surprised. 
 
    “Give Dick your sceptre shard,” I suggested. 
 
    He nodded, it appeared in front of him as a swagger stick, and I moved it across to Burnside. 
 
    “I don’t want that, either,” he said. 
 
    “You need it. It’s not as powerful as the Amulet, and will give you a sense of truth instead of hitting you over the head with it. You’re going to need it to find out who else was involved in Parsengnon’s little insurrection.” 
 
    “Little?” muttered Gitte. 
 
    “Small in numbers. Huge effect.” I looked back at Burnside. “Haynes is Mage King now. You and he need to find who else was involved as fast as possible, and truth magic is the best way. I’d suggest you delegate everything else you do to someone else, and get this done as quickly and quietly as possible. If you need me to talk to Jon and Jane, just say so.” 
 
    “Why do you need me?” 
 
    “Because mages are not going to be trusted much as soon as any of this leaks, and I want the investigation untainted by mages when it does.” 
 
    He was Imperium chief of security. What he published had credibility. Mages were seriously in danger of losing it now. 
 
    “Makes sense. Is that all you wanted me for?” 
 
    “Yes. Pick up that swagger stick, and it’ll simply vanish. Then forget you have it.” 
 
    He picked it up, shivered a bit, and it vanished. He put his hat on his head, and left. Haynes picked up the Amulet, and it briefly appeared around his neck, before vanishing as well. He closed his eyes as the power boost ran through him. 
 
    Now another screw up by Jon and I was apparent. Had Jon given the Amulet of Truth to Haynes instead of Burnside, Haynes would have been powerful enough to keep Parsengnon’s magic from affecting him. Burnside couldn’t do that, since he wasn’t a mage. And the shard wasn’t enough unless you had time to react. My failure was not thinking through giving it to Burnside at the time. 
 
    “How are we going to announce Haynes is now Mage King?” asked Tanith. 
 
    They all looked at me. 
 
    “Are you okay, Bud?” asked Syrinx. 
 
    “Sure. Why?” 
 
    “You don’t have the power levels radiating from you that I felt from you last time I saw you.” 
 
    “I was wondering that as well,” said Gitte. 
 
    “It seems I came back to this time without either the Talisman of Tomorrow, or Kali’s Sceptre. I suspect both of them remained in the past, so they could move on to their next bearer back in Thorn’s birth time. Or at least, from after he was due to die originally. I wasn’t back that far when I fixed the attack, but it was probably too good an opportunity for Kali and Ganesha to let slide.” 
 
    “So you only have Shiva’s Rod now?” asked Gitte. 
 
    “Yeah. As far as I can tell, it gives me the same power bonus that the sceptre did.” 
 
    “That still makes you the most powerful mage alive,” said Syrinx. 
 
    “I guess so. Let’s get back on topic, shall we? Haynes and Tanith need to talk to Tollin and my father about what sort of announcement is best. I’ve not thought it out properly, but there’s plenty of evidence that Parsengnon kidnapped two people, tortured them, and was trying to do some sort of major magic without anyone knowing about it, which was thwarted by me. On that basis alone, he and all the mages and seers with him have been arrested with charges pending. Leanne has the vids. And Haynes and Burnside can both make out statements. It should be enough to satisfy everyone on Kelewan that their king has committed criminal acts.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s enough to remove a king with,” said Tanith. “But we’ll look into that. I don’t see any problem in Haynes acting as head of state while the king’s status is reviewed.” 
 
    “And anyone who objects,” added Haynes, “is going to be top of my list to find out if they were part of the conspiracy.” 
 
    “If need be,” I said, “you could continue with the fiction that Parsengnon’s illness worsened, and he died. He’s on a planet in sector nine, without magic, and he’s not coming back unless there’s a damned good reason for it. Trial by the Imperium might be, but I’d prefer he just vanished, thought dead.” 
 
    “That’s probably the best thing all round,” said Tanith. “But only after we find anyone who knows the truth about his ‘illness’, and is still free to tell people.” 
 
    I looked at Haynes. 
 
    “As of right now, you’re released from the Militia. You retain your rank as an inactive reserve, subject to recall if the need arises. You’re still part of the team, but effectively on detached duty on your homeworld.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I was hoping it wouldn’t happen for a while yet.” 
 
    “It’s happened. Deal with it.” 
 
    The rest of them were grinning at him. 
 
    “Go and find Burnside, and get your investigation started. Tanith will join you when I’m finished with him.” 
 
    “You want some help?” asked Gitte. 
 
    He and Tanith made eye contact for a moment, and Tanith nodded. 
 
    “Thanks. I would.” 
 
    The two of them rose, and left. 
 
    “Send in Hobbes and Roo,” I called after them. 
 
    The two of them came back in, and sat back in the same seats as before, looking confused as to why they were still here. 
 
    “I have a bit of a bombshell to drop on you four.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what,” said Syrinx. 
 
    “While I was in the past, I experienced the time line shift again. Last time I was a novice mage with no idea what was happening. This time I was an experienced mage master, and saw what happened completely differently.” 
 
    They all looked confused. 
 
    “I know why your family lines ceased to exist when the time line changed.” 
 
    “We already know that,” said Tanith. “Some of your mages died.” 
 
    “I saw the connections this time. And was able to hold onto them.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” demanded Hobbes. 
 
    “Sometime tomorrow, all of the people who were alive at the moment of the time line shift, but who ceased to exist then, will appear on separate planets. You’ll see your families then.” 
 
    They looked at me as if I was crazy, then at each other, seeing identical disbelief on their faces, and back to me. I nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know when exactly, but they will be appearing sometime tomorrow. Leanne knows which planets. They’re going to be as surprised and disbelieving as you look now, as for them, they’ll have moved from where they were to a new planet in the blink of an eye. Actually less. They’re not going to believe well over a year has passed either.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Roo.  
 
    “Very. Your people will appear on one of the planets you lost to the Trixone, and then recaptured, but so far haven’t recolonized. Hobbes’ people likewise on one of their lost and reclaimed planets. Syrinx and Tanith, your people will be on planets now in Imperium space where the Trixone wiped out the indigenous.” 
 
    I could see the beginnings of hope on their faces now. 
 
    “Aisha will have a jump capable Lightning for each of you in the morning. As soon as they appear, you can be there in minutes after. Or if you want, go there this evening, and wait for them. I can’t tell you exactly where they’ll be, but the magic is to put them near an empty town large enough for all of them. The AI can jump the ship next to them as soon as it detects people appearing.” 
 
    “I’ll be going tonight,” said Hobbes. “And if this is a joke, you and I will be facing off in single combat.” 
 
    “It’s not a joke. I had the opportunity to save all your people, and I did so, and was really happy to be able to do so.” 
 
    “How do we thank you?” asked Syrinx. 
 
    “Hold a party once they’re settled.” 
 
    “Done. But that might take a while. We’re all going to have to figure out how we claim a planet, for people who never existed because the lines died out centuries ago.” 
 
    “Let me know if you do have any trouble about that. The two Imperium planets are unclaimed. If necessary, I’ll claim them for Thorn’s Cluster, and rearrange the jump points. They don’t need to join the Cluster officially if they don’t want to.” 
 
    “What about my people?” asked Hobbes. “They definitely won’t be accepted back. Can we join the Cluster as well?” 
 
    “And mine?” added Roo. 
 
    “If they want. Let me know if you need help that way. Or need to be isolated, or moved. I put them where I did purely for my convenience, not because it was the best place for them. So no-one has to stay where they find themselves. And truth to tell, there is more than enough space on my people’s new world that all of yours can move there if they want to. Talk to your families, and get back to me.” 
 
    “We will,” said Roo. “I’m not sure if you know, but I’m outcast from my people, and the returning families will be as well. It would be better if we didn’t have to deal with our people at all.” 
 
    “The same,” said Hobbes.  
 
    “If you want to be out of your people’s space completely, talk to my father about moving into the Cluster. But I put them where I did because there was housing for them already there. But if you need to move, have them find a town which provides what they need, and we’ll magic the town to somewhere better.” 
 
    “We will do so,” said Roo. “If you don’t need me any further, I want to go there now, and see where it is, and what options we might have. I’ll check in with the Cluster embassy on my way.” 
 
    Hobbes rose. 
 
    “I will go too, for the same reasons. The party will be soon.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    They left. I looked at the two mages. 
 
    “Can you organize a meeting of all master mages for as soon as possible?” 
 
    “Midafternoon good for you?” asked Syrinx. 
 
    “That will work.” I paused, thinking quickly. “Actually no. Later afternoon. I’ll need to talk to the Joint Chiefs first.” 
 
    “We’ll get it organized,” said Tanith. “Wait. All master mages?” 
 
    I sighed. I hadn’t thought it out. 
 
    “Okay, forget that. It’s too soon. Just make it for senior mages, known to be trustworthy. The senior mages from my world and Solidario, the Matriarch, Haynes, Gitte, the senior seers, and yourselves.” 
 
    “Are you making changes?” asked Syrinx. 
 
    “Yes. I screwed up big time, and I need to do something about it now.” 
 
    “I think we all did,” said Tanith. “I didn’t see this coming, and I should have.” 
 
    “None of us who should have, saw this coming, and that’s why we need to address it.” I looked at him. “Did you know Parsengnon didn’t actually want to join the Imperium?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. But given how Thorn acted when the Imperium was formed, I can’t say I’m surprised to hear that. How did you find out?” 
 
    “He told me. After the Imperium was destroyed, and before I went back in time. I had no idea either.” 
 
    “So we need a new command structure for all mages then,” said Syrinx. 
 
    “Yes. That’s what we’ll discuss this afternoon. But before we can, I need to upset a few military people.” 
 
    They grinned at me. 
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    “So how did I screw up?” 
 
    I’d no sooner left the conference room, than I’d been invited to lunch with Jon. It made sense, and I needed to eat anyway. Jane was asked on my way there to get the Joint Chiefs together after lunch. I walked, so I’d have enough time to change gears in my head. 
 
    “The time line shift had a series of serious consequences.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you went back too far in time to make the change. It undid everything the highers had been doing to hold things together.” 
 
    “You mean the Keerah being more aggressive?” 
 
    “That sort of thing. The highers had a lot of things in place which you undid. Thorn was supposed to grow old in the same time zone he was born into. His sceptre was supposed to go to another mage from his people, who then went on to build the whole jump point system as a life’s work. That never happened. So the Imperium being destroyed this morning was a direct consequence of the fact that the fabric of this time line had never been set up, and was starting to disintegrate.” 
 
    He was staring at me. 
 
    “What should I have done?” 
 
    “Wasn’t there a pirate battleship that made it to the Darkness system?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s how they got the shield tech to cross the pulsar systems.” 
 
    “So if you’d gone back to the day before that battleship arrived down the bottom of the spine, and locked the jump points then, only what happened after it would have changed.” 
 
    “How was I to know that?” 
 
    “You weren’t. I think the highers were floundering around in the dark when they had Thirteen keep your family alive, just one last long shot, and you thinking of going back in time to change things had never occurred to them. They certainly weren’t prepared for it. I think they let you do it, because they couldn’t actually at that point see the consequences.” 
 
    “I still don’t really understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    A kid’s game came to mind. 
 
    “You’re familiar with dominoes?” 
 
    “Sure. You knock over one end and it knocks over all of them in turn.” 
 
    “Well you went back and knocked over the first one, which cannoned through time knocking over all of them. But if you’d gone back a year and knocked over that domino, only the few on this end would have fallen. And those would have been easy to deal with.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
    “No-one did. The highers figured it out the moment the time line changed. Thorn was repurposed. He met you in that cosmic bar in order to know what his future was heading towards.” 
 
    “But other things were never done as a result?” 
 
    “Yeah. It changed my destiny as well. The Imperium being destroyed made me go back into the past to stop it, and so I fixed a lot of the major problems at the same time.” 
 
    “So you’re Destiny’s Spacemage now?” 
 
    “I guess I always was, at least from the moment you changed the time line.” 
 
    “So the Darkness is still a problem? Damn. I thought we’d solved that one.” 
 
    “I did too. But no. Mages and access to power artifacts changes everything. Even mages with skills and enough of them changes everything. Parsengnon isn’t unique. But he was in a position to get enough power together to blow a hole in what we thought was secure. That’s something we still need to deal with. But for now, it can wait. The magic is still in place in the Darkness system, so any new rifts created now, will cause anything going through them coming out to shrink. But it’s only a temporary measure.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to talk with those upstairs, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I think so. We need a solution which works this time. And always will.” 
 
    “Can you think of one?” 
 
    “I already did. But I wasn’t counting on losing the Talisman of Tomorrow, which I’d need to do it with.” 
 
    “You gave the Amulet of Truth to Haynes. Maybe someone needs to find the Destiny Stone for it.” 
 
    “That might be the case. But we still should talk it over with the highers first.” 
 
    “I’ll clear my two in the mornings for a while.” 
 
    “As will I.” 
 
    We grinned at each other. 
 
    “By the way, there will be a series of things happening tomorrow. One of them I expect to make Jane go apeshit.” 
 
    “That will be worth seeing!” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “I heard that,” said Jane from the room’s coms. “I don’t do apeshit.” 
 
    “We’ll see. Anyway, that particular revelation will fall into your jurisdiction, although I guess David Tollin will take it from you.” 
 
    “Can I buy a vowel?” 
 
    “No. Just expect some momentous news.” 
 
    “News expected. What else do you need from me?” 
 
    I told him, and we discussed it while we ate. 
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    The four of them were already sitting at the conference table when Jon and I walked in. 
 
    James Bigglesworth oversaw everything to do with carriers and fighters. Darius Jedburgh was the senior Imperium admiral. Vonda Wellington was the senior general. And Walter Harriman oversaw logistics and training. I knew all of them pretty well now. In here, in the specially designed Joint Chiefs office space in the Haven military tower, we were on first name terms. These were four of the six most powerful people in the Imperium, the other two being Syrinx and Tanith. Although I guess Haynes and Gitte made it eight now. This was after Jon and myself. David Tollin would then make a ninth, but his true power as a politician wasn’t in the same level. 
 
    “So you had the longest morning in history,” quipped Walter. 
 
    “Ten days is long for a morning,” added Vonda. 
 
    The others chuckled. I guess if you wanted to put it that way, it was true. It just wasn’t funny. 
 
    “So,” said Bigglesworth, in a serious voice. “What consequences do we need to deal with?” 
 
    Smiles vanished. Jon nodded to me. 
 
    “I need to steal someone else for the Militia. Sato will be fine running things in sector ten, but I need someone more senior.” 
 
    “For what role?” asked Darius. 
 
    “I need to replace me.” 
 
    That hadn’t been expected. 
 
    “Why?” asked Vonda. 
 
    “Because Jon and I screwed up really badly several times, in my case because I’m doing too much, and not getting any of it done properly.” 
 
    “How so?” asked James. 
 
    “I’ve been bogged down with diplomacy for the Cluster and sector ten, the whole coffee mess, and then dealing with the Shiveratoo situation. At the same time I’m the Grand Master Mage, and not actually doing that job at all. I should have known there was trouble brewing on Kelewan. But I didn’t.” I sighed. “The time has come when I need to choose what I put all my attention into, and right now, that’s the mage communities. So for military matters, I need to be replaced.” 
 
    “There are options,” said Darius. “The first is we absorb the Militia into the Imperium navy. It has ships, but not a lot of captains or crews. And except for the pilots working for Admiral Jen, they were all Imperium anyway.” 
 
    “The reasons the Militia was formed haven’t changed,” said Jon. “The Imperium navy is still basically my private armada. The Militia is Bud’s armada. Until all the ships are owned by the Imperium navy, we can’t merge them easily.” 
 
    “So we structure things so each Militia is a sub-unit of the Imperium navy,” suggested Vonda. “We need to keep some control of each member’s jump capable ships.” 
 
    “No-one has jump capable ships other than mine and Bud’s.” 
 
    “Oh. I must have missed that memo.” 
 
    They laughed, which I think had been her intention.  
 
    “We can still do that with the Militia,” I said. “Darius here could run it, as well as overseeing Susan Bentley running the Imperium navy.” 
 
    “Or we put Susan in direct charge of the Militia, and give her a seat at this table.” 
 
    “She won’t take it,” said Jon. “She threatens to quit if I promote her again.” 
 
    “The same with Jen,” I added. “She used to be a three star, but she made it very clear when I gave her one back, that if I ever tried to promote her again, she’d retire for good this time.” 
 
    “Susan wouldn’t retire,” said Walter. “But we’d never get her off her Justice. She’d just refuse to do the work.” 
 
    “If I could convince her to head up the Militia,” I asked them, “would you let her go?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” said Darius.  
 
    “Why?” asked James. “Because it would add to your work load?” 
 
    “Yes, if you must know. I’ve been waiting for things to settle down long enough so I can retire myself. The last thing I need at the moment is more work.” 
 
    “We could bring on Chet Hallington,” said Walter. 
 
    “He’s not a battleship driver,” said Darius. 
 
    “But he is a fleet manager. The fleet admirals can handle the actual fleets. Chet would be good supervising them.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he admitted. “He is overdue for his third star. We’ve just not needed two of them before.” 
 
    “We do now,” I said. “I’ll talk to Susan. I’ve an idea she might like anyway. I’d prefer her as she has the experience for the job, and allows Darius to oversee Chet stepping up directly.” 
 
    “If you can convince her,” said Jon, “I’m happy. Even as a three star, we’ll give her a chair here. Depending on what you do in the future, Bud, we can give her a fourth star when she’s not being overseen by you.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said James. 
 
    Vonda and Walter nodded their agreement. 
 
    “That’s settled then,” said Jon. “Subject to Susan actually agreeing.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” said Darius, grinning at me. 
 
    “Who will replace you as Navy Mage One commander?” asked James. 
 
    “Woof. He’s already doing the job. I’ve been thinking of promoting him to fleet captain, and making the squadron appointment official. Now, I have to. He can work directly under Sato while the squadron remains based in sector ten. But I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “I have no objection. I’ve been watching him anyway, because his people want him back for their Gatekeeper militia.” 
 
    “That’s another issue I wanted to bring up,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve not heard this one,” said Vonda. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” said Walter. “Generals we have plenty of. Good fleet captains and fleet admirals, we don’t.” 
 
    “The cheetah’s want Metunga back,” said Jon. “The Naranja want Norden back for the same reason the Lufaflufs want Woof back. They both have Gatekeepers now, and no-one experienced enough to lead them.” 
 
    “Did someone say only us and the Militia had jump capable ships?” asked Vonda, ginning madly. 
 
    Darius chuckled.  
 
    “I think that detail slid by us. Maybe we do need to consider Susan for running the co-ordination of all militia jump capable forces, and make them an adjunct of the Imperium navy anyway.” 
 
    “It’s an option,” said Jon, “but not an immediate one. That horse has already bolted, just by Bud selling Gatekeepers instead of renting them. To put them back under direct Imperium control will take a lot of diplomacy.” 
 
    “But we could appoint Susan as liaison, and as head of the Cluster Militia, she’d have direct say over all future Gatekeeper sales.” 
 
    “That might work,” said Walter. 
 
    “If she’ll take the job,” added Vonda, in a tone which suggested she wouldn’t. 
 
    “I’ll sell it to her,” I said. “My squadron is on the point of being split up anyway. It had to happen sometime, and while a lot earlier than anyone would have thought likely, they are ready. Solidario is going to want Mel back for their Gatekeeper. Serena can run a squadron for the Cluster, and take the police liaison job away from Commander Jess, who never really wanted it anyway.” 
 
    I paused, but no-one spoke.  
 
    “I’m sure Loren is already earmarked to go back to the Democratic Union to head up their Gatekeeper squadron when they get the first one. Davis and Edna I suspect will end up with the Apricot Mapping Service, but if we let the Americans have Gatekeepers, they may end up in charge of them.” 
 
    “We have more senior captains from America and Britain,” said Darius. “But again, we’ll need liaisons if we do that, and with them, we definitely need restrictions, including who gets to captain them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Jon. “We can let them go to the AMS if they want to, subject to recall if needed.” He looked back at me. “What about the others?” 
 
    “Haynes is already on the reserve list, as the new Mage King. Gitte is the successor to the Matriarch, but that’s a good few years away yet we hope, but she’ll need to spend a lot more time at home in any case, the same way Haynes has been recently. And I want her more involved in mage training, especially with Navy Mage two and three, and any beyond that.” 
 
    “Jane has a plan for that,” said Jon, “and I think Gitte figured prominently in it.” 
 
    “So I’ll get them to talk about it. Jill has always wanted to fly a hospital ship, and she is now. How’s your rescue service coming along?” 
 
    “It’s coming along. Annabelle has things well in hand. George is happy with the underwater side of it, and the design of specialist equipment for both on land, under land, and in space, is in progress now. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Put Jill in charge of a hospital ship squadron, her in her Justice, and the rest Gatekeepers. Having one at every hot spot the armies are involved with would be a good thing.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Walter. “And we have a plan underway towards that goal. If you want to appoint Jill as the captain in charge of the squadron, we could let her set it up formally.” 
 
    “I’m happy with that,” said Darius, and James just nodded. 
 
    “That leaves Fina and Dorm.” I looked at Vonda. “I’d suggest they each get attached to a unit of their own people, and become their rides. Are their people ever going to join the Imperium?” 
 
    “Eventually,” said Jon. “They still lack a planetary government, and the will to form one. But we are getting more and more recruits, as the dragons and wyvern we have now brag about the battles they’ve been having when on leave at home.” 
 
    “I had an idea on that front,” said Vonda. “All our heavy units have dedicated modules for Justices to deploy from. We could use your two pilots as the commanders of the ships used to carry them. I mean, form them into two squadrons, and put your pilots in charge of them.” 
 
    “We have three armies,” said Jon. 
 
    “There is still Davis or Edna who could command the other squadron,” I added. 
 
    “But some of the captains we already have doing the job are senior,” said Darius. 
 
    “Are they happy shuttling army grunts around?” asked Vonda. 
 
    “I guess that’s a question to ask them.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for a serious rethink on who’s doing what job,” said Jon. “We brought in a lot of people when we desperately needed ships in space, and we’re not in need of them now. Some went home voluntarily, but others might be feeling like they need to stay because they’re needed. In any case, we need to rethink the mission now anyway. We’re solidly in ‘helping insurrections’ mode now. We need to restructure our fleets for both dealing with enemy fleets, and army escorting missions.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said James.  
 
    “We also have the fourth army to consider,” added Vonda. “We’ll be needing extra combat ships for strike fleets, and the extra deployment module ships as well.” 
 
    “I don’t think your Davis or Edna are going to the AMS,” Jon told me, grinning. 
 
    I grinned back at him. But something had been niggling at the back of my mind through this. 
 
    “Do you want a way out suggestion about restructuring the Imperium navy?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure. How way out?” 
 
    “The problem as you put it, is the Imperium doesn’t own any ships. You do. I do. And the members are slowly getting their own jump capable ships.” 
 
    “We know that,” said Darius. 
 
    “So at the moment, you’ve called Jon’s ships the Imperium Navy, when it isn’t.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence. 
 
    “So?” asked Jon. 
 
    “So if you restructure so the Imperium Navy is above all local militias or private forces, it doesn’t need any ships.” 
 
    “Not following you,” said James, but Walter was grinning. 
 
    I looked directly at Jon. 
 
    “What did you call your fleet back before the Imperium?” 
 
    “Started out as Hunter Security from memory. Then it became the fleet for the Duchy of Hunter’s Run.” 
 
    “So even then, it was still technically Hunter Security, but being contracted by the duchy?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that. But why?” 
 
    “Well if you own the ships under your own company name, and lease them to Haven for a nominal fee, then your armada and my armada are both at the same level, mine being leased by the Cluster. Then each member with jump capable ships leases them to the Imperium for a nominal fee. Thus all member forces are equal.” 
 
    “I need a drink,” said Darius. 
 
    “Susan runs my Militia, Chet runs yours, and they form a committee subordinate to this one composed of the senior officer for each member with jump capable ships. Susan as the senior officer, and as the one running the largest militia, gets a seat here.” 
 
    “I’ll join you in that drink,” said James. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Seven 
 
      
 
    I left them to continue the meeting without me, and found Susan Bentley waiting outside. 
 
    “Just how screwed am I?” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself laughing. 
 
    “Sorry. But that was just so unexpected, it was funny. Why do you think you’re screwed?” 
 
    “It’s pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Aisha?” 
 
    She popped up in a PC hollo. 
 
    “Repulse?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you ask her if she’ll meet us in my office?” 
 
    “She’s waiting for you.” 
 
    I looked at her for a moment. 
 
    “Have you taken up mind reading?” 
 
    “I don’t need to. It was obvious.” 
 
    This time it was Susan who laughed. Aisha vanished, and I moved us both to my office, where Repulse was indeed sitting waiting for us at the conference table. I waived them both to lounge chairs. 
 
    “Have you two actually reacquainted yourselves with each other?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve never met,” responded Susan. 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I was just the ship AI before coming to Gaia,” said Repulse. “We talked, she gave orders, but I didn’t create an avatar until after everyone lost their memories. None of us who came here did until we needed to.” 
 
    “But you work well together?” 
 
    “We used to,” said Susan. “That was a long time ago now.” 
 
    “Why?” they both asked me at the same time, after which they did almost identical giggles. 
 
    “I need someone to take over running the Militia.” 
 
    Susan sighed, loudly. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. They all said yes, didn’t they?” 
 
    “All?” asked Repulse. 
 
    “The Joint Chiefs.” 
 
    “They agreed to let me ask you,” I said. “Are you aware you’ll probably be joining them in the not too distant future anyway?” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “Darius is thinking about retirement.” 
 
    Her sigh was even louder than the last one. 
 
    “So I’m screwed totally then?” 
 
    “If I understand things, you were always going to get a fourth star sometime in the next couple of years, or you’d retire to avoid it. And I doubt you’re the retiring sort.” 
 
    “She’s not,” confirmed Repulse. 
 
    “So I’m offering you a three star job. You run the Militia for me, so I can concentrate on mage issues. Jen continues to run the Rawtenuga strike fleets as a one star. Woof runs my squadron for as long as it remains one, which probably won’t be long. You and Repulse supervise Sato as he builds a sector ten military force. You also supervise and liaise with militia forces with Gatekeepers, including direct command of the Gatekeepers in sector ten. When my team end up in command of their home militia’s Gatekeepers, they’ll report to you, but a lot of that needs to have the diplomatic structure built first. You’ll control the allocation of Gatekeepers to Imperium members, and the rules for getting and using them. You’ll also have a seat at the Joint Chiefs as Militia Admiral, but I’ll still be there as well, as senior mage.” 
 
    “Am I stuck in an office?” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” I grinned at her. “There’s an office, and then there’s the ready room of a Justice, or the CCC of a Hell’s Donkey. I don’t care where you base yourself, and how involved you are in actual combat operations, as long as the job gets done. Jen is running the Justice end of things at the moment from her Justice.” 
 
    “Can I bring my squadron with me?” 
 
    From memory, they were all still flying Justices. 
 
    “Negotiate that with Jon, but if he agrees, I’m happy with it. But they may end up flying Gatekeepers here at least part of the time.” 
 
    “Are Justices not allowed in this galaxy?” 
 
    “Not yet. So far, we’ve used them sparingly, and they’ve not been used where people could see them. The tech gap is really wide here, and even the Gatekeepers are well beyond what even the kingdom has.” 
 
    “We’re updating our carriers, dreadnaughts, and battleships,” said Repulse, “but even then, they’re going to be outclassed by Gatekeepers. Mostly, at least until the Shiveratoo problem, we just have a piracy problem.” 
 
    “You’re not selling it to me that way,” said Susan. 
 
    “Most of what the Militia is doing is back in our galaxy. Jen will be very happy for you to take much of what she’s doing off her hands. All she wants to be now is a ship captain.” 
 
    “She’s not the only one.” 
 
    “Well, be one, but between missions, run everything else. If you need support people, get them. If you need more captains, see who Jon has who wants a different challenge. There’s going to be a lot of reorganization going on in any case. The whole Imperium navy mission has changed now. The Militia’s role is supporting that. And as the senior militia commander, you get to shape policy about top tier tech going to Imperium member’s own local forces.” 
 
    “That’s also not selling it to me.” 
 
    But there was something in her eyes all the same. I carefully ignored it. 
 
    “My people are going to be moving on in the near future. We’ll need more Gatekeeper captains to back up the Ocean captains. But how many we need hasn’t been worked out yet.” 
 
    “I’m trying to get that organized now,” said Repulse. “But there’s a lot of politics involved, and creating a super-sector council has interrupted it. Eventually, the Militia will be the core of a fourteen sector response force, and whoever runs the Militia will get a big say in how that’s built and the training given to local captains wanting to step up to Militia ships, as Sato’s supervisor. And it will, at least for the middle future, mean integrating at least three tiers of ships into response fleets, with rapid movement options for them in spite of only one ship having a jump drive. It’s actually kind of exciting.” 
 
    “Still not selling it to me,” she said again. “Can I have time to think about it?” 
 
    “Take as much as you need,” I told her. 
 
    I think we both knew I’d be hearing from her before tomorrow morning. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Eight 
 
      
 
    I still had bit of time before the mage meeting, so I asked Aisha to find Seasprite for me. 
 
    She ran in my door not long after, and jumped up onto the lounge chair next to me. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “I did. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Being a cat, even if actually an AI, she did what most cats apparently do. Turn in a circle a few times, go back the other way, and then plonk down what looked like randomly. She did end up looking at me though. 
 
    “Where’s Seasprite at the moment?” 
 
    “Right here in this chair.” 
 
    The cat grinned at me. 
 
    “I meant the ship.” 
 
    “I know. Too good an opportunity to waste. The ship is docked with the Prime civilian station. Why?” 
 
    “You’ll be getting some people on it tomorrow sometime.” 
 
    “What sort of people?” 
 
    “Keep this to yourself until it happens, but you’re getting the original crew back.” 
 
    “They died.” 
 
    “I know. One of the things I did recently resulted in them being saved. The Talisman of Tomorrow has proven to have some attributes no-one knew about until a mage had it. It’s let me save a lot of people who were lost during the time line shift, and Anna’s people after it.” 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 
    “Be prepared then. You’ll need to tell Anna they’ve appeared on the ship, and get her on board as fast as she can jump there. They won’t have a clue how they got there, will most likely remember being very sick just before they died, and have no idea more than a year has gone by. Anna will need to greet them and explain things to them. And remember, they won’t know who you are.” 
 
    “You better tell Anna then. It’s going to be a hell of a shock, and in her condition, that’s a shock she doesn’t need.” 
 
    “You may be right. In any case, prepare the ship for their arrival, as they’ll appear where they lived. If there’s any problems, let me know immediately, wherever I am.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    A map of the city on the planet below popped up, zoomed in on a good sized building, and then showed me a room with two people in it. 
 
    “That’s where Anna and Jamie are at the moment.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’ll see myself out.” 
 
    She jumped off the chair, and was gone out the door seconds later. I moved myself to a door leading into the room Anna was in, and knocked on it.” 
 
    “Who the hell knocks on that door?” I heard Jamie say, although what he actually said was quite different from what the translator told me he said. 
 
    “Come in, whoever you are,” called Anna. 
 
    I pushed the door open, and went in. It was a living room with comfortable chairs, and both of them had books in their hands. I’d obviously interrupted them during a reading session. 
 
    “Excuse the interruption,” I said. “I have news.” 
 
    “Take a seat, admiral,” said Jamie, waving at one. 
 
    I sat where indicated. 
 
    “When do I get the Talisman back after the baby is born?” blurted Anna, and immediately looked embarrassed for saying it. 
 
    “Ah. I’m afraid Ganesha took it back from me.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” asked Jamie, given that Anna was trying to keep her cool. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Something happened this morning, and I was forced to go back in time to fix it. I was able to, but when I merged my two selves back into myself before I left, I found both the Talisman and Kali’s Sceptre had been taken from me. I can only assume they wanted them returned to their proper time, so the appropriate people back in the past would bear them, and then pass them on. Jon after all does have the sceptre now, and until it went back to the past, that loop was broken.” 
 
    “What about me then?” demanded Anna. “How am I supposed to get my visions without it?” 
 
    I didn’t respond immediately. Instead, I checked her for magic power. And found some, very like what an untrained seer possesses.  
 
    “You don’t need it. If you’d been born on my world, you’d have been identified as a seer, and trained how to be one. You still can be. One of the things I’m going to be doing in the near future is organizing the training of mages and seers at the Imperium level. Where they come from will be irrelevant. Anyone with the power can learn what their gifts are, and how to use them wisely.” 
 
    “So after the baby is born, who do I contact?” 
 
    “Seasprite will know who you need to talk to by then. Which brings me to why I’m actually here.” 
 
    “Good news or more bad news?” 
 
    “Good, but it’s going to be something of a shock.” 
 
    “How big a shock?” asked Jamie. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Potentially pretty big, which is why I’m here now, to prepare you for it.” 
 
    “What?” asked Anna. 
 
    “The Talisman of Tomorrow gave me some opportunities this morning. Ones I’d never thought possible. I went back to the moment of the time line shift, and re-experienced it. The Talisman showed me the death of your people, being a direct consequence of the shift. It was quite clear their deaths were never meant to happen.” 
 
    “I really didn’t need that reminder.” 
 
    “It’s not a reminder. The two of you should be on board Seasprite this evening, and remain there tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jamie. 
 
    “Because sometime during the day, your people will be returned to the ship.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” said Anna.  
 
    “Normally no. But the Talisman when combined with the power and attributes of two other higher artifacts enabled me to bring them back, alive and healthy.” 
 
    “That’s unbelievable,” said Jamie. 
 
    “Believe it. They’re not the only people I’m bringing back, but you should keep that quiet until announcements are made, if they are.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” asked Anna. 
 
    “Very serious. For them, it will be disorienting. They’ll remember being very sick before they died, and won’t have any idea how they got there. They’ll also not know it’s more than a year later. That’s why you should be there when they appear.” 
 
    “We’ll go now,” said Jamie, rising. 
 
    “Let me know if they need anything.” 
 
    “We will,” she said. “Jane is building us a town on the island we were given the title for, but it’s not ready yet, although we’re expecting to be told we can move in any day now. We’ll just make sure there’s enough houses for everyone.” 
 
    “What happened to their possessions?” 
 
    “In storage. Seasprite?” 
 
    She appeared on the wall. 
 
    “I’m on it. Butlers are getting everything out now, and there’s enough vid to get most things in the right places. It’ll be done by midnight at the latest.” 
 
    “We’ll jump up as soon as we get an overnight bag packed.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    She vanished. I chuckled for a moment. 
 
    “Something funny?” asked Jamie. 
 
    “You might want to get Seasprite to create a human avatar. They sure as anything won’t understand why there’s a cat talking to them, let alone an AI. But you can introduce a human avatar as the ship’s pilot when Jamie isn’t aboard.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Nine 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to pull any punches.” 
 
    A few of them flinched, mainly at my tone. I was letting them see some anger, and they all knew what my anger sometimes did. All the mages I’d wanted were here, but most of them had no idea why. 
 
    “Up until now, I’ve been content to be Grand Master Mage in name only, and let all of you be responsible for your own mages and their training. That changes right now.” 
 
    Okay, maybe I said that a bit harshly, but my feelings were not being filtered. I wanted them to take me seriously. 
 
    “What I’m about to say does not leave this room. You will not discuss it with anyone but those in this room, and only when you cannot be overheard. At least until I say it can be discussed, and how.” 
 
    I waited while they all nodded.  
 
    “As of this morning, Haynes is now Mage King of Kelewan.” 
 
    That shocked them, and they all looked at him. He nodded. 
 
    “It hasn’t been announced yet. Parsengnon and a hundred of his mages and seers staged an insurrection against the Imperium.” Mouths fell open. “I had to go back in time to fix the damage they did, which included all of your deaths.”  
 
    Now I had their undivided attention. 
 
    “I had no idea there was anything wrong on Kelewan. Neither did Haynes. Both of us have had too many other things to worry about. And as I said, I was content to let your affairs be your affairs. As far as anyone knew, Parsengnon was sick with a mage illness brought on by the death of his son. In reality, he was quite healthy, and using the illness to bring Haynes back home, where he was kidnapped along with Chief Burnside.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” asked the Matriarch of Karn. 
 
    “I stripped the magic from him and his people, and put them on an island on a penal planet. They’ll spend the rest of their lives living a basic existence.” 
 
    More shock when they saw I was serious about having stripped magic from someone. 
 
    “For insurrection, they should have been killed,” muttered the master from Solidario. 
 
    It occurred to me I had no idea of the names of most of these people. And that was inexcusable. 
 
    “They may yet. I took action to neutralize them. They may well go to an Imperium trial in my court. In which case, the Imperium will make its wishes known about sentencing.” 
 
    “Is there any doubt they’re guilty?” asked the senior mage from my world. 
 
    “None,” said Haynes. “Even if what they did hadn’t risen to the level of insurrection and treason against the Imperium, they would have ended up on the penal planet just for kidnapping and torture.” 
 
    Several of them flinched again. 
 
    “We’re going to change the way things are done, so this can never happen again,” I told them. “We dodged a bullet when rogue mages set a trap to get an Imperium ship from a marine team. The only reason the reputation of mages isn’t total shit is because we found the marine team still alive, and the mages died in the attempt. Today’s disaster is an even bigger magnitude of bullet, and if it gets out what actually happened, mages will be reviled forever.” 
 
    “Surely not?” said a seer. 
 
    “Bud’s not exaggerating,” said Gitte. “Haynes and I know the full story. Most of it will never be released. But what Bud fixed was so bad that had Bud not been as successful as he was, mages may have ended up being hunted down and exterminated.” 
 
    “It could still happen,” I added. “The leaders of each magical community, you, are going to be forming a central council. We’re going to standardize the training of young mages. We’re going to monitor what mages are doing. And when a mage goes rogue, we’re going to hunt them down. If they resist, they’ll be destroyed. If they don’t resist, and their guilt is clear, they’ll have their magic removed, and join Parsengnon on that island.” 
 
    None of them looked happy about this. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. We can’t afford for anything like this to happen again. We’re not going to allow it to happen again. I’m in the process of removing responsibilities so I can be the Grand Master Mage we need. You will all figure out how to devote time to the council I will call regularly. It won’t take long to set it up. I’m not going to allow it to take long to set up.” 
 
    I looked at the Matriarch. She matched my look. 
 
    “Haynes is going to be introducing some reforms on Kelewan, as soon as he’s confirmed as Mage King. Both Kelewan and Karn can no longer be closed planets. Gitte will keep in touch with Haynes, and discuss with you what is proposed and how it’ll be implemented. There is no reason why either of your societies should remain closed. The only enemy is the one which hides in the enforced darkness on your own planets. I know a lot of your people work in the Imperium now, but it’s time Karn actually joined the Imperium properly. Kelewan will be. It won’t be easy, but we’ll all help.” 
 
    She stared at me for a good long ten seconds, and then nodded. 
 
    “My people won’t like it. I won’t like it. But if we all died, then so did most of our people. That level of threat, coming from within our own ranks, must be prevented from happening again. But it won’t be easy. And there will be resistance.” 
 
    “There are a lot of opportunities for our people out there,” said Gitte. “Bud has no idea how we on Karn live, and none of us but Haynes know how they live on Kelewan. But I know a lot of the things we magic users do for daily living would be welcomed as a skill we can sell out there in the Imperium. The rift mages who didn’t join the military are making a very good living, for example.” 
 
    “We need to figure out what more mages can provide to the Imperium,” I said. “There will always be some rogue elements. We’re all human, and we all evolved from Earth. Human societies always have rogue elements. Since ours have real power, we need to be seen to be curbing excesses and the rogues among us. Otherwise we’ll become the biggest threat to the rest of the Imperium. And no-one wants to see the Imperium military set loose on mage communities.” 
 
    “Would that happen?” asked the Solidario master. 
 
    “Yes,” said Haynes.  
 
    The tone of his voice said they better believe it. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty 
 
      
 
    Haynes and I talked after dinner, while the rest of the team were watching the morning’s vid. 
 
    He wanted to take a more revealing position in regards to what Parsengnon had done. He argued he needed a compelling reason to declare Parsengnon as no longer Mage King, and this required him to have committed a major crime. He also suggested that something resembling the truth would stand up better in the long run. By the time the vid had ended, we’d agreed on a strategy, and rejoined the team. 
 
    They were all looking somber. 
 
    “So,” said Serena. “The thing I want to know is why I never saw this coming, and neither did any other seer. Someone should have seen something.” 
 
    “If they did,” said Gitte, “they didn’t know what they were seeing.” 
 
    “The end of everything is not something you’d recognize?” muttered Norden. 
 
    “Be fair,” suggested Loren. “The whole thing took a couple of seconds. The most any seer was going to get was maybe a single image, and that might only have been what you see the moment before a pulse from space vaporizes you.” 
 
    That was probably true. And that sort of image wouldn’t have had any time component in it. 
 
    “More likely it was because no-one could do anything about it,” said Haynes. “Serena, every time you warned us in the past, we had time to do something to protect ourselves. And you never gave us more than a couple of minutes warning either. Those two minutes happened while you were asleep. While everyone was asleep.” 
 
    Maybe not all the seers. Some around planets must have been awake. But maybe none of them were actually looking when it counted. 
 
    “Let’s not dwell on what didn’t happen,” I said. “There’s no point. We need to deal with the consequences of what did.” 
 
    “Is the squadron breaking up?” asked Jill. 
 
    “Why do you ask that?” asked Mel. 
 
    “Because Bud is going to have to devote a lot of time now to mage matters, and that means he’ll have to delegate military and diplomatic matters to other people. Haynes is already Mage King, so he’s leaving now. We always knew when Haynes left, the squadron would probably be broken up.” 
 
    “But not this soon,” added Dorm. 
 
    All heads turned to me. 
 
    “Woof, you’ve been effectively acting squadron leader for a while now. You’re now formally the acting squadron leader. Haynes is already on the inactive list, and as Jill said, I’m not going to be doing anything military for a while. You’ll continue doing what you’re doing here, under the orders of Admiral Sato, at least until I can organize someone to run the Militia for me.” 
 
    “That must be a short list,” muttered Norden. 
 
    “As far as I know,” I went on, “court and your jury duty will continue monthly without any changes. If that changes, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Will Parsengnon be put in front of us by the Imperium?” asked Fina. 
 
    “Unknown at this point, but I hope not. We want to keep what happened contained. That means what you just saw doesn’t leave this room. For any reason. If he does come before our court, the consequences will be dire for mages. I don’t want that to happen.” 
 
    “When are you leaving?” asked Edna. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But most likely, Hell’s Donkey will go back to Thorn’s World, and be re-tasked for mage training. Those who remain here will most likely relocate to Redoubt.” 
 
    “How many of us will remain here?” asked Metunga. 
 
    “I don’t know. The Joint Chiefs are taking the opportunity to rethink the structure of the Imperium navy, and how the new member militias using Gatekeepers fit into that structure. There’s going to be a lot of changes. So as far as what happens to all of you, you’ll just have to wait for orders to come through.” 
 
    Woof nodded. He had to know his people wanted him back, and I doubted he wanted to go, as they’d simply put him in a single ship, under a more senior officer. And that wouldn’t work given he was the only one with actual combat experience. Canines had very expressive faces when you’d known them long enough to read them. 
 
    I saw the same thing on Metunga’s feline face, but his situation was different, given his people had a fleet captain flying a dreadnaught now, who had for a while flown a Justice. At best, he’d be only second in command. 
 
    Norden’s face was showing the opposite. His people hadn’t taken delivery of their Gatekeepers yet, and had no-one up to speed on them. He would most likely go back home as the fleet commander. 
 
    I looked around the rest of them, and no-one looked happy. Not even Norden. 
 
    “I do get some say in things,” I told them. “So if you have a preference for assignments after the squadron is officially broken up, then talk to me about them. If I can swing it, I will. I’ll still be on the Joint Chiefs as the senior mage, and still be the owner of the Militia.” 
 
    “So the squadron is going to be broken up?” asked Davis. 
 
    “Most likely. The team remains though. I’ll be living on Haven station, and working on Hell’s Donkey, and we can still eat together on a regular basis. We don’t stop being a team, just because the squadron is stood down. The likelihood is, whatever you all end up doing, there will be times ahead when we fly together again.” 
 
    Most of them looked dubious. 
 
    It was a subdued group who soaked in the spa for a while, and then headed off to bed. Jill and I remained in the living area for a while, as we used to do. 
 
    “You could have presented that better, you know,” she said to me. 
 
    “What I said this morning?” 
 
    “What you said tonight. Now they all think they’ll end up as a junior captain in other fleets.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “I’m trying not to. And it is ironic. A year ago all we wanted was to fly a Chaos any way we could get one. Now, we’ve flown behemoths as a squadron, we’ve all controlled our own fleets of behemoths in fact, and this when our superiors were all still flying those same dreadnaughts we once aspired to. And the Imperium hasn’t retired them yet either. So as commanders, that’s really all we rate if we get sent back to the Imperium. We’d be sent to the Chaos dreadnaughts, and everyone else would shuffle up.” 
 
    “No-one is going to be ‘sent back’. If anyone goes back it will be because Jon offers you something you can’t refuse. Otherwise, the Militia will continue to use you to the best of your skill sets.” 
 
    “That’s something then. I’ll tell them in the morning.” She gave me a long look. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “You’ve avoided being the Grand Master Mage since they dumped the title on you. Now it’s like you have no choice but to do what you didn’t want to do in the first place.” 
 
    “It won’t be the first time. But truth to tell, the last few days for me has shown me that the use of magic has far reaching consequences, and only someone with the power to overcome other magic can possibly make existing mage systems change. That’s me. In time I hope this passes to Haynes and Gitte, but for now, I can’t escape this particular destiny.” 
 
    “You’re okay with that?” 
 
    “Strangely, yes. It’s a decision I made myself, for one thing. It hasn’t been imposed on me by others. Well it has, but now it’s my choice to get the job done properly.” 
 
    “Who’s going to take over running the Militia? Jen?” 
 
    “No. I’ve not even asked her.” 
 
    “She’d quit if you did. As Norden muttered, that does leave a short list of people.” 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know when I know.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    She rose, and vanished. 
 
    I sat there a little longer, pondering what tomorrow was bringing. A screen popped up. 
 
    “We need to talk in the morning,” said Susan. “I’ve questions that need answers. But tentatively, I’m interested. The answers will determine if I stay that way.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning could be complicated. Shall we say meet in my office on Hell’s Donkey at nine, and if I get waylaid by other events first, Aisha will let you know.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty One 
 
      
 
    Haynes looked up from his breakfast suddenly. 
 
    “You’ll all want to see this. I saw it while I was running, but it just went out live on Kelewan.” 
 
    A screen popped up, with a quite attractive media woman frozen on it. Aisha popped up next to it. 
 
    “Similar media releases have gone out across the Imperium,” she said. 
 
    The banner underneath said ‘Breaking News’, and Aisha set the vid running. 
 
    “Some of our people living out in the Imperium noticed what appeared to be black fog in space over the planet, or around the station they were on, yesterday morning. It appears to have been caused by Mage King Parsengnon, who as most should know, has been in ill health recently. He appears to have attempted some sort of magic to regain his health. Unfortunately, in the process, he kidnapped Mage Master Haynes and Imperium Chief Burnside, and with a hundred of his closest followers, attempted some magic which backfired quite badly, and fortunately only resulted in black fog.” 
 
    “Parsengnon and those involved were apprehended by Grand Master Mage, JUDGE Bud, and were convicted of kidnapping, torture, using another mage’s magic without permission, and the reckless use of magic for personal gain, on the spot. They were all sentenced to life on a penal planet, and are already there. Given the now ex Mage King’s poor health, and the basic living conditions reported for where he now is, he’s not expected to live much longer.” 
 
    “Mage Master Haynes, recently elected as the next Mage King to replace Parsengnon after he passed, something which only happens when the line of kings fails as it has now done, has assumed the duties of Mage King, and the crowning ceremony will be held as soon as it can be arranged.” 
 
    “Grand Master Mage Bud was unavailable for comment, but since all the Imperium mage leaders were called into a meeting yesterday, it seems likely he will be making a lot of changes to the way mages operate in the Imperium. Mage King Haynes is a long time member of Judge Bud’s jury, and will almost certainly go along with whatever is proposed.”  
 
    “In other Imperium news, a scientific paper was released by the AI Nation this morning, revealing that all known humans evolved on Earth. How this is possible is another matter, but the scientific testing has been exhaustive, and the genetic match has been conclusively proved.”  
 
    “Given our history tells us we left what is now called Thorn’s World over three thousand years ago, and had evolved there for at least another thousand years prior, it is not known how this conclusion can be true. What we know of Earth history means that humans must have left Earth at a time when they still walked everywhere, and had no idea what the stars actually were. There is likely to be a lot of debate on this to come, across the Imperium.” 
 
    “In a surprising adjunct to the paper, it was also revealed that the giants, found out on one of the arms of this galaxy, were also from Earth, as well as the Rawtenuga and Renshasa dinosaurs. The paper omits how this could be so, given that the dinosaurs died out on Earth sixty five million years ago. And yet the genetic drift shows this cannot possibly be so. The paper also points out that with the exception of a single unnamed planet with species indigenous to Earth on it, all other species evolved separately. This includes the recently discovered Shiveratoo in the other galaxy, who while looking mainly human, are in fact genetically very different.” 
 
    “Another focus of the paper was on the differences between those born of Naranja, Kelewan, and Karn, all of which have skin colours beyond the normal range for humans, being orange, black, and white respectively. The surprise conclusion was there was no genetic reason for this at all. Speculation in the past about why those Naranjans not born in their home system but still having orange skin being something in their DNA, has been proved to be wrong.” 
 
    “A spokesperson for Mage King Haynes said he believed the research to be true, and that all the inconsistencies could be reconciled with a single word. Magic.” 
 
    “We live in interesting times.” 
 
    The vid ended. 
 
    I chuckled to myself. It was all close enough to the truth to stand up to general scrutiny.  
 
    “The human thing has caused a huge stir around the Imperium,” said Aisha. “You remember all those science types who caused so much trouble when we found the giant planets?” 
 
    “We didn’t really need the reminder,” muttered Norden. 
 
    “They’re kicking up a stink over the results being published before they’d even completed their research.” 
 
    “They should have researched faster,” said Mel. 
 
    “It’s been said. But not by AIs, who have the most reasons for saying it. Those studying the dinosaurs are over the moon, as when they published their study, no-one believed them.” 
 
    “Can I clarify something?” asked Metunga. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “They determined that the Keerah, and therefore also my people, didn’t come from Earth at all? I’ve seen images of their big cats, and there is a lot in common.” 
 
    “Not at the genetic level. Cosmetic appearance is certainly close, but like the Shiveratoo looking like humans, you all evolved separately. I believe your people’s AIs are continuing the study to determine if all the big cat species are offshoots of one of them, or just random evolution. There’s a group looking at the Trixone as well, and how they relate at the genetic level to plants found across the galaxy. The work has really only just started.” 
 
    “But we cheetahs are not related to Earth house cats in any way?” 
 
    Most of us were trying not to chuckle audibly. 
 
    “No relation at all.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Bud?” 
 
    “Yes, Aisha?” 
 
    “Can I see you in your office now?” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    I cast a look around the room as I rose, but no-one said anything to stop me leaving. Walking allowed me to ponder why I was suddenly doing so much walking around. I guess in some ways, it was a way of slowing down. And maybe it was recognition of how much magic I’d done recently, and that just right now, there wasn’t any need to use any. And that was a good thing. What I’d done was necessary, but shouldn’t have been.  
 
    I stopped suddenly when I realized something important.  
 
    They’d chosen me to wield the power I had because I was reluctant to use it. Because even now, I wasn’t using what I had, just because I could.  
 
    Great power shouldn’t be used without great need. 
 
    “Revelations 101,” said the voice of Kali, in my head.  
 
    “Get out of my head,” I said silently, although I wasn’t serious about it. 
 
    There was a chuckle for a moment, and then just the sound of my footsteps on the deck, as I resumed walking. 
 
    I found Aisha sitting in my office at my desk, so I sat behind it. Then did a double take. The medals display, which decorated every office I used, had grown bigger, with more empty space in it. Another good reason for keeping magic use to the minimum from now on, and my actions unobserved. 
 
    “All those people you said were appearing today have already done so,” she said. “But are you aware of how many there’d be?” 
 
    “No. Syrinx and Tanith said their families ceased to be. Hobbes and Roo said much the same thing as far as I know. Why?” 
 
    “How many did you expect?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Several hundred each?” 
 
    “The definition of ‘family’ obviously needs work. Unless you call them extended families.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Syrinx’s family was just under two thousand people. Tanith’s was a bit over. But Roo’s family numbered just short of ten thousand. And Hobbes’ is a bit over fifteen thousand.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes. Want to see the images? The roos and cats completely surrounded the towns they appeared near. The towns themselves are perfectly adequate for the numbers, so they have a good start on being new colonies.” 
 
    “What about the humans?” 
 
    “Neither planet has anything usable. Whoever the original locals were, the cities are not suitable for humans.” 
 
    “Any panic or problems?” 
 
    “No. There was enough high tech on people so that the AIs on each Lightning could put out statements by each of the four, using the magicsat. Those with the tech passed it on to those without. There’s a lot of surprised and not happy people of three species, but nothing which looks like real trouble. Yet, anyway. I’ve got AIs looking for alternate places to live for the humans.” 
 
    “Ask Gitte and Haynes if accepting them back home is possible.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Sorry. No-one thought of doing that.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m sure Syrinx and Tanith didn’t. I doubt they ever accepted their exile, but they seemed to be dealing with it. If I need to speak to people, let me know.” 
 
    “You’ll probably need to do some jump point changes for the cats and roos. The Keerah diplomatic situation is deteriorating over the black fog incident, and they’ve been making noises about not getting back all their lost planets yet. I suspect when they find out there’s a colony of outcast Keerah on one of their lost planets, they’re not going to be very happy about it.” 
 
    I sighed. More diplomacy I needed to keep an eye on. 
 
    “Keep me up to date on that. Has Hobbes said anything about needing jump point changes?” 
 
    “Not yet, but he’s discussing it with family leaders.” 
 
    “If they need it, see if Haynes can do the work. We have a system in our space with no habitable planets, don’t we?” 
 
    “Several. Why?” 
 
    “Use one of them for adding the extra jump point into, so they’re part of Cluster space, but have some separation.” 
 
    “Why Haynes? I suspect the rift length is too long for him.” 
 
    “Maybe before, but he’s stronger since the events of yesterday. He should test what magic he can do now, before it becomes necessary to show it to his people.” 
 
    “You think he’ll need to?” 
 
    “It’s a good bet. I doubt those not happy with Haynes as the next Mage King was limited to only a hundred people.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll pass all that along.” 
 
    Susan Bentley appeared in the doorway, and I waved her to the conference table. Aisha took the hint, and left. I rose, and sat opposite Susan. 
 
    “Busy morning?” she asked. 
 
    “Not so much. Just a lot of news to catch up with. Expected events mainly.” 
 
    “Anything I need to worry about?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m expecting Jane to pop up any time now, and the Keerah are apparently showing teeth to the diplomats.” 
 
    “Are we going to have a problem with the cats?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    She paused a moment. 
 
    “I think it’s inevitable. We never managed a proper peace treaty with them during the Trixone War, just a diplomatic truce of sorts. At some point they’re going to make demands we can’t or won’t meet. And while they can’t reach us, I’m sure they’ll come up with a way of making us come to them. So we need to be prepared.” 
 
    She did some more thinking, and I waited for her. 
 
    “Even more likely is a resumption of the war they had with the Ralnor, and given our peace treaty with them, and the fact they have some marine teams and pilots working with ours still, we may find them wanting a full alliance to stem Keerah aggression.” 
 
    “That can be solved by mages. If necessary, I can isolate both their space the same way I did the Trixone. I hope it won’t be though. Anything else?” 
 
    “I think there’s a good chance the Keerah will have a civil war on their hands. Or at least a serious insurrection. Maybe several. We may need to defend some of their vassals until they join the Imperium, and their space is isolated from the cats.” 
 
    “Can the Imperium handle all that?” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “No. But the Militia probably could.” 
 
    “So if we needed to augment the Imperium fleet for any or all of those scenarios, could we do so?” 
 
    “I only know what ships you used against the Rawtenuga, and the search for the missing marine unit. And my guess is, we don’t have captains for most of those ships. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yes and no. The Imperium let a lot of them go onto the reserve list. So in theory we could call them up if we needed them.” 
 
    “So we need a pool of semi-retired captains who do regular training to keep their skills up to date, in case we need to call them back?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    She grinned at me. 
 
    “How many ships do you have?” 
 
    “That’s actually a secret that only Aisha knows. I’m not even sure what the real number is. If you take the job, I’ll tell Aisha to brief you on what you have to work with. But that will still be top secret, even from Jon and the Imperium.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Imperium is too open about some things. If the shit ever really hits the fan, as Jill sometimes says, I feel the Militia needs something it can add which comes as a total surprise to everyone. In any case, a lot of the hulls are still being modified to be useful. We also have some development projects in progress which no-one knows about as well. You’ll be briefed in on those as well if you take the job.” 
 
    “Can you give me a hint?” 
 
    “Think along the lines of a true behemoth to replace the titans as front line ships. Ones designed to be behemoths, with everything designed specifically for them. If you take the job, you can have a big input into the design processes, and then the training for the captains who’ll fly them.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up for a moment. I suspect she wanted one for herself already. 
 
    “You had questions?” 
 
    I was quite surprised it took Jane several hours before she interrupted us. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Two 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “What is?” asked Susan. 
 
    “Oh, hi Susan. Is Bud poaching you?” 
 
    “He’s trying really hard.” 
 
    Jane nodded as if that’s what she expected, and looked at me. 
 
    “Have you checked Earth today?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “You know damned well why.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Susan. 
 
    A screen popped up showing a planet. It looked like any habitable planet without an industrial society on it. They were all unique, but somehow also all the same. 
 
    “I’ve seen this before, Bud. That’s Earth after the Darkness had picked it clean, and it’d had fifty years to recover. What I don’t understand is why the planet looks like that right now. The storms have stopped, the weather is normal, and when I sent a probe in, I found the poisons are gone from the atmosphere. It’s not perfect for human occupation since plant life is still regenerating, but you could live there without any breathing aids now. Care to explain?” 
 
    “Magic?” I said, grinning. 
 
    Susan lost it. Jane actually looked angry, but I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” she asked. 
 
    “While I was experiencing the time line shift, I was able to see your little side trip into the future. I liked the look of how Earth turned out, and figured out a way to make that happen this morning.” 
 
    “You just figured out a way?” 
 
    “Magic. It works like that for those of us who have it.” 
 
    “Seriously? You’re going to go with that?” 
 
    “When I did it, I was using the artifacts of three highers, one of which manipulated time, and the other two added power. It wasn’t difficult. What’s your problem?” 
 
    She glared at me. Susan lost it again. 
 
    “Have you any idea of the diplomatic nightmare about to happen over that planet now?” 
 
    “Why should there be?” 
 
    “The Earth sector government is still furious over the jump points preventing them from going back there. They still consider the planet their property. And as soon as people all down the spine hear the planet is habitable again, they’ll all want to go there.” 
 
    “Not all, surely,” muttered Susan. 
 
    “Enough. What are we supposed to do about that?” 
 
    “How about not telling anyone?” 
 
    Jane looked shocked. 
 
    “No-one goes there anymore,” I added. “It’s linked between Haven and Thorn’s World, and there’s no traffic on that route yet. No-one is going to see any change unless someone posts it in the media. Put a gag order on Amy right now, and stop any announcements.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Announce that mages are looking at ways of terraforming planets using magic, and the challenges posed by Earth makes it one of the planets being looked at for testing theories. Then periodically issue an update with one of the issues solved. Give it a few months or even a year, and finally announce the planet can support life again, and is starting to regenerate vegetation. That will take a while after all.” 
 
    “And will mages be looking at terraforming?” 
 
    “I’ll get that started in the near future. We’ll also want teams looking at how to get animals repopulated on Trixone devastated planets. The new Keerah and Ralnor colonies require this, and fairly quickly.” 
 
    Jane gave me a look which had Susan lose it again. 
 
    “Was that your doing as well?” 
 
    “Of course. Four key people suffered losses from the time line shift, and I was able to gather them up, and bring them forward to today. Now we need to provide what they need until they can support themselves again.” 
 
    “So we need Keerah and Ralnor animals moved there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And how are we supposed to do that?” 
 
    I told her. We had planets in our space where the higher life forms had been wiped out, but not their lower animals, simply because the Trixone had not had enough time to eat every animal. Rift mages should be able to arrange for animals to migrate to new planets. It just needed coordination. 
 
    “Any other surprises?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing planned for this galaxy, at least for today.” 
 
    She shook her head, and vanished. Susan gave me a speculative look. 
 
    “Now I understand why your people seem to enjoy their jobs so much. Working for you just might be a lot more fun than I thought it’d be.” 
 
    “Might be?” 
 
    I grinned at her, and she grinned back. 
 
    Gaia Jane popped up where our-Jane had just been. 
 
    “Oh, hi Susan. Is Bud bringing you over to the dark side?” 
 
    Susan started laughing again. 
 
    “Bud,” Jane went on, ignoring the laughter, “I just wanted to let you know the crew of Seasprite all appeared as you told Anna they would, are all perfectly healthy, if confused as to why and when they are. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Anna so happy. Major kudos for that, my friend. But I hear we’re losing you?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I need to concentrate on the magical societies for a while. That’s why I’m trying to convince Susan to take over the running of the Militia.” 
 
    “I’ll be sorry to stop working with you, but there is an upside to it for me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I got really sick of you giving me orders all the time.” 
 
    Susan lost it again. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Three 
 
      
 
    I was waiting by the central barbeque area of my island, when Jen, Jess, and Lea appeared. 
 
    “You wanted to see us?” asked Jen. 
 
    “Yeah. Follow me.” 
 
    I led them to where I’d buried Thorn next to Tasha. They stopped short in shock when they saw the gravestone. There was no other sign of this being a grave. Jen looked at me. 
 
    “Your doing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you know where they were buried?” asked Lea. 
 
    “Because I buried Thorn here myself.” 
 
    “When?” asked Jess. 
 
    “A thousand years ago. Thorn took Tasha there after they left here. They lived a very happy nine years before she died. I found him sitting beside her grave not knowing what to do next.” 
 
    “Why… Oh. That business being covered up yesterday morning. You went back in time because of that?” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to know about there being a cover up.” 
 
    They smiled at me. Of course they knew. Or suspected.  
 
    “How did you come to bury Thorn?” asked Jen. 
 
    “I went back to get some advice, stayed with him for a week getting my shit together after what happened before I left, and then we went touring through time for a few days. At the end of it, I entered the time line shift again, and when I went back for him, it was if he’d attached himself to me during it, and had aged all over again. He was lying by Tasha’s grave when I found him.” 
 
    “That sounds like Thorn,” said Lea. “I knew very shortly after I met him that he and Tasha would hit it off, and they did. He wouldn’t have wanted to go on without her.” 
 
    “So he went out the way he wanted to as well,” said Jess. 
 
    There was silence for several minutes. 
 
    “The inscription was you?” asked Jen. 
 
    “I thought it appropriate.” 
 
    “Very. Thank you.” 
 
    She didn’t say what it was for. 
 
    “We should be having a big party,” said Jess. “But Thorn was never into big parties. And for everyone else in his extended family, he’s been dead for a year, and there’s no point in reopening old wounds.” 
 
    “You staying for lunch, Bud?” asked Lea. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    Jen looked at me like she had something to say still. 
 
    “What, Jen?” 
 
    “When we go, can you put us next to them?” 
 
    “Assuming there’s anything left to bury,” added Jess. 
 
    “Just put a headstone up if there’s not,” suggested Lea. 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “You’ll have the island to yourself after that,” said Jess. 
 
    “No hurry. I’ve no-one to share it with at the moment.” 
 
    “There’s no hope of getting back together with Serena?” asked Lea. 
 
    “She’s seeing someone in the other galaxy now. One of Duke Fred’s team. We were just a case of young love, which proved to not be enough in the face of real life, and her not having died as expected.” 
 
    “That happens a lot,” said Jess. “Not the not having died part, but young love not making it is very normal in fact. People your age think its love, but it really isn’t.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Lea. “We found Thorn his soulmate. Maybe we can find Bud’s?” 
 
    “Did someone mention lunch?” I said quickly, before anyone could answer her. 
 
    They laughed. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Four 
 
      
 
    “Dinner’s in the Haven ballroom tonight.” 
 
    Lunch and a toast to Thorn and Tasha was over, and now I was sitting in Jon’s office, in his residence. 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “Most of the captains from both yours and my navies will be there. I intend to announce the shakeup to come officially, and thought a party was a good way of doing it.” 
 
    “You won’t need me then.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m about to be ex-military.” 
 
    “But you’re not yet, and actually never will be. You might be the Grand Master Mage, but you still wear four stars on the Imperium uniform when you hang up your Militia uniform.” 
 
    “Must I?” 
 
    “Wear Imperium uniform, or hang up your Militia one?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Bud, you own the Militia. You don’t really get to hang up the uniform. But if you’re not wearing it, I’m going to insist you wear the Imperium one for official occasions.” 
 
    “I guess we need a mage uniform.” 
 
    “Not really. Everyone working for the Imperium wears insignia that identifies them. And as far as I’m aware, all those working as civilians in the Imperium also wear the insignia on their civvies. If you turn up in civvies, I still expect you to be wearing all your insignia.” 
 
    “It’s the ‘as far as I’m aware’ part that bothers me. I’m worried we have more mages walking around without oversight than anyone knows.” 
 
    “Well, that’s your job to get a handle on.” 
 
    “True. And I will. But I shouldn’t be doing it in either Imperium or Militia uniform.” 
 
    “Why not do what I do?” 
 
    “Phone it in?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “No, wear a red uniform. You and your staff will then be different to both militaries, but identifiably Militia in style.” 
 
    “It’s a thought. I’m not sure I can carry off the red though. I’ve always worn the blue.” 
 
    “Try it and see. Put Aisha and Leanne in it as well, and see what they think.” 
 
    “Worth thinking about, I guess.” 
 
    Jane popped up as a hollo. 
 
    “Susan is here to see you both.” 
 
    “Send her in,” said Jon. 
 
    A minute later, she came in the door. 
 
    She was wearing the blue Militia uniform, stopped a short way away, came to attention, and saluted. 
 
    “Permission to go inactive in the Imperium military,” she said to Jon. 
 
    “Permission granted.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” I said quickly to stop her asking me anything. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Bud. And take a seat, will you? It’s just us in here.” 
 
    She relaxed, and sat. 
 
    “I’ll announce your new position tonight,” said Jon. “And remember, you rate a seat at the Joint Chief’s table now, as the senior militia representative.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    He grinned at her. She meant being given her fourth star. 
 
    “Where do you want to command from?” I asked her. 
 
    “My Justice. I’m going to talk to Aisha about a command module, which includes all the conference facilities I’ll need, offices for support staff, and my own private quarters.” 
 
    “Don’t you live on the station here?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Sure. I’ve got a modest apartment here. Call me old fashioned, but I prefer sleeping next to my bridge. Jump buttons regardless. And talking of them, I really don’t like the thought of jumping between galaxies using them. I’d prefer a good big ship under my feet for doing that.” 
 
    “You can do what you want,” I said. “I find Hell’s Donkey works for me. But you can have whatever you need to do the job. Just get Aisha to make it for you.” 
 
    “Do I keep my current Justice? Or get a new one?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Jon. “Take yours, and I assume I’ll be sent a replacement?” 
 
    “Do you need any at the moment?” I asked him. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    He sighed. I ignored it, since I wasn’t sure why he’d done that. I looked at Susan instead. 
 
    “You’ll get a Gatekeeper as well, so get a command module made for that too. When you go to Prime on Militia business, you’ll need to use the smaller ship.” 
 
    “It’s a pity the Gatekeeper won’t fit inside a Justice. I could just jump in well outside detection range, and then take the Gatekeeper the rest of the way.” 
 
    “You could do that with a Judge. Get the Justice command module to include docking for a cruiser, and use the Judge as a shuttle. Put a lot of the conference facilities on there instead of some of the fighter bays and pilot accommodation. Just leave some for anyone on a short term visit. Get rifts put in between the ship and the module, so it looks to everyone like they’re the same place.” 
 
    “Isn’t the Judge a pocket dreadnaught?” 
 
    “Yes. Based on the Relentless design.” 
 
    “Which was inspired by the original Repulse and Warspite,” added Jon. 
 
    Now it was Susan who sighed. 
 
    “That might feel like going home. I’ll talk to Aisha.” She paused. “Is there any reason why you’re using Gatekeepers for the other galaxy instead of Judges?” 
 
    “We have plenty of the Gatekeepers,” I said. “It’s going to become the standard jump point patrol ship across the Imperium fairly soon.” 
 
    “And yet, the Judge is a better fit with the other galaxy, given it looks like Jane’s ships.” 
 
    “Up to you, now. If you prefer a few dozen Judges, make a case for building them. There are only three at the moment. One for each navy mage squadron. Judge is my personal shuttle these days. If you want one, or a fleet of them, we can get them built.” 
 
    “The captains will prefer to fly the Gatekeepers I suspect,” added Jon. 
 
    “It depends on who gets reassigned to the other galaxy,” said Susan. “My captains, definitely will prefer the Gatekeeper, but if given the choice might opt for a Justice and Judge instead. I’ll talk to them about it. The Ocean drivers are happy with their cruisers, and I’ve already talked to the Okudas about that. And I suspect quite a few of the captains we have not doing too much at the moment would be as well. Especially the older captains like me who came from the ‘ships of the line’ designs.” 
 
    “Make a recommendation for where each captain we have fits the best,” said Jon. “Include captains who’d be better being seconded to other Militia Gatekeepers. I’d rather we supplied those ships with captains we can trust, until Woof gets captains wanting the ships up to speed.” 
 
    “Are you reassigning Woof?” I asked him. 
 
    “One way or another, he’s going home. They have four Gatekeepers being commanded by colonels with no ship experience of any kind. Fortunately, they know they’re placeholders, and I’ve got assurances from the Lufafluf government that they’ll stand down in favour of captains who know the ships, while Woof trains them. And Woof can do that in the Thorn’s Cluster Militia uniform.” 
 
    “He might like that challenge.” 
 
    “Especially since being still Militia, he’ll also be the person who recommends assignments to Susan based on their training. He’s a brilliant simulator trainer and tester, and I’m not letting any home militia pull him away from doing what is best for the Imperium navy and its allies. They know this already too.” 
 
    “Does Woof?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Five 
 
      
 
    Susan left us to go and talk to Aisha. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the Darkness?” I asked Jon. 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Do you?” 
 
    “None that I can do myself.” 
 
    “Which means you do have an idea. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    I told him. 
 
    The moment I finished, we found ourselves standing behind chairs at a table in a familiar green environment. There were three chairs on each side. 
 
    “Well, that makes a change,” muttered Jon. “It’s not two in the morning.” 
 
    “I can arrange for it to be two in the morning if you’d like,” said the voice of Kali. 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    He looked at me, and we sat. A moment later, Kali, Ganesha, and Shiva appeared opposite us. Another moment later, and Haynes appeared behind the vacant chair. He looked shocked for a moment, and then quickly sat. It didn’t escape me that I was in the middle, with Jon on my left, and Haynes on my right. Kali was opposite Jon, Ganesha opposite Haynes, and Shiva across from me.  
 
    The next thing that hit me was the twice three thing. Again. And the very obvious was the absence of Thirteen, or any of his people, since my idea had included needing at least one of them. 
 
    “Why am I here?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “Because Bud has a proposal for finally dealing with the Darkness, and the power of three is required to do something of that magnitude.” 
 
    Shiva sounded like he was pointing out the very obvious. 
 
    “But Haynes only has the Amulet of Truth,” I said. “We’d need the full Talisman to do anything like I just suggested.” 
 
    “Then find the Destiny Stone,” suggested Ganesha. 
 
    “How?” asked Jon. 
 
    He tapped his trunk the way others tapped their nose. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Be that way. Will my suggestion work?” 
 
    “Why is it even necessary?” Jon asked. 
 
    “The Darkness was created for the right reasons,” said Kali, “but by people who had no real idea of what they were doing. They created a sapient and sentient being, and all beings have a right to exist. Their creation almost wiped them out, and when the decision was made for either terminating them forever, or walling them away so they’d never be a threat again, they chose to wall them away. This was an exercise in freewill.” 
 
    “Sentient?” asked Jon. “I seriously doubt that. No species that eats everything could be.” 
 
    “And yet they are,” said Kali. “You really know nothing about them.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “The last time any being had all three of our ‘artifacts’ as you call them,” interjected Shiva, “was then, in order to create the cluster of systems which kept them in.” 
 
    “Why can’t we exercise our freewill to destroy them now?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Forbidden,” said Ganesha.  
 
    “That would be genocide,” said Haynes. “Do we really want to go that low?” 
 
    “It’s the only viable solution available to us,” countered Jon. “Everything else has so far failed.” 
 
    “There is still Bud’s idea,” said Kali. 
 
    “And there are other options available if you look into Jon’s people’s entertainment fiction hard enough,” said Shiva. 
 
    “You mean long enough,” muttered Jon. “It would take years of watching and reading to find stuff like that.” 
 
    Kali chuckled. There was a slight menace to the sound. 
 
    “You’ve already seen and read several solutions which would apply to this situation.” 
 
    “And you have beings among you capable of reading and watching all that inside a day,” added Ganesha. 
 
    Haynes was shaking his head from side to side. 
 
    “What?” I asked him. 
 
    “What are we talking about?” 
 
    “The Darkness. I suggested we move their cluster into the far future, to a time when the galaxy was lifeless.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the universe?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was perfect, and we can’t do it without help anyway.” 
 
    “There is an alternative,” said Jon, “now I think about it. We put the cluster into a slow time envelope, and it runs until the universe itself is without life, after which they can do whatever they like with it.” 
 
    “That presupposes such a point in time actually occurs,” said Shiva. 
 
    “Life is very hardy,” said Kali. 
 
    “So, what?” I said. “There is no solution?” 
 
    “There is genocide,” said Jon. “It’s not palatable, but it seems to be the only solution possible or feasible.” 
 
    The two mouths we could see on the other side of the table twitched and smiled. 
 
    “What are we missing?” asked Haynes. 
 
    The three of us looked at the three of them. No-one said anything. 
 
    “This is not helpful,” I said several minutes later. “We can leave them as they are, and whoever is around when they next get out can deal with it.” 
 
    “I’m not too happy with doing that,” said Jon. 
 
    “Me either,” agreed Haynes. 
 
    “I’m not either, but it is a valid option.” 
 
    Jon looked troubled, but he suddenly smiled. 
 
    “We could go with your plan B.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “You asked me if you sent the Darkness ships back as they were, or in normal size. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah. I sent them back in their normal size. So?” 
 
    “We shrink the cluster?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “Down to the size of a football,” added Jon. “Doesn’t matter if they ever get out again, because their ships will be less than the size of a mosquito, and no threat to anyone. The planet itself won’t be much bigger than a ping pong ball.” 
 
    Haynes obviously had no idea what ping pong was. And I had only a partial idea of it. But I knew the ball was really small. 
 
    “And finding the cluster at all,” I said, “even with rifts, will be incredibly difficult. Even more so if we put magic on the cluster to make it unfindable to all forms of magic.” 
 
    “There now,” said Shiva. “You didn’t need us after all.” 
 
    Grins were visible on two of them now. 
 
    “I’m not sure any of us can do that sort of magic,” I told the three highers. “Why did you remove the sceptre and Talisman from me when I came back to this time?” 
 
    “For exactly the reasons you thought. They were needed in the past. And the sceptre had to come to Jon, as well as the Talisman to Haynes.” 
 
    “But I don’t have the Talisman,” said Haynes. “Just the Amulet.” 
 
    “You know,” said Ganesha, “Anna found them in the wrong order. She found the Destiny Stone first. Then the Amulet of Truth. But the Amulet will always find the Stone.” 
 
    Suddenly we were back in Jon’s office, sitting in lounge chairs, only this time Haynes was with us as well. 
 
    “Oh,” said Haynes. “We’ve been talking about both Destiny and Tomorrow. Destiny Stone. Talisman of Tomorrow.” 
 
    “And the Talisman gave me much more control over time than without it,” I added. 
 
    “So we need to find the Stone?” asked Jon. 
 
    “Apparently,” I agreed. 
 
    “I think I know how,” said Haynes, not looking at all sure. 
 
    He stood, and beckoned us to as well. He held out a hand to each of us, and we took it. 
 
    A blink later we were standing on a grassy plain. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t know?” I asked him. 
 
    “No. I just asked the Amulet to take us to where the Stone was.” 
 
    “We’re on Earth,” said Jon. “At almost the exact center of where the city of Moscow used to be.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it,” I said. 
 
    “No. Centuries of abrasive wind and storms wore away at everything here. Then the Darkness ate everything they could find which was left. Whatever they did, stopped the storms, and when there was nothing left to eat, they moved on.” 
 
    “Given the ground cover that’s grown back here, they must have missed a lot.” 
 
    “This is fifty years later.” 
 
    “Do you have all the planet life which used to be here still?” 
 
    “A lot of it, yes. And what I don’t have on my stations, the zoos which went to Gaia would have.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need to organize a team to replant.” 
 
    “I’ll get Jane on that.” 
 
    He suddenly looked afraid. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Bree and her people were here. What happened to them?” 
 
    “Where were they?” 
 
    “Under the oceans.” 
 
    “They should still be there.” 
 
    He pulled up a screen, and a moment later a young woman appeared on it. 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    “Hi Bree.” 
 
    “Anything wrong?” 
 
    “Just checking you’re okay.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Because I’m standing on the surface, and you probably haven’t noticed there’s been a few changes here.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    “Pull the other one, it’s got bells on.” 
 
    “I’m serious. When you get finished with what you’re doing now, go to the surface, and have a look.” 
 
    “I will if you say so. But if I end up dead as a result, I’m never talking to you again.” 
 
    Haynes burst out laughing, and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. 
 
    “Bree?” 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    “Talk to Jane about an actual base here now.” 
 
    “Sure. Bye, Jon.” 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    “We dated a couple of times,” offered Jon. “Is there a reason for us being here?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Haynes. “Let me see.” 
 
    He held out his hand, palm up, closed his eyes, and I felt the Amulet pulse. 
 
    A round stone the same size as the crystal on my staff appeared in his hand. It pulsed, the Amulet of Truth appeared around his neck, and then the stone was on the amulet. It vanished, and a staff with a green gem appeared in front of him. A staff with a red gem appeared in front of Jon, and one with a yellow gem appeared in front of me. 
 
    The three of them formed a triangle between us, and I felt the power of all three available to me once again. 
 
    I reached out to where the Darkness cluster was, and shrank it down to the size of a football, adding the magic to the whole cluster to be unfindable by any sort of magic in the future. I knew this still had a hole in it, since anyone with a higher artifact could find the Darkness again by going back in time before now first, but that would require specific knowledge and help from the highers themselves. And they could be trusted not to allow this.  
 
    “Darkness problem solved,” I said, and the staffs vanished.  
 
    “Am I keeping that?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “Apparently. You’re likely to need it. And it seems the highers have made sure the power of the three of them is available here again, but not in the hands of a single person.” 
 
    A blink later we were back in Jon’s office. It hadn't been me taking us there.  
 
    “I take it it’s dress uniforms tonight?” asked Haynes. 
 
    “It sure is,” said Jon. 
 
    “Fine. See you then.” 
 
    He vanished. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” asked Jane, popping up as a hollo. 
 
    “Putting things right,” I said to her. 
 
    “Well it took you all afternoon. You need to be getting ready for tonight.” 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    “Is she just a bit techy today?” I asked him. 
 
    “You noticed that. I’ve not been game to ask.” 
 
    “Maybe you should.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Six 
 
      
 
    It looked like the entire Imperium and Militia navies were here. 
 
    I even noticed midshipman uniforms, one of which had mage insignia, so I assumed it was navy mage four. My team formed around me quite quickly, and they all commented on the new red uniform that Leanne, Aisha, and I were wearing. Several of the girls looked like they were close to tears, and Metunga looked like he’d swallowed something with a really bad taste. I grinned at all of them, and most of them managed to get smiles back. 
 
    The Imperator and his team were the last to arrive, with the Joint Chiefs, and the green of some of the uniforms was a contrast to the mainly blue ones, and his, my, and our AI’s red. Jon stepped up onto the rostrum followed by Jane, and settled behind the podium. The crowd quietened. 
 
    “We’re here today for several reasons. None of the governments involved in the recent Shiveratoo war have seen fit to honour the hero who prevented a major war hot on the heels of the ones we just ended, so the Imperium is going to do so.” 
 
    “Admiral Bud,” bellowed Jane. “Front and center.” 
 
    I can’t say I was surprised, as I wasn’t. I walked up to stand in front of Jon, the crowd parting before me, instead of jumping there like I’d done in the past. Jon grinned at me, and then was serious. I braced to attention. 
 
    “Admiral Bud has once again performed above and beyond the call of duty. He almost single handedly stopped a conflict from dragging in the Imperium once again. As some of you know, yesterday he dealt with an unexpected mage situation, and in the process, it’s become apparent that it’s time for some changes. But first…” 
 
    “Admiral Bud, you’re awarded the Gold Mage Circle, Diamond Cross, and the Earth Star. Some of what these awards were for is classified, and will remain so for a very long time. But the magic used over the last several weeks has demonstrated once again why he is the Mage Grand Master. The Imperium is in his debt.” 
 
    There was loud applause, a pulse came in with the insignia update, and my suit shifted to show diamonds on each of the three existing ribbons. I assumed the medals themselves would be delivered to my office on Hell’s Donkey, and of course now I knew why the cabinet for them was larger. I saluted Jon, he returned it, and then he stepped down and we shook hands.  
 
    “Stay where you are,” he said quietly, and stepped back up to the podium. 
 
    “Navy Mage Squadron One,” bellowed Jane. 
 
    It took them a minute or so to join me at the front. Most of them were hiding what they felt, but I could tell they were expecting the axe to fall. Jill obviously hadn’t convinced them of what I’d told her. 
 
    “The second reason for this gathering,” said Jon, “can be considered a graduation ceremony of sorts for Navy Mage One, which was our first midshipman squadron. Admiral Bud is stepping back from military matters to concentrate on issues in the magical communities. Mage King Haynes is already on the Militia inactive list, due to the need for him at home. Way faster than anyone had any right to believe, this squadron formed, did the impossible time and again, and now must disband.” 
 
    “Attention to orders,” bellowed Jane, and the whole room came to attention. 
 
    “Commanders of Navy Mage Squadron One, you are all promoted to Fleet Captain. Congratulations.” 
 
    “That applies to the Militia as well,” I quickly added. 
 
    The applause was deafening. Their uniforms changed, adding the fourth ring. Fleeting hope appeared on my team’s faces now. As commanders, their only hope was for a Chaos command. Now, they might just hang on to their Justices. Jon waited for the applause to die down. 
 
    “There is going to be a lot of changes in both the Imperium and Thorn’s Cluster navies. Our role has changed now. Vice Admiral Bentley has taken on the dual task of running the Thorn’s Cluster Militia, and of being the coordinator of all Imperium member’s militias where Gatekeepers or Imperium ship designs are being used.” 
 
    He looked down at my team, and some of them stiffened. 
 
    “Some of you are being returned home. The Lufaflufs already have four Gatekeepers, but no experienced captains for them. Fleet Captain Woofenstein is returning home to lead that squadron. Three other Imperium captains of a lesser rank will be going with him for the other ships, and together they will train up the first generation of Lufafluf captains. But that’s not all Woof will be doing. He officially remains a Thorn’s Cluster Militia officer, and will head up the dreadnaught and behemoth training programs from now on. No-one will fly a Gatekeeper or larger ship without being passed by him as fit to do so.” 
 
    Woof look stunned.  
 
    “Fleet Captain Metunga is also returning to his people, and will also be commanding the Gatekeepers they will shortly receive. While a more senior officer exists in the Imperium, Metunga was selected to train up his people’s captains for future Imperium ships. As they gain enough experience to move up to behemoths, they’ll then join a dedicated big cat squadron. Fleet Captains Norden and Melandros are also returning to their people for the same purpose.” 
 
    “Fleet Captain Serena will be taking on the role of Gatekeeper squadron commander for the Thorn’s Cluster Militia, and will be taking over responsibility for policing the Cluster’s space. She’ll also be responsible for training seers for the military. Fleet Captain Gitte will also be remaining with the Militia, but will spend most of her time with mage training in general, and getting more mages trained as pilots. When enough are in the training program, she’ll command the first all mage squadron, through which all mages will pass on their way to other squadrons.” 
 
    “Fleet Captains Glorphena and Dormation will be forming new heavy troops deployment squadrons, using both Justice and Gatekeeper ships, and the special modules for them. Fleet Captains Mole and Davis will also be forming new squadrons for the deployment of the new Fourth Army.” 
 
    “And last and definitely not least, Fleet Captain Carter will be forming the first squadron of hospital ships, again comprised of both Justice and Gatekeeper ships. The object of this squadron will be to have appropriate hospital modules wherever there is a battle being fought, either in space or ground side, but it is also going to be an adjunct to the new Imperium Rescue service currently being formed.” 
 
    “Rumour has it there’s a medical module devoted to treating alcoholic plants,” shouted George. 
 
    There was quite a bit of laughter at this. It made me remember I’d seen very little of Red Flower lately, and I wondered if back in their safe cluster, Imperium alcohol was becoming a problem for its people. 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny that,” responded Jon. “But if it’s correct, it will be Fleet Captain Carter’s responsibility.”  
 
    Jill was beaming now. He looked down the line of my team. 
 
    “Did I say Navy Mage One was disbanding? No. While being reassigned, they will all be retaining their Justices, and when the need arises, will once again be Navy Mage One if called on.” 
 
    And finally the rest of my team all smiled, while the applause raged around us. Jon waited again, looking around the room. 
 
    “Over the next couple of weeks, many of you will also be reassigned. We need captains for Gatekeepers and possibly Judges in the Gaia galaxy now. Those captains will be transferred to the Thorn’s Cluster Militia. The skill set needed there is different to what we need here. Existing units will be reorganized to support the armies, while retaining our ability to hit a rogue fleet when we need to. And as I said, some of you will be transferring to member militia forces, until such time as they can train up their own people.” 
 
    “But I must stress, no-one will be going anywhere without having agreed to the posting. The opportunities to serve are getting wider, and the Joint Chiefs are going to take the opportunity to restructure the navy to best serve the Imperium. You’ll all play a part in that. There will also be more squadrons formed for the exploration of the galaxy’s outer arms, the same as 266 squadron and the Explorer fleet are doing now.” 
 
    “We’ve come a long way in not much more than a year. The galaxy has changed. We’ve changed. We rose to the challenge, and we beat the odds. Now is not the time for complacency, but to change in preparation for whatever the galaxy has to throw at us in the future.” 
 
    He looked around the room. 
 
    “I think we need a party!” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Seven 
 
      
 
    “You were right,” said Jill. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Not worrying about reassignment.” 
 
    “They didn’t believe you?” 
 
    “I didn’t believe you, so it was hard to convince anyone else.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “We get to live the dream.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    We clinked glasses. 
 
    “Breakfast is where in the morning?” 
 
    “My place here on Haven. I’ll be moving Hell’s Donkey to the orbit of my world tomorrow. But not living there.” 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know. Where will you be running?”  
 
    “Probably Hell’s Donkey, so as to avoid the crowds.” 
 
    She nodded, and disappeared into the mass of people. Serena took her place. 
 
    “Where do you want me to base from?” 
 
    “Where do you want to? Suggest it to Admiral Bentley. Actually, there’s no reason why you can’t base here. Live in your residence, and patrol the whole loop of both Cluster and Haven space. I joined the two when I changed the jump points for Earth. Hmmm. Maybe you should take on the space police supervision for Haven space as well. I’ll suggest it at the next Joint Chief’s meeting.” 
 
    “Huh. It’s not as if that’s a big job, given this system has almost no trade traffic.” 
 
    “That will change. With the two new colonies, and people returning to live on Earth, the whole double cluster will begin to grow. It’s only a captain’s role right now, but eventually it might need an admiral.” 
 
    “It will when we get all member space police under the one command structure,” said Susan. “So the person commanding the local cluster will certainly be in the running for that post.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Serena. “Was there a reason why you chose me for this?” 
 
    “Not especially. But we don’t need the situations the spine members have with space based criminal organizations and maybe having a seer running the police may stop that happening here.” 
 
    “So I’m another experiment?” 
 
    “We all are. Jane started us as an experiment, and I guess they never end.” 
 
    Susan chuckled, and we both looked at her. 
 
    “All new units are experiments until they prove themselves. We just don’t let the people in those units know that.” 
 
    “I should forget I heard that then?” asked Serena. 
 
    Susan gave her a double eyebrow lift, and wandered off. 
 
    “Are you really okay, Bud?” 
 
    “I’m good. See you at breakfast?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    She went off as well, but as I watched her go, I doubted it would be always. In fact, I hoped not. They all deserved someone special to go home to every day, and once they found them, meals with the team would start to become infrequent. Or bigger, as their partners joined us as well. I chuckled to myself. Only time would tell on that one. 
 
    “Cosmic wool gathering?” asked Jane. 
 
    “No. Just pondering the future for the team.” 
 
    “Well I can’t help you with that. But I do have a question.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “What the hell did you do to me?” 
 
    “Sorry, what? I’ve done nothing to you.” 
 
    “You had to have. I have two sets of memories for the last two days. And the first set are traumatic. I’ve never in my life lost it like I remember doing, even if I also remember nothing happening to lose it over. Only you could have done that to me.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea how that happened. I merged Leanne and my own memories back into ourselves, but it was just supposed to be the two of us. There were only the two of us there for the magic to effect.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “Maybe a higher wanted you to have those memories.” 
 
    “They want me traumatized?” 
 
    “Who’s to know? But can’t you just shunt them into protected storage and not access them again?” 
 
    “I did. A few minutes ago, after talking to Leanne.” 
 
    “Feel better now?” 
 
    “Yes. But it’s very unnerving knowing I can fall apart like that.” 
 
    “Welcome to how the rest of us feel.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess.” 
 
    “Hang on, when did you get the extra memories?” 
 
    “The same time Earth changed.” 
 
    “Definitely wasn’t me then. Looks like a higher did want you to have them. These things happen for a reason. Maybe you’ll find out sometime.” 
 
    She nodded, looked like she was going to say something, but changed her mind, and walked off. Syrinx and Tanith took her place. 
 
    “Our people are settling into hardly used towers here on Haven,” she said. “At least until we figure out where we should settle.” 
 
    “Haynes is on our side for mine to return to Kelewan,” added Tanith. “He just needs to confirm it after he gets crowned.” 
 
    “And Gitte is pushing for our return to Karn.” 
 
    “I sense a but coming.” 
 
    “But we’re thinking it’s time both of our people’s had colonies, and maybe this is the right time to start them. Especially since neither world really has anywhere for us to just move back into.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea. Talk to John Slice about finding you off the grid planets adjacent to your homeworlds. Will you be breaking away completely?” 
 
    “It’s being discussed,” said Tanith. “But with Haynes being the new Mage King, and reforms about to begin, I’m not seeing that as necessary.” 
 
    “I’m going to be talking to the Matriarch and Gitte about that as well.” 
 
    “Let me know if I can help.” 
 
    “I will,” they both said together. 
 
    They went off in separate directions, but I noticed Haynes and Gitte were having what looked like a deep conversation. 
 
    No-one stepped up to talk to me, and I noticed there was now a buffer zone of empty space around me. 
 
    My team all looked happy. 
 
    From disaster had come good. 
 
    Everything was good. 
 
    I chuckled to myself.  
 
    As Jill sometimes mentioned, the other shoe would inevitably turn up in the morning. 
 
    But, today was a good day to party. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Bud will return 
 
    in 
 
    Adrift 
 
    Destiny’s Timemage, Book one. 
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    A Message to my Readers 
 
      
 
    Once again we arrive at the end of a series.  
 
    But not the end of the story.  
 
    The stories about both sides of the time line shift are now complete.  
 
    The circle is complete.  
 
    The Imperium and two galaxies are in place. 
 
    Now where do we go? 
 
    You’ll have to wait and see. 
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this book, I hope you will take the time to leave a review on the Amazon site. All reviews are greatly appreciated, as they help assist purchasing decisions by other readers.  
 
    Sales and reviews help me to focus on my next challenge. I'm a full time novel writer and as such, sales and KU reads pay my bills, and my ability to continue writing is dependent on sales of this series, and what comes after. 
 
    As well as individual book reviews, I hope you will visit the Amazon series page, and leave a series review. The series page can be accessed from any book page. 
 
      
 
    I thank you for your support, and hope you will continue to read my next book. 
 
      
 
    Please join me on Facebook:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/TheHunterImperium/ 
 
    You are welcome to discuss the series on the Facebook Group: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheHunterLegacyUniverse/ 
 
    If you would like to be kept informed of new eBooks, updates and information from The Hunter Imperium universe as it happens (instead of waiting 4 days for Bookbub, or never for Amazon), join my mailing list at http://eepurl.com/bqMgVz. This list is not a newsletter, and is only emailed for new releases or important announcements. 
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    The Hunter Imperium Timeline 
 
      
 
    Approx. 3100 years before Hero to the End 
 
    Yesterday's Spacemage (chapter one) 
 
    Tomorrow's Spacemage 
 
      
 
    646 years before Hero to the End 
 
    The Long Road to Gaia 
 
      
 
    595 years before Hero to the End 
 
    Was that You? (a short story) 
 
      
 
    102 years before Hero to the End 
 
    One Last Battle (a short story) 
 
      
 
    82 years before Hero to the End 
 
    Yesterday's Spacemage 
 
    Today's Spacemage 
 
    Tomorrow's Spacemage 
 
      
 
    10 years before Hero to the End 
 
    NPC PHQ (a Gamelit short story) 
 
      
 
    2 Years before Hero to the End 
 
    Hero at Large 
 
    Hunted Hero Hunting 
 
    Send in the Hero 
 
    Make or Break the Hero 
 
    Hail the Hero 
 
    Burnside's Killer 
 
    Hire a Hero 
 
    Jane's Christmas 
 
    Hero to the Rescue 
 
    Hero at the Gates 
 
    The Long Road to Gaia 
 
      
 
    1 Year before Hero to the End 
 
    Home is Where the Hero Is 
 
    Hero in Darkness 
 
    Hero to the End 
 
      
 
    Here be a time line shift. 
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    The Hunter Imperium Universe Series in the order written: 
 
    The Hunter Legacy 
 
    A.I. Destiny 
 
    The Spacemage Chronicle 
 
    The Hunter Imperium / Imperium Spacemage 
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