
        
            
                
            
        

    
Crossroads
by phouka



Downloaded From: Crossroads on Twisting the Hellmouth




Author/Editor’s Note: This story does not include any of the regular BtVS crowd, though Dawn does make an appearance. It’s specifically for the other members of Dawn’s university cohort, the Ducklings. They get their own adventure suggested by a comment from a previous review. 




This story takes place at the same time as The Summers in Love, but seeing as The Doctor is also involved things get a little wibbly-wobbly timey-wimey when these stories intersect.







Prologue



“You got those transcriptions?” Doctor Jones called out without looking up from his work.




“Here, and here,” a woman answered, dropping a pile of hand drawn pages in front of him. 




Evelyn O’Connell’s work with hieroglyphics was famed throughout the world of Egyptology, though she’d never bothered to pursue an advanced degree in any related field, let alone a professorship that could have won the funding for a dig like this. Her husband, without any degree but with the respect and admiration of a large number of archeologists and anthropologists, sorted through crates of supplies while holding a lantern above his head. Electricity in this part of southern Italy was chancy to say the best, even in the modern year of 1959.




“Where’s the bit from above the lintel?” Jones asked, paging through the pile one at a time. 




“Here,” Mrs. O’Connell said, reaching in and tapping the exactly correct page. “It is interesting, isn’t it?”




“A direct link from Heqet to Hecate?” Jones asked. “Egyptian influence in an untouched Italic tomb dating to pre-Republic times? I’d say it’s a little more than interesting.”




“You know what untouched means?” Mr. O’Connell asked, looking up from the third crate he’d investigated. “It means all the traps still work. If this is an Egyptian tomb, even in Italy, that means there are curses on it. If there are curses on it, then there are traps, and if there are traps, that means we’re not going in.”




“I agree,” said the older Italian woman who was the spine of the operation, handling the hiring, paying, and supplying of all the workers so that Jones and the O’Connells could spend their time pouring over transcribed hieroglyphics, maps of what the dig had uncovered so far on the outskirts of Porto Cesario, and the tiny fragments of lives unseen in four thousand years. “Nothing good can come from this. Once the tomb is uncovered and documented, you should recover it to protect it from looters and leave it alone. The dead should be left to themselves.”




“Don’t tease, Rick,” Evelyn chided him. “It’s not dignified.”




At sixty-something years old, she had no right to look as lovely as an unpicked daisy, but her silver hair had a puckish curl to it, and she looked over the tops of her glasses and smiled with an undimmed prettiness impossible to resist.




“You should listen to Alexandra,” Rick said. “She’s got more brains than the rest of us put together.”




“There’s no such thing as curses,” Jones responded. “Just really determined attempts to scare people off.”




“Why, Indiana, after all your adventures, you’re still a skeptic?” Evelyn asked him. “I met Sallah twenty years ago, and he knows all your secrets.”




“All my secrets from Cairo,” Jones corrected her. “Now where was that biography of Heqet the tomb occupant so thoughtfully provided?”




“Over here,” Evelyn replied, drawing out another sheet and unrolling it. “It’s really very fascinating. There are variations on the Egyptian creation myth that I’ve never encountered before.”




“Heqet is the sister of Hathor and Egeria,” Jones read, his finger following the line of exquisitely drawn forms. “All three are the daughters of Thoth, who stands in opposition to Apophis.”




“Egeria?” Rick asked, having finally found the crate he was looking for. “That’s not an Egyptian name.”




“No, it’s the name of a Roman nymph who advised and later married the second king of Rome,” Jones answered. 




“Well, that doesn’t make a lot of sense,” Rick pointed out.




“Has that ever stopped us?” Evelyn asked.




“Not even once,” he answered.




Alexandra shook her head. “This is such a bad idea.”







When they removed the great stones covering the tomb door, Alexandra—short, stout, and covered from head to toe in widow’s black—insisted on being the first person through. As it had been her sharp eyes which had spotted the fault in the hillside they worked under and saved twenty-four men from being killed in a landslide, the O’Connells and Jones were content to let her be the first in thousands of years to shed light on the hieroglyphics, step on the stones underfoot, and touch the dusty statues and carvings.




“Tell the workers to keep back,” Rick warned the foreman. “And gather up everything we’ll need to shore up the walls. It’s definitely not stable.”




“There are records of several earthquakes in the area in the past thousand years,” Evelyn said, shining her flashlight on the stone blocks above them. Cracks of varying widths ran the length of the hallway. “It stands to reason there were more in the previous millennia.”




“Evy, take a look at this,” Jones called.




She and her husband joined him. The wall painting he studied showed tiny humans giving tribute to a figure before a standing circle filled with water.




“Gate to the heavens?” Jones translated.




“No,” Evelyn said, scanning the symbols. “Stargate. I’ve never seen anything like it.”




“Can you take a picture?” Rick asked. “Only we should spend as little time as possible in here before getting the crew to start shoring things up. I do not like the looks of this place.”




“Not enough light for good photography,” Jones answered. 




“This is…Rick, this is incredible,” Evelyn breathed. “It’s a complete story of how the gods came to Earth through this stargate, the chappa’ai. Thoth, Ra, Apophis, and others, and how they enslaved the people they found.”




“Not the standard story,” Rick answered. “That’s for sure. Come on, Alexandra’s ahead of us.”




When they caught up to her, Alexandra stood at the end of the hallway, her toes at the very edge of the floor carved from the living stone of the hill above them. In front of her was not a wall, a door, or the cover stones preserving the door, but a lightless shadow that fell across the passageway. Nothing in that shadow stirred. It seemed deeper than any chasm, filled with a silent darkness more profound than the bottom of the ocean.




Alexandra stood and slowly drew her hand across the point where the fitful light of their lantern and flashlights met the shadow and failed. 




“Yeah, this does not look great,” Rick said. “Anyone want to break for lunch?”




Jones signalled him to be quiet.




“Kyria,” Alexandra breathed, “parakalo odigos mou.”




Rick, Evelyn, and Indiana exchanged a series of looks. Perhaps it was a trick of the light or a failure of nerves in the cool darkness, but Evelyn would later tell Rick that she was sure she saw Alexandra’s eyes glow as if lit from within, and a much deeper, more resonant voice answer the request of “Mistress, please guide me” with eimai mazi sas, to paidi. “I am with you, child.”




A figure appeared in the darkness, a woman clothed in the finery of a royal Egyptian court. Her eyes were painted thick with kohl, and the pleats of her robe were caught with a gold scarab inlaid with lapis and turquoise. She held a hand up, palm forward, in warning, and spoke in ancient Egyptian.




“‘Stop, mortals,’” Evy automatically translated for the others. “‘This is the prison and sanctuary of Hecate, mistress of the dark ways, guardian of the crossroads.’”




“How the hell,” Rick started, turning around to find what was generating the image.




“Shh!” Indy commanded. “Listen.”




“‘Seek no shelter here,’” Evy continued as the woman’s mellifluous voice swept past them. “‘For it is not mine to give. What knowledge is mine to give may be found in the words at the entrance. Do not look further, for the time is not yet ripe. Seek Egeria. If she is not to be found, seek the chappa’ai. Fear the three great ones: Thoth, Ra, and Apophis.’”




The woman lowered her hand, changed her stance subtly, and then raised it again.




“She’s starting over,” Evy said. “What is an Egyptian goddess with an Italic name doing in a tomb on the Salento peninsula?”




“It’s a recording?” Indy asked. 




He reached forward to wave his hand through the figure when Alexandra grabbed his harm.




“Do not offend the mistress,” she snapped, angry. “We should leave.”




“Indy,” Rick called, “let’s step out long enough to get the workers in here to shore things up.”




Indy scanned the walls.




“Yeah,” he agreed. “Let’s go. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”







“We should not be here,” Alexandra repeated, hitting the table with her fist to emphasize her words. “Already there is talk of graverobbers and organized looting. We cannot protect the site if it becomes known.”




“How can we turn away?” Evelyn asked. “How? We are on the brink of a discovery that will forever change our understanding of both Egyptian and Italic cultures. If we’re to understand any of it, we have to explore that tomb.”




“It is not a discovery,” Alexandra said. “It is a hoax. Someone found an old Messapian tomb and filled it with nonsense.”




“So it’s a hoax, and we have to protect it?” Rick asked, skeptical.




“With picture perfect Old Kingdom hieroglyphics?” Evelyn demanded. “Alexandra, there were symbols there even I’ve never seen before. It would take an expert on Egyptology to fake something like that, and it would still be an obvious fake. This is not.”




“What about the recording of the woman?” Indy asked. “That’s not Old Kingdom technology. Now, I’ve seen a few things that might be comparable, but they weren’t related to pharaonic Egypt or Italy in any way.”




“It is a trick to make you look like fools,” Alexandra told them.




“It’s a trick, all right,” Rick answered. “But I doubt that was the purpose. Look, what we need to do is secure the area and then go back in. I don’t see any use kibitzing over this until we have a better idea what we’re dealing with.”




“I agree,” Evy said.




“Me too,” Indy said.




Alexandra said nothing.







After the moon set and the landscape around the camp had gone dark, Indiana Jones stepped out of the shadow he’d occupied for the last several hours and followed a figure shrouded in black, headed for the tomb entrance. There, he waited a few minutes after the figure had entered and then stooped at the entrance and stepped in, as silent as he could be.




The person in front of him, lantern set beside her skirt on the floor, lowered her shawl from her head and considered the last of the wall paintings before the shadow at the end of the passageway. He watched as she drew her index finger down a long line of drawings and finally pressed on a hieroglyph of a frog.




Recessed lights came on, and the shadow disappeared in a flood of light. Several feet beyond that dividing line, the walls turned gold and ended at a door. The door opened like an iris at a wave of Alexandra’s hand. She looked up and gazed directly at Indiana, even though he still stood in shadow.




“Won’t you join us, Professor Jones?” she asked, her eyes glowing, and then she turned and walked through the doorway.




Once through the doorway, he stood in a chamber with no relation to the tombs he’d seen in Egypt, Italy, or any other spot on the planet. He touched the wall, feeling cold metal that he was sure had to be twenty-four karat gold. Even if all they did was pull off a little trim, they’d just paid for the entire expedition. Some sections of the wall had carved hieroglyphs, retelling the story from outside.




“A remarkable woman, Evelyn O’Connell,” Alexandra said in her deep and grave voice. “Her skill with ancient Egyptian is unparalleled. Had anyone else been along, I might have been able to delay the work with accusations of a hoax long enough to protect my lady’s legacy.”




“You’re a Pagan?” he asked. “You worship Hecate?”




Considering that Hecate was the goddess of magic and the dark arts, it was not a comfortable thing to consider.




She chuckled and shook her head.




“No, Professor Jones, my lady has never required worship. It is only that she rarely suffers fools of any stripe.”




He glanced around the room. There were counters and niches and drawers set in the walls. It looked nothing like a tomb and everything like a workroom of some sort.




“So what are you?” he asked.




“I?” Alexandra replied. “I am what I have said—an old woman, the head of my village with a certain skill for handling the details of a business such as yours and a certain knowledge that is the cumulative result of my years in this land among my people.”




“But that’s not all you are,” Indy said.




“No, it’s not,” she agreed.




She glanced down, and when she looked up again, her eyes glowed white. He felt himself break into a cold sweat.




“Since the age of fifteen, Alexandra has been my companion and caregiver,” the woman continued, her voice much deeper and more resonant. “You are not the first nor the last to find this place that was my prison for so many years. I am Hecate, who was known as Heqet.”




As they stood, staring at each other across the expanse of the room, a tremor shook the stones of the complex, causing dust to sift from the ceiling, and everything to wobble dramatically. Through the stones, they could hear the roar of an engine.




“What—” Indy started.




“Tomb robbers,” Alexandra spat in her normal voice. “They have been watching the dig. They’ve brought heavy equipment in.”




“You know, in my day, heavy equipment meant pickaxes,” Indy said, swearing. “They’ll hear it down at the camp and be up here in another minute. Come on.”




“No, I cannot leave this place undefen—” Alexandra started.




She shook her head, and after blinking, her eyes were lit again.




“Do not be a fool, child,” she told herself. “Leave, now. The complex is too fragile to withstand much more.”




“But your stasis jar,” Alexandra argued with herself and reached for one of the panels as another blow shook the whole place. 




A nearby column toppled, and the ceiling groaned.




“We’re going,” Indy announced, grabbing Alexandra by the arm and dragging her towards the entrance.




Another blow came, this one hard enough to push them against the door jamb.




“Are they trying to collapse the hill?” Indy demanded.




Alexandra looked around, frightened. Whatever she saw, she gasped, grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket and shoved him as hard as she could.







Indiana.




He stirred, his head killing him. It had been a long time since he’d been hung over this bad. Far away, people were knocking frantically, and the noise and vibration felt like a jackhammer inside his skull. It took him a long time to realize that he was in too much pain for a common hangover. His right leg, below the knee, ached and throbbed. His shoulders and back screamed with strain. It was his right eye that hurt the worst, and he couldn’t see a damn thing out of it. When he tried to reach it, he found his hands were trapped—one under his body and one under a pile of broken stones.




Indiana, I need your help.




“What?”




He tried to lift his head and couldn’t. He was trapped under hundreds or thousands of pounds of weight, unable to move more than a few inches in any direction.




Indiana, Alexandra is dead. She saved your life. Without her, I will die, unless you save my life. Will you help me?




He looked around as best he could. Something was terribly wrong with his right eye. He could barely see anything through his left eye, and what he could see made no sense—shimmering black like jeweled scales, a twisting form constantly moving and writhing, tiny wings spreading and folding again.




Indiana, help is coming. You will live either way, but if you do not help me, I will die. If you help me, I will give you my protection and my aid. Please.




“Can’t you just—” he started.




You must consent.




“Yeah, okay, fine,” he said. “I consent.”




There was a movement, across his chest and face, and then a stabbing pain in the back of his throat so sharp he convulsed, trying to get away from it. Then, the voice he’d heard was inside his head.




Thank you, Indiana. I am in your debt. Our rescuers come. Rest until then. I will relieve the pain.




The pain in his eye, his head, his shoulders, back, and leg faded and then abruptly vanished, though he was aware that his muscles weren’t going to answer to anything. Sleep welled up within him and spilled over.




The next thing he knew, lights were shining into his left eye, but he still couldn’t see things in his right. 




“Indy,” Evelyn cried. “Hold on. They’re bringing a stretcher.




Rick jumped down next to him, checked something, and stood up.




“Alexandra’s dead,” he said.




Do not tell them about me, Indiana. I must remain secret.




Evelyn swore, using a compound noun Jones had never even thought of. She must have gotten around more than he’d known. Rick crouched at his side, pressing bandages against the side of his face, and handing things up to Evelyn.




“His right eye’s gone.”




“I can hear you, you know,” Jones said. “Get me a bottle of whisky and an eyepatch, and I’ll be fine.”




“Later,” Evelyn answered. “We’ll get you out of here first. I’m sorry, Indy, but the entire dig is a loss. Everything’s been destroyed.”




He should have been unconscious. Even with the pain under control, he had the sense of waves of exhaustion and grayness washing across him, passing moments when he knew he was no longer in charge of what his body was doing.




“It’ll be okay, Evy,” he heard himself say. “With life’s there’s always hope.”







Chapter One



It was still dark outside when workers, students, volunteers, and fully-fledged archeologists trickled into the area in front of the mess tent to pick up breakfast. Screens draped over tent poles kept the bugs out, and lanterns shone from each table. The mess tent was fully lit, and a line of squinting, sleepy people moved in and then out with bowls or plates of food and cups of coffee.




“Where were you last night?” Cole asked Lee, sitting down at the table.




Lee looked up from the scrambled eggs he wolfed down. “Third level, same room.”




“Diane’s going to have a fit when she finds out you’ve been down there after the dig’s closed for the night,” Cole told him.




On the dig, doctors and undergraduates called each other by first name, something they were still getting used to after the formality of QFU. 




“It’ll be balanced by her happy dance when I figure out where those missing thirty square meters are in that floorplan,” Lee answered.




“Look, just…will you be careful?” Cole asked. “If something happens to you, we won’t know for hours, and if someone asks me directly, I’m not lying for you.”




“I’m a lot safer down there by myself than I am when the klutzes are with us,” Lee replied. “I’m not the one who started that tremor by shoving a couple of columns over to see what would happen.”




Cole subsided unhappily. The tremor last week had struck midday, when the three of them had been exploring the temple of Thoth. Cole and Sabrina had been shaken up, but Lee, off in another room, had a nasty scratch and a bruise on the back of his neck from falling over and hitting a pediment. They’d all had a bad minute or two, wondering if the tremor meant the Mediterranean would breach the buried compound and drown them before they could run the hundred meters back through the tunnel to dry and stable land. 




Between the disastrous end of the previous term and that day of their second week, Lee’s temper had been short, his focus absolute, his patience nonexistent, and his need for sleep steeply diminished. He came back to the camp with Cole, Sabrina, and everyone else at the end of the day’s work, and then, once the camp settled down to sleep in the stifling heat of the night, he picked the lock at the gate, closed it behind him, and went back down to the dig for hours. The last couple of mornings, he hadn’t bothered to return to the tent he shared with Cole. He just took the first spot in the breakfast line and ate like he would be shoveling coal all day.




“Good morning!” Sabrina sang, taking a seat beside Lee.




Salem jumped up on the table and shook himself. 




“Dammit, cat,” Lee snarled. “Either figure out how to shed elsewhere, or I’ll turn you into a footstool.”




“You and what army, boy?” Salem asked, cleaning his ear.




“I brushed him before we came over, Lee,” Sabrina said apologetically. “It’s the heat. He’s shedding more than half his coat.”




Lee glared at Salem for a long moment and then returned to his eggs and bacon without responding. Sabrina glanced up at Cole, worried, but Cole only shrugged and went back to his oatmeal.




“Mom said she thinks they’ll have the south corridor unblocked this afternoon, if everything goes well,” Sabrina said, smiling with good cheer.




“Finally,” Lee muttered.




As he ate, he tapped the fingers of his left hand on the tabletop in an intricate pattern. Sometimes it was a straight riff from pinky to thumb and thumb to pinky. Sometimes it was alternating fingers, and sometimes it was t-t-tap tap tap tap t-t-tap. Cole kept a close eye on him, glancing from his fingers to his face and back.




“Everything okay, Lee?” he finally asked.




“What?” Lee asked.




He looked up, saw the concern on Cole’s face, and grinned, suddenly at ease. 




“Yeah,” he told Cole. “Yeah, bud, everything’s fine. Just,” and here he sighed, “trying to figure out the mystery of that room when none of the hieroglyphics experts can spare fifteen minutes to read the literal writing on the walls. You know, there’s got to be a secret chamber there, but damned if I know how to get in. Anyways, I’m heading down. I’ll see you two there.”




He gave Sabrina a smile too, got up, and walked off, leaving his plate, fork, and cup behind. After smiling at him, both Sabrina and Cole lost their happy faces and looked at each other.




“Sabrina, is there something you can do to check on him?” Cole asked. “Like a spell?”




“You think he’s under a spell?” Sabrina asked. “I don’t know.”




“Well, from the hieroglyphics that have been translated, half the lines are ‘this is cursed, that is cursed, all who read this are cursed, woe be unto he who messes with our curse’,” Cole pointed out, “and there is something seriously wrong with Lee.”




“What do you mean?” she asked. “I mean, he’s kind of off, but…”




“That tapping?” Cole asked. “Dit dit dit dah dah dah dit dit dit? Sabrina, that’s Morse code for SOS.”




She blinked, her face folding with worry.




“You’re sure?” she asked.




“I’ve talked to more than one ghost who was trying to radio for help when they died,” he said, grimly. “Believe me, I know.”




“He smells different,” Salem said, sticking one leg up in the air, the better to clean things.




“Since when?” Sabrina asked.




“Since that tremor,” Salem answered. “Which, by the way, had nothing magical or curse-related to it, and it started before the column was knocked over.”




“Different how?” Cole asked.




Salem paused and considered. “Different. More. Like he’s carrying a pet with him, only I don’t recognize the smell. Fishy, reptilian, gross. You done with your cream, kid?”




“Sure,” Sabrina said, a little numbly, and pushed the little container of cream over to him.







Doctor Daniel Jackson leaned his head back and stared up at his roommate.




“Three emails,” he promised. “Then we can go.”




“Rick Scott specifically states that the best hours to explore the many exhibits of the British Museum are the first ones,” Teal’c replied. “Before the crowds have gathered.”




It really shouldn’t have been a surprise that Teal’c would treat a trip to London as the strategic and tactical equivalent of a two person invasion. He had plotted their itinerary as if it were reconnaissance and reconnoitering, and while delays barely ruffled his calm, Daniel always felt like he was falling short in the eyes of the Jaffa prime. Especially when the delay was caused by him checking his email and finding two or three he just had to reply to.




One of them was forwarded from Brigadier General Samantha Carter, which meant he opened it first. He scanned the first few lines, curiosity piqued by the mention of a marked increase in applications and approvals for new digs in Egypt. Sam had attached several satellite photos of the sites in question.




“Huh,” he said, considering the first of several pictures.




“Something interests you, Daniel Jackson,” Teal’c observed.




“Well, it looks like with the declassification of several old time spy satellites which are now being booked for what’s called remote sensing,” Daniel said, “there’s a lot of new sites being discovered in Egypt.”




Teal’c considered this.




“Egypt is one of the original sites of the Goa’uld colonization,” he stated. “Along with the Italic and Peloponnesian peninsulas and parts of what is now referred to as the Middle East.”




“Exactly,” Daniel answered. “Most of it’s looking at stuff that’s Middle and Late dynasties, but there could always be…”




On the third photograph, he stopped. It was a site along the coastline of Egypt, on the Mediterranean, twenty miles from the current delta of the Nile. He scrolled through the selection of shots, comparing LIDAR with INSAR with plain black and white photography. His eyes moved back and forth over the pictures, and then he clicked through several screens, pulled up his VPN, connected, typed in a series of passwords, opened several new windows, and started typing. 




“Something concerns you,” Teal’c said, taking a seat next to him.




“It’s probably nothing,” Daniel said, hoping it was. 




Really, please, he thought. Be nothing. Nothing at all. Just a Roman port like the one at Heraclion, destroyed by an earthquake and covered up by the Mediterranean Sea. Come on.




The United States military was very stingy with the kind of security clearances it gave that allowed him to access the information he was looking for. If he’d asked, for instance, for something related to Egypt’s military capabilities, the system would have flatly told him there was nothing for him to see, but since he couched it in terms of academic research and his disciplines, it digested the terms and brought back several possibilities. He checked it against the list in Samantha’s email—Diane O’Connell?




Oh. Crap.




He still remembered Diane, one of the few archaeologists who hadn’t erupted with laughter at his theories. She’d warned him what the price of his iconoclasm would be and told him to gather all the evidence he could before presenting it, and when he’d proven short on evidence and long on theory, he’d gotten exactly the kind of reception that she’d described. Except, she hadn’t joined in. In private, she’d listed the criticisms he’d receive and what he would need to do to refute them. She’d even named the names in the smallish world of Egyptology that would be irresistibly drawn into academic battle with him and how vicious they could be. And she’d been right.




One thing he knew, if she was on a dig at this site, it was no fluke. She’d have her dates established, she’d have every single duck in a row, quacking in four part harmony, before she published a damn thing. He threw a query at the system, knowing it would turn him down. The cursor blinked at him for several long seconds, and then let him in. Shocked, he clicked through the directories available on an invisible NSA backup of Doctor O’Connell’s computer.




When he opened the folder titled “Pictures” and brought up the viewer, his small hope died a cold and lonely death.




Ra, Apophis, system lords galore, Setesh, Anubis, and finally the chaos of the Goa’uld empire thrown down and defeated across the galaxy, and they’d finally struck something of a balance, only to deal with the Replicators, the Ori, the Wraith, and the death of the Asgard, and it was finally, finally calm enough to really focus on extending the mission of Stargate Command, and…now this?




Teal’c only watched as he dug through his bag and then his pants and then his desk for his cellphone. He dialed and waited, checking his watch and mentally subtracting the hours and wincing when he realized what time it was in Cheyenne. Still, Sam rarely kept normal hours, even as the commander, and—




“Sam?” he asked when the line picked up. “Sam? It’s Danie—”




His expression changed, and he stared at his phone for a moment. The voice coming out of it was very definitely not female and not happy.




“Uh…Jack?” he asked, carefully.




He got an earful.




“Yeah, sorry about that,” he agreed, pushing his glasses back up on his nose. “Can I talk to Sam, please? It’s really important.”




He waited a moment. The next voice on the line, while slurred with sleep, was definitely the person he wanted to talk to.




“Yeah, Sam,” he greeted her, “listen, these sites you sent me, one of them’s bad. We need to get a team out there right now to secure it, and I think it would be best if me and Teal’c went as well.”




One of the many amazing things about Sam was that she adjusted to new circumstances very quickly, and there was almost never any of the sleepy recriminations Jack had slapped on him.




“No, immediately,” he said. “The approval was given in March, which means they’ve been on site for a month. I’m looking at pictures from the site, and the cartouche— What? The system let me in. I don’t know, maybe my security’s been upgraded. Sam, this is important. The cartouche says it’s the temple of Thoth.”




At the mention of Thoth, Teal’c’s eyes widened perceptibly. He got to his feet and began grabbing bags to repack.




“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Daniel agreed, “but those are all the later texts. Look, Thoth isn’t just the god of knowledge. If you go back far enough in Egyptian mythology, he’s the progenitor, like…Zeus or Jupiter or Odin. He’s the father god. He may very well be the goa’uld who colonized Earth to begin with.”




There was a moment’s pause and then a sudden chatter of questions.




“No, there’s no record of him among the system lords since before the revolt against Ra,” Daniel told her. “And his name is invoked only as a curse. Sam, he’s like a boogie man, as bad as Anubis was. If this is his temple, and we don’t have a record of him getting off planet…”




He paused and listened.




“Yes,” he agreed. “Exactly. Is Mitchell back? What about Vala? Do we have anyone in orbit?”




Another pause.




“Okay,” he said. “We’ll be waiting.”




He turned to Teal’c, who raised an eyebrow and waited patiently.




“So, Thoth,” Daniel said.




“Indeed,” Teal’c agreed.




“Sam’s going to roust one of the SG teams and contact the Hammond,” he continued. “They’ll beam us up and then down just outside of the dig. We should be able to go right in.”




“Should, Daniel Jackson, is not will,” Teal’c remarked. “We should not depend on fortune, for it is a fickle ally.”




“You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie, friend,” Daniel said, grabbing his stuff.




Teal’c only raised both eyebrows at his response.







It was a much more agreeable morning hour in Strelsau, and one not quite elderly woman with short silver hair and a gaze like fire hardened steel drew back from her thoughts as she looked out over the Vltava River when her phone rang. 




“Em,” she answered in a clear voice.




She listened for several moments, her eyes focused on nothing particular in the mid-distance.




“I see,” she said. “Rank this as a high priority item. I want updates as soon as they are available. You may interrupt any item on my schedule to do so. Please contact Professor Jones of the Anthropology and Archeology department and Herr Shang of the Thaumaturgy department.”




She ended the call and dialed a new number. When it went to voicemail, she began speaking.




“Mrs. Brown, we spoke several weeks ago regarding your son, Sir Leroy Brown. It appears a situation is developing, and while unlikely, there is the possibility that direct intervention to maintain his well being is necessary. Please make yourself available for consultation at short notice. I will contact you as soon as I have further information.”







Chapter Two



“Does anyone even care that we’re stepping foot onto another sovereign nation’s soil with a heavily armed squad of American military forces that isn’t even currently acknowledged to exist?” Colonel Cameron Mitchell asked. “You’d think the Egyptians would be kind of irritable about that sort of thing.”




He had a kind of down home boy scout charm that shifted all too easily to wise-cracking smart ass, but he’d been the one person capable enough to take over SG-1 after O’Neill’s and Carter’s promotions out of the ranks of Stargate teams.




“We brought Egypt into the IOA two years ago,” General Carter told him. “So we’re covered by treaty and can take unilateral action if there’s an immediate threat. It helps that the site’s away from any large civilian population.”




“And no one thought, ‘oh gosh, I wonder if there might be any leftover goa’uld installations on the Tau’ri home planet in the areas where the goa’uld ruled for several thousand years, maybe we should check?’” Vala Mal Doran asked, hooking up her tactical harness and attaching her P90.




“Naquadah powered technology can only be detected if it’s active or within five meters of the surface,” Carter told her. “Cover it with five or more meters of water when it’s inactive, and we can’t pick it up. The majority of this site is actually off the coast. The tip off that Daniel spotted was that a significant portion of the ruins are so intact that the archeology team has been able to explore what’s buried under the sea floor.”




Mitchell glanced up at her.




“That kind of integrity implies a ship,” he said.




She nodded. “And according to Daniel, there’s no record of a human revolt against Thoth on Earth and no record of Thoth taking any leadership role among the system lords after the last revolt against Ra drove the goa’uld off planet. Teal’c confirms that almost guarantees that Thoth never left the Earth. If he’s in the general population, he may be keeping an eye on the site, so we want it secure. If he’s in stasis on the ship, we absolutely have to secure him before he can pose a threat to the archeology team or anyone else.”




“General Carter,” the commanding officer of the Hammond called, “Doctor Jackson and Teal’c are now aboard.”




“We’ll meet them in the transporter room, Colonel Franklin,” she responded. “Please take us to the requested coordinates for beaming down.”







“He’s not under any spell or curse,” Sabrina whispered to Cole.




Salem wound his way through their legs while they talked very quietly in the corridor outside what they called the throne room. The walls around them were rich with hieroglyphs covered in gold leaf. Lee paced back and forth near the end of the corridor, waiting for the workers to move the debris blocking one of the secondary corridors that most likely ran along the backside of the throne room. 




As Lee had pointed out, the main corridor ran further north than the throne room did by five meters, and it was possible to see past the blockage—debris from a ceiling and wall collapse and a great deal of sand—and gauge the corridor as being longer than the six meters width of the throne room. There was potentially thirty square meters of space unaccounted for, depending on how thick the walls were.




Cole frowned, worried, and shook his head.




“I don’t know what to do, Sabrina,” he said. “I mean, maybe he hit his head a little too hard last week. Maybe we should get him to a doctor.”




“That doesn’t account for what Salem smells,” she pointed out.




“Well, it would be helpful,” Cole told the black cat, “if you could be a little more specific about what you smell.”




“Fine,” Salem said, lashing his tail. “It’s more of a thurdig smell, not quite a fifth above briffy and with overtones of shmass. Does that help?”




“Those aren’t even real words,” Sabrina complained.




“They are when you’ve got a better nose than a hairless ape, monkey girl,” Salem answered.




Doctor O’Connell joined them, and her expression and body language did not bode well.




“What’s going on with your friend, Sabrina?” she asked.




“We don’t know,” Sabrina admitted, looking down the poorly lit corridor to where Lee paced.




“Well, I’m about to kick him out,” she told her daughter. “He can sit in the camp and twiddle his thumbs for the rest of the day, and if I don’t see a real significant change in attitude tomorrow, I’m expelling him from the project and lodging a formal complaint with his tutor.”




Both Sabrina and Cole winced.




“Talk to him,” Doctor O’Connell told them. “I won’t put up with a volunteer treating the dishwasher the way he treats grad students.”




There was a sudden flurry of activity at the blockage as the last major piece was removed and the shoring timbers knocked into place with heavy mallets. Lee pushed past the other people waiting to go in.




“Dammit,” O’Connell swore and strode back. “Brown, get your ass back out here, right now.”







“Moving in,” Mitchell murmured over his mic as his team advanced on the site. “Minimal support staff outside.”




No one wanted to involve civilians, especially academics, in a potential firefight. It was imperative to get them out as quickly as possible. The few workers that saw them went wide eyed with fear, and Daniel broke off to speak with them. He rejoined the team at the chain link fence around the entrance to the site. The soil around them was mostly scrub and sand with a few swampy spots the lower the ground. Just ahead of them, the Mediterranean washed across a shoreline filled with reeds. There was one long dock, off to the west.




“The entrance leads to a wide passageway that opens up into a subterranean complex,” Daniel told them. “They haven’t seen anything unexpected. The team’s on the third level down, working on a blocked corridor. There are a dozen workers, Doctor O’Connell, two of her doctoral students, three graduate students, and three more undergrads from an unaffiliated school. There’s a team of divers working off that pier. The man I spoke to has sent word to get them out of the water.”




“Okay,” Mitchell said, “we do this nice and friendly. We are evacuating due to a nearby chemical spill. Clear the dig site and secure it. Once they’re out, nobody goes back in.”




Everyone nodded their understanding, and Mitchell led them in.







“Lee, come on,” Sabrina pled. “My mom’s going to send you back to Strelsau if you don’t stop breaking rules.”




“Don’t care,” Lee answered, going over the hieroglyphics. “Now, where is it?”




“Maybe you could tell us what you’re looking for,” Cole suggested.




He and Sabrina exchanged a look. Sabrina’s mom had given them five minutes to get Lee out of the newly opened room before she had two of her burlier workers drag him out. 




“You wouldn’t recognize or understand it,” Lee said. 




Just as Cole steeled himself to grab Lee and remove him however necessary, Lee pressed a series of symbols on the wall, and a panel slid open. The uncovered niche was lit from within, and Lee reached in and took out a tangled piece of jewelry he pulled onto his left hand, settling the bracelets around his wrist, two large gemstones on the palm and back of his hand, and the rings on each finger and thumb. Then he took out a hand weapon, tucked it into his belt, and reached further into the niche, doing something that caused a doorway to appear and open on the far side of the room.




“How did you…” Sabrina started. “Mom! Mom! You’ve got to see this!”




“Not this time, Sabrina,” Lee said, closing the first niche.




He came up behind Cole first, put his hand on Cole’s shoulder and pinched a very specific point where his shoulder and neck met. Cole’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell to the ground in a heap. Sabrina looked back, gasped, and tried to run. Lee stepped over Cole’s prostrate body, grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her back into the room.




“The boy likes you,” he said, pulling her up against him, “so I’m going to use you for leverage.”




She squirmed, trying to kick, trying to push away from him, but he only smiled, and his eyes glowed white for a moment.




“Nighty-night,” he said, and gave her a nerve pinch as well.




He let her fall to the floor, looking up when he heard Salem’s seething growl. Before the cat could launch himself at Lee, Lee kicked, catching Salem by the ribs and launching him out of the room. The black cat hit the far wall of the corridor and fell motionless to the ground.







“No!” Diane O’Connell yelled into her walkie-talkie. “Drop what you’re doing and go. This isn’t a drill. Make sure everyone on your team evacuates as well. Don’t waste time arguing. Do it!”




She turned to Daniel. “My daughter and two of her friends are on the third level. One of them, Lee Brown, went into a section that hasn’t been cleared, and they’re trying to talk him out. I’m going to expel him for his behavior.”




“What behavior?” Daniel asked as workers and students began trotting past them.




“Just…asshole stuff,” she said. “Refusing to follow instructions, being an arrogant jerk, getting into stuff he shouldn’t, breaking rules.”




“Has he always been that way?” Daniel prodded her. 




“No,” Diana answered. “He’s extremely bright, and he was getting along with everyone until last week. There was a tremor, scared everyone silly. When Sabrina and Cole reached him, he’d been hurt in a fall. Sabrina wants to get him to a doctor, but the ca—”




“What does he look like?” he demanded.




She blinked at him. “Daniel, he’s just a kid, a jerk, sure, but—”




“There’s no time to explain,” Daniel barked. “What does he look like?”




“Uh, tall, skinny, muscular,” she managed. “He wears glasses, he’s got short brown hair and brown eyes. He’s wearing a gray t-shirt and cargo shorts.”




“Okay,” Daniel said. “Now get out of here and take your people with you. As soon as we have the site secured, I’ll explain everything to you. And make sure those divers are out of the water!”




He ran for the steep stairwell, touching his mic.




“Mitchell, we’ve got a possible goa’uld,” he yelled as he ran. “Lee Brown. Tall, skinny kid, wears glasses.”




“Tell me about it!” Mitchell yelled back. “We just walked into his line of fi— Shit! Take cover!”




A hard lurch shook the building, almost throwing Doctor Jackson off the stairs. Sand sifted out from the joins between enormous blocks of stone, and he could feel a rumble under his feet. He took the last half flight at a jump, landing and running in one motion, and pulled his zat. After several twists in the corridor, he came across three workers and a student, all of them dazed and having a hard time standing.




“Mitchell?” he called on the mic. “Mitchell, do you copy? Teal’c! Vala!”




There was no answer. The people in the passageway looked up at him, confused and unsteady.




“Get out of here,” he instructed them, turning the first towards the stairs and giving him a push. “Get back up to the surface. Don’t wait for anyone. Go!”




“The others went down that turn.” The remaining student pointed. “There was a flash of light, and…I can’t…I fell over.”




He grabbed the man by his collar, pushed him to one of the native workers, who was in better shape and yelled in Arabic. “Ejl! Addibh!” Go! Hurry!




When he reached the last corner, he pressed himself against the wall and peered around. There was no new rubble, only what the workers had cleared previously. A black cat lay, probably dead, on the floor, and a pair of feet—Vala’s—were dragged past the open doorway into another chamber. He made a dash for it, only to be brought up short by a shot from a zat’nik’tel. Gloating laughter floated out from the room.




Thoth, using Lee Brown as a host, looked around the corner of the door jamb, his weapon pointed squarely at Daniel.




“Must have really sucked all those years,” Thoth said, “being right, knowing it, and never being vindicated.”




“Yeah, it did,” Daniel agreed with him. “But there are plenty who know what’s going on, and the galaxy’s a lot different than you probably remember it. Right now, no one’s got it in for you, but if you kill a bunch of people, we’ll bring you down and hand you over to the Tok’ra. Pretty sure you don’t want that.”




Thoth laughed again.




“I’ve got a brand new host in prime condition, four humans and one Jaffa to pull information out of and trade off later, and a whole lot of plans that don’t include you,” he said. “Now be a good little human, Doctor Jackson, and run.”




The door panel closed and lit up as a wave of energy sealed it. A shield, which almost certainly meant that he was in a separate ship, and when he took off, the sea would rush in. The floor under his feet vibrated with an engine’s basso-profundo rumble, and he turned and ran, grabbing the cat without thinking. 




“Hammond, come in,” he yelled into his mic. “General Hammond, this is Doctor Jackson, please respond!”




He was too far underground and underwater for the connection, so he focused on running and climbing as fast as he could. As he ran, limp cat tucked under one arm, the vibrations from the engine grew until he could barely keep his feet. Sand and gravel underfoot danced against the stone. He heard and felt the walls behind him tear apart as the ship Thoth piloted abandoned its mooring. Enormous blocks of sandstone collapsed against one another. There was a sudden gust of cool, moist air against his back as he got to the stairs, and then the waters of the Mediterranean poured in like an avalanche.




Daniel clawed his way up the steep stairs two levels up, as fast as he could, as the stairwell behind him began filling with turbulent water and more water poured down the stairs from the breach above. By the time he reached the top level, he was soaked.




“Move!” he screamed at the remaining soldiers. “Move!”




Every person in the site ran for their lives, back up the long passageway that led to the dig, with sand, water, and mud dripping through the cracks in the stones, not pausing until they were out, back on solid ground, with the blue waves of the Mediterranean Sea fifty yard away. 




A shape rose from the churning waters, but before he could make it out, it disappeared in another wave of energy—shielded and cloaked.




“Hammond!” Daniel yelled into his mic again.




“This is the Hammond,” a voice replied. “Go ahead.”




“This is Doctor Jackson,” he gasped. Someone took the cat, now stirring feebly. “Thoth’s got a host and an Al’kesh. He took Mitchell, Vala, and Teal’c, and he’s got two others with him. Can you lock onto them?”




There was a pause, and he could imagine the chaos on the bridge of the General Hammond.




“Negative,” the voice responded. “Whatever cloak he’s using, we haven’t encountered it before. We can’t pick up a signal from the ship, the naquadah, or the lifeforms on board.”




“Can you scan the offshore ruins and pull out anyone trapped?” he asked.




“Daniel, we’ve already transported three divers out of danger,” Sam replied on the same frequency. “We can’t get readings off the site due to the depth of the water. Over.”




“Understood,” he answered. “Over.”




He clicked off the mike just as Doctor O’Connell rejoined him. 




“Where the hell is my daughter?” she demanded. “Where the hell are the rest of my people, Doctor Jackson? What is going on?”




She was covered in dust and fine sand, and her shoes and the bottoms of her shorts were soaked, a good indication that she’d been among the last civilians to evacuate the site.




“Your daughter and her friends are alive,” he told her. “To the best of my knowledge. They’re trapped, and I’m working on getting them back.”




“Trapped?” she repeated. “Daniel, what the hell is going on. I saw something rise out of the water, and it sure as hell wasn’t a Middle Dynasty pyramid.”




Someone nearby groaned in pain.




“Oh, I have got to quit drinking so much gin this early in the day.”




“Diane, I need you to gather everyone on your dig and take roll,” he told her. “We need to know if anyone’s missing.”







M cursed under her breath and put the handset back in its cradle. Of all the blasted things to go wrong, this was one of the worst and least expected. Yes, there were contingency plans, but in this specific case, they had been gathering dust for nearly four decades.




“Professor Jones, ma’am,” her secretary murmured, and led the old man in.




Henry “Indiana” Jones, Junior, was still a tall, rangy man. He could have passed for a man in his early seventies instead of his true age, which was somewhere past one hundred and ten. He wore one of his ratty cardigans over an equally elderly cotton twill shirt. He could still run a dig with the best of them and run from danger as well, but even with the help he received, he couldn’t escape the toll time took.




“How bad?” he asked, taking a seat in front of her desk.




She paused, and he crossed his legs, getting more comfortable.




“Come on, Em,” he said. “Everyone here knows this gig was never forever. Spill it.”




“It appears that Doctor O’Connell’s dig uncovered Thoth’s temple,” she said. “Whether Thoth was in stasis or preserved through some other method is unclear, but he was somehow freed, and he took a host. Sir Leroy Brown.”




A hard glitter lit Jones’s eye, and his demeanor changed.




“He’s taken prisoners—including Lady Sabrina Spellman, Sir Cole Sear, and three members of the Stargate Command team sent to secure the site—and he’s escaped in what appears to be a modified Al’kesh. They had not encountered the stealth technology he used before,” she told him.




Jones studied his shoes for a moment, and when he looked up, his eye glowed, and his voice changed, adding a deeper, resonant reverberation.




“They won’t have any idea where he’s gone to,” he said. “Or where he’ll go next. I want him.”




“Understood, madam,” M answered, her hands still over her papers. “There is the issue, however, of Doctor Jones’s health and stamina. His health, while excellent for his age, is far too frail for the travails of this sort. You of all people must know this.”




Jones glanced down, and when he looked back up, his eye had returned to normal.




“We both get it,” he told her, his gravelly voice back in its expected register. “She’ll need a new host. Once she’s gone, I’ll have a few months, tops.”




“Indiana,” M began, one of the few times in her life she was at a loss for words.




“Em,” he cut her off, “that’s been the deal from the start. She’s given me thirty or forty extra years of life, good years. I’ve been active, mostly pain free, and doing what I’ve always loved. The only thing she’s ever asked is that if I couldn’t get her to Thoth when the time came, I give her to someone who could. Lee’s a good kid. I won’t see him enslaved by a goa’uld if there’s something I can do to help.”




She nodded, momentarily unable to speak. When she looked back up, Jones’s symbiote, whom M had only ever spoken to a handful of times, had taken control.




“You have a recommendation for a new host?” the symbiote asked with Jones’s mouth.




“As a matter of fact, I do,” M answered. “How would you feel about Sir Leroy’s mother, Elizabeth Brown?”







One of the mixed blessings of being on SG-1 was that you became familiar with several types of alien technology, sometimes up close and personal. Goa’uld stun grenades were not concussive. They released a calibrated light and sound barrage that caused human brains to shut down due to overstimulation. There were times the Goa’uld wanted their humans in one piece, and it was usually because they needed a new host or wanted information.




The upside, as Mitchell dragged himself back to consciousness, was that he knew exactly what had taken him down. The downside was the blistering headache waiting for him, and he knew from experience that nothing short of a three day nap in a dark room with an ice pack was going to get rid of it.




He was laying on his side, hands and feet bound. He opened his eyes a crack and looked around. Teal’c’s boots were just in front of his face.




“It’s all right,” Vala said. “You can sit up if you like. He’s not in the compartment.”




Vala had been behind him and must have been slightly shielded from the stun barrage if she were already awake. Teal’c had gotten the worst of it.




“Oh, just cannot get enough of that fun stuff,” he groaned, getting a shoulder and foot on the deck of the compartment they were in, and levering himself up.




It took him a few moments to adjust to the new, exquisitely painful pounding in his head and blink until he could see straight.




“Who’re the kids?” he asked Vala. “And where’s Jackson?”




“He was delayed talking to the lady in charge,” Vala said. “I think the boy and girl are members of the dig.”




Mitchell considered them. College age, healthy, handsome and/or pretty as it was almost impossible not to be at that age. The boy, taller than him and just starting to put on some muscle, with ash brown hair marked with an odd white lock on the side of his head, had a little puddle of drool under his mouth. His brows were drawn together, like he was dreaming something unpleasant. From his boots, shorts, and t-shirt, Mitchell figured him for American, though he’d wait to hear his accent.




The girl, with long blonde hair, looked American too from her clothes and jewelry, but unlike the boy who was bound at the wrists and ankles like the rest of them, she was gagged, blindfolded, and had a pair of headphones set on her head, blocking out sound. All five of them, Vala, Mitchell, Teal’c, the girl, and the boy, were shackled to the back wall of the al’kesh’s cargo hold. 




“Well, that’s all kinds of weird,” Mitchell said. “Didn’t think I’d run into a goa’uld with such a specific kink.”




“I know,” Vala said. “Usually, they’re all ‘bathe her and bring her to my chamber’. I mean, they like to pretend they’ve got some class.”




The boy stirred, trying to bring his hands forward and failing, and then struggling against his bonds.




“Easy, kid,” Mitchell advised. “Just try opening your eyes and getting your bearings.”




After a moment, he opened his eyes, and then he slowly pulled himself up.




“Where’s Lee?” he asked. 




“Skinny kid with the glasses?” Mitchell asked.




“Yeah.”




Vala grimaced. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but we’ve got some bad news about your friend. He’s been taken over by a goa’uld.”




To Mitchell’s surprise, the young man didn’t demand to know what they were talking about or refuse to believe him. He blinked a couple of times. For a long moment, he stared at Teal’c and blinked some more. Then he checked on the girl beside him, nudging her and getting no response.




“Okay,” he said. “What’s a goa’uld?”







“You’re joking,” Elizabeth Brown said, staring flatly at M. 




“I am not,” M responded.




“Then you’re bluffing,” she said, eyes darting back and forth as she took in the details of the office.




“While there are circumstances in which I might bluff,” M told her, “this is not one of them. Your son is in terrible danger. Should we fail to rescue him, he will suffer a fate worse than death, for we are well aware that the hosts the goa’uld take remain conscious and unable to affect any action while they experience everything the goa’uld does with their body.”




“How do you know this goa’uld,” and Mrs. Brown stumbled over the pronunciation, “will use him like that? How do you know this thing is as evil as you say?”




“Because that is what they are,” M replied. “That is what they do. It is their nature. There is only one small branch of the goa’uld, called the Tok’Ra, who refuse to prey on hosts as the rest do. Professor Jones carries one such.”




The professor looked up, his eye glowing white, and when he spoke, his voice shifted to something even deeper and more resonant.




“I am no Tok’Ra,” he said. 




He stood and held his arms out to his sides. 




“The Tok’Ra are the offspring of my sister, Egeria,” he continued. “She was convinced Ra had defeated our father, Thoth, for all time, but I knew otherwise. While she left Earth and spread her children among the stars, I remained here, on Earth, guarding against the inevitable return of our father. I am Hecate.”




“The Hecate?” Mrs. Brown asked. “The goddess of witchcraft, poisons, and necromancy?”




“Magic, herblore, and the spirit world, if you please,” Hecate replied. “And also the crossroads, where all must choose and take the consequences. In Egypt, I was Heqet, the goddess of childbirth. I am female, and I usually chose a female host, though Doctor Jones’s timing was too good to pass up.”




Lee’s mother stared at Professor Jones. After a moment, he ducked his head, and when he looked up, his eye no longer glowed, and his stance changed to something less formal and more easy going.




“Katie and I met up in Greece in nineteen fifty-nine,” he told her. “That was just after my sixtieth birthday. Hekate’s healing powers have kept me alive and a lot younger than I would be otherwise.”




“You’re still missing an eye,” Mrs. Brown pointed out.




“Am I?” Jones asked.




He lifted the eyepatch and displayed the perfectly whole eye underneath. In the daylight of M’s office, it was plain to see that this eye was clearer and healthier than the other, and the iris was a significantly lighter blue.




“The patch is translucent,” he told her. “It’s kind of hard to explain regrowing an eye to the people who saw you lose it. Took a while too, and it wasn’t anything anyone wanted to watch grow.”




Mrs. Brown turned to M.




“You think I can’t rescue my son without this thing?” she demanded. 




“I think you might be able to,” M said, “because I refuse to underestimate you. Yet, there is still a large chance that you will fail on your own. If you take a goa’uld symbiote willingly, then you are impervious to another trying to take you as host against your will. If you take Hecate, you will have a powerful ally with a great deal of knowledge you lack.”




“It’s the best chance for Lee,” Jones told her. “He’s a good kid. I don’t want to see him suffer, and while Stargate Command doesn’t want to kill him to stop Thoth, without your help, they may not have any choice.”




Elizabeth Brown looked from Jones to M and back again.




“This is real?” she asked. 




“You have my word, Mrs. Brown,” M said. “This is all too real.”




“Then I say yes,” she said. “For Lee’s sake.”




Jones closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, there was no sign of Hecate.




“How does this work?” Elizabeth asked.




“Come here,” Jones said, holding his hand out to her. 




She took his hand and stepped close to him. When he touched her face.




“When you feel her,” he said, “don’t fight it. Just let it happen. She’ll guide you through the rest.”




Nervous, Elizabeth nodded. Jones leaned down to her and kissed her on the mouth, cupping her face. For a moment, all it was only a kiss. Then, his mouth shifted across hers, and her eyes flew open. She jerked in surprise, and he held her in place while she pushed at him, trying to get away. When he did release her, falling to his knees, she stumbled back, tearing at her throat with her hands, gasping and coughing.




M went to Professor Jones and helped him back to his feet. Once he was seated at the chair in front of her desk, he put his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.




“Go see to her,” he said. “Make sure she’s okay.”




M turned to Elizabeth Brown, who barely stood upright. When she reached out, Elizabeth waved her off, stumbling a step back.




“Don’t fight it,” M told her. “She has no choice but to take you.”




Elizabeth coughed again, a terrible choking sound. Then she shuddered. After a long moment, she drew herself up, and stood straight and slender. Her eyes glowed white. 




“It is done,” Hecate said with Elizabeth Brown’s altered voice. “The full blending will take some days to complete, but we are begun. Elizabeth and I will depart for Stargate Command immediately.”




“You have our blessings, Hecate,” M told her.




“We thank you,” Hecate answered.




She walked over to Professor Jones and bent over him.




“Indy,” she whispered, stroking back his hair.




He looked up at her.




“Just go, Katie,” he said, his voice rough. “Go find your father and stop him. When you’re done, don’t come back. This is goodbye.”




She kissed his forehead with great tenderness. 




“I love you, my friend,” she told him. “And I am more grateful than I can say for our years together.”




He squeezed her hand and let go. She straightened and left the room. M paused for a moment.




“Go on,” Jones told her. “You’ll need to get her where she’s going. I’ll be okay in a few minutes. I just need a ride home.”




Something told her that he would never be okay again, but she did as he asked and left him, telling her assistant to arrange a driver to take him back to his house. Then she rejoined Elizabeth Brown and Hecate to arrange their travel to Cheyenne Mountain.







Chapter Three



Sabrina had woken up and managed to kneel between Cole and Teal’c when Thoth returned. He’d done away with Lee’s glasses and changed into clothes more befitting his station—a pleated kilt of fine white linen with a belt of gold links, sandals, and a cloth of gold robe with a high collar that billowed behind him when he moved. He’d added kohl around his eyes and gold dust to his hair and was strikingly handsome.




“Aw, you didn’t get dressed up just for us, did you?” Mitchell asked.




“Don’t discourage him,” Vala said, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder. “He’s very pretty. I could use something easy on the eyes for once.”




Teal’c sneered at him. Cole watched, silent and frightened. Sabrina, gagged, blindfolded, and ears blocked, only turned her head a little, trying to judge where the footsteps were coming from.




“The world has changed since I last walked over it,” Thoth said, his voice reverberating with goa’uld power. “And it’s clear from the boy’s memories that my rivals no longer hold sway. You will tell me the state of the system lords. Who holds power, who wars with whom, and what their strengths and weaknesses are.”




He spoke only to Teal’c, and as he did, he brought forth a rod of anguish, prongs glowing.




“I will tell you nothing,” Teal’c answered. “I have survived greater efforts than yours.”




“Oh, I won’t torture you, Jaffa,” Thoth told him. “I know of what stern stuff your race is made. After all, I created you. I won’t even torture your friends. If it comes to that, I’ll use the kara kesh on them, though it is a blunt instrument and likely to leave them damaged.”




Mitchell shrugged and looked bored. Vala blew her bangs out of her eyes. Thoth glanced at them and smiled.




“What I will do is torture the girl,” he told them.




Then he stuck Sabrina with the rod, causing her to arch in agony and scream against the gag.




“Hey!” Mitchell yelled. “She’s got nothing to do with this!”




“Stop it, Lee!” Cole screamed. “Stop it!”




Teal’c glared at Thoth, who matched him, all while he held the rod of anguish against Sabrina’s abdomen. At the count of ten, he released it, and Sabrina collapsed, sobbing.




“You son of a—” Cole began, trying to get to his feet and failing.




Thoth extended his hand, fingers spread to display the jewel over his palm, power pulsing into the air in front of Cole’s forehead. Cole tried to look away and failed, grimaced and let out a groan of pain. When Thoth released him, he collapsed against the wall and didn’t move.




“One boy and one girl,” Thoth continued to the members of SG-1, “completely innocent, victims of bad luck. I can’t even use them as hosts, since they’re both Hok’tar.”




He caught Vala’s glance to Mitchell, and Mitchell’s blink.




“Oh, yes, human,” he said. “The girl’s a witch, and the boy is a spirit talker. I know all the permutations humanity can take. I ruled your kind for four thousand years. However much my daughter, Nirrti, may have coveted their abilities, they are incompatible with goa’uld. Useless. The only purpose I can put them to is leverage for information.”




He stuck Sabrina again, and her screams, muffled as they were by the gag, still rang against the bulkheads of the compartment.




“That’s enough!” Mitchell yelled. 




Thoth pulled the prongs of the rod away and watched with one raised eyebrow.




“Thoth,” Vala said in a very even, very neutral voice, “hurt that child again, and I will kill you.”




He smiled.




“Oh, but you know what it’s like, don’t you, kresh’taa,” Thoth said to her. “The emptiness of losing your master. Speak, or I will wrack the girl until she dies.”




“There are no more system lords,” Mitchell said. “The goa’uld are defeated and scattered. The Free Jaffa Nation has control over more than half the former goa’uld worlds, and the others are either on their own, have joined as allies to Earth, or are part of the Lucian Alliance.”




Shocked, Thoth stood straight up. Then his eyes narrowed in consideration.




“You’re lying,” he said.




“He is not,” Teal’c answered. “Ra, Apophis, Yu, Osiris, Hathor, Ba’al, and all the other system lords are dead. Many fell to the Jaffa, many to the Tau’ri, and the remainder to Anubis. Anubis was defeated by one of the Ancient Ones, and the few remaining goa’uld hold little power.”




Thoth studied him for a long moment, considering. Then he smiled.




“I will verify your information, human,” he said, grinning. “If it is true, my plans have borne fruit beyond my wildest expectations.”




He left them, the door sealing behind him.




“Why do they always have to talk like that?” Mitchell asked no one in particular.







“Where are you going, Daniel?” Diane demanded, grabbing him by the back of his shirt and refusing to let go.




The black cat he’d rescued from Thoth’s tomb was surprisingly alive, perched on Diane’s shoulders with its claws dug in and a low growl rumbling in its throat. Diane was trailed by two of her doctoral students, gibbering with panic and dismay over the loss of their site, the missing students, and reports of an honest-to-Ra UFO emerging from the Mediterranean and then disappearing.




“I have to report back,” he said. “We’re going after your daughter and her friends. Look, I’ll ex—”




“Not without me you’re not,” she countered. “And don’t pawn me off with some feeble excuse, Jackson. You disappeared too completely for someone who’d only had their theory discredited, and you don’t just show up in the middle of this, this…phantasmagoria and not have some idea what’s going on.”




“Diane, I can’t,” he answered, taking her by the shoulders. “There are national security concerns at stake, and it’s far too dangerous to bring a civilian into—”




“I’m not a civilian!” she yelled. “I have nearly thirty years of field experience in third world countries. I’m an anthropologist, an archaeologist, and a Egyptologist, and I was raised by two of the preeminent experts on Egyptology in the world. This is my world, Daniel. I know it as well or better than you do, and my daughter is out there!”




“Diane,” he started, completely at a loss for what to say.




“I want my goddaughter back, you pencil necked geek,” the cat growled. “And if I have to, I’ll carve out your head and wear you like a suit to do it.”




Daniel did a double take and stared at the cat. It stared back at him with mad, golden eyes.




“Did…did the cat…just talk?” he asked.




“Yes, Daniel,” Diane answered. “The cat just talked. It just so happens that whatever you’ve been up to the past ten years, there are still things in heaven and on Earth that aren’t dreamt of in your philosophy.”




“What is it?” Daniel asked, stupefied.




“What it is, boy,” the cat said, “is extremely pissed off and waiting to take it out on someone. If you don’t get moving, I’ll start with you.”




He made a snap decision, one that he knew would get him yelled at by any number of individuals at Stargate Command, including Sam, but his track record ought to stand him in good stead. 




“Okay, we leave, you come with me,” he said, “and we won’t be back for days at a minimum.”




“Heidi!” Diane called.




One of the panicked doctoral students stepped forward.




“You’re in charge of the site,” she ordered. “Get ahold of M at Queen Flavia University and Sternholtz at the Jeffersonian for help. Recover what you can, secure it, and ship it out. Send everyone home. Do your best to keep a lid on what everyone saw. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”




Daniel walked her away while she continued shouting orders, but as soon as line of sight was cut, he opened his mic.




“Hammond, this is Jackson,” he announced. “I’ve got myself, another person, and a cat to bring up. Over.”




“Doctor Jackson,” the Hammond communications officer responded, “please confirm, did you say ‘cat’? Over.”




“Confirmed,” he replied. “Two humans, one house cat. Over.”




“Doctor Jackson, this is Hammond, bringing you up now.”




The world filled in with silver-white light.







“Experimental gravity sensors aren’t picking anything up,” General Carter explained, “but whether or not they can find something of that Al’kesh’s size is up for debate. He may not have left the planet.”




“What about Antarctica?” Daniel asked, as they fast walked to the command center.




Diane kept up with them while rubbernecking, but only just.




“They’re looking, but they haven’t spotted anything yet,” Sam answered. “We’ve forwarded them everything we’ve got on Thoth’s al’kesh, but the energy signatures don’t line up with anything on file, so they’re having to keep a very broad eye on the sky.”




“What’s the delay getting us back to Cheyenne?” he asked. 




“IOA instructed me to pick up someone from Strelsau,” Sam told him, as she led the party into the Command Center. “Unique perspective and special value for the situation.”




An enlisted member of the USAF who’d been waiting in the compartment came to attention and saluted General Carter, who saluted back. She was in full off-world kit with tactical gear, helmet, P90, sidearm, and a backpack stuffed full with survival gear. The backpack and helmet were piled in a chair. The rest she wore, looking as comfortable as if she were in a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt.




“At ease,” the general said. “And they requested that this particular airman, Senior Airman Hauser, be assigned to this mission. Hauser is a member of SG-8, joined only seven months ago.”




“Airman,” Daniel greeted the young woman.




She nodded in return.




“Airman, can you shed a little light on why your presence would be requested?” Sam asked. “The IOA and Strelsau were less than forthcoming.”




“No, ma’am,” the airman responded. “I haven’t been briefed on the mission yet, so I’m not very well informed.”




“General,” a staff sergeant said, opening the door into the compartment. “We’ve picked up our guest from Strelsau.”




He held the door while an elegant woman of later years stepped through. The airman’s response was instantaneous.




“General, step back!”




She had her sidearm out and trained on the woman, who only blinked and then smiled with delight. 




“Sally Kimball! So this is where you got to,” she said in a pleasant and motherly voice. “I’d no idea you were interested in the military.”




Daniel had shoved Diane and her cat back until they were up against the wall. Sam and her adjunct officer had stepped back, wary.




“Airman, explain yourself,” Sam ordered.




“Ma’am,” the airman answered, “that woman is Elizabeth Brown of Idaville, Florida. She’s currently number four on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, and there are warrants out for her from every jurisdiction she’s ever crossed.”




“Number four?” Elizabeth asked. “I’m down from three? What happened?”




“There was a church bombing in New Jersey before I left,” Diane said. “Seven people killed.”




Everyone, including Sam, looked back and forth between the armed airman, the point of her pistol never wavering, and Elizabeth Brown, who only smiled at the airman with fond pride.




“It really is good to see you again, Sally,” she said, sobering. “But you should know that Lee’s in terrible danger.”




“And why is she calling you Sally?” Sam asked. “Your record shows your name is Brittany.”




“Because,” the airman said, “I joined Witness Protection after my boyfriend and I testified against her and she tried to kill me on three separate occasions.”




“Sally, really,” Elizabeth chided, “I tried to kill Bugs. Which I would have managed if you hadn’t been so scrupulous about security. I only tried to scare you off.”




Daniel and Sam’s eyes met across the room. They’d been through an incredible amount together, and there was more than one instance of guns drawn over an introduction gone wrong. Sam sighed.




“Ms. Brown, can you tell me why I shouldn’t have you placed under arrest and handed over to the FBI?” she asked.




Elizabeth Brown looked at her, the twinge of a sardonic smile at the corner of her mouth. Then she looked down, and when she looked back up, her eyes glowed. When she spoke, her voice reverberated with goa’uld power.




“Because, General Carter,” she said, “Ms. Brown is my willing host, and I am your ally against Thoth.”




Diane gasped. The cat on her shoulder growled and then huffed.




“What’s your name?” Daniel asked, warily.




“I am Heqet,” she replied, facing him. “Also known as Hecate. Daughter of Thoth, sister of Egeria. I stood with my sister in rebellion against our father. When he fell from power, she left the Earth to establish the Tok’Ra and continue battling the system lords. I remained behind, convinced my father was not gone. It appears I was right.”




“How do we know you won’t just take up where Thoth left off?” Sam asked. “The Tok’Ra all have the genetic memories Egeria passed down to them. You’re her sister, not her child.”




Heqet smiled sadly.




“We were identical twins, my sister and I. The genetic mutation which shaped our minds led us to the same conclusion—the goa’uld are evil. They must be stopped. She and I agreed that we would only take willing hosts, and we would guide and protect them as we would our young. She told me before she left that she would spawn a new race—true symbiotes, not parasites. I have not seen her since she abandoned the planet of our birth. Tell me, if you know, how is she?”




Sam and Daniel traded another glance.




“She died,” Daniel said frankly. “Several years ago. Her children, the Tok’Ra, played a key role in defeating the system lords and preventing any of them from taking power again once Anubis was gone. Their numbers are small as they’ve kept to your oath of taking only willing hosts, but they’re still out there.”




A wash of pain and grief passed over Heqet’s face. She took a deep breath.




“I feared as much when we parted. Twins are nearly unheard of among goa’uld,” she said. “They are killed out of hand, as we tend to care for and support one another instead of compete, something the goa’uld can’t abide. Our father allowed us to live, out of curiosity. He came to regret his choice.”




“Airman,” Sam murmured, “holster your sidearm.”




Senior Airman Brittany Hauser, aka Sally Kimball, put her sidearm back in her holster and snapped it shut again. Heqet looked down again, and when she looked back up, her eyes flared with human anger.




“He took my son,” Elizabeth said.




“What?” Sally Kimball gasped. “It’s got Lee?”




“I’m guessing the IOA had your full file,” Daniel said. “Put two and two together when they got word, and threw you in the mix, since you’ve got the training and you know the host Thoth took.”




“I’ll put you with SG-2 on this, Airman,” General Carter said, “if you can handle this.”




“There is no way some slimy snake is grabbing my best friend and getting away with it, ma’am,” the airman answered.







“Wait, what?” Cole asked. 




“It’s a neural parasite, capable of taking complete control of its host,” Mitchell explained again. “That wasn’t your friend’s doing. He’s just along for the ride.”




“And they came through a what? A Stargate?” Cole asked. “That’s ridiculous. It’s like you’re cribbing from an episode of Wormhole X-Treme, which sucked!”




“I knew that was going to bite us in the ass sooner or later,” Mitchell muttered. “Teal’c, you got any further on the restraints?”




“I have not,” the former first prime answered, and there was a definite tinge of annoyance to his voice.




“Look, I know it sounds ridiculous,” Vala said. “Mitchell knows it sounds ridiculous. Even Teal’c knows it sounds ridiculous.”




“That series was very poorly written and had atrocious production values,” Teal’c said, still working against the manacles.




“You couldn’t have gone with Galaxy Quest?” Cole demanded. “I mean, if you’re going to rip off a scifi tv show?”




Mitchell sighed. 




“The reboot is far superior to its predecessor or Wormhole X-Treme,” Teal’c observed stoically.




“Oh, no,” Vala said. “I’m not a fan. No hotties.”




“I was under the impression that you were enamoured of Doctor Lazarus,” Teal’c said.




Vala made a face. “Just a passing fancy.”




“People, can we focus?” Mitchell yelled.




Everyone stared at him, except for Sabrina, who was still fully restrained, blindfolded, and muffled.




“Yes,” Mitchell admitted into the following silence, “it was a supremely sucky show, but it provided plausible deniability if word of the Stargate program reached the public. What I—”




The door to the pilot’s compartment opened, and Thoth stormed back in.




“What have you done to my planet, monkey boy?!” he demanded.




“Excuse me?” Mitchell asked. “Who are you calling a monkey boy?”




“The oceans are filled with bits of oil-derived long chain polymer products,” Thoth raged. “The atmosphere has markedly increased levels of mercury, methane, nitric acid, and the level of carbon dioxide has passed four hundred particles per million. Are you trying to destroy the entire ecosphere?”




“And you’re yelling at us, because?” Vala asked.




“The biodiversity has markedly fallen off,” the goa’uld continued, furious. “And there are fucking nuclear isotopes in the atmosphere!”




“Uh, yeah, that started a few decades ago,” Mitchell said. “You should see the nukes we have now.”




Thoth’s eyes glowed with rage, and he paced back and forth.




“I should have left you in the ice age I found you in,” he spat. “I should have taken the genetic samples I wanted and wiped the rest of your misbegotten race off the planet! I should have bred a proper slave race and done away with the rest!”




“In truth, the Tau’ri have done a very poor job of caring for their planet,” Teal’c said. 




Thoth pointed a finger at Teal’c.




“You see?” he asked Mitchell. “You see? Even the shol’va agrees. You don’t deserve your planet. There isn’t another one like it in the galaxy, and you’re ruining it!”




“You know, it’s not all my fault,” Mitchell said. “I installed solar panels on my place, and I recycle.”




Thoth leaned over, putting his face directly in Mitchell’s.




“You’ll watch while I eradicate your verminous species from the face of this planet,” he hissed.




And he stormed back into the cockpit, the iris closing behind him. 




“Thanks for backing me up there, guys,” Mitchell said.




“You had him on the ropes,” Vala said.




“I thought you guys said the gooeyoo guys had total control of their hosts,” Cole said, his voice shaking.




“They do,” Mitchell told him. “And it’s goa’uld.”




“I was a host for years,” Vala said, her demeanor turning sober. “I experienced everything my goa’uld did and said, and I couldn’t do anything.”




“It’s just…that sounded a lot like Lee,” Cole managed. “Like, if he went total and complete Dark Side. I mean, even his mom just wants to run a criminal enterprise, but Lee gets really pissed at how stupid people are, you know?”




“Don’t panic,” Mitchell told him. “Most goa’uld aren’t very smart at all. They play nasty games with their buddy goa’uld and get delusions of grandeur, but if he doesn’t have any Jaffa to back him up, he won’t get far.”




He looked over at Cole and saw the young man had broken out in a cold sweat.




“What?” he asked.




“Lee’s smart,” Cole said. “Like scary genius, Sherlock Holmes smart. Did you ever see those ‘Encyclopedia Brown’ books?”




“I have,” Teal’c said. “I purchased some for a friend several years ago. The protagonist was extremely intelligent and capable for his age.”




“That’s Lee,” Cole said. “Leroy ‘Encyclopedia’ Brown, and from what he told me, his mom majorly dumbed down some of the stories to make them more believable. And I know he’s in there. He sent out an SOS this morning, before we went in the dig.”




“How?” Mitchell asked.




“Tapping his fingers,” Cole said. 




Mitchell turned to Vala.




“Don’t look at me,” she said. “I never got so much as a peep out.”




“Well, is he fighting Thoth or is he joining in?” Mitchell demanded.




“I don’t know!” Cole said. “But he knew enough to keep Sabrina from casting any spells.”




“Spells?” Vala asked.




“Spells?!” Mitchell cried. 




“That is what he said,” Teal’c observed. “And Thoth recognized both as Hok’tar.”




“If Thoth can use Lee’s intelligence,” Cole said, “we’re in a whole lot of trouble.”




“First thing’s first,” Mitchell said. “We need to get out of these restraints. Teal’c?”




“I have made no progress, Colonel,” Teal’c answered, irritated.




“Keep working.”




Cole looked around, wiggled against his own restraints, and quickly gave up, knowing he had no idea what he was doing. Sabrina sat very close to him, her head leaning awkwardly against his arm. He couldn’t imagine what this must be like for her—blind, deaf, unable to speak or move, and having been stuck twice with what the others called a Rod of Anguish. Her breathing had slowed, but she moved too regularly to have fallen asleep. He bent his head to hers and let his forehead touch her hair for a long moment. 




There was something, maybe, he could do, but it took a great deal of concentration and effort. He didn’t know if he could pull it off, but he had to try.







Work at the McMurdo Air Force Base proceeded regardless of what the Antarctic weather outside was doing. In fact, it was after midnight by the clock, but since it was winter, and they were well into the span of months long night, it didn’t matter if it was day or night outside, cold or so far below freezing that Celsius and Fahrenheit agreed, because it was all the same inside.




Charles Wallace was on the night shift because it kept him better in sync with the world he’d left behind in Strelsau. He could kythe with Cole when they were both done with their day’s work, and in the meantime, he could work with very little distraction or interruption. It was quiet, and he liked the quiet.




Charles? Charles Wallace?




He looked up from his computer screen, where he’d been plotting particle emissions, not of neutrinos as he’d told his friends and families when he’d taken the job, but of naquadah devices positioned at points on the Ross peninsula. An alert had come in over an hour previously, instructing him to bring all the sensors online, whether they were proven or not, and to report anything anomalous. He’d told his supervisor, brought up every detector array on the continent that would respond, and kept a close eye on the incoming traffic.




Had someone wandered in? He looked around. He was alone in the small office, and the workroom outside of it was also empty. Realistically, they might be able to crowd three people in his little cubicle and another ten in the workroom. There was no one there.




Charles? Help, please. I need you.




“Cole?” he asked. 




He checked the phone lines to make sure a call hadn’t come in. Not that it could have gone unnoticed. There was the radio and the satellite phone, both of which were chancy in the winter weather. 




Charles, help.




It was Cole, and it wasn’t any of the standard methods of communication, which meant only one thing: Cole had reached out to him by kything. The thing was, Cole had never been able to initiate contact with him before. They had agreed upon times when Cole would meditate for at least an hour beforehand, and once well into a trance, Charles Wallace could reach him. Cole was the only person outside his family Charles Wallace had ever been able to kythe with.




He sat back down, closed his eyes, and centered himself.




I’m here, Cole, he said. I’m here.




It took a moment for the rest of the world to fall away, for him to find Cole, and stretch his hand out to the man he loved. He felt Cole’s hand close around his, and then they were standing together. Kything could be many things. When he and his older sister, Meg, had been younger and closer, they could see through one another’s eyes, share what their senses informed them, and she could even anchor him when he stepped from his own body to another’s. Unlike Meg, Cole couldn’t do the same. They could see one another, share their presences as if they were in the same room, but that was the extent of it. Just in that moment, Cole stood out, sharp and intense, colored by fear. Charles Wallace drew him in.




What is it? he asked. What’s wrong?




I don’t know where to begin, Cole responded. 




Let me see, Charles Wallace told him.




He risked what he’d never risked before, crushed under Cole’s fear. He reached into Cole’s mind as gently as he could, and Cole responded, opening his memory and thoughts as he’d never had before. The events of the last several hours poured into him, and he grokked what Cole had experienced.




I don’t know what you can do to help, Cole said, and if he’d been there in reality, he would have been shaking with reaction. Can you contact M? Can you tell someone? Help us, Charles, please. I think he’s going to kill us, maybe a lot of people too.




There were times in his life when he was reminded just how close he was entwined with the powers of light. Serendipity. Numinosity. He’d been called on before to aid, and he’d thought those days had gone with the childhood flexibility of his mind and faith. It seemed he’d been wrong.




Cole, he whispered to his beloved, Ask Colonel Mitchell for his ID code. I have to prove the information comes from him.




He felt Cole slip away from the kything and waited for his return.







Vala tsked in frustration.




“Second pick broken,” she muttered, “and my nails are never going to be the same.”




“They should have picked us up by now,” Mitchell said softly. 




Both of the kids were still and quiet. Sear’s eyes were shut, and his breathing was slow and regular. He’d probably nodded off. It was a strange reaction to the stress of the situation, but he’d seen stranger.




“Indeed,” Teal’c said. “Even shielded, the al’kesh should still be visible in the atmosphere. The FTL engines have not engaged, and we have not gone through a wormhole. Therefore, we are still on Earth.”




“I don’t like this,” Mitchell said.




“And you think we do?” Vala asked. “I was getting sushi for lunch before this started.”




“Daniel Jackson and I were going to the British Museum,” Teal’c said.




The boy, Sear, straightened and opened his eyes but didn’t focus them.




“Colonel Mitchell,” he said, his voice soft, “what’s your ID code?”




“What the hell do you need my ID code for?” Mitchell demanded.




“I’m…talking to Charles Wallace Murray at the McMurdo Base,” Sear answered, still soft and sleepy. “He can contact…Cheyenne Mountain, but he needs proof that it’s you.”




Mitchell stared at him, befuddled.




“Who the hell is Charles Wallace Murray, and how the hell are you talking to him?” he demanded.




“Charles Wallace Murray is a member of the McMurdo team,” Teal’c said. “He is a currently pursuing a double doctorate in astrophysics and particle physics. General Carter recruited him to Stargate Command.”




“Well how the hell are they talking?” Mitchell asked, outraged.




“If Cole Sear is, as Thoth stated, Hok’tar,” Teal’c said. “It stands to reason he knows others who are as well.”




“Yeah, but—”




“Mitchell,” Vala called, “give the boy a chance, will you?”




Sear still hadn’t looked up. He kept his breathing even and his eyes unfocused, but he was clearly waiting. 




“We don’t give out our ID codes except when we’re returning through the gate,” Mitchell said. “But tell him to tell General Carter ‘fishing’. Got it? And tell her that we’re still in Earth’s atmosphere, but no idea how much longer, and it would be really nice if we could get some help.”




Sear closed his eyes again.







Chapter Four



“He has multiple bases on Earth,” Heqet said. “And he has access to at least one chappa’ai, though I don’t know where it is.”




The General Hammond had brought up two more people—one from Antarctica and one from Colorado Springs. The group of them stood and sat at different points around the Command Center. 




“All Cole knows is that they’ve been in the cargo compartment of the tel’tak since he woke up,” Charles Wallace added.




“A tel’tak can circumnavigate the planet on sublight engines in less than an hour,” Airman Hauser said. “Why’s he keeping them in the air so long?”




“Because we can spot a tel’tak in a hurry,” retired General Jack O’Neill answered. “Even without Asgard technology. Something going several thousand miles an hour is going to leave an atmospheric trail no matter how good its cloaking technology. Outside of the atmosphere, he starts running into orbital debris.”




O’Neill had been brought on at General Carter’s request. Though showing the wear and tear from nearly three decades of military service, he was still in excellent shape and sardonic humor. He didn’t take his eyes off Heqet for all that she’d given him one measuring glance and then ignored him.




“Okay,” Daniel said, “but how does Thoth know what we’re capable of? There’s no way Mitchell or the others would give him information on our available technology.”




“Because he’s not stupid,” Heqet said, her voice cutting. “You need to understand, all of you, that you are not dealing with your average system lord. Most of them are vainglorious and sly, but incapable of plotting more than a few months in advance or handling tactics more than a few days. It’s been bred out of them. They depend on their Jaffa, their first primes, for that. Thoth is the last of the old guard, the generation of goa’uld who discovered the Ancients network of stargates and used it to their advantage.”




“So you keep saying,” O’Neill drawled. “What makes Thoth such a wascally wabbit?”




Heqet gave him an unreadable look.




“He was the one who found this planet, determined that humans could serve as hosts, created the Jaffa race from them to act both as soldiers and as incubators for our young, and began seeding other worlds with human populations,” Heqet answered. “Everything the system lords fought over was provided by him.”




“So how did he fall from power?” Daniel asked.




Everyone waited for her answer.




“I don’t believe he did,” Heqet finally said. “There were always troublesome little quarrels between the system lords on this planet. My father had been pushing most of the system lords off world, giving them planets which had been terraformed sufficiently to support human life and encouraging them to collect enough humans to populate them, but he wanted Earth for himself. He called it his jewel.”




“That doesn’t explain why he was in hiding for four thousand years,” General Carter pointed out.




“The infighting became distracting to him,” Heqet continued. “While my sister, Egeria, took to the paths of the Stargate to fight his right-hand, Ra, and try to prevent the spread of goa’uld through all the systems of this galaxy, I stayed on Earth to fight my father. Primarily, I spoke to the humans, told them Thoth and the others were false gods, led them into battle against the Jaffa and the smaller lords. I think he foresaw that humans would throw the goa’uld off Earth, force them back through the chappa’ai and back into their ha’taks, and retake their planet. He wanted the population to increase. He believed humans could solve some of the technological issues inherent in dealing with a population large enough to be valuable to him—medicine, agriculture, mining, and such. So he provided enough aid to the humans to win against the system lords, and retired from the battlefield until such a time that humans had forgotten the goa’uld and rebuilt their numbers.”




Heqet turned her eyes to the map of the globe, tracing the outlines of continents and islands, her face inscrutable. When she spoke, it was with Elizabeth Brown’s voice.




“And now he’s got my son,” she said. “He couldn’t have found a smarter or more capable host if he’d tried. He’s twice as dangerous now.”




“Cole said he’s fighting,” Charles Wallace told her.




He still wore the cold weather gear of the McMurdo station but had pulled off his parka, mittens, balaclava, overalls and boots.




“He can fight all he likes,” O’Neill said. “We all know that once a snake’s gotten in your head, whether it’s goa’uld or Tok’Ra, you don’t get a say anymore.”




“If anyone can hold a goa’uld off at all,” Airman Hauser said, “it’ll be Lee. He’s crazy stubborn.”







They felt the wings retract as the tel’tak went into landing mode.




“Any idea where we are?” Vala asked.




“Not a clue,” Mitchell replied.




The door to the flight deck opened and Thoth stepped in, considering them.




“So, what’s the itinerary?” Mitchell asked him. “Bomb a few cities, enslave the human race, loot and pillage to your heart’s content?”




Without a word, Thoth reached over and squeezed Mitchell’s shoulder, just where it met his neck. Mitchell’s eyes rolled up, and he went limp. Thoth reached over to Vala.




“Hey, now, I didn’t say any—” she started and went down as he applied the same pressure to the same place.




“Let us see if you still share enough physiology with the humans to respond,” Thoth said to Teal’c.




Teal’c glared at him, and his upper lip curled in a sneer, but it wasn’t enough to stop Thoth, who rendered him unconscious. He waited a moment, watching Teal’c breathing, then checking his pulse, and thumbing back one of Teal’c eyelids and watching his pupil for a several seconds.




“Works on Jaffa too,” he decided. “Not bad.”




“Lee?” Cole asked. “Lee, please—”




“Don’t bother, little Hok’tar,” Thoth said. “I’ll make good use of you and your witch friend, but you won’t see this human ever again.”




Cole swallowed and watched him.




“Now, if you can behave yourself, I’ll let you walk out under your own power,” the goa’uld told him. “If you misbehave, I’ll take it out on the girl.”




“Her name’s Sabrina,” Cole said, his voice soft.




Thoth leaned in a little.




“Tell me, Cole,” he said, sounding exactly like Lee, “have you ever been on a farm?”




“Once or twice,” Cole managed.




“And did the farmers name the animals they were going to eat?” Thoth asked.




He waited for a reply, but Cole didn’t answer.




“That’s all you are to me,” he continued. “Food. Leather. Locomotion. If you’re very lucky, I may make a pet out of you, in which case, I’ll give you a name. But I find talking with you distasteful. You’ll do better if you don’t attract my attention.”




He waited, eyebrows raised to make sure he was understood, and Cole finally nodded.




“Good human,” he said, and patted Cole on the head. 




He released the manacle ring on the wall for both Cole and Sabrina, pulled Sabrina up by her arm, and indicated the door with the tilt of his head. Cole got to his feet and stepped through the door, onto the ramp that opened from the flight deck to the ground. Once on solid ground, he looked around. They were in a cavern, about half an acre in size, part natural and part carved out of the surrounding volcanic rock. Lights came on, and along one wall was a series of capsules, large enough to hold a person each.




There was another ship a few yards from the one they’d arrived in. This one was a cylinder, both ends steeply angled. Further on, at the end of the cavern was a great circle at the top of a flight of stairs. Along the edge were symbols he didn’t recognize and a series of brackets at regular intervals. Before the circle, close to the second ship, was a round console with a series of matching symbols along the edge.




Thoth pushed Sabrina over to Cole and strode to a console next to the capsules. Cole opened his mouth to ask a question and closed it again. He decided to take Thoth’s advice about not attracting attention. Instead, he stepped close to Sabrina, who was tilting her head this way and that, trying to pick up some information through her blindfold and earmuffs. She paused when his arm touched hers, leaned over to him a bit, head down, and after a moment, stood straighter. Then she knelt on the rocky ground.




The sound of electric circuits warming up and pistons activating brought his attention back to Thoth, who stood in front of the console next to the capsules, silhouetted by glowing crystals. The first of the capsules opened, revealing a muscular man with the same kind of gold symbol on his forehead that Teal’c had.




Speaking of Teal’c, a flutter of movement at the edge of his vision pulled his eyes away from Thoth, and Cole saw Teal’c running silently from the ramp of the first ship straight at Thoth. His hands were still manacled, but he’d managed to get unchained from the wall of the cargo hold and bring his hands in front of him, locked though they were. 




Thoth must have heard something, because he turned a second before Teal’c would have brained him, slipped aside and backhanded the first prime. Teal’c spun and hit the ground hard but was back on his feet before Cole had drawn another breath.




“So, the nerve pinch doesn’t work on Jaffa,” Thoth noted. “But it was a good try.”




Teal’c said nothing and rushed into an attack again. Thoth met him, slipping past blow after blow and landing debilitating strikes against Teal’c knees and shoulders. When Teal’c faltered, catching himself, Thoth grinned with evil delight and thrust his hand into Teal’c’s abdominal pouch, to crush the infant symbiote within and kill Teal’c. When his hand closed on nothing and he looked up in shock, it was Teal’c turn to grin and punch Thoth so hard that he fell to his knees.




“Jaffa, kree!”




The jaffa who stepped free from the capsule held a staff weapon, end open and glowing, and several more Jaffa followed him, though their symbols were black tattoos, not the gold emblem of their leader and Teal’c.




“Do not kill him!” Thoth yelled.




The newly woken Jaffa prime set aside his staff weapon and pulled out a smaller hand weapon, shooting Teal’c. Teal’c resisted, grimacing with pain and effort, but finally fell. Thoth got to his feet again and took the hand weapon from his first prime. He put his free hand against his jaw, holding it.




“Wake the others,” he told him prime. “We leave for Nun shortly.”




The jaffa around him all knelt and bowed their heads. 




“As my lord Thoth commands,” the prime said, “so shall it be.”




“Move the prisoners into the gateship and secure them,” Thoth instructed. “I will take some time in the sarcophagus to heal this injury.”




Cole watched, trying to figure out what injury Thoth was talking about, and realized that Teal’c had probably broken his jaw with one punch, but Thoth was standing and talking, if holding on to his jaw with one hand. He didn’t want to think about how much that probably hurt. Then he noticed the ground beneath his feet was buzzing slightly, like someone had put a very large speaker with the bass turned up on it.




Curious, he looked around. What had been buzzing felt now like a distinct vibration. He could feel it partway up his legs. The jaffa near him noticed as well, and they all looked at the great circle at the other side of the cavern, but there was nothing different about it. 




Then Sabrina stood up next to him, her shackles falling off her arms, and her hair floating on the air as if she were swimming underwater. She reached for her blindfold and earmuffs just as the pebbles on the floor began to dance with the vibrations, and Thoth took out his hand weapon and fired it at her.




Cole dived in front and took the blast to his chest. He hit the ground unconscious. Thoth fired again and hit Sabrina, who crumpled as well. The vibrations died away, and the jaffa looked around, still nervous.




“Kree, jaffa!” Thoth ordered. “It was the girl and nothing more. She is Hok’tar. Do the Hok’tar frighten you?”




“No!” the jaffa responded. 




“Then be about your work!” Thoth snapped.







The crowd in the control room had split into several smaller groups. Just over twenty minutes previously, Charles Wallace had declared that he’d lost all contact with Cole, something he only expected if Cole were unconscious. Then someone had rushed in with reports of aberrant seismic activity from the south Pacific. It lacked the characteristic spike of a stargate spinning up and connecting, but it was shallow, low level, and had lasted nearly thirty seconds. General Carter had judged it inconclusive, but told them to keep a close eye on seismic activity from that area. Thoth had to make a move soon.




Elizabeth studied the global map on the control room’s board, considering where Thoth was most likely to have put his alternative bases. Since he had whatever resources he needed, and he was most concerned with security, it would behoove him to place those bases where few or no humans congregated and where there was nothing to interest other goa’uld. It would also help if his bases were in environments without the need for much maintenance—so arctic, antarctic, active volcanoes, and areas prone to violent weather and earthquakes were out.




That left, for the most part, remote islands in subtropical to subarctic conditions well outside of the Ring of Fire. Poor Thoth. By this point, any place with fresh water, food, or arable soil had been colonized by humans. So, it had to be something with a small enough population and low enough level of technology that the humans there weren’t likely to find it. She considered the list of possibilities.




		The Andaman Islands—still vulnerable to tsunamis, but populated by a group of tribal humans that killed anyone who ventured near. A goa’uld’s idea of the perfect home.

		Easter Island—colonized by humans less than two thousand years ago and had been a veritable paradise before then.

		St. Helena—there was a reason Napoleon had been stuck there. Uninhabited until the Portuguese discovered it in the early 1500s.

		Pitcairn Island—a remote, cold, windblown speck of an island. Perfect if you didn’t go outdoors.





If it had been up to her—




Elizabeth, do try to focus.




She grimaced internally. So far, Heqet had been very hands off with her, staying in the background unless she was needed. Elizabeth was aware of her as a presence, brushing against some part of her mind, calling up a memory, knocking against a panel of one of her mind’s walls, occasionally muttering about how this would have to be fixed but that was quite lovely.




The one time Heqet made herself known was when Elizabeth started considering things from a particular place in her head. It was a place she’d occupied almost her whole life, from the time she was a very small girl and realized that mommy and daddy were separate from her and had to be dealt with as separate beings. 




She should, she thought, be frightened. Very frightened.




There’s nothing to be frightened of, Elizabeth, Heqet told her. I will never harm you.




Define harm, Elizabeth thought.




Injure, hobble, destroy, cripple, deny, shame, lobotomize, Heqet recited. All those things others have tried to do to you when they realized how powerful you are and tried to stop you.




But you’ll change me, Elizabeth thought.




There was a very short pause, as of a card player re-organizing her hand.




Healing is a type of change, so, yes, Heqet said. I will change you. Just as you change me.




How are you healing me? and Elizabeth let her thought carry the full weight of her scorn and doubt.




You are a sociopath, Elizabeth, Heqet said. You know this. You’ve known it most of your life. You’ve reached a point where it’s no longer a help but a hindrance. You cannot control the whole world. You must have some real allies. That requires empathy and honor, both of which a sociopath by nature lacks.




I don’t trust anyone, Elizabeth answered. Is that because of my experience or because of my sociopathy?




You don’t trust anyone except me, Heqet replied. And Lee.




I trust you, Elizabeth agreed. Is that because you’re trustworthy or because you’re pushing my neural buttons? 




Does it matter? Heqet asked. For a moment, Elizabeth had the impression of a serpent coiling around something—a precious egg or a mouse it was about to eat? She couldn’t tell. We are together. I am yours as much as you are mine.




Elizabeth felt Heqet fade back just as retired general Jack O’Neill sat beside her and stared at the map with her.




“So, planning on taking over the world?” he asked.




“Not currently,” Elizabeth replied. “The only thing I want right now is my son, safe and sound. His friends returned safely would be a nice bonus. After that, Heqet and I have much bigger fish to fry.”




“Yeah?” O’Neill asked. “And what’s that?”




“Establishing our own race of human/goa’uld symbiotes,” she answered. “Taking in the Tok’Ra and providing them with a greater unity and purpose. Making our own place in the universe.”




“Uh huh,” O’Neill said. “Gotta say, not a big fan. The Tok’Ra are kind of arrogant, pushy bastards. There are more than enough of them running around.”




Elizabeth felt Heqet stir with anger and did the mental equivalent of holding up a finger to her. ‘Let me handle this.’




“Right,” Elizabeth agreed. “Of course, you’ve had a goa’uld in your skull as well, General. I can sense the naquadah from here. What were the circumstances? Were you captured and later rescued?”




O’Neill shifted a little.




“No,” he answered. “I picked up an Ancient plague. I accepted a Tok’Ra symbiote to save my life. Bastard ran off with my body and tried to rescue Ba’al’s lo’taur. It didn’t end well.”




“Not a very good Tok’Ra,” Elizabeth said. “Heqet tells me that she and her sister, Egeria, swore an oath never to take a human against their will, and never to use the human for something without their consent. If it had been one of Heqet’s offspring who’d pulled that, Heqet would have eaten it.”




“Right,” O’Neill said, sounding like he didn’t agree at all. 




“General Carter’s had a symbiote as well,” Elizabeth noted. 




“Yeah, Jolinar of Malkshur,” O’Neill said. “Jumped into her without permission, tried to escape, and then refused to give her up when an Ashrak was hunting her.”




Elizabeth considered something for a moment. “Heqet tells me the ‘of Malkshur’ indicates that Jolinar was not one of Egeria’s get but a goa’uld who came to the rebellion on her own and joined the Tok’Ra. And Ashrak always find their target. What happened when Jolinar’s Ashrak found her?”




O’Neill frowned. “She gave her life for Carter’s.”




Elizabeth nodded. “And you’ve never coerced a goa’uld or Tok’Ra into doing something to save someone who mattered to you? You’ve never put another human in danger to protect, say, this Teal’c who—as Apophis’s first prime—committed murder, kidnapping, assault, even genocide on his master’s order before he rebelled? Everyone on your side of the war has a balance sheet that’s lily white?”




“Yeah, I get it,” O’Neill said. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m still not a big fan of the Tok’Ra or any other goa’uld who thinks they’re playing hero.”




“Yes,” Elizabeth said, nodding. “It’s just as well. Not as if a symbiote could cure cancer, heal broken bones, fix damaged minds, or provide individual humans with a caretaker and companion for a significantly longer and more useful lifespan. I’m sure no one you cared about might ever benefit from that.”




She fixed him with a snakelike glare.




“This is all me, O’Neill,” she said. “Heqet’s just looking over my shoulder right now. I did plenty of research as soon as I found out what my son had stepped into, and you don’t get to tell me you’re the only hero of the story. The Tok’Ra have been starved for hosts for millennia, and all it would take is a walk through any cancer ward, nursing home, or battlefield hospital to find enough hosts for them, and you’d get an army of the strongest, most noble heroes your planet has ever seen. But that would offend your tender sensibilities, so we can’t have that.”




She stood and walked away from him. 




“We’ve got a mark!” one of the airman declared. “Seismic disturbance with a stargate profile. Twenty seven degrees, seven minutes south, one hundred nine degrees, twenty two minutes west. Signal originates from ten meters below the surface of the island, give or take half a meter.”




A spot lit up on the map just as Elizabeth turned to look. Easter Island. Probably a volcanic cave Thoth had put to his own use millennia ago. It might even have an underwater entrance.




Very good, Elizabeth, Heqet said, and Elizabeth felt her lips curl up with Heqet’s smile.







The rings slammed down and lit up with a transportation beam, and then lifted, revealing the members of SG-1’s rescue team, dubbed SG-R. O’Neill, Jackson, Hauser (nee Kimball), Brown, and Murray were all in field uniforms and gear. Firearms bristled in every direction while they looked around.




“No one’s home,” O’Neill remarked.




“Let me capture the address off the DHD,” Charles Wallace Murray said, grabbing a tablet from his gear.




Elizabeth Brown grabbed him by the handle at the back of his tactical vest.




“Do we wait for the others to make sure there aren’t any traps?” she asked in a sweet voice.




“Y-yes,” Murray said, glancing at the others.




Hauser popped her bubblegum and stepped forward.




“That’s my job, woobie,” she told him. “General?”




“Carry on,” O’Neill answered. “Jackson with Murray. Don’t explode, okay? Brown, you’re with me.”




“No exploding,” Daniel repeated. “Check.”




They stopped at the glass enclosed capsules, all of them open. 




“What have we got here?” O’Neill asked.




“Stasis units for his jaffa warriors,” Brown commented, looking them over. “He must have them stashed all over the world.”




“How far can he get with only twelve?” O’Neill asked.




“Plenty far,” Brown answered. She ducked her head for a moment, and when she looked up, her eyes were glowing. “My father kept the system lords in line until he tired of them. He’ll have a plan to take over their planets and this one once more. You can be assured of that.”




The ground rumbled and shivered. The shivering became shaking and lasted for several long seconds.




“That’s not leftover from the Stargate running, is it?” Murray asked, looking up from the DHD as Hauser paced around him and Doctor Jackson.




“Nope,” Jackson answered, pulling open one of the side panels, swapping two crystals, and plugging in a computer cable.




“Hammond to O’Neill,” the general’s radio squawked. “What’s your status? Over.”




“Feeling like I just popped a couple of quarters into a cheap motel bed, Hammond,” O’Neill replied. “What have you got? Over.”




“General, we won’t have confirmation from USGS ground sensors for another twenty minutes, but be aware that we’re picking up increased seismic activity from directly below you. Over.”




“Yeah, I think we caught that,” O’Neill replied. 




“Ask them if they can tell how shallow it is,” Elizabeth said.




“You catch that, Hammond?” O’Neill asked. “Over.”




“General, we’ll need another set of quakes to confirm, but it does appear to be relatively shallow. Over.”




O’Neill blinked. “You need another set of quakes? What the hell does that mean? Over.”




“It means,” Elizabeth interrupted, “that the depth of the quakes is changing. They need to see if it’s going deeper or coming up.”




“Uh, guys,” Daniel called, “there’s some sort of encryption on the DHD. Haven’t seen it before.”




“I can break it,” Elizabeth said.




“Murray,” O’Neill called out, “swap with Brown.”




Another quake shook the cavern as Charles Wallace ran over. Dust and small shards of basalt drifted down from overhead. It shook hard enough that O’Neill had to put a hand on the wall.




“O’Neill, this is Hammond,” the radio spoke up again. “That quake just now was shallower than the last. Over.”




“How deep was it?” Charles Wallace asked.




“Do you copy, Hammond? Over,” O’Neill asked.




“We copy,” the Hammond replied. “The last quake was three kilometers below your current position. The quake before that was three point two kilometers below. Over.”




As the radio relayed ‘over’, a third quake began. This one was significantly more intense and longer. Hauser yelled as the ceiling began to drop sharp golf ball sized rocks on them.




“How we doing with the DHD?” O’Neill yelled.




“Got through the encryption,” Brown called. “I think Lee is fighting him. It was easier than it should have been.”




“I’m pulling the last address dialed now,” Daniel called.




A fourth quake picked up before the last of the dust had a chance to settle, and it was becoming hard to stand up straight.




“Hammond, I could use some new numbers,” O’Neill yelled into his radio over the noise of the quake. “Over.”




“General, last quake before this registered a four point one at three kilometers of depth. This one is a five point two at two point six kilometers of depth, over.”




Charles Wallace looked up at him, his face gone pale.




“General, that’s a magmatic earthquake, not a tectonic one,” he said. 




“And that means?” O’Neill prompted him.




“There’s magma—liquid rock—moving up through the crust into the volcanoes on this island,” Charles Wallace explained, falling over his words in his haste. “There hasn’t been volcanic activity on this island in ten thousand years!”




“That’s Thoth,” Elizabeth called. “He doesn’t think small. He didn’t set a booby trap for us. The island is the booby trap.”




“There are seven thousand people on this island!” Charles Wallace gasped.




“Daniel, have you got that address yet?” O’Neill demanded.




“Almost there!” Daniel replied, testing one of the connections and rerouting it when it didn’t answer.




“Well, hurry it up!” O’Neill snapped. 




Hauser watched, blowing bubbles with her gum and then sucking them back into her mouth. Another quake began, almost on the heels of the last one.




“They’re going to keep getting worse until one or more of the volcanoes erupts or a new one begins,” Charles Wallace yelled over the noise of the earth around them tearing, cracking, and shaking. “We’ve got to evacuate the island!”




“Hammond, come in!”




“This is the Hammond, General O’Neill,” a new voice, a woman this time, answered. “Get your team together, we’re going to ring you out right now.”




“No go,” O’Neill answered. “We’ll have the gate address in a moment, and I’ll take them out through the gate here. You need to focus on evacuating the island. Brown says Thoth is pumping up the volcanoes to destroy the island.”




The last quake didn’t end. Instead, it invited several friends over for a house-wrecking party. The ground constantly jumped under them, making it almost impossible to move without falling over.




“I’ve got the coordinates!” Daniel yelled. “But I don’t recognize them. Some of the symbols aren’t on any gate I’ve ever seen.”




“Thoth set up new Stargates on planets the Ancients never touched,” Brown yelled. “They’ll work!”




“Daniel, dial it up!” O’Neill yelled. “Hammond, we’re taking the gate. The address isn’t in the regular directory, so we’ll have to contact you once we’re through. Get the island evacuated! Over.”




He grabbed Charles Wallace by the sleeve and dragged him across yards of heaving floor to the DHD.




“Goddamn it, Jack!” O’Neill’s radio snapped and then dissolved into static.




Daniel finished dialing the coordinates, and the Stargate turned, chevrons snapping into place.




“Look out for the kawoosh!” the airman formerly known as Sally Kimball warned, grinning.




“What’s the ka—” Charles Wallace began.




The wormhole event horizon established itself a micron thick across the space within the Stargate, spinning outward in a loud, dazzling vortex, annihilating the bits of rock and debris falling into its unstable burst before it fell into itself and became a shimmering circle of light.




Brown and Jackson ran first.




“Remember, Thoth may be right on the other side,” Elizabeth called. “Be ready to fight!”




They disappeared into the event horizon.




“Wait a minute,” Charles Wallace gasped, digging his feet in. “I’ve only read about this. I watched one video. I haven’t trained!”




Kimball and O’Neill took an arm apiece and dragged him up to the gate.




“No time like the present!” Kimball yelled at him.




They threw him in.




“After you, airman,” O’Neill hollered.




“Don’t mind if I do!” Kimball replied, and jumped.




O’Neill turned his cap backwards, limbered his gun, and stepped through after her.







Chapter Five



“Get them back!” the captain of the Hammond ordered.




“We can’t,” Carter answered. “The tremors are causing interference across the EM spectrum.”




She and the science officer had split the console while the catastrophe beneath them unfolded. 




“There’s major magma displacement beneath the island,” the science officer reported.




General Carter glanced over his shoulder and went pale. 




“Captain, in a few hours, there will be enough lava erupting from that island to double it in size,” she told him. “We have to evacuate the island.”




“Communications, contact Cheyenne and relay the sitrep,” the captain said. “Ask them to alert all commercial and military vessels in the vicinity of the island with a request to assist in evacuation. Helm, bring us in one thousand meters directly above the island. Science, on arrival, I want a full scan for life signs performed. Keep me appraised of the conditions of the island. Engineering, prep cargo bays for evacuees. We may be ferrying islanders to the ships if things get tight.”




Every uniformed person on deck scrambled to fulfill their orders. General Carter looked up after a moment, knowing she needed to move back down to the control room but loathe to leave the console where she could get information instantly. Diana O’Connell stood silent and wide-eyed with a large black cat on her shoulders, watching the different sensor feeds of the island. To Carter’s eyes, the colors bent across the display showed a sudden change in gravimetric values, indicating the movement of less dense, melted rock through the crust and into the throats of the island volcanoes, but to a layperson’s eyes, they must have been unintelligible.




Diana saw her glance and swallowed.




“What’s going on?”




“Thoth left a trap,” Carter explained. “He restarted the hot spot beneath Easter Island. There’s molten rock moving through the crust up into the island, causing earthquakes. In a few hours, the volcanoes will erupt, and the island will be covered in lava.”




“But…Sabrina,” Diana protested softly.




“General O’Neill said the cavern was empty of people, which means Thoth almost certainly took his prisoners through the gate,” Carter told her. “They’re off world. O’Neill went after them with his team.”




She hoped. They wouldn’t have confirmation until he was able to open the gate from his side, and if it wasn’t on the network of Stargates as they were understood, it could be difficult or even impossible to connect. 




“Diana,” she said. “They’re on their own for now, and we’ve got seven thousand people on an island that’s about to erupt. We have to concentrate on this for now.”




After a moment, Diana nodded. 




“How can I help?” she asked, reaching up to scratch the cat.







Charles Wallace stumbled out of the Stargate, falling onto his hands and knees and shaking all over. Jackson came over and put a hand on his shoulder.




“Take it easy,” he advised. “It’ll pass in a couple of minutes.”




Sally Kimball stumbled out, caught herself, and pumped her arm.




“Woohoo! Such a blast!” she cheered.




O’Neill appeared right behind her.




“I’m guessing from the lackadaisical appearance of you four, the natives aren’t exceedingly restless,” he noted, putting on his sunglasses.




The Stargate behind him shut down.




“None to speak of,” Jackson replied, gesturing to the forest clearing around him.




“Not even a path,” O’Neill said, scanning the area. “Let’s move off the platform and check the DHD— where’s the DHD?”




“Either it’s hidden, or he doesn’t have one,” Elizabeth Brown told him. “Did you see the dust pattern on the floor near the al’kesh? There was an Ancient gateship there. They have their own dialing devices. Thoth has always been fascinated by the Ancients. He reverse engineered a great deal of their technology instead of just stealing it.”




They’d all stepped down from the Stargate platform and began examining their surroundings. The platform stood in a small glen, no more than fifty yards across in any direction. Around that were stately trees of great years, all of them reaching for the sky with the straight, thick boles of a mature forest.




“These are American chestnut trees,” Charles Wallace said, looking overhead. “They were wiped out in North America by the chestnut blight.”




“Thoth probably picked species from all the continents to terraform his planets,” Daniel said. “Heqet, how many planets does Thoth hold sway over?”




“By the time I originally went into hiding,” Heqet answered, her voice reverberating with goa’uld power, “more than a hundred. But those were the ones I, Egeria, and the system lords knew of. If any of them are still under his sway, I’ll be astonished. This planet was off the old Stargate system. He must have built the Stargate here. He’ll have at least two other planets like this, if he had the time to set them up. I imagine he made the time.”




She looked around, amazed. 




“Wait, built a Stargate?” Charles Wallace asked. “I thought all the Stargates had been built by the Ancients. Even the Asgard didn’t have the technology to build new ones.”




“Well, the Ori managed to build supergates,” Daniel said, “but they weren’t as sturdy as the original Stargates. Short of dropping one in a star or exploding a nuclear or naquadria bomb next to one, they just don’t break.”




“I’m not familiar with the Ori,” Heqet said, “but none of the other four great races ever built a Stargate on their own, and Thoth was certainly the only goa’uld who ever managed it.”




“Well, there’s a reason to keep him alive,” O’Neill said, “if nothing else.”




“Thoth is mine,” Heqet spat in a lightning shift of mood. “Get in my way, O’Neill, and you’ll find out just how much like my father I am.”




After a moment, her eyes dimmed, but her expression remained no less dire.




“And Lee is my son,” Elizabeth said, taking over. “Allow any harm to come to him, or allow Thoth to keep him, and you’ll find out why I’m on the Most Wanted List.”




“Fourth on the Most Wanted List,” Kimball supplied.




“Would you like me to increase my ranking here and now, dearest Sally?” Elizabeth asked with sweet venom.




Sally grinned back at her, cold-eyed. Then she cracked her gum. “Nope, Lizzie. I just know how much you prefer accurate and correct information. Threaten my CO again, and you’ll never see the bullet I take you out with.”




“At ease, airman,” O’Neill said. He looked mildly amused.




“Yes, sir,” Kimball responded, and cracked her gum again.




“We need to find out which way they went,” Daniel said, annoyed with the group. 




“Yeah, we sure do,” O’Neill agreed. “Hauser—or do you prefer Kimball?—how’s your tree climbing?”




“Might as well go with Kimball,” she said, “seeing as how Lady Borgia—”




“Sally.”




“—is in on my secret identity,” Sally finished. “And my tree climbing is aces. Hang on.”




She was as good as her word, using crampons and some rope to scale one of the taller trees. While she was up there, Charles Wallace continued to wander around, picking up leaves, investigating plants, and making a note of wildlife.




“Are there any human-inhabited planets that haven’t been terraformed?” he asked.




“A few,” Daniel replied. “Those are the ones the Ancients colonized in this galaxy and the Pegasus galaxy. Have you had a chance to read up on those files?”




“Most of them are outside of my security reach,” Charles Wallace commented. “Ever come out on a planet called Camezotz?”




Daniel frowned. “No, not to my knowledge. Why?”




“Just wondering,” Charles Wallace replied. “I should see if I can contact Cole.”




“Got it!” Kimball said, lowering herself from the upper branches of the tree she’d chosen. “Ha’tak. Looks to be ten or more clicks to the southwest. We’ve got more than half a day to make it before nightfall.”




“Any idea how long the day is here?” O’Neill asked.




“From the change in the angle of the shadows in the last twenty minutes,” Charles Wallace answered, “probably twenty-two point five hours per rotation or so, and there’s not much of an axial tilt, so call it six hours or so before sunset.”




“You did that in your head?” Daniel asked him.




“Yeah, kind of a math geek thing,” Murray answered him.




They picked up their belongings and set out.




“Not that I need to remind anyone,” O’Neill said, “but keep your eyes open for Jaffa and humans for that matter. Murray, hold off on your psychic thingie until we stop for a rest. No trancing while walking.”




“Psychic thingie?” Charles Wallace asked.




“Yeah,” O’Neill repeated, gesturing with his fingers near his temple. “The psychic…thingie…”




Charles Wallace sighed. “I can communicate soul-to-soul with another being across the depths of space and time, and General O’Neill calls it a ‘psychic thingie’.”




“You got a better name?” O’Neill asked.




“I call it kything,” he answered.




O’Neill stared at him. “Yeah, I’m going to keep psychic thingie.”




“Works better,” Sally observed. “Obvious from the name. Kything, not so much.”




Murray shook his head and followed Kimball into the forest.







There was no mistaking a trip through the Stargate, even if you were unconscious. Unless you were badly injured, the perceived freezing cold, screaming void of the wormhole would wake you up with a jerk and a gasp, and that’s how Mitchell came to, hogtied face down on the floor of the cargo hold of a puddle jumper. Puddle jumper?




He groaned and twitched, and a foot pressed into his shoulder. Not violently, but definitely with enough weight to cause some pain. The owner of the foot wanted him to know he was there. He opened his eyes. Vala was just in front of him, and her expression changed from annoyance at being woken to annoyance at the circumstances. There were booted feet all around them—Jaffa from what he could tell. The two college kids, Cole and Sabrina, were dumped closest to the cockpit and were still out cold. Stunned? Where was Teal’c?




The rattle of a chain made him turn his head painfully to the other side, and he saw Teal’c chained hand and foot and also unconscious. There must have been something interesting where they’d landed, if three of the five of them had been zatted. 




Since it was a gateship, the trip took less time than the landing. Hands grabbed him firmly and dragged him down the back ramp, dropping him on a stone floor under a stone ceiling while far off trumpets sounded. Vala hit the ground next to him, grunting. Teal’c made no noise or sign that he was awake when he landed. 




“Bring the high priest here,” Thoth commanded, “and have the others instruct the people that their first tribute is due before sunset.”




He strode over, resplendent in gold robe and white linen kilt. He’d repaired his eyeliner and the gold dust in his hair. There was even a bit of gloss to his lips.




“Going for the metrosexual look, huh, Thoth?” Mitchell asked. “I gotta say, it’s been done before and better.”




Thoth ignored him, took Teal’c by the shoulder and turned him over. Then he pushed a hand into Teal’c’s symbiote pouch. His expression remained coldly remote. When he finally turned to Mitchell, he raised an eyebrow.




“Tell me, human,” he said. “How does this Jaffa live without a symbiote?”




“Symbiote?” Mitchell asked. “What’s a symbiote?”




“It’s that slimy, filth-ridden piece of worm-bait,” Vala told him, looking up. “You know, the same as climbed into Leroy’s head here.”




“Talk when you are not addressed, sow,” Thoth said to her, “and you add hours to your death.”




“Sow?” Vala protested indignantly. “I beg your pardon, but if you’re going to compare me to a barnyard animal, it’s ‘bitch’, thank you very much.”




Thoth hit her hard enough to split her lip. Vala took the punch and glared at him without saying anything.




“And what happens if I introduce a symbiote to your shol’va’s pouch?” he asked Mitchell.




“You’ll kill him,” Mitchell replied. “Which you didn’t look to be wanting earlier, so I advise against it.”




Thoth’s eyes narrowed, and he studied Mitchell.




“Where is the drug?” he demanded.




“Drug?” Mitchell repeated.




Thoth ignored him and stood up.




“Jaffa, strip him and search his belongings. Look for roshna kek and bring it to me,” Thoth ordered. 




Two of the Jaffa picked Teal’c up and started stripping him.




Thoth went over to Sabrina, picked her up under the arms, and hauled her up to her knees.




“And let’s see our prize, now that she’s no longer on the planet of her birth,” he murmured.




He untied her hands, which fell limply to her sides, loosened the gag and pulled it out of her mouth, untied the blindfold, and pulled off the earmuffs.




“Sabrina,” he said softly, losing both the glowing eyes and reverberating voice. “Sabrina, wake up.”




Sabrina’s brows drew together, and she brought her hand up to her face.




“Lee?” she mumbled.




“Sabrina, that is not your friend,” Mitchell warned, getting to his knees.




Thoth snapped a finger, and a Jaffa grabbed him by the throat and covered his mouth with a hand.




“Sabrina, wake up,” Thoth murmured using Lee’s voice. “It’s okay.”




Sabrina blinked several times and looked up at his face.




“Lee?”




He smiled at her.




She grabbed the collar of his robe and headbutted him as hard as she could.




When Thoth fell over and scrambled back, covering his nose, Sabrina got to her feet and jumped for him, fingers curled into claws.




“Give me my friend back, you snake!” she screamed. 




Thoth managed to catch her with a foot, but not before she’d clawed at his face and then, shifting tactics, punched him as hard as she could. 




“You go, girl!” Vala yelled.




One of the Jaffa guards grabbed Sabrina by her upper arm and pulled her off Thoth. She kicked him—not his leg or even his crotch, but a swinging high kick, hitting him in the eye with her pointed toe. He released her, but his partner hit her in the stomach with the butt end of his staff weapon, driving all the air out of her lungs. She fell to her knees.




One of the priests, terrified, handed Thoth a cloth, which he held against his nose, but his robe and kilt were spattered with crimson drops of blood.




“Little witch,” he hissed. “You won’t get another chance to do that.”




Sabrina raised herself up on her arms, grimacing.




“I don’t think so,” she answered.




She braced herself, closing her eyes. Then she held still for a long moment.




“What’s she doing?” Vala whispered to Mitchell.




He made a noise of “I dunno” behind the Jaffa’s hand and shrugged.




Whatever she planned, the young witch must not have been able to pull it off. She listed off to the side, opened her eyes wide with confusion and dread.




“I can’t—” she started. “What’s…what’s going on?”




Thoth, smirking now, stepped closer, bringing the cloth down and revealing off a very swollen nose and the start of a black eye.




“You’re not on your home world any more, little witch,” he told her. “And your power comes only from your world. You’re not a witch here. In fact, you’re just like any other human.”




Sabrina looked up at him, terrified.




“Lock them up,” Thoth ordered the Jaffa and strode off.







General Carter had returned to the command room to supervise the evacuation of Easter Island. 




“Who do we have responses from?” she asked her adjutant.




“Ma’am, we have one cargo ship under Liberian flag, Chilean naval vessel Almirante Williams, and the USS Boxer, en route to join its new carrier group off Australia, all within twelve hours of Hanga Roa. The Boxer has already changed course and is speeding full ahead. It expects to be there within eight hours. They’re also routing all available military and commercial passenger aircraft. The first one will arrive in four and a half hours. The bottleneck is not the number of crafts available but the one runway, and the lack of fuel for refueling.”




He read a number off his clipboard, and she pulled over her file on the Chilean national airline. They used Boeing 787s, fuel efficient for the 3700 mile leg from Santiago to the one airport on the island. She flipped through pages, finding the technical specs she needed, compared it to the aviation charts around Easter Island and ran numbers through her head.




“If West Berlin could do it, so can we,” she muttered.




“Ma’am?”




“An airlift, Lieutenant. Tell Mataveri to get everything set up for the fastest turnaround possible,” she told her assistant. “Plane lands, it does not taxi. Fuel and passengers are brought to it and loaded. No cargo. Once the people and the fuel are on board, they immediately take off. The Berlin Airlift managed two hundred thousand flights in a year. We can get seven thousand people off in a few hours.”




“Yes, ma’am!” he exclaimed and bustled off.




Diana watched her with shadowed eyes.




“There isn’t enough time,” she said. “The first aircraft sets down in four and a half hours, but the magma displacement will reach the surface in three.”




Carter nodded her head. 




“I need to figure out a way to slow down the magma without destroying the island.”




“You can do that?” Diana asked, amazed.




“I’ve done bigger and weirder,” she said.







“So,” Kimball asked nonchalantly, “what do you want to do about the natives surrounding us?”




They’d been on a fast march through much thicker forest for the last hour, in the correct direction for the pyramid she’d seen from her treetop perch. The trees around them were too small to cut out all the ambient sunlight, so there was a lot of underbrush around, which slowed them down considerably and made it difficult to travel silently. Other than Murray’s comment that the area had been clear cut some decades previously, no one talked.




“Well,” O’Neill answered, keeping the brim of his hat low, “they’ve been so polite and all, not interrupting us, I’d rather just leave them alone. Any sign of whether they’re human or Jaffa?”




“Couple I’ve spotted, I couldn’t tell,” Kimball said, shaking her head.




“Uh, guys,” Daniel called.




Five people had stepped out of the shifting shadows of the forest, holding drawn bows on them.




“I’m going to go with humans,” O’Neill said.




“We do not have time for this,” Elizabeth said, drawing herself up.




“Hey!” O’Neill exclaimed. “Ixnay on the oold-gay, Abby Normal? I don’t care if they haven’t seen one in generations, we are not riling anyone up here.”




Elizabeth subsided, sparing a glare for O’Neill.




“They’re more curious than hostile,” Murray said. “But that’s not to say they aren’t hostile.”




“I’m glad you’re here to tell us these things, professor,” O’Neill answered. “But for now, just act cool and let me take the lead.”




“Professor?” Charles Wallace asked. “Does he always quote movies?”




“What movie?” Daniel asked.




“You’re killin’ me, Smalls,” Kimball told them. “Now keep it down.”




Several more people had come out to either side and behind them, stepping out of places that shouldn’t have held a fern, let alone a human being. O’Neill took note, unhappy that they were so proficient in camouflage and stalking. They were all young, mostly male with a few female, and two of them had abdominal pouches like Teal’c, so mixed Jaffa and human. Very interesting.




“Take me to your leader?” he tried.




One of the young men lowered his bow and stepped forward, taking care, O’Neill noted, not to get in any of his comrades’ lines of fire. Kimball took up guard on his six, ignoring the people in front of him. He decided he was getting to like her.




“Our leader resides in that direction,” the young man said, nodding in a general westerly direction. “Why do you wish to speak to her?”




“Well,” O’Neill began, “you may have noticed a shiny silver ship coming out of the chappa’ai before us and flying overhead?”




“We did,” the young man said. “It drew us in this direction to see if anything else worthy of note emerged.”




“That would be us,” O’Neill offered. “Turns out the guy flying that ship is a bad guy, real stinker by the name of Thoth, and he captured some of our people. Then he ran off to this world, and we followed. We’d like to get our people back and, if possible, get ahold of Thoth so he doesn’t hurt anyone else.”




There was a subtle but visible reaction among the natives at the name of Thoth. Several shifted uncomfortably. The two Jaffa he could see narrowed their eyes but held still. 




“Wait, what’re they saying?” Charles Wallace whispered to Daniel. “And how come they can understand him and he can understand them?”




“We think it’s a function of the Stargate,” Daniel said, replying in a murmur, “but we’ve never been able to narrow down a cause. Current betting is on some form of extra-dimensional nanites granting translative powers by colonizing the brain. Takes a few trips through the Stargates for it to take hold, but it doesn’t seem to do any harm.”




Charles Wallace looked at him, horrified.




“We’re all in favor,” Daniel explained. “Otherwise, every mission would take weeks as we acquired their language and taught them ours. Goa’uld language may have stayed relatively static in the last few thousand years, but no human tongue ever has.”




“They’re sub-cellular symbiotes the Ancients engineered and added to the biota of the Stargates,” Elizabeth said. “Depending on your species, they also grant you extra color vision, more night vision, and a heightened ability to smell certain odors. If you live long enough, they’ll mess with your ability to digest cellulose, but that’s all.”




“What’s long enough?” Daniel asked.




“A couple of hundred years,” she replied.




He nodded, impressed.




“Humans can’t digest cellulose,” Charles Wallace said.




“There you go,” Elizabeth answered. “You get off easy. Congratulations.”




“Thoth is the highest god there is,” the young man said, his eyes narrowed in thought. “You oppose the gods?”




O’Neill exhaled. It had been worth a try.




“See, Thoth and the other goa’uld will tell you that they’re gods, but they aren’t,” he explained. “Not really. They show up, take things over, kill a lot of people, and enslave the rest. So, yeah, we oppose them.”




“Good!” the young man declared. “We also oppose the gods. I shall take you and your people to our leader that we may plan the overthrow of the gods of our world, as it was foretold.”




O’Neill blinked. “Foretold? It was foretold?”




“Indeed!” the young man agreed. “And there will be feasting and celebration!”




“What about our friends?” Daniel asked. “They’re in the clutches of Thoth as we speak.”




“Clutches?” O’Neill asked. “Did you actually just use the word ‘clutches’ as a noun in a sentence?”




“He used the word ‘feasting’!” Daniel protested.




“They probably know all about the ha’tak and the surrounding village,” O’Neill said. “And they’ll have people who can work with us on rescuing Mitchell and the others.”




“And you’re taking his word for it?” Elizabeth asked. “Because humans never lie.”




O’Neill glanced at the leader. 




“What’s your name, son?”




“I am Flavius Julius Adversarius,” he answered.




“Blond man, son of Julian, of the Opponents?” Daniel translated.




“The gods and enslaved Jaffa call us Tok’Ra,” Flavius added. “But we choose our own names.”




“And do you happen to have any free Jaffa?” O’Neill asked in polite curiosity.




“Several,” Flavius responded. “They are valued allies.”




O’Neill glanced over at Elizabeth.




“And what do we say?” he asked.




“I have no objections,” Elizabeth said with dignity.







With the exception of Sabrina, who could walk though she lurched from one side to another, the prisoners were dragged down a flight of stairs to the cells, most of which were empty, and thrown into the largest cell. The lead Jaffa tossed down the bundle of Teal’c’s clothes, sans Tretonin, and shut and locked the door behind him.




“Ooof,” Vala complained. “I can’t get to my knots. Is anyone free?”




“There’s Teal’c,” Mitchell said, “but he’s still out. Sabrina, how are you doing?”




“I don’t know?” Sabrina answered in a shaky voice. “I don’t feel very good, and there’s an extremely large naked man on top of me.”




“Oh, that’s Teal’c,” Mitchell answered. “He’s okay, if a little stern.”




“I can’t get him off,” Sabrina complained.




Vala giggled.




“Stop that,” Mitchell ordered. “This is serious.”




“I’m just saying that every time I’ve woken up with a large naked man on top of me,” Vala said, still giggling, “I’ve never had reason to say I couldn’t get him off.”




Teal’c made a noise like a musk ox shaking a snow drift off and slowly got his arms under him. He opened his eyes and stared for a moment at the girl underneath him.




“Hi, I’m Sabrina,” she said, and wiggled her fingers in a little wave.




He raised an eyebrow and got to his feet.




“Mind untying us, big guy?” Mitchell asked. “You can put your clothes on first, if you like.”




“Don’t discourage him!” Vala objected. “Teal’c, you get right over here and release me from my bondage.”




Teal’c did grab his clothes, but only so he could hunt through them and find the knife he’d hidden in the hem of his jacket. Sabrina got to her feet as well, went over to Cole, and started working on his ropes. In less than three minutes, everyone was untied and rubbing ankles and wrists to restore circulation.




“Okay, Sabrina,” Mitchell said, “good to see you awake and everything. Can you tell me how you knew your buddy Lee was not your buddy Lee?”




“Oh, that was…” she paused and looked up at Cole, who she sat next to.




“They won’t believe you, but go ahead,” he said.




“Well, when we were on the island,” she started.




“What island?” Vala asked.




“The place where he landed his first ship, before we got on the second ship and went through the gate,” Sabrina explained.




“We were in an underground cavern with no sign of the outside,” Teal’c pointed out. He was now wearing clothes, but his demeanor hadn’t changed at all. “How were you able to ascertain we were on an island?”




She blinked several times at him and took a moment to work up to her answer. “Um, so I couldn’t feel anything while we were on the first ship, I guess because we were up in the air? But once he set us down and we were dragged out of the ship, and I was able to touch the ground, and I meditated. I could tell we were underground, on an island with people. Only,” and here she paused and looked a little confused, “there were a bunch of really old guys guarding the island? And they wouldn’t stop talking? Cole, do you know what that was about?”




“Not a clue,” he said.




“Well, they were really distracting,” Sabrina continued. “If they hadn’t been, I might have gotten free. I got the handcuffs off, but something hit me before I could get the blindfold, gag, and earmuffs off, and I don’t remember anything until I woke up here. I did know that there’s something inside Lee’s head, and he’s really, really angry about it. Yelling his head off. And the thing in his head is…not very nice.”




Her gaze turned down, and she looked worried.




“The thing in his head is called a goa’uld,” Mitchell explained. “Now, what was that bit about you being a witch?”




“Oh, I am,” she agreed, brightening. Then she saddened again. “Except, I can’t do anything on this planet.”




“We’re on another planet?” Cole asked.




She nodded. 




“Can’t you feel it? I can’t reach Gaea, which is why I can’t do anything.”




“What is Gaea?” Teal’c asked her.




She looked up at him, clearly a little intimidated.




“Well, it’s a…it’s a force, a kind of energy that’s the sum of all living things on the planet—everything from bacteria to elephants,” she explained. “And it’s always there, whether you can feel it or not, and you can change it, and it can change you. Some people can sense it and use it without training, but most people need training to do it, and it can be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing, or if you act out of anger or fear.”




Mitchell looked at her with frank skepticism. Vala kept her expression carefully blank.




“You are speaking of the Force, are you not?” Teal’c asked her.




“My teacher, Herr Shang, gets annoyed if you call it that,” she said, slightly embarrassed.




“Yet that is what you speak of,” he insisted.




“The main difference,” Sabrina told him, “is that Gaea is planet-based. Herr Shang has talked about some energies that are based on greater things that the Earth—like the solar wind, the rotation of the galaxy and such—but he told us that there was no reason good enough to try to harness those. If this is a different planet, then it has a different lifeforce, and I’m not in contact with it. I don’t think I can be in contact with it. I don’t know how.”




The others stared at her for a long moment until Vala reached over and patted her knee.




“Don’t you worry about that, Sabrina,” she said. “We’re experts on escaping durance vile. Why, we’ll probably be out of here before sunset, figuring out how to get your friend back.”




“Really?” She looked like she might cry with relief.




“Really,” Vala assured her.




“Durance vile?” Mitchell asked her.




“Hush, you,” Vala said. “I’ll read if I like.”




“I’m just wondering about the quality of the literature you’re tackling,” he said.




“I have noticed all the books in her library have cover art that include very well muscled, shirtless men,” Teal’c pointed out. “And women with exaggerated bosoms.”




“Those are the best kind!” Vala protested.




Cole stared out of their prison cell to the guard room just outside.




“I think Lee’s still in there,” he said. “And I think he’s still fighting Thoth.”




“Why do you say that?” Teal’c asked.




“Because anyone that would put all five of us in a cell would have to be certifiably insane, otherwise,” Mitchell answered for him.







Chapter Six



“Okay, can you teleport the island someplace safe?” Diana asked.




“No,” Carter said, gazing over the table screen at the map of Easter Island. “It’s too big. Even the town’s too big. A couple of years ago, we managed to teleport an office building, but that was really stretching our resources.”




“What about getting all the people together in a group and teleporting them off the island?” Diana prompted.




“And do what with them?” Carter asked. “We have to have somewhere to teleport them to.”




“Can’t you hold them in, uh, a buffer of some sort?” Diana asked.




Carter shook her head. “That’s Galaxy Quest, not real life. Though…they had a similar problem in Atlantis, but…no, the technology’s unstable, and there’s no way we could get it here in time.”




Diana looked around the control room, as if an answer might appear out of thin air.




“Can you teleport the magma?” she asked.




“Some of it,” Carter conceded. “Maybe. The problem is, it might cause the island to collapse into the void left behind.”




Salem, the very large black cat, sauntered across the table and sat his furry haunches down exactly where Carter had been staring, the town of Rapa Nui.




“Can you teleport energy instead of matter?” the cat asked her.




“I, whuh?”




Carter did an uncanny triple take, and her eyes bugged out.




“The cat talks?” she asked.




“The cat talks,” Salem confirmed. “I’m also feeling much better. Thanks for asking. Now, can you teleport energy instead of matter?”




“Be more specific,” Carter said, moving a little to the left and then a little to the right, checking what she saw for signs of a hologram.




“Not that I care about islands or the noisy monkeys running around on them,” the cat said, “but if I did and I wanted to do something about it, I’d know that it’s too big to stop. So, I’d slow it down. You keep talking about the magma displacing the rock as it rises up into the island volcanoes. If I were you and were bored enough to perform a spell, I’d steal the magma’s upward movement and apply it to something I did want to see move up. Like my stock portfolio.”




Carter continued staring at him for a long moment, her lips moving silently. Without speaking, she went to one of the white boards, grabbed the orange marker and started writing out a lengthy, unintelligible equation. After a minute or two while Diana and Salem stood quietly by, she paused, tapping the market against the board.




“No,” Carter said. “I can’t steal the physical movement of the magma. The inertia of that much mass is beyond our limits, but I can displace the heat!”




“Cool it off?” Diana asked.




“Cool it off,” Carter confirmed. “And if I do it right, we can sink the thermal energy into the naquadria and either store it there or see if there’s a way to dump it into a ZPM.”




Diana paused, lifting a finger.




“Didn’t you say something about naquadria being unstable?”




“Oh, it is,” Carter agreed. “Extremely unstable. The good news is, we do have a buffer for the naquadria core, and we have a ZPM in Antarctica that could really use a top off. I should be able to keep the naquadria stable long enough to get the ZPM up here and charge it. Otherwise, we can displace it back to the island once we’ve got it evacuated.”




She paused and looked off into some unknown distance, her eyes unfocused.




“If we can find a safe and reliable way to do this, we could shift heat out of the oceans,” she said, her voice just a breath. “We could directly counter global warming!”




“Can we save my daughter first?” Diana asked.




Carter snapped out of her reverie. “Yes, of course. Now, let’s get started. Lieutenant!”







The walk to the Adversaries’ village took the rest of the available daylight, but it was worth it when they were greeted by the headwoman, an older woman dressed in a rich and elaborate robe. Behind her stood a man of middle years, his posture and clothes those of a soldier, his countenance as stoic as Teal’c’s, and his manner deferential to both the headwoman and the guests.




“Strangers, I greet you,” the woman said, holding her hands out, palms up. “As it was foretold, you seek to end the reign of those called gods, and we shall aid you. My name is Vecuvia Sophia Adversaria. Here is my counselor, Virbius of Nun.”




She indicated the man who stood one step behind and to the right of her without glancing back.




“It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am,” O’Neill said. “I’m General Jack O’Neill of Stargate Command, mostly retired. This is Doctor Daniel Jackson, Airman, ah, Sally Kimball, Elizabeth Brown, and Charles Wallace Murray. Our mission is to retrieve the hostages Thoth took before he headed this way, and we also hope to put a stop to his reign.”




“Vecuvia is the name of an Etruscan nymph,” Daniel said, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “She’s related to Egeria.”




Vecuvia smiled at him, her cheeks and eyes showing genuine pleasure as she nodded. 




“It is a hereditary name, Doctor Jackson,” she said. “The founder of our people here was Vecuvia, daughter of Egeria. If you like, I shall relate the history of her story later this evening.”




“I would like,” Daniel responded. “I would like very much. You actually have history going back to Egeria’s time?”




“We do,” Vecuvia confirmed.




“Lady,” Virbius said, leaning forward a bit. “General O’Neill was once a host, and Elizabeth Brown is currently a host.”




The mood changed abruptly, and several of the soldiers around them tensed. Vecuvia’s eyes widened, but she remained calm.




“General, please explain yourself,” she said, hands clasped before her.




O’Neill made a slight face, as if he’d just realized he’d tracked something unpleasant into his host’s living room on the sole of his boot.




“A few years ago, I caught a bug—an illness—” he clarified at their startled looks, “and it looked like it was going to be fatal. The Tok’Ra implanted me with a symbiote, Kanan. It saved my life, but we didn’t exactly see eye to eye. It left.”




He paused and scratched a little at his chin.




“Of course, if Virbius can spot that, it means he either was or is a host,” he pointed out.




“Virbius is the name of the symbiote,” Vecuvia said. “Its host is Sacer Decimus Adversarius.”




Virbius’s eyes lit up for a moment and went back to normal. He gave them a slight bow.




“But you’re in charge,” O’Neill said. “Right?”




“I am, as you say, ‘in charge’,” Vecuvia answered, inclining her head in a nod. “The symbiote offspring of Egeria do not hold positions of leadership. That was agreed upon in the time of Egeria.”




She turned her eyes, dark brown and fathomless, to Elizabeth.




“Elizabeth Brown?” she asked.




Elizabeth took a deep breath. “I am the host of Heqet, sister of Egeria and daughter of Thoth.”




She looked down, and when she looked back up, her eyes were lit from within.




“We seek Elizabeth’s son, who was taken by my father as a host against his will,” Heqet said, her voice reverberating deeply. “I seek vengeance against my father for causing the death of my sister. He set his lieutenant, Ra, against her and had her hunted across the galaxy. I will see him brought down and the people he has enslaved freed.”




The mood changed again, with many of the people gathered around them gasping in surprise, their expressions turned solemn, some of them anxious. Vecuvia visibly gathered and then steeled herself. Virbius looked shocked for one long second before he covered his response with an expression of stoic curiosity.




“Then the times Egeria and Vecuvia the First foretold are upon us,” the headwoman said. “I greet you, Heqet and Elizabeth Brown. We are the children of your sister and your allies in this matter.”







“Why a dungeon?” Cole asked, scanning the corridor outside the cell.




The cells had thick walls on either side with a front covered by a mesh of bars, preventing anyone from putting more than a finger outside the space. There was even a window, far above, at the end of the corridor, and its presence informed them that while they searched their cell inch by inch, went through their few belongings, and finally sat back and talked, the sun had set, and two moons had risen.




“Why not?” Vala asked. 




“He had people, guys who looked like Teal’c, in some sort of suspended animation,” Cole protested. “If he can do that, why doesn’t he just put us on ice?”




He sat in the corner of the wall closest to the entrance and a sleeping platform. Sabrina sat next to him, under his arm, her arms around her knees, and her head leaning on his shoulder. She’d been mostly quiet the whole time and still looked as if she didn’t feel well. They’d all been stripped of their belongings, everything except their clothes, but both Mitchell and Vala had rations tucked away in pockets they shared with the others. Teal’c had declined, but Cole had accepted for him and Sabrina. Sabrina only held her part of the energy bar in her listless hand.




“The goa’uld often base their decisions on priorities other than tactical effectiveness,” Teal’c said. 




Cole looked up at him, confused.




“Good chance that Thoth gets off on the idea of us suffering in here instead of sleeping away the hours,” Mitchell explained.




“That’s true,” Vala said. “Give a goa’uld a choice between doing something that won’t backfire on it but is kind of boring and one which might just backfire on it but gets some jollies, and it’ll go for the jollies every time.”




“How’d they stay in control for so long?” Cole asked.




“Superior technology,” Mitchell said.




“Which they stole,” Vala added.




“Superior numbers,” Mitchell said.




“Which they enslaved,” Vala added.




“The goa’uld are quite ruthless in pursuing their goals,” Teal’c said, studying the corridor and the entrance. “And when they hold a population captive with superior technology, they impose themselves as gods who must be worshipped and feared. It has proven an effective strategy for keeping both humans and Jaffa enslaved.”




“But you’re a Jaffa,” Sabrina said, her voice soft. “And your forehead thing is gold, not a tattoo.”




“I was once the first prime of a goa’uld called Apophis,” he told them, his voice emotionless. “I held doubts about the creature I called my god and master. When I met the original members of SG-1, I rebelled against Apophis and joined the Tau’ri.”




“That’s Jaffa for ‘people of Earth’,” Mitchell explained.




“And it was before our time,” Vala said, pointing at Mitchell and then herself. “Say, I wonder how Daniel’s doing.”




Mitchell and Teal’c looked at her.




“He was trying to get that arkie person to evacuate the site,” Vala said. “If Thoth took off in his ship—which I’m pretty sure he did—then the whole compound would have flooded.”




“Archeologist,” Cole said faintly. “You don’t think anyone was hurt, do you?”




Mitchell made a face and shook his head. “Our ship was keeping a close eye on things. They would have teleported anyone in danger out of there before it got too bad.”




“You can teleport people?” Sabrina asked. “Like in Galaxy Quest?”




“They used a shower curtain and some Christmas lights,” Mitchell told her. “We’ve got the real thing.”




“I thought you guys were all about the Stargate,” Cole said.




Mitchell shrugged. “We picked up a few more things as we went along. Boy, you guys are going to get such a debriefing when we get back.”




“You really think we’re getting back?” Cole asked.




“Cole,” Sabrina said, shocked, “of course we are! We’re going to rescue Lee and get back home.”




“You were able to get ahold of your buddy in Antarctica,” Mitchell told him, “which means he got ahold of Stargate Command, which means General Carter knows what happened to us, so she’s sent a team after us. What do you think, Teal’c? Is she going to send SG-2? SG-7?”




“SG-7 is currently off-world, tracking a ship from the Lucian alliance that was implicated in a theft of medical supplies from P3R-118,” Teal replied. “In fact, most of the teams are currently committed to missions of their own. It might be more efficient for her to create a temporary team of available SG staff.”




“Well, I hope they bring Daniel,” Vala said. “He’s the only one who can glance at one of those carved pillar things and read it without giving himself a headache.”




“Are you pining for Doctor Jackson?” Mitchell asked her. 




“No,” Vala said firmly. “Absolutely not.”




“You’ve already mentioned him twice in two minutes,” Mitchell pointed out. “I think you’re getting sweet on the boy.”




“I am not getting sweet on Daniel Jackson!” Vala declared, offended.




“You have shown marked preference for his company,” Teal’c noted.




“Oh, you can just stop it right n—”




She cut off when the door to the cells clanged open and a squad of well armed Jaffa entered. One of them was Thoth’s first prime, and he carried a pain stick. He took a position in front of the door to the cell and smiled as Mitchell and Vala got to their feet and stood beside Teal’c.




“I will open the door to your cell,” the first prime said, “and you will present yourselves one by one so that you may be chained and brought forth to our master.”




“What’s in it for us?” Vala asked.




“Also,” Mitchell added, “you didn’t use the magic word.”




The Jaffa smiled a little wider. 




“It would please me if you did not,” he told them, “for then I have my master’s permission to stun you and drag your worthless bodies before him, and for each one of you who resists, I have his permission to use the rod of pain on the younger female.”




“What’s he saying?” Sabrina asked. “And why is he looking at me like that?”




“On your feet, kids,” Mitchell said. “Do the same thing we do, no fighting.”




Cole climbed to his feet and helped Sabrina up.




“But—” Sabrina started.




“I think we’d better just do as Colonel Mitchell says, Sabrina,” Cole said. “I think maybe Thoth has it in for you personally.”




“But why?” she asked, baffled.




Mitchell came up to the door when it opened and allowed the Jaffa to turn him around and bind his hands behind his back. Then he was pushed down the hall where two more Jaffa took him by his arms. Vala went next. 




“Because it’s sitting in Lee’s head, and Lee’s fighting it,” Cole explained. “So it’s going to use you to hurt Lee.”




Once Vala was bound and pushed forward to her chosen guards, Teal’c motioned Cole forward.




“But we’re both his friends,” Sabrina said, sounding desperate. “Why me?”




The Jaffa guard turned Cole around roughly and pulled his hands in back of him.




“Sabrina,” Cole said, urging her to understand. “Lee likes you.”




“Lee likes Dawn,” Sabrina answered.




“Yeah,” Cole agreed and was pushed down the hallway. “And he likes you too.”




One of his guards clouted him on the ear, hard, knocking him halfway to his knees. 




“Silence!”




The first prime stared at Sabrina and gestured for her to come forward. She didn’t move but started trembling. She looked up at Teal’c.




“That stick?” she asked in a tiny voice. “Is that what they hurt me with?”




“It is,” Teal’c said gravely.




“Did…” and here she looked back at the first prime and flinched with fear. “Did Lee do that to me?”




“Thoth did that to you,” Teal’c told her. “Your friend had no say in the matter.”




“Tell the girl to come here!” the first prime ordered.




Sabrina’s eyes went back to the first prime, and she shook all over.




“Go towards him, Sabrina,” Teal’c told her. “They may treat you roughly, but you will be all right. I will be right behind you.”




Still shaking, Sabrina took several timid steps up to the door. Impatient, the first prime reached in, grabbed her, and found Teal’c’s hand around his throat. The soldiers around them all lifted their zats. Teal’c glared at the first prime.




“Know this, First Prime of Thoth,” he said, “I am Teal’c of Chulak, son of Ronac, once first prime to Apophis, a false god, as Thoth is a false god. Apophis is dead, as Thoth will soon be, but if you harm either the girl or the boy, I will make your death my first act of note on this world.”




He then slowly released the first prime, who spat at the floor and hauled Sabrina past Teal’c. The first prime turned the frightened girl around, secured her hands, and pushed her to her guards, his eyes never leaving Teal’c’s.




“I care not what your name is, shol’va,” the first prime said. “I will kill you with my own hands the moment my god and master allows it.”




Teal’c turned to face the back of the cell, allowing the Jaffa to bind his hands. His two guards took him, and the five of them were led away.







“First plane is just under two hours away,” the lieutenant advised General Carter. “And the island is reporting strong surface tremors. There are also signs of gases being expelled from the volcanoes.”




“How are the systems checks?” Carter called out.




She pulled herself out from under the panel she’d climbed half through to reach the necessary crystal boards.




“Everything is green except for the tertiary backup for life support relays on deck fifteen,” the airman replied. “That one’s showing redundancies in the red.”




“Right,” Carter said, crawling back in. “Hang on.”




The relays for tertiary backup for life support ran next to the main trunk for navigation and communications, and while loss of the tertiary backup could be managed—so long as primary and secondary didn’t hiccup—if it fritzed out on them on deck 15, it would knock out their ability to see where they were going or tell anyone else what was up. Again, secondary and tertiary for those systems would almost certainly kick in. Almost certainly. And if they were in space with no hostiles, she might ask the captain if he was willing to risk it. They weren’t. They were currently holding position one kilometer above an island that was an hour from pouring out lava like a fancy fountain did chocolate.




She scanned through her diagrams until she found what she wanted.




“Okay, tell the team on deck fourteen to go up one level, head to control junction thirty-six bravo, and reroute tertiary life support away from the main trunk and up through control junction thirty-six charlie,” she called. “Got it?”




“Deck fourteen, up one level, reroute tertiary life support from thirty-six bravo to thirty-six charlie,” the airman recited.




“That’s good!” Carter called. 




She pulled herself all the way out and found herself facing the same large black cat that Diana had brought on the ship. It stared at her with mad, golden eyes, and its tail beat back and forth behind it like a metronome.




“What?” she asked.




“How much longer?” it asked.




She’d noticed it never spoke if there was anyone other than Diana around, and Diana was currently waiting back in the control room. Except Diana had confirmed to her that it did talk. So either she and Diana were sharing a mutual hallucination with surprising consistency, or the cat really did talk.




“We should hear back in five minutes on the last reroute,” she told him. “Then, we test, and if the test is successful, we pull the equivalent of one thousand degrees Kelvin of heat energy from a mass of magma six to seven cubic kilometers in size from the plume rising into Easter Island. I’m calling it forty-five minutes.”




The cat’s tail continued to lash.




“How long until we get my goddaughter back?” it asked.




The cat…the cat had…a goddaughter?




“Which one was she?” Carter asked, deciding to fake it until she actually got it.




“Sabrina Spellman,” the cat replied, annoyed. “One of the college kids the goa’uld took hostage on his way out.”




“Right,” she said. “I don’t know. As soon as SG-X makes contact and gives us a situation report, I’ll have a better idea.”




The cat glared at her. 




“You want to go after them, be my guest,” she said, gesturing ‘the door’s thatta way’ to her left.




Forty-three minutes later, she was on the bridge at the science station, watching information from the scans. Cracks had appeared in the three different volcano craters of the island, and temperature sensors reported the rocks in the craters had climbed to almost three hundred degrees centigrade. The release of gases obscured the airport’s visibility, making landing difficult. If the eruption released any significant amount of ash, the planes would have to be diverted.




“Everything looks good,” she told the captain.




“General, what are your orders?”




“Captain, please execute heat transfer,” Carter replied.




“Engineering,” the captain said, “on my mark, run the buffer down to minimum. Mark.”




She glanced over at the engineering station and watched as the officer there switched the power feed to rely entirely on the buffer, allowing it to run down. 




“Captain, the buffer has reached minimum,” the engineer called.




“Teleport room,” the captain called over the intercom, “begin heat energy transfer now.”




“Yes, sir,” the staff in the teleport room answered.




She bit her lip. There was a very small, but not non-significant chance that the energy surge would simply bypass the buffer, hit the naquadria core, and detonate it, taking out the ship, everyone on it, the island, everyone on it, and a very large chunk of the south Pacific Ocean. She was absolutely certain it wouldn’t happen. She had the math to back it up. If it had been just her, it wouldn’t bother her at all. But it wasn’t just her.




There was nothing but the readings in front of her to tell her that the transfer had started. She watched, occasionally lifting her eyes to the main monitor at the front of the bridge and starting at the island under the early morning sun. An alarm chimed.




“Current transfer at ninety-nine point nine nine percent efficiency,” the engineer announced. “Transferring energy from the buffer into the naquadria core.”




The transfer from the magma to the buffer by teleporter as it scanned the huge bulk of liquified rock every second was twenty times greater than the transfer from the buffer into the naquadria. Small as that secondary transfer was, it kept the buffer from filling and enabled them to draw even more energy out.”




“Neutrino scan shows that mass is solidifying on its edges,” the science officer said. “Internal temperature has dropped by one hundred ten degrees Kelvin and continues to drop.”




“How’s the core?” the captain asked.




“Core is stable at sixty-three percent capacity,” engineering responded. “Buffer is also stable at thirty-eight percent full.”




Things continued pleasantly for more than three minutes before another alarm sounded.




“Spike in the buffer!” engineering called. “Now at fifty-seven percent. Now at sixty-three percent.”




“Step down the heat transfer to ten percent,” the captain ordered.




“Stepping down heat transfer to ten percent,” the science officer replied. “Transfer now at ten percent.”




“Buffer stabilizing at sixty-four percent,” engineering called. “Now sixty-three percent. Sixty-one percent.”




“Let us know when it’s back in the thirties,” the captain said. 




“Yes, sir,” engineering replied.




God, they were a good crew. Samantha sighed, remembering the days on SG-1 and in Atlantis when she was part of a well-oiled machine. Stargate Command was also well-oiled, so well-oiled in fact that she was often barely aware of the moment-to-moment action the Stargate teams encountered. They went out. They came back. Only rarely now was there the kind of action she’d seen in her first ten years. That was a good thing, but she realized she understood what Jack meant when he talked about the torturous boredom of riding a desk. 




“Buffer at thirty-eight percent, captain,” engineering announced.




“Return heat transfer to full,” the captain ordered.




And that was the totality of the drama. For another thirteen minutes, they sucked heat out of the plume of magma floating up into the island, turning it from liquid into solid once more. Of the seventeen cubic kilometers of thin, hot magma, more than six cubic kilometers had frozen, creating a cap on the remaining liquid. The naquadria core couldn’t absorb more energy without running a significantly increased risk of destabilizing. 




“Captain, Matavari Internation Airport reports that visibility has improved and surface quakes have stopped,” the communications officer said. “First flight will land in approximately thirty-five minutes, and more than three thousand islanders are ready for evacuation.”




General Samantha Carter exhaled a sigh of relief. Disaster hadn’t been averted. There was no way to actually stop the magma plume. It was too big, too hot, and had too much behind it. But they had bought enough time to start the evacuation.




“How are our numbers?” she asked the science officer.




“Within one point six percent of what you predicted, General Carter,” the second lieutenant told her. “I guess you’re getting another paper out of this.”




“Yeah,” she agreed. “Not that more than fifty or so people will get to read it.”




“Only fifty of the most brilliant minds on the planet,” he said.




“Keep it up, lieutenant,” she said. “Flattery is a line officer’s best tool. I’m going back down to the command room. Send me the numbers on the cap as soon as you have them.”




“Yes, ma’am.”







“Me and Kimball will head out for recon on the ha’tak and surroundings once the second moon is up,” O’Neill said. “Daniel, you good watching the kids while we’re gone?”




“Not a problem,” Daniel said equably. “Are you skipping the feasting?”




“Oh, I’ll probably grab some hot wings before we go, but I’ll leave the roast beast to you,” O’Neill answered.




They stood in a small group off to the side of the tribe’s gathering area. The makings for a large bonfire, not yet lit, stood in the center. The tribe lived as hunter-gatherers on the forested edges of a large plain with access to both mastodon and herds of bison. Their quarters were teepees built from lodgepole pines and covered with the great hides of mastodons hunted in previous years. There were horses, at least one for every member of the tribe, plenty of dogs and even a handful of cats.




“It looks like this society has developed in situ since Thoth abandoned them when he went into hiding on Earth,” Daniel surmised. “This is a rare opportunity to get some real anthropological work done.”




O’Neill opened his mouth to tell Daniel not to get too excited about it, but Elizabeth beat him to it.




“Don’t get too wrapped up in these people, Doctor Jackson,” Elizabeth said. “Just because they’re our allies right now doesn’t mean it’s in our best interests to fall in love with them.”




Daniel looked a little startled.




“I’m just saying, we don’t know of any other situation where human, Jaffa, and symbiote have lived in one society without severe stratification,” he said. “This society appears extremely egalitarian.”




“Appears and is are two different things,” Elizabeth said, looking around her uneasily. 




“You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?” Kimball asked her. 




Elizabeth shot her a quelling look. “I am here to rescue Lee and stop Thoth. That’s all.”




“That’s what you said back on the Hammond,” Kimball agreed. “But we just landed in the middle of a bunch of people who’d like nothing better than to make friends with the snake in your head. Sure you don’t have any plans for world domination?”




“Quite,” Elizabeth ground out.




“Heqet,” O’Neill said nonchalantly. “Is there anything you’d like to share with the class?”




Elizabeth glanced down, and when she looked back up, her eyes were lit from within.




“Neither I nor Elizabeth have any plans beyond our stated goals,” Heqet said. “And I would appreciate it if you would stop needling her, Airman Kimball. We’re at a delicate time in our blending, and her responses to your goading are not helpful.”




“Oh, gee,” Kimball drawled. “Let me get right on that.”




“General,” Heqet said, ignoring Kimball and turning to O’Neill, “I’d like to go with you on the recon mission. I may be able to provide some insight into Thoth’s activities.”




He raised an eyebrow, skeptical. “Can you keep up? I don’t have time to babysit on a mission.”




“Of course,” Heqet said. “Elizabeth’s health is excellent. She does an hour of intense aerobic exercise a day.”




“Daniel, you and Murray be okay on your own?”




“Like I said,” Daniel answered. “I think we can handle it.”




Charles Wallace nodded in agreement.




“Murray,” O’Neill said. “Now’s the time for your psychic thingie. See if you can get ahold of your pal and let him know that we’re around and we’re scoping things out. See if you can get a description of where they’re being held.”




“Of course,” Charles Wallace replied.




Not quite an hour later, O’Neill, Kimball, and Brown set out with Flavius as a guide. Both moons were overhead, the larger one moving across the sky much faster than the smaller. There was enough light to see by, making it easier to get across the landscape without tripping, but it wasn’t so bright as to make them easy to spot. It took most of an hour to reach on foot, which meant a death glider could have crossed the space in two minutes. The camp was a sitting duck, early warning or no early warning.




The size of the place was disheartening.




“This is a city, not a village,” Heqet said, alarmed. “Most goa’uld outposts never get much larger than two or three thousand. There must be ten thousand people here.”




“Yeah, well, it’s a stable environment, they’ve got agriculture, and it’s off the beaten path,” O’Neill responded.




“Goa’uld don’t like letting their human populations getting much above two thousand. It’s too easy for the humans to hide activity at that size, and at that size, hidden activity almost always includes rebellion,” Heqet said. 




“Egeria taught us that when the symbiotes and hosts are not in balance, both are adversely affected,” Flavius said. “There are illnesses in the city here that we never see. People commit acts of violence against one another. Sometimes, a person in the city has no one they can go to for help. How that happens when there are so many people here, I don’t know.”




He shook his head at the strangeness of it.




The humans of Nun tended toward dark skin with a wide rainbow of hair and eye colors. There were even some people with platinum blond hair and blue eyes, but O’Neill, Kimball, and Brown were all far too light skinned to pass as human. A few of the Jaffa were light skinned, which decided them. 




They crept into the quiet streets of the town, wearing the armor of a trio of Jaffa they ambushed behind a stable. Flavius simply took another set of clothes out of the backpack he carried and changed into those things, though he did complain that the shoes were uncomfortable. While the evening had turned to night, there were few signs of occupation around them. The houses and even the taverns were dark. Noise and light came from the central square before the ha’tak.




“Yeah, I’m not liking the looks of this,” O’Neill said. “Stay close.”




The streets leading to the square were filled with people, many of them anxious, drunk, carousing, or all three. Everyone fell back for the so-called Jaffa to pass, showing fear and occasional hatred.




“Jaffa have kept this place running the whole time Thoth has been gone,” O’Neill noted. 




“Only Jaffa?” Kimball asked softly. “No minor lords hoping to win a promotion?”




“Thoth stopped using lower status goa’uld,” Elizabeth said. While it was clear she was speaking from Heqet’s experience, she didn’t shift over to the symbiote, as it would be noticed in a crowd that large. “Too many betrayals, too much backstabbing. He got tired of having to deal with all the infighting and plotting, so he mostly depended on his Jaffa and lotar.”




“You’re probably familiar with that, aren’t you?” Kimball asked in a snide voice.




Elizabeth turned and stopped.




“Do you want to do this here, Sally?” she asked. “Because right now, your best friend and my son, is being ridden by Thoth like a beast of burden. He won’t give any quarter, and if Lee tries to fight him, as I know Lee will, Thoth will make him suffer. But if you need to put that aside and have it out with me, we can do that too.”




“Having a decent snake in your head does not make you a good person, Elizabeth,” Kimball snarled. “And helping rescue Lee doesn’t make up for everything you did. Not by a long shot.”




“Airman, that’s enough,” O’Neill ordered. “We are on a mission, and grudges do not get to interfere with that. Understood?”




After a moment, Kimball nodded. “Understood, General.”




Keeping to the least populated streets as they approached the ha’tak, they still encountered other humans and Jaffa. The humans shied away from them, trying not to catch anyone’s attention. The Jaffa sized them up and then nodded to them before moving on.




“That’s not good,” O’Neill murmured.




“Why not?” Flavius asked. “It means we can pass without danger.”




“It means there are so many Jaffa on this planet, they don’t expect to recognize each other,” Kimball explained. “And that’s a lot of Jaffa.”




“I didn’t know there were so many people in the whole wide world,” Flavius remarked, shaking his head. “How do they feed them all? What do they do with the dead?”




O’Neill started to answer and caught himself.




“You know what? That’s a great question to ask Doctor Jackson when we get back, okay?” 




Flavius nodded. “Such is the way with our hunts. Questions are for home.”




“Yeah,” O’Neill agreed. “I like that. Questions are for home.”




They came out on a crowded terrace, facing the packed square at a ninety degree angle. To their right, broad steps led to the ha’tak, and they were filled with offerings of food, flowers, cloth, leather, and metal items. Above, ringing the ha’tak, were Jaffa, resplendent in their uniforms. O’Neill counted the outside half of the left side, quadrupled and rounded up. More than eighty of them. Not good. Plus, there were another ten honor guard wearing the golden helmet and mask of a baboon.




“I thought Thoth was an ibis,” O’Neill said.




“In the underworld, he is represented by an ape,” Elizabeth replied, keeping her voice down.




“Oh. Well, I guess that makes sense,” he said. “Can’t really get away with an ibis-shaped helmet, now can you?”




At the top of the steps leading to the ha’tak, beneath a tall hypostyle was a long, narrow pool, the water within dark with shadow and occasionally marked by something swimming near the surface. The people closest to the pool would stop talking and stare at it uneasily every time something within moved. 




“There’s the puddle jumper,” Kimball whispered, nodding at the sleek silver ship at the back of the peristyle. 




Huge drums began to beat, and servants in leather tunics brought up long bronze trumpets and began to sound them.




“Kids these days,” O’Neill muttered, “with their loud parties and their rock and roll.”




Flavius gave him an baffled look.




The other half of the honor guard marched out, paired up with a prisoner apiece.




“Here’s the floor show,” Kimball muttered, taking out her binoculars and holding them underhanded so it looked like she was only shading her eyes while she scanned. “We’ve got Colonel Mitchell, Vala Mal Doran, third is probably Cole Sear, fourth is Sabrina Spellman, and the last is Teal’c.”




“How do they look?” O’Neill asked.




“Some bruises, a split lip, Spellman’s scared half to death,” Kimball answered. “But they’re all mobile, and no one’s limping. Oh, and, uh, I think Teal’c’s pissed.”




“You can tell?” O’Neill asked, impressed.




“He’s got that ‘face of granite’ thing going,” Kimball said. “Even scarier than his regular expression.”




One by one, the Jaffa forced their prisoners to kneel beside the pool.




“Not good,” O’Neill whispered. “Let’s come around, get closer to the stage on the side, and remember, nobody does anything unless I say so.”




They slipped around as the trumpets and drums sounded again, and at one corner, O’Neill motioned everyone back. They hid in the shadow of the building while two Jaffa led a string of teenagers and young adults with their hands bound. The hostages were dressed in cheerful finery, but they all looked frightened. O’Neill and the others slipped in behind them, and the crowd fell away as they approached the hypostyle. O’Neill brought them to the side of the steps and kept them in a loose collection, eyeing the crowd as much as the action on stage.




A gusting wind blew through the square, lifting dust and debris and sending it skittering away, and lights around the ha’tak blossomed, turning night to broad daylight, washing out the moons, and casting shadows on the ground. In a beam of golden light, the body of Lee Brown, decked out in intricate cloth of gold and silk and wearing a full pharaoh’s headdress with the crowns of upper and lower Egypt, walked out on thin air and smiled beatifically on the people below.




The crowd below, human and Jaffa alike, sighed with relief and awe.




“People of Nun,” Thoth said. “Your God is pleased.”




And the people of Nun cheered with great gladness.







Chapter Seven



“Doctor Jackson?” Charles Wallace called out as he jogged up to him.




“Daniel, please,” he replied. 




Charles Wallace gave him a brief smile and then sobered.




“Before we go back to the celebration,” he began, “I wanted to check with you.”




“What about?” Daniel asked.




He was looking forward for the chance to hear Vecuvia’s oral history of the tribe. She claimed she was the sixty-first Vecuvia since the days of Thoth and Egeria, and she could name all the previous Vecuvias of the past sixty centuries. It spoke of an incredibly stable society, one that simply wasn’t matched on Earth, as any preliterate society tended to consider everything more than three hundred years previously as bordering on myth and legend.




“There’s something off with Virbius and the other blended hosts,” Charles said, looking nervous. 




“Something off,” Daniel repeated, taking a wider stance and signalling that he was listening. 




Charles Wallace looked uncomfortable, and Daniel imagined that as a hoktar, he hadn’t shared his abilities with many people and probably wasn’t used to explaining the knowledge he gained by them to outsiders.




“It’s hard to describe, and I’m not working from a very large data set,” Charles said. “Elizabeth and Heqet are very distinctly two different people, even when they’re not demonstrating it by swapping off. Even when we were silent, I could feel two people there. When I’m around Virbius and the other hosts, I don’t have the impression of two individuals—host and symbiote. I’m only aware of one.”




“You think one of them’s suppressed?” Daniel asked, curious.




Charles Wallace shook his head. “I don’t want to draw any conclusions on so little information. Maybe the reason Elizabeth and Heqet are so distinct is because they only recently blended. Maybe Virbius has been blended for years and years. He doesn’t have the habit that the Tok’Ra do, of looking down to signal that the speaker is changing, and I didn’t sense a difference mentally—I mean, psychically—when Virbius went goa’uld.”




Daniel nodded slowly.




“Okay, I’ll keep my eyes open, see if I can find anything out,” he told Charles. “Thanks for telling me.”




“I’m going to find a quiet spot and see if I can’t get in touch with Cole,” Charles said. “If I find anything out, I’ll tell you.”




“Stay in sight,” Daniel warned him. “I’ll let you know when General O’Neill is back.”







General Carter and the crew of the Hammond waited, listening to the chatter of the Mataveri International Airport flight control. With six thousand six hundred thirty-two souls to evacuate from the island and the planes seating two hundred eighty individuals, the plan was to get children off the island, allowing them to increase the passenger load to nearly four hundred by sitting small children on older children’s laps. It would still take at least seven flights to evacuate all the children, and another fifteen to evacuate the adults.




There were currently twenty-five airplanes headed to Hanga Roa, all pulled from Santiago and Buenos Aires. The three planes worth of redundancy were in case of accident, trouble getting residents to the airport, and the hope that if everything went well, they might salvage some of the artifacts and history of the island that museum curators were desperately packing as fast as they could.




The officers of Mataveri Ground Control spoke English in all their communications due to the lingua franca nature and the fact that the crew of the Hammond provided them with constant updates of the nature of the volcanic activity. The skies had cleared, and the first plane was due to land shortly. The planes deployed were all long-haul capable with high fuel efficiency, meaning there was no need for refueling. The idea was for the plane to land downwind, and at the end of the runway, there was a portable stair to allow the first group of evacuees to board the plane. It would then turn around and take off upwind. 




Considering that the cap of rock frozen by General Carter’s energy transfer was already beginning to melt along the bottom, the volcanic eruption had only been delayed. Her current projections showed their delay would run out in seven hours. That meant, at best, each flight had nineteen minutes to land, load passengers, turn around, and take off. If the volcanoes began emitting high levels of gas or expelling ash, that shortened the time even more.




“Matavari ground control, this is Hammond,” the communications officer said. “Santiago flight Evac-1 on approach with expected arrival in eight minutes. Please confirm readiness to load evac group Alpha. Over.”




“Hammond, this is Matavari ground control,” the radio squawked back. “We have instrument confirmation Santiago flight Evac-1 on approach. Visual confirmation expected shortly. Ground control confirms evac group Alpha is on site and ready to board.”




Another two minutes passed.




“Hammond, this is Matavari ground control. We have visual confirmation of Santiago flight Evac-1. Over.”




“Received,” the communications officer replied. “Over.”




“Captain, Santiago flight Evac-1 is on approach,” the sensors officer reported. “Speed and attitude look good.”




Another tense moment passed.




“Captain, radar shows Santiago flight Evac-1 has landed and is taxiing to the end of the runway,” the sensors officer said.




“Hammond, this is Mataveri ground control,” the radio squawked. “Santiago flight Evac-1 is confirmed on the ground, currently taxiing to the end of the runway for passenger loading. Over.”




“Mataveri ground control, this is Hammond,” the communications officer replied. “Understood. Awaiting confirmation of passenger loading and readiness to depart. Over.”




“Understood. Over.”




The communications officer started a timer, and they waited.




“Engineering, how are we on cargo conversion?” the captain asked.




“Captain,” the engineer replied. “We can take up to two hundred evacuees and get them to Santiago without putting a strain on life support. If necessary, we can take up to five hundred if we have a ship within one thousand kilometers to drop them off on. It’ll be standing room only, though.”




“Understood,” the captain replied. “Thank you.”




The science officer straightened in alarm. 




“Captain, we have an earthquake at point eight kilometers beneath the island, centered directly below the Ranu Koa crater. Intensity is six point one,” she read out. 




“Well, if that doesn’t light a fire under them,” the captain muttered. “Communications, advise Mataveri of the numbers. Science, scan for gas emissions, report on any changes to visibility.”




Carter kept her eyes on the smaller scan she performed between one hundred and three hundred meters below the surface of the island along the coast and inward up to half a kilometer. There were several pockets and voids within the volcanic rock. She was looking for one large enough to contain a goa’uld hideout with a Stargate. She didn’t expect to find more than one.




Stargates, while no longer exactly rare, were irreplaceable. Unless they learned to reverse engineer them, there would be no new ones, at least no new ones created by humans. The Nox had shown no interest in making any for themselves, though they had helped the Tollan build one. The Tollan, even if they hadn’t been wiped out by Anubis’s genocidal rage, had been completely unwilling to share their technology. The Asgard had been uninterested in expanding the Stargate network, since their ships handled the vast majority of their travel.




As head of Stargate Command, she was well aware that there was a limit to the number of Stargates in existence, and while it might be a large number, possibly in the tens of thousands, many of them were unusable or unavailable. She’d prefer to collect every loose Stargate she found. Besides, there was no telling if Thoth might try to use it again. Stargates could survive everything short of a naquadria bomb or a nuclear strike. A volcanic eruption would only trap it in a layer of solidifying basalt. If she could find it, she could mark it for transportation after the current crisis was resolved.




Between the quakes, the EM interference, and the dynamics of the magma movement, it was still a big ‘if’.




“Captain,” the sensors officer spoke up, “we have radar confirmation that flight Evac-1 is turning on the runway and readying for departure.”




Carter checked the timer.




“Plane is off the ground,” the sensors officer reported.




“Hammond, this is Mataveri ground control,” the radio announced. “Confirming departure of Mataveri flight Evac-Alpha. Over.”




“Mataveri, this is Hammond. Understood. Over.”




From landing to take off took just over fifteen minutes. 




“Santiago flight Evac-2,” the radio squawked. “You are clear to land.”







And here he thought that if he were killed during his time in college—not impossible or even unlikely when you attended Queen Flavia University in Strelsau, Ruritania—it would be fighting ghouls in the catacombs beneath the city or possibly by the hand of the body-snatching witch-knight of the Unseelie Court, not fed to something in a black pool by a goa’uld in front of an audience of thousands of cheering people. On another planet. While the goa’uld wore the face of his best friend.




A day previously, it hadn’t even been on his list of possibilities.




Staring out over the crowd, trying to be as calm and brave as Colonel Mitchell, Teal’c, and Vala, it occurred to him that he hadn’t seen a single ghost since he’d arrived. He wondered fleetingly if what Sabrina had said about Gaea had something to do with it. He glanced over at her and saw that she’d closed her eyes and bowed her head. She frowned in concentration. 




Teal’c, beyond her, knelt with a straight back and passive expression, like he’d been carved out of rock. On Cole’s other side, Colonel Mitchell and Vala Mal Doran looked bored. He took a deep breath, trying to center himself, and he felt a tiny tapping at the doors of his soul.




Cole?




It was Charles Wallace. He felt a flood of irrational relief. He wasn’t alone. Not that Charles Wallace could do anything for him, but he wasn’t alone. 




Charles?




It felt like a bird flapping across the surface of his mind, a flurry of sounds and images. We’re here. A woman of high rank standing in a meeting room that Cole knew without knowing why was inside a spaceship. Hang on. A team of people in tactical gear including Charles Wallace, an older man with short cropped silver hair, a man of middle years wearing glasses and a quizzical look, a young woman his own age with curly blond hair tamed into a tight braid, and one last woman whose eyes flashed with goa’uld power. He recognized her, and it terrified him. Calm, Charles Wallace told him. Strength. Patience. 




He slowed his breathing down just as a roar from the crowd slapped his eardrums. He opened his eyes and looked around, then up. In the air above him was a projection of Lee, dressed like a king or an emperor. No, not Lee. Thoth. Thoth spoke in words Cole didn’t understand, smiling, and the people filling the square before him responded with joy and relief.




“This does not bode well,” Mitchell yelled over the crowd.




The crowd was so loud, none of the Jaffa noticed Mitchell’s voice.




Movement in the water distracted him. There were ripples going every which way, and every now and then, he’d catch a glimpse of something smooth and scaly, but not a fish. Eels? He glanced at Sabrina. She had her head down and eyes closed, frowning in concentration. Four pairs of Jaffa marched up a group of prisoners dressed in sackcloth and ashes. They were old, scarred, crippled, or ugly, every single one of them. They’d been pelted with garbage on the way to the stage and cringed with fear as the guards shoved them into a line on the other side of the reflecting pool.




Thoth continued speaking, still in a language Cole couldn’t understand, but clearly Mitchell, Vala, and Teal’c did. So could the prisoners, as they began gasping and pleading, swearing to the guards and Thoth above.




“Aw, shit,” Mitchell cursed.




“Every good show needs a scapegoat,” Vala told him, her voice dry with cynicism.




“What is it?” Cole asked.




“Thoth has condemned the prisoners for betraying him and his people,” Teal’c said.




Cole glanced at Sabrina again and saw her lips moving slowly. Even with all the noise around them, she hadn’t looked around.




“Well, what is he going to do?” Cole demanded.




He got his answer when one of the Jaffa shoved the first person, a middle-aged woman, into the pool. She shrieked going in. Hundreds of creatures thrashed through the water towards her, and a frenzy began. Her hand broke the surface, flailing and grasping for help that didn’t exist, and was pulled back down.




The prisoners screamed in terror as the Jaffa shoved one after another in, and when the last one wasn’t swarmed as overwhelmingly as the first but was able to tread water and plead for help, reaching his hands out to the guard, one of the guards stepped forward, leveled his staff weapon, and fired. The bolt struck the condemned prisoner where his neck met his chest, killing him instantly. His body rolled over and floated in the dark water.




That noise roused Sabrina, whose eyes flickered open.




“Sabrina, close your eyes!” Cole ordered. “Don’t look!”




It was too late. Sabrina opened her eyes and saw the body in the pool. She gasped, though the sound was lost in the overwhelming din around them. She looked up and over at Cole, horrified.




“Help is coming,” Cole yelled at her.




She didn’t understand, so he repeated himself twice, yelling louder each time. The third time he yelled, almost screamed the words, the crowd fell silent.




“—is coming!”




His voice echoed across the hypostyle. Burning with embarrassment, Cole swallowed and looked up. There, in front of the pool and before the hypostyle, on the broad stage of the flagstones at the top of the steps, Thoth stood, human-sized and real.







“What now?” Kimball muttered, watching as closely as the others after the Jaffa had executed the little group of scapegoats.




Thoth strode back and forth across the top of the steps, glowing with power and pride. O’Neill looked across the crowd and sincerely didn’t like what he saw. The energy of the crowd had changed dramatically since they’d arrived. From anxious fear to relief and now to enthusiastic approval, the crowd was electrified with people cheering the deaths of the poor bastards Thoth’s Jaffa had picked. There was no way those beggars and cripples had done anything to warrant death. They’d been chosen because no one would stand up for them or miss them.




“I think I can guess,” O’Neill said.




“He can’t use Sabrina or Cole,” Elizabeth told him. “They’re hoktar, and a symbiote can’t blend with them. He can use Mitchell or Mal Doran.”




Thoth wore his kara kesh, the metallic band that wrapped around his forearm and linked to a red gem on the palm of his hand. It meant he could conjure a personal shield to protect himself from bullets and energy blasts. He could also do at least as much damage as the Jaffa around them, and there were a lot of Jaffa. 




The cover of the crowd was an advantage, as were their Jaffa disguises. Their lack of familiarity with the city was definite disadvantage. Right now, the odds against them were overwhelming. They’d come for recon, not to break everyone out. 




“Who will serve me?” Thoth asked, his voice reverberating across the square. “Who will serve their god?”




The intensity of the screams of people offering themselves made O’Neill flinch. Thoth knew how to play the crowd.




“Stay on your toes,” O”Neill told the others.




People crowded up the steps, pushing past him, Elizabeth, Kimball, and Flavius, offering themselves to Thoth. The goa’uld nodded to his Jaffa honor guard, and they went down the steps, grabbing people at random. They returned with ten people, evenly divided between men and women.




“Kneel, my children,” Thoth said, smiling. “And bow your heads.”




They did as they were told.




“What’s he up to?” O’Neill whispered to Elizabeth.




A hush had fallen on the crowd, and they watched with bated breath.




The volunteers knelt facing the crowd, away from the pool and its bloodstained waters. One of the regular Jaffa took a net on a long handle and dragged it through the water, then brought it out, carrying several immature goa’uld larva. They thrashed and squealed




Thoth came up behind the first volunteer, and without looking up, he reached over to the honor guard standing next to him and pushed his hand into the Jaffa’s pouch. The Jaffa stoically endured whatever pain it caused and remained silent and passive as Thoth pulled out the pouch’s occupant—a mature goa’uld. It twined around his arm, jaws and wings flexing in the warm evening air. 




Thoth reached down to the volunteer, putting a hand on his head and pushing it further down. O’Neill tensed as Thoth brought the goa’uld down to the back of the man’s neck and held it there. It took less than a second for the goa’uld to sense its host, and once it did, it stuck like a cobra, jaws piercing the man’s skin at the base of his skull, opening and entry, and then folding back to allow the body to slither inside. 




The man gasped in horror and agony and grabbed for the back of his neck, falling over as the goa’uld symbiote took over his motor control functions and cut out the connection between brain and body. His body twitched for a long moment, and then even that stopped. He got to his feet, eyes glowing, and stood straight up. 




“Here is my son, Sobek,” Thoth said, “and with him am I greatly pleased.”




The crowd cheered, and Sobek came around to stand behind Thoth. Thoth went to the next volunteer, and the Jaffa with the net brought it to the first of the honor guard, offering him a new larval goa’uld to replace the mature one he’d surrendered. Thoth stood behind the second volunteer and took the goa’uld larva from the next Jaffa honor guard.




“Come on,” O’Neil muttered. “Open your eyes. Don’t just sit there.”




But the volunteer, a woman this time, held perfectly still and let Thoth bring the symbiote to the back of her neck, eager to implant. Everyone in the group flinched away when she was implanted.




“This is not how the blending is to be done,” Flavius said, horrified. “She never even saw the honored one.”




“This is not…” Elizabeth breathed. “This is not right.”




“I thought you said something about Thoth not using lower level goa’uld to enforce his rule,” Kimball said, turning to look at her.




“He didn’t,” Elizabeth said. “He wouldn’t.”




She turned to look up at O’Neill, and her eyes shone in the light of the two moons.




“Heqet,” O’Neill warned her. “Your slip is showing.”




“O’Neill,” Heqet said without bothering with the usual hand-off between her and Elizabeth, “the only reason he would consider implanting so many symbiotes would be because he has managed to breed them the way he bred Jaffa and humans—as servants, loyal and unambitious. We have to stop him before he implants any more.”




“There are a hundred and twenty Jaffa up there,” O’Neill pointed out. 




“I’ll go,” Kimball said. “If anyone’s got a chance of stopping Lee, it’s me.”




“And I can provide the distraction,” Elizabeth said. “Me and Heqet.”




O’Neill glanced at Flavius.




“Are we fighting?” the young human asked. “Excellent!”




“Let’s grab some of those robes that are the latest fashion,” O’Neill said. “Everyone knows the exits. You’ve got your communicators. Remember our mission: stop Thoth and recover our people.”




“One thing,” Kimball said. “Is there a sarcophagus on that ha’tak? Heqet?”




“There almost certainly is one,” Heqet answered. “But we can’t know for sure until we’re there. Does that change anything?”




“No,” Kimball answered, shaking her head. 




The third volunteer was implanted to huge applause. People cheered and danced and spun about. O’Neill stared at them for a moment, his jaw tight and his eyes narrowed.




“Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said.







“Santiago Evac-15, abort abort abort,” Mataveri ground control chanted. “I say again, abort abort abort. Await further instructions. Over.”




The voice of ground control had shaken, not with nerves, but with the 6.5 earthquake currently rattling the entire island. 




“Structures in Ranga Hoa are failing,” the sensors officer called. “I’m seeing multiple building collapses, and there are fissures opening east and north of the airport.”




“If the runway fissures, we lose the remaining flights,” the captain said. “General?”




“Bring us around to the northern crater,” she ordered.




They’d had fourteen successful landings and takeoffs in the last three hours. The longest turnaround had been twenty-one minutes while they loaded the elderly and disabled with the last load of children. The shortest had been six minutes, the last flight loaded with adults.




Carter scanned the sensor readings. The frozen rock cap above the magma plume stretching beneath the island was failing. Under the strain of pressure, the rock had fractured, and the magma creeped through the myriad cracks, looking for the fastest, easiest route to the surface. Every time it found a point of entry, the pressure pushed the rocks apart, causing larger and larger quakes.




That, she had predicted. It was the gas readings that worried her. The more gas dissolved into the magma, the more violent the explosion. They needed a relief valve, or the eruption would begin in earnest before all the islanders were evacuated.




“Captain, I have coordinates for the plasma beam,” she said.




“Forward to the weapons officer, please, General,” he replied.




On screen, the coordinates drew a borehole through the northern crater and the rock cap into the magma chamber with an angled funnel shaped opening near the surface. It would allow a metered release of the magma with sudden expansion at the end pointed away from the island and downwind of the airport. 




As the captain ordered the ship into position, Carter watched the screens with growing nervousness. The Hammond had weapons with the ability to annihilate everything in this remote corner of the world, but the application of weaponry to finesse a situation like this, where the explosive potential was well beyond the reach of their largest nuclear weapon, was outside the function of even the best Asgard weapon. 




Thor could have reconfigured the weapons faster and better than she could. She knew that. She also knew that the Asgard technology program had focused the vast majority of its resources in adapting Asgard technology to weapons instead of tools. It was the simple realism of life in a galaxy the Ori had invaded. Now that the Ori priesthood had collapsed and the threat dissipated, there was some breathing room to begin research into other uses. They just hadn’t used it yet.




A heavy weight landed on her shoulder, and her eyes bugged out as two sets of claws dug in to secure Salem’s thick, glossy body. He purred loudly against her ear. She knew—she knew—that she’d shut him in the control room before returning up here, and she knew Diana wouldn’t have let him out. She was sleeping in the infirmary, waiting for word on her daughter. So how had the cat gotten onto the bridge?




“So, at some point are you going to let the little humans know they’re not alone in the big scary galaxy?” he asked through his purr.




She grimaced. No one else could have heard him, and everyone else’s attention was on the upcoming plasma beam strike.




“Are you asking me about a matter of global security without having any clearance at all?” she murmured in her quietest voice. “And how did you get in here?”




“I’m a cat,” Salem replied, still purring. “I don’t need clearance. And I scratched at the door.”




She didn’t believe him on either count.




“Weapons,” the captain said. “Fire at will.”




The plasma bolt flashed into being, carving a borehole one and a half kilometers into the magma plume beneath the island. The flash lasted more than five seconds. 




“Helm,” the captain called. “Stand ready.”




The moment the plasma bolt ended, the Hammond soared three more kilometers into the air, clearing the blast zone.




“Mataveri, this is Hammond,” the communications officer said. “Stand by for shockwave. I say again: stand by for shockwave.”




When the pressurized magma reached the new breach, it accelerated through the borehole like a round fired from a long, rifled barrel. 




“Reading tremors emanating from magma chamber juncture with borehole,” the sensors officer said. “Intensity two point three, three point one, three point six. Holding steady at three point six.”




A pinpoint of yellow-white light appeared at the far northern end of the island and expanded. Then it tripled in size and turned grayish-white and tripled in size again, expanding rapidly toward them. A visible shockwave appeared and began spreading.




“Mataveri, this is Hammond. Take cover. I say again, take cover. Shockwave expected in sixty seconds. Take cover. Shockwave expected in twenty-eight seconds.”




“Cloud of ejecta contains expected volcanic gases, ash, and particulates up to three cubic meters in size,” the sensors officer said. “The cloud is responding to prevailing wind and is moving to the north.”




“All Santiago aircraft,” the communications officer continued, “be advised, shockwave will cause extreme turbulence. Brace for impact. All Santiago aircraft, be advised, shockwave will cause extreme turbulence. Brace for impact.”




The shockwave hit them first, though the shields reduced it to sensor information only. Carter watched over the shoulder of the sensors officer. She’d seen larger explosions, but none of them on Earth. This was the equivalent of half of the Mount Saint Helen’s explosion. The airport, thankfully, was partially protected by the slope of the island, but it would still be battered. The airport terminal was far too small to hold all the inhabitants, and one wall was almost entirely glass windows and doors, so the people had sheltered in the drainage ditch along the runway, covering their heads with jackets, towels, and blankets.




Her eyes flicked from screen to screen, watching the shockwave’s progress. She’d engineered the borehole to direct the blast towards the ocean and away from the airport, otherwise, no one on the island would have survived. Even so, at a scant seven miles from the crater, the people of Easter Island took one hell of a beating as the shockwave reached them and passed over.




The communications officer kept the the radio frequency for Mataveri open and waited for ground control to report their status. Meanwhile, Carter watched as the seismograph fell off from a series of escalating magmatic quakes to a low, constant rumble of evacuating magma that registered at less than a 3.0.




“Hammond, this is Mataveri ground control,” the radio spoke. “We have sustained damage to the control tower but are operational. Over.”




“Mataveri, Hammond, we are glad to hear it. Please advise of any injuries or fatalities. Over.”




The whole bridge crew breathed a large sigh of relief.




“Santiago flight Evac-fifteen, this is Mataveri ground control. You are cleared for landing.”




Carter exhaled slowly, letting her muscles unclench as the tension drained out.




“General, look,” the sensors officer pointed to one of the smaller screens. “We’ve got a lava fountain.”




And he was right. The borehole was now a bonafide crater, and its initial ash cloud was spreading up and out under the prevailing wind. From their altitude, they could also see a glowing arc of molten rock.




“How tall is that?” Carter asked.




The officer clicked through several commands on his keyboard.




“Better than fifty meters,” he answered, impressed. “Ah, man, there’s got to be some way to get this footage to National Geographic or the Discovery Channel.”




“I’m a fan of Sir David Attenborough, myself,” she said.




“Aren’t we all?” the sensors officer sighed.




“Ah, look at the brave scientist,” Salem purred in her ear. “Playing god with a volcano and didn’t even kill any puny humans.”




The sensors officer looked up, confused and worried.




“Did the cat just…” he started.




Carter gave him a little shake of her head. “Don’t even worry about it, Lieutenant.”




“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and ducked his head again.







Daniel listened as Vecuvia extolled the history of her people, from the first woman of her name and down more than sixty generation. Some of it was mythic, the stories showing signs of tailoring by speakers over the generations. Some of it was clearly memorized word for word like an Icelandic saga. Some of it sounded like eight thousand year old gossip.




In the meantime, plates and bowls of food were passed around while the tribe members drummed and danced. The whole of the tribe was in a holiday mood.




“Wait a minute,” Daniel said. “You don’t have a symbiote, but you said that the first Vecuvia was Egeria’s daughter.”




“She was,” Vecuvia confirmed. “Born to Egeria during her time here on Nun.”




“Born?” Daniel asked, his eyebrows rising. “Not spawned? You mean, she was Egeria’s host’s daughter? She was a human, not a goa’uld?”




Vecuvia considered this for a moment. “Yes, though we do not think of it in those terms. The honored ones spend their lives within their chosen hosts. Egeria taught us that the honored ones would never number more than a handful as their lives are considerably longer than our own. They would provide continuity and memory, while we provided leadership. The leader of the tribe has always taken the name Vecuvia on election, and she is never blended.”




“How are the hosts for the honored ones chosen?” Daniel asked. 




“The honored one chooses,” she replied. “As its host grows old, losing strength, it begins to look for its heir. Some hosts prefer a man or a woman, some prefer to switch, and some do not care.”




“And what qualities does the host look for?” Daniel asked, fascinated.




The goa’uld took whoever was handy in a pinch, or if they had amassed power, wealth, and human slaves, they made a production of picking out a comely, healthy host. The Tok’Ra took only those willing, and they were often very short on hosts. Most of their hosts came from freed slaves. Nowhere had the populations of human and symbiote been stable enough that any sort of courtship had evolved.




“Intelligence, health, curiosity, and a kind of willingness to please,” Vecuvia explained. “Some parents, knowing the honored one’s host grows old, will raise their child in the hopes he or she will be chosen.”




“It must be a great honor,” Daniel observed. 




Watching the tribe through the evening, he’d seen the older children run and play in groups with little adult interaction, except the occasional shooing out when they were under foot. The younger children and babies stayed close to a grown up, but for many of them, there was no match between features or hair and eye color, leading him to wonder if there weren’t some extended family members babysitting for the evening.




“Those who make great sacrifices earn great honor,” Vecuvia said, a little wistfully. 




“Sacrifices?” Daniel repeated, feeling a tiny alarm bell go off.




She nodded. “My great-great-grandfather’s sister’s boy was chosen as Virbius’s host. He has been with us for more than one hundred years and will see at least four hundred before his time is over, but once he and Virbius were blended, he was devoted to the honored one’s work, and we rarely saw him.”




Daniel paused. Of all the Tok’Ra he’d met, the hosts were front facing the majority of the time while the symbiote spoke only occasionally. Maybe that was limited to their interactions with humans, but…somehow he was doubtful. He had the feeling that the symbiotes reserved themselves and were content to let their hosts do most of the running around. So to speak.




“What was the name of Virbius’s host?” he asked, trying to figure out how to approach this.




“Litatio Decimus Adversarius,” Vecuvia replied. “But that was the name he was given when he was chosen by Virbius. His name before the blending is forgotten.”




Litatio Decimus. The tenth sacrifice. Virbius’s tenth host. Daniel felt the hairs on the back of his neck begin to lift.




“How old was Litatio Decimus when he blended with Virbius?” he asked carefully.




“Young,” Vecuvia answered. “The honored ones prefer their hosts to be young when the blending begins. It grants them more time with each host and a longer life in general.”




“How young?” he prompted.




Vecuvia looked at him through the side of her eyes, sensing something in his voice, maybe a potential condemnation.




“How young?” he repeated, gentling his voice.




“Blendings, you understand, are rare,” she told him. “There is perhaps one every ten years. The younger the host, the longer the blending, and the longer the honored one lives.”




He waited.




“The youngest I’ve seen was six years old,” she admitted. “The oldest was thirteen.”




Daniel sat, stunned. Even with an adult volunteering to blend with an old and wise symbiote, it took work on both parts to make it successful. Some hosts couldn’t ever accept the presence of a symbiote in their mind, and some symbiotes had a very difficult time adapting to a new host. The Tok’Ra had millennia of hard won experience making it work, but their numbers had never increased. Once Egeria had spawned the last of her children, the population had only decreased.




Using a thirteen year old host was something a Tok’Ra might consider it there were literally no other way to survive, but they would consider it a type of guardianship to be ended as soon as the girl or boy could be safely delivered to a human family. To take a child as young as six…he literally had no idea what that would do to the child, but it wouldn’t be anything good.




“I do not like it,” Vecuvia admitted. “My closest friend’s second child was chosen by Camena, and her grief was very great. But we must have the guidance of the honored ones, for they protect us from the spawn of Thoth.”




He found he didn’t have any reply to that.







Spirit. Fire. Air. Water. Earth.




Sabrina hadn’t paid as much attention as she should have when Herr Shang had explained to the beginning students how to focus their meditation on Gaea so that they could draw upon its power for spells. Between her fairy and demon blood and her previous exposure to magic, it had always seemed right there. It seemed ridiculously elementary to have to review it and practice it over and over again as if she couldn’t do it with a blink of her eyes.




Herr Shang had warned her that she needed all the practice she could get, because if she ever lost her inherited connection, she’d have to start over and build it from scratch. She should have listened more closely.




Sometimes she thought she had it, a fluttery, flickering energy at the tips of her fingers and the ends of her hair. It was as different from the magic she knew as an ocelot was from a mushroom, but that was the point. Magic sprang from life. There were species left and right which came from Earth, but the majority of life on this planet had started with this planet, right down to the bacteria and the mold. So she had to figure out how to connect with it.




Not that it was hard or anything, doing that while being constantly shoved around by the guards, stabbed with pain sticks, and screamed at by mobs of people. It was so loud, her ears hurt, and every other minute, she lost her focus and had to start again with a deep sigh.




Spirit. Fire. Air. Water. Earth.




Visualize the circle, summon the flame. The circle was wider than she was used to, and the limit was softer, broader, and fuzzier. The flame burned a crystalline blue, not the friendly yellow she was used to. She could get that far reliably now. But as soon as she tried to open her senses, the inundation of snarling Jaffa, screaming and weeping people, and gut wrenching stench of the things in the pool, the things inside the Jaffa (except for Teal’c), and the thing in Lee’s head popped her concentration like a soap bubble. 




“Sabrina!”




She opened her eyes. The pool in front of her was still spotted with swimming things like a cross between an eel and a snake. There was still a reddish cast to the dark water, and a shape that looked like a man’s well chewed shoulder occasionally bobbed up and broke the surface. She averted her eyes and looked over to Cole.




“Something’s happening!” he yelled at her.




She could barely hear it above the din.




“What?” she yelled back.




“I don’t know! Mitchell said help is here!” 




Lost and starting to feel very, very cranky, she growled. 




“Well, what are we supposed to do?”




Cole shrugged his shoulders. 




“Be ready!”




She turned to yell at Teal’c and saw that he’d gone from sitting impassively to scanning the crowd like an eagle. It didn’t seem necessary to tell him to be ready.




One of the the volunteers stood, eyes glowing with goa’uld power, and Thoth moved on to the next. If he’d executed the ‘traitors’ and was making new goa’uld, she wondered, what did he have planned for them?




Poor Lee. If what Colonel Mitchell had told her was true, and it definitely seemed like it was, Lee had to be going through hell just then. It was horrible. 




Thoth was on the last of volunteers. He took a snakey thing from the belly of the Jaffa guard, held it over the volunteer and waited until it slithered in, making the poor volunteer thrash and flail. Then he walked to the center of the stage, and his new goa’uld split into two groups of five, one on either side. Two Jaffa of the honor guard grabbed Teal’c, hauled him to his feet, and dragged him around the pool.




Thoth cried something, pointing at Teal’c, and the crowd fell silent. He declared another thing, raising his fist. Oh, no. He was going to make an example out of Teal’c. Teal’c stood there, as patient and slightly disgusted as if he were waiting for someone to finish picking their nose.




Thoth continued, from the tone of his voice, warning his people, demonstrating that Teal’c was A Very, Very Bad Person.




The energy of the crowd turned against Teal’c, and the muttering of the people rose until it was an ugly, angry whine.




Thoth called a question at the crowd, pointing at Teal’c.




“Abadan!” the whole crowd screamed in unison.




Sabrina jerked when she felt something touch her wrist.




“Shhhh,” a voice hissed in her ear. The woman’s breath was warm and tickled. “I’m going to cut your ropes. Wait for the distraction, and then run for the stairs on this side. Don’t look anywhere else but there.”




And the person, whoever it was, gave Sabrina a hard pinch on her left shoulder, indelibly marking which way she was supposed to go. She looked in that direction and saw, at the front of the crowd, wearing the armor of a Jaffa but looking much too old to be one, was a man with a military haircut. When she met his eyes, he winked at her. 




The leather thongs slipped off her wrists, and she brought her hands forward.




Thoth demanded something.




“Abadan!” the crowd screamed again.




People in the crowd began to call out things, and it wasn’t too hard to guess what those things were—punish him, kill him, death to the very, very bad person.




Teal’c still looked bored.




Sabrina had the feeling that she could have gotten up and walked off without anyone noticing, their focus was so firmly on Teal’c. She spared a glanced over at Cole and saw the woman, wrapped in the same kind of robe as the man below, cutting Cole’s binding. Just beyond her, a man had done the same for Colonel Mitchell and Vala Mal Doran. Mitchell crouched, rubbing his wrists. The woman, the same age as Sabrina and Cole, signalled to wait by holding up one finger, as she and the man with her gave Cole, Mitchell, and Vala something.




She counted off on her fingers—one, two, three—and they all pulled something out of their thing—a grenade? Sabrina realized belatedly—and threw it to land just in front of the long row of Jaffa warriors. The woman then pulled a second one out from her robe, pulled the pin, and lobbed it into the pool.




Sabrina covered her head when she realized what was coming.




The light burned her eyes even with her lids shut and her arms shading them, and the deafening explosions left her head ringing. If that wasn’t the distraction, she didn’t want to be there when it did happen. She got to her feet, dizzy, ears filled with a peculiar, stifling pressure, and stumbled towards the end of the stage where the military man stood, waving her and Cole towards him. The last grenade—the one in the pool—went off with a bone-rattling Whump! she felt through her feet, and water and bits of snake things fell on her, Cole, and the others.




“Liar!”




The word rang out, audible even in the aftermath of the grenades, and a space opened up around one figure about a third of the way back in the crowd. People hastily scrambled out of the way while the Jaffa scrambled to recover weapons and take their positions when half of them were down. The figure, a woman clothed in brilliant white and glowing with power, walked toward the steps and Thoth, her head held high. Sabrina gasped in recognition. It was Lee’s mother.




How was that even possible?




“Father of lies!” Mrs. Brown declared, and her voice rang against the stone of the square around them.




“You…dare!” Thoth spat in fury. 




Mrs. Brown’s expression filled with a joyous rage and satisfaction.




“Oh, yes, father,” she replied. “I dare.”




Okay, now Sabrina was really confused.




Hands grabbed her shoulders and pushed. 




“No time to waste, sweetheart!” Vala declared. “Let’s go!”




“But—”




“Going now!” Colonel Mitchell declared.




“We can’t leave Lee,” Cole insisted.




“Yes, we can,” the military man at the bottom of the stairs answered, throwing a robe over Sabrina and another one at Cole. “If you want to save your friend, we are about to head right out.”




“Your friend out there?” Mitchell asked. 




“One more round of our mutual friend, Mister Fragmentation Grenade on the stage,” the military man said, “and our buddy Flavius will get her out of the crowd.”




“Then who’s she?” Sabrina asked, pointing at the woman who’d set her free and stood directly behind Lee.




“You will end as you have always ended, daughter,” Thoth said. “In pai—”




The woman behind him cut him off with a shrill whistle.




“Yo, Brown!”




Thoth turned, shocked, and his face abruptly changed from that of an angered god to a young man dizzy with surprised delight. It was far from silent in the square, as the Jaffa turned again and re-aimed their weapons and thousands of humans tried to escape the certain slaughter of two gods at war, but it could have been the way Lee’s voice floated over all the other sounds.




“Sally?” he asked in disbelief, breaking through Thoth’s control for the first time in weeks.




“No one else, bud,” Sally answered.




She leveled her P90 and shot him twice, dead center in the chest.




Lee blinked and took a step back, then he looked down and saw the blood seeping through his robes.




“Lee!” Sabrina screamed and ran for him.




O’Neill caught her around the waist and physically dragged her back. Mitchell and Vala did the same for Cole.




Lee looked back up, smiled at Sally, and then collapsed, dead.







Chapter Eight



Utter and absolute pandemonium reigned as thousands of screaming people ran for the square’s exits, knocking down and trampling each other. The Jaffa, half of them seriously injured or dead, lost their nerve and only looked from Lee’s body back to Heqet, who walked towards them as if nothing untoward had happened. Some of the humans who’d stood at the front of the crowd in the hopes of being blessed by their god fell to their knees and began wailing with grief, beating their chests and tearing at their clothes and hair. The new goa’uld watched, eyes glowing with interest.




“Jaffa, kree!” Heqet ordered, her eyes glowing.




As a collective, they glanced to Lee, who had collapsed forward and lay in a pool of blood. Then they looked back at Heqet.




Heqet stared directly at Teal’c. Teal’c considered her, and after a long moment, he knelt. The Jaffa surrounding him followed suit until all the surviving Jaffa knelt. 




Heqet climbed the steps one at a time, pausing to put a hand on a crouching human, and when he or she looked up, smiling at them.




“I will speak to my human children at a later time,” she said in a reverberating motherly tone. “Please conduct your friends home and rest until then.”




Humans scrambled, still crying, still terrified, but no longer despairing. 




“Here is my good servant,” Heqet said, standing in front of Teal’c. “His name means ‘strength’, and I name him my first prime.”




“What the frak is going on?” O’Neill breathed.




“She didn’t come with you?” Mitchell asked. “I mean I’m thrilled to see you, O’Neill, don’t get me wrong.”




Sabrina broke free from O’Neill, and Vala and Mitchell stopped holding Cole. They both ran for Lee.




Teal’c stood, and at Heqet’s direction, another Jaffa handed him a staff weapon. Then Heqet’s gaze cut over to the new goa’uld, all of whom grasped the implication immediately and went pale.




“Teal’c,” Heqet said, “please gather Thoth’s other children and place them under guard. Bind and gag them, but do no harm.”




Teal’c immediate directed the remaining Jaffa to their work.




Sabrina and Cole rushed over, but Kimball stepped between them and Lee.




“Nobody moves,” she ordered.




Sabrina didn’t argue or threaten, she just went straight for Sally’s throat. Sally leaned back, intercepted one of Sabrina’s wrists, and in a swift semi-turn, twisted her into a pretzel position.




“Girlfriend, I will dump you in that pool if I have to,” she said. “There won’t be any living goa’uld in it anymore, but I’d still rather not. So back the hell up and hold still.”




She released Sabrina and shoved her back towards Cole, who caught her. 




Heqet joined them. Her eyes faded back to normalcy, and it was Elizabeth, holding herself very carefully. She knelt beside Lee and took his shoulder to turn him over.




“Careful!” Kimball ordered. “We haven’t found Thoth.”




“He took one of the people at the bottom of the stairs and joined the new goa’uld,” Elizabeth said, her face a still mask. “He’s hiding among them.”




Kimball looked up, startled, and scanned the group under Teal’c’s watchful eyes.




“Six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven?” Kimball counted. “Son of a bitch.”




Elizabeth cupped Lee’s face with her hands.




“Oh, baby boy,” she whispered, her voice cracking. 




O’Neill and the others joined him.




“Airman, give me an explanation now,” he said softly. “And it better be good.”




Kimball looked up at him and went to full attention.




“General, I made a promise, sir,” she said. 




“You what?” he asked.




“I made Lee a promise when he found out about his mom,” she said. “That if he ever went…went bad like his mom, I’d stop him.”




“And you put our mission in jeopardy for that?!” he demanded, shouting at her face from inches away.




“General, I accept full responsibility for my actions and will cooperate with whatever consequences you feel appropriate,” she said, her voice breaking.




“You shot your best friend in the chest because you promised him?” O’Neill asked, incredulous.




Elizabeth stood, and Heqet took over.




“General O’Neill,” she said in the same soft, motherly voice, “when there is time, Airman Kimball can give you a great deal more information about Elizabeth and why Lee would ask her to make that promise. It would help, though, if you could send the airman and some Jaffa into the ha’tak to locate a sarcophagus. Elizabeth is barely holding on.”




O’Neill stared at her.




“Please,” Heqet said softly.




“Go,” he ordered Kimball, and she took off at a run. “Teal’c, those guys good?”




“They are in order, General O’Neill,” Teal’c answered. 




“Leave the guard on them and go after Kimball. Make sure she doesn’t get into trouble.”




Teal’c turned his head a little, considering some small discrepancy.




“Yeah, what’s-her-face,” O’Neill said. “She changed her name.”




Teal’c nodded agreement, took the pistol O’Neill handed him, and jogged after Kimball.




“And don’t die!” O’Neill yelled after him. “I’ll never hear the end from Carter if you do.”




Teal’c flashed him a rare smile.




“Hey, you,” O’Neill turned to one of the nearest Jaffa. “Jaffa, uh, kree.”




The Jaffa looked at him, skeptical and resentful.




“Get a squad of your guys together,” O’Neill said, “take the wounded to your barracks for treatment and your dead to the ha’tak for funeral rites.”




“I do not take orders from a human,” the Jaffa snarled.




Heqet raised her hand and exposed the kara kesh she wore. She fired it at the Jaffa, throwing him off the stairs and into the air, and then she fired a second time, hitting him while he was still in the air.




His body hit the paved ground with a dull smack. He twitched, miraculously still alive.




“Any Jaffa who does not follow the orders of O’Neill as if they were my own,” Heqet said, her eyes glowing in fury, “will meet a worse fate.”




The remaining Jaffa began gathering their dead and wounded.




“Was that…necessary?” O’Neill asked, raising an eyebrow.




“Considering that Elizabeth wants to kill every living thing in this square—including you—and the Jaffa could easily break for one of Thoth’s new children,” Heqet answered. “Yes. The rest of the Jaffa will treat you as goa’uld from here on.”




O’Neill sighed. “Fair enough.”




Sabrina knelt beside Lee’s body, sobbing. Cole crouched next to her, his hand on her shoulder.







“Hammond, this is Mataveri flight Evac-Yankee,” the radio announced. “We are in the air, proceeding to Santiago at 35,000 feet. Over.”




A cheer shook the bridge as all the officers celebrated the takeoff of the last of the evacuation flights. The last flight had included all the ground control and airport staff, all the staff from the island museum, and a plane stuffed full of every scrap of history they could save.




“Sensors, I want a scan for any remaining people on the island to confirm,” the captain ordered.




“Scanning,” the sensors officer replied. “Scans verify there are no people left on the island.”




“Well, let’s see,” the captain said, “we delayed the volcanic eruption and saved the people. Anybody want to go for a three-fer?”







“Chief, have you got any idea what the hell is going on?” the LT demanded.




“No, sir,” the yellow shirt said. “All I know is what I was told. All flight operations canceled. Clear the deck.”




The lieutenant glared at him, lips pursed. 




“Sir, if you don’t want to be secured and stowed when my men get here, I suggest you head in.”




Like a mechanised ballet, the sailors of the USS Boxer removed everything that could be removed from the flight deck, secured everything that couldn’t, and signaled the bridge that they were ready. The personnel collected off deck and waited. 




Curtains of blinding white light swept across the deck at several points, and the steel hull of the ship groaned as it took on an enormous amount of weight. Everyone on the ship felt it sink deeper into the water until it settled at its highest watermark. 




“What the hell?”




“The fuck are those?”




“Uh…what just happened?”




“What the hell are those things on my flight deck?!”




The deck crew of the USS Boxer stared out at ranks of similar but unmatched grey and brown megalithic statues. Curiously serene faces four to six meters long stared at the sky. A few of them had white discs for eyes. 




“Uh, commander,” one of the seaman said, hesitating, “I think those are moai. You know, the statues from Easter Island?”




“Well, what the fuck are they doing on my flight deck?!” the commander yelled.




“Get ‘em lashed down!” a white shirt yelled. “On the double! We’ve got heavy seas coming up, and I’ll be damned if we lose any on my watch!”




Fifteen naval vessels within six thousand miles of Easter Island, aircraft carriers and destroyers, found themselves loaded with dozens of moai and hundreds of heads of livestock. All were given orders to steam to the closest friendly port and to unload the statues pending requested instructions from Chile regarding their disposition. 




In Australia, more than a hundred of the local aboriginal tribes, and in New Zealand, several dozen Maori, arrived to welcome and protect the statues.







Stargate regulations were very, very clear that teams which socialized with native populations were to be cautious about what they ate—O’Neill had a story to tell on that one—and what they drank. Alcohol was forbidden while they were on a mission, as were any other mind-altering substances. Personal relationships with the natives, while acceptable and in some circumstances encouraged, were not to include romance or sex. Trying to explain that to their enthusiastic hosts was becoming a challenge.




“I have someone,” Charles Wallace said for the sixth time, hoping the pretty girl who stared at him wouldn’t be offended. 




She batted her eyes at him.




“I am not asking for marriage, gracious guest.” She smiled at him. “But Egeria commanded us to make visitors welcome, especially if they come from offworld. She also instructed us to bear children by them, so that we may increase the dye-verse-in-thee of the gene pool.”




She smiled again at having acquitted herself successfully of a memorized phrase.




“That’s diversity of the gene pool,” Charles Wallace corrected, gently pulling her hand away from his waist. “And that’s a very practical outlook, but I am not allowed by my superiors to do such a thing.”




He didn’t even bother to get into the practicalities of a woman trying to seduce a homosexual man with a boyfriend who was somewhere on planet at that very moment.




“Truly?” she asked, her brows pinching in worry.




“Truly,” he replied. “You wouldn’t want me to offend my superiors, would you?”




“Oh, no,” she said, shaking her head.




He felt a little guilty for guilting her so thoroughly, but not much.




“What I can do,” he said, “is give you knowledge of my life and ask you for knowledge of yours. For instance, on my world, there is only one moon. Here you have two. Do you have any stories about your moons?”




It took her a moment to change gears, but she began a story about how the two moons—Thorn and Ash—had formed, and it sounded like it had a decent base in science. Thorn having been formed first by an impact, and Ash having been captured from the nearby asteroid belt. After explaining to her that the second moon, Ash, was actually bigger than Thorn, it just looked smaller because it was further away, Charles Wallace looked up and saw Daniel walking over to him.




“What’s up?” he asked.




“I just heard from General O’Neill,” Daniel told him as a preamble. “Looks like they had all the fun while we were waiting. They ended up killing Thoth’s host, rescuing the hostages, and Elizabeth and Heqet have taken control of the Jaffa.”




“Lee?” Charles Wallace asked, horrified. “Lee’s dead?”




Daniel made a thoughtful face. “Yes but no. The ha’tak parked there did have a sarcophagus, so Lee’s in it, healing. Thoth apparently made it out of him, grabbed one of the nearby humans, and blended in with a group of newly blended hosts. So, he’s one of eleven, and they’re trying to figure out which one is him. General O’Neill said to get some sleep. He’ll bring the gateship out tomorrow morning to pick us up, and we’ll take a look at the Stargate, see what we can figure out.”




“Wait, I thought the sarcophagus was bad,” Charles Wallace said. “Something about how it creates paranoia, narcissism, and sociopathy in the people who use it? It’s one of the leading theories about why the goa’uld are so evil?”




Daniel scratched the back of his head, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah, I was the one who found that out. It takes regular use over a period of time, especially when there are no wounds or illnesses which need healing, for that to happen. Then it takes several weeks for the person in question to go through withdrawal. If this is the first time Lee’s been in a sarcophagus, then he’ll be fine.”




“What about Thoth?”




“Well,” Daniel took a breath, “one of the few advantages of dealing with the goa’uld is that they can’t fake being good for more than a few minutes. The only ones who could were old, crafty, and unusually intelligent. Ba’al was one of the most dangerous goa’uld we ever dealt with, and it’s because he could actually include other people’s self-interest in his plans and wait more than five minutes on his own.”




“Yeah, I’ve read about him,” Charles Wallace said. “So, we’re going to have to out-think Thoth and figure out which one is him?”




“That or kill all the hosts, catch the symbiotes when they pull out, and kill the symbiotes, then revive the hosts using the sarcophagus,” Daniel said. 




Charles Wallace’s eyes went wide in horror.




“That’s what Heqet and Elizabeth are voting for,” Daniel explained. “Teal’c’s leaning that way but hasn’t made up his mind.”




“Can we make that a last resort?” Charles Wallace asked in a small voice.




“That was General O’Neill’s take,” Daniel answered. “The trouble is, we don’t really know what the outer limit on the sarcophagus’s ability to revivify humans is, especially humans without a symbiote, and we’d rather not find out the hard way.”







For his tenth birthday party, he got to have a sleepover with movies, ice cream sundaes, and everybody sprawled on the floor of his home’s den with pillows, sleeping bags, and blankets galore. Since him and all five of his best buds had been up late with sugar highs and ghost stories, his mom let them sleep until nearly lunch time. 




Even asleep, he’d been aware of the smell of bacon, eggs, and pancakes, as she’d started breakfast, and he’d curled up under his blanket and around his pillow, surrounded by his friends and the debris of the best birthday party ever. He woke when Sally, still in pajamas, had tickled his ear with a feather, making him look around to see what was going on. 




That’s what it felt like when he realized he was awake, but his eyes were closed. He was well-rested, happy, warm, surrounded by friends, and knew good things were coming. It was the best morning ever. 




Something above him whirred softly, and he opened his eyes to see dimly lit panels pull back. Which was odd. The sides of his…bed?…rose on either side. He started thumbing through his memories to figure out what was going on, but—




“Morning, Sunshine!” Sally said, leaning over the lip of the sarcophagus.




It took a lot to strike Leroy “Encyclopedia” Brown dumb, but that did it. He stared at her, not making a sound.




“Earth to Leroy,” Sally said. “Come in, Leroy.”




She reached forward and tapped his forehead. He grabbed her with both arms and pulled her in for a gigantic bear hug.




“Wah! Ack! Urk!” Sally protested, losing her balance and falling into the sarcophagus, legs flailing. “Seriously, Brow— Hlk! No, I— Grk! For the love of god, Lee, let go!”




“Nope,” he said. “Nuh uh. Not letting go.”




She managed to wiggle free and climb out, so he simply got up, climbed over the edge, stepped down, and hugged her again. She hugged back, and after a long moment, he set her on the feet.




“You’re in an Air Force uniform?” he asked. “Why are you—”




And he froze, eyes wide, pupils dilating in terror, and broke out in a cold sweat. Thoth.




“He’s gone,” Sally told him, making him look down at her. “Lee, he’s gone. You’re fine.”




She picked up a robe from the top of the sarcophagus and handed it to him.




“You’re also buck naked, but I figured I’d let that pass,” she told him.




He looked down, still in shock, and paused to check his head, putting his hands on the point where the symbiote had entered the back of his neck and feeling the line of a scar.




“You…shot me?” he asked. “You shot me. Sally, you shot me.”




“I did,” she agreed. “There was that whole promise thing from the last time we talked, and I figured that going goa’uld was at least twice as bad as joining forces with your mom. I mean, she wasn’t bent on galactic domination.”




He looked at her again, and then glomphed on to her in another bear hug, shaking.




“Hey, easy there, bud,” Sally said, patting his shoulder. “You’re still naked, which, you know, I’m not going to complain about, but people will talk.”




“Fuck ‘em,” Lee said, his voice thick. “Jesus, Sally, I thought…that thing…”




“I know,” she said, and hugged him back. “And you can’t cry, bud.”




“Sure I can,” he said, muffled.




“Your mascara will run,” she warned him.




He gave a long, drawn out, aggravated moan. “That fucking asshole. As if the rest of it wasn’t bad enough, he put eyeliner on me.”




“Well, maybe you’ll have a little sympathy for the rest of us.”




But Lee stopped talking and buried his face against her shoulder, which only worked because she was standing one step above him. Sally wrapped her arms around him and held him hard while he shook. It took several minutes, but eventually he let go, straightened up, and took the robe from her, sniffling and wiping his eyes as he did so.




“Where’s—” Lee started, and then froze again as he turned and saw his mother standing a few feet away.




She watched him, all eyes and clasped hands, waiting for him to say something, and when he opened his arms, she fell into them and started crying. He hugged her.




“I’m okay, Mom,” he whispered. “It’s all right. I’m okay.”




Elizabeth sobbed. “Don’t, please, don’t ever do that again. Please.”




He looked up at Sally, baffled, but not letting his mother go. Sally gave him a self-conscious shrug. After another long moment, Elizabeth pulled herself together and let him go.




“I needed to see that you were okay, Lee,” she told him, her voice soft. “But Heqet has so much that has to be done as soon as possible, and I need to work with her, so I’ll see you later today. If you need anything at all, just tell me.”




Heqet? His eyes went wide with the memory.




“You…You have a goa’uld,” he said, holding very still.




Elizabeth looked down, and when she looked back up, her eyes glowed.




“I am glad to see you well, Lee,” his mother’s voice said with the depths of goa’uld power in it. “And you may trust me as you would trust your mother to keep your best interests at heart, but for now, we must attend to the complications from last night. Please excuse us.”




He managed to nod, and Heqet nodded to him again, turned, and left the room. He watched her.




“Now I have a headache,” he said once she was gone, and looked back at the sarcophagus.




“No,” Sally said firmly. “That is a one time thing, Brown. It’s got a nasty habit of turning people evil.”




“Three time,” Lee sighed, sitting on the edge of the now closed sarcophagus. “The big guy, Teal’c, broke my nose back on Easter Island, and then Sabrina did it again once we got here. Thoth apparently really liked my looks and didn’t want to wait for it to heal crookedly.”




“Ah.”




He stared at the door.




“So, my mom saw you shoot me,” he said, recounting the previous night. “She saw you kill me, and you’re still alive?”




Sally made a face and nodded in agreement. “That was Heqet, I’m pretty sure. She managed to keep the violence to a minimum, but there was some snarling between her and O’Neill, and it’s not over by a longshot.”




“Where are Sabrina and Cole?” Lee asked, looking up. “Are they okay?”




Sally nodded. “Yeah, Sabrina tried to kill me a little bit, but we’re cool. She was so messed up by your death that Vala broke into one of the medi-packs and gave her a tranquilizer shot. She and Cole are still asleep. That was one long and crappy day for the two of them.”




“Yeah,” he said softly. “I don’t know if…Jesus, I can’t believe it worked. I mean, not like I figured, but it still worked.”




“What worked?” she asked.




“My plan,” he said.




He took a deep breath and looked down.




“Fuck, I…god, Sally, I am such a fucking bastard,” he said.




“Okay, spill,” she sighed. 




“Thoth kept, um, trying to figure out who mattered more to me—Sabrina or Cole,” he explained, “and I made sure to react more strongly when it was Sabrina, because I knew that once he went too far, Sabrina would kill both of us. Or maybe injury me badly enough that Thoth would take off, or something like that.”




“Really?” Sally asked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, girl’s got spunk, and you know how much I love that, but she doesn’t seem that tough.”




“Without going into details,” Lee said, “just take my word. If Sabrina ever gets to the point where she decides someone’s going to die, the rest of us need to get off the fucking continent.”




“Uh huh,” Sally said, noncommittally. 




“Problem is, I had no idea she wouldn’t be able to on this planet,” Lee continued. “Not until we got here. Thoth thought that was hysterically fucking funny. I…I set her up, Sally. The things he was going to do to her, both for fun and to keep me in line…”




“Hey,” she said, poking him in the ribs. “Knock that shit off. It wasn’t your fault when it was your mom, and it’s not your fault when it was a goa’uld. O’Neill, Daniel, Teal’c, and Vala can fill you in on all of that if you don’t believe me.”




“Sally, you don’t get it,” he said. “Sabrina isn’t like you or me or anyone else I’ve ever known. She’s nice. She’s like the most genuinely kind and sweet person I’ve ever met. She even liked me when I first got to Strelsau, and you have no idea how much I needed my ass kicked at that point.”




Sally raised an eyebrow at him.




“So, there’s like a thing going on for Sabrina here?” she asked.




“What?” Lee startled. “No! Not like that! She’s…look, we’re friends. Me, her, Cole, Dawn, and Dmitri, we’re a cohort. It’s just…Dmitri gave me the ass kicking I required. Cole is my roommate, and he’s a good friend too. There was a thing with Dawn, but it kind of blew up in my face in a really bad way. Sabrina’s the only one that is just my friend. She doesn’t call me an asshole—okay, once she told me I was being an asshat, but it’s not the same. She just…she puts up with me and still likes me.”




Sally watched him for a moment, consideringly.




“Yeah, you have so got a thing for her,” she decided. “I’ll help.”




“No!” Lee cried. “Argh! I do not have a thing for her!”




She snickered.




“How could anyone think my bud is an asshole when you are so pathetically easy to wind up?”




He groaned.




“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” he said, putting an arm around her shoulder.




“Probably more than I’ve missed you,” she told him.




“Oh, fine, rub it in,” he sighed.




“Hey, I was in the Marines, mister,” she told him, poking him in the chest. “And if it weren’t for Elizabeth, I’d still be in the Marines. I’m lucky the Federal Witness Protection guys were able to push through a change in service branch and put me in the Chair Force. And then the next thing I know, I’m up for the Stargate program and I get to add interstellar travel to it. Between that and the attempts on my life, I haven’t had time to miss anyone.”




“Yeah, they never cover that in the brochure,” Lee said.




She watched him for a moment. “Are you going to be okay?”




It took him a while to answer.




“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I mean, there was some seriously messed up shit in that thing’s head, and I only saw a little bit of it. I feel like I don’t fit in my own head anymore. You know those dreams where you can’t move or speak, and something terrible is happening? Well, that’s what I’ve been living through for the last two weeks, only the something terrible was me, and I had no control over it. It…it was going to kill everyone at the camp, destroy parts of the Earth in order to subjugate it, and I…I knew it could do it.”




“Hey,” Sally said, her voice gentle, “from what Cole and your mom said, you were fighting the whole time, and you actually managed to get some things done. O’Neill wants to debrief you, find out how you managed to do what you did.”




Lee groaned again. “Can’t I just forget? I don’t want to think about it.”




She leaned against him and wrapped her arms around his waist.




“Well, if you like, I can help you forget,” she said. “For a little while.”




He looked down at her, confused, and she met his gaze with big, hazel-colored Bambi eyes. Then she put her hand on his knee and started moving it up his thigh. His eyes went wide in terror.




“Uh, dyuh, ah-ah-ah, wuh,” he fumbled.




Sally cracked up and let him go.




“Got you!” she crowed. “I can’t believe you fell for that!”




“Oh, you bitch!” Lee said, throwing his hands up in the air.




“Bwahahahahahahahahaha!”




“Aaaah! You evil, merciless whore!!!” he yelled.




“Again!” she giggled with glee. “Even better than the last time! Hee hee hee hee hee hee!”




She pushed him to the floor and put him in a half-Nelson.




“I will dry hump you the second your superior officer walks through that door!” Lee declared.




“Do it!” she cried, eyes aglow with delight. “Dooo eeeet!”




He squirmed out of the hold, grabbed her by the legs and pitched her over his shoulder.




“I’m warning you, Kimball,” he said, “you will rue the day you decided to mess with me!”




She kicked him in the face.







“Gate won’t open,” O’Neill said.




“It’s probably buried,” Daniel replied. “Considering the quakes we encountered before coming here, it’s not a big surprise.”




“I hope they’re okay,” Charles Wallace said. “It’s not a very big island, and it’s directly over a hot spot. Considering the things Thoth was capable of doing with gate technology, I hate to think what he could have done before coming through.”




“Easter Island,” O’Neill said. “Which one is that?”




“With the big statues,” Daniel said. “Thor Hierdahl and the Kon-Tiki.”




“Oh, yeah.” O’Neill nodded. “Okay. Well, this does leave us in a bit of a pickle.”




“You mean aside from having left a sociopath from the FBI’s most wanted list with a goa’uld of questionable history in charge of the full complement of remaining Jaffa, a fully functional ha’tak, and ten thousand humans while we check out a gate we can’t use?” Daniel asked. 




“Aside from that,” O’Neill agreed. “Because how the hell do we get home now?”




“We could take the ha’tak,” Daniel pointed out.




“The problem isn’t transportation,” Charles Wallace said. “It’s navigation. We have no idea where in the galaxy we are in relationship to the Earth. We’re going to have to see if there are any allies out there.”




“Why do I get the feeling that Thoth stuck us in the back end of nowhere?” Daniel asked.




“Because that’s exactly what he would do with his little sub-network to keep the other goa’uld from noticing it for eight thousand years,” O’Neill answered. “Okay, folks, let’s round ‘em up, and head back to the ha’tak. There’s a kid there who had an ancient goa’uld in his head for two weeks whose brain I need to pick.”




They trudged back to gateship.







Chapter Nine



“No, the ha’tak is not an option,” Heqet said firmly. “It is the symbol of my power, which is currently the only thing keeping this society from descending into anarchy. Besides, it houses technology vital to this civilization.”




“It’s going to take a little too long to build another pyramid,” O’Neill pointed out.




“Take the gateship,” she said.




“The gateship’s sub-light and FTL range aren’t large enough,” he said. “Murray’s already confirmed that there are no occupied systems we can reach, there’s no chatter on the EM or sub-space bands. We are in the boondocks here.”




“No,” Heqet answered.




“Elizabeth,” O’Neill stressed her name, “do you want to watch your son grow old on this rock?”




Elizabeth surfaced in a wave of rage.




“If I had what I wanted, O’Neill,” she growled, “half of those spineless, groveling worshippers, all of the Jaffa, and every single one of the hosts would have been put to the sword last night. Every solution I offer to make sure this stinking little world keeps turning is shut down. Anything I w—”




She stopped, looked down, and when she looked back up, Heqet was in control again.




“Don’t do that again, O’Neill,” she said softly. “Elizabeth is very fragile right now. She did see her son die last night, even if he is fine now. I have my hands full helping her and keeping this society from fracturing.”




O’Neill sighed. “Anything I can do to help?”




“I don’t suppose you feel like talking to a delegation of guild masters and merchants,” she said, a note of false hope in her voice.




“That’s a big no,” he replied.




“Maybe you could interview the hosts and determine which one is Thoth,” she suggested. “Though I don’t hold much hope.”




“I’ll see what I can do,” he replied.







Cole felt a simultaneous brush against his forehead and his mind and opened his eyes. 




“Charles!”




The man he loved sat next to him and put a hand on his shoulder.




“Don’t wake Sabrina,” he said.




Cole glanced down and saw that Sabrina was still sleeping, her head pillowed on his shoulder, and her hand folded on top of his chest. Instead, he and Charles clasped hands, and Charles leaned over to hug him. Then they shared a kiss.




“How?” Cole asked.




“It’s kind of a long story,” Charles Wallace said, “but basically, there’s an international program through the US Air Force that deals with the goa’uld, the stargates, and other related stuff. My study program in Antarctica was a cover for a different program that I’m part of, as astrophysics plays a big role in what they do.”




“You weren’t in Antarctica?” Cole asked him.




“I was,” he said. “At McMurdo, just like I told you. I was just working with the Air Force.”




Sabrina woke up, her eyelids fluttering. There were lavender smudges beneath her eyes.




“Charles Wallace?” she asked.




“Hey, sweetheart,” he replied. “How are you?”




She wiped the sleep crumbs out of her eyes.




“Was it a dream? Are we—”




When she looked around, saw the wall paintings and hieroglyphs, and she stopped, then gasped.




“Lee!”




“He’s fine,” Charles Wallace assured her. “Sally’s in with him. He’ll be out in a little bit. There’s food downstairs. Are you hungry?”




Both Sabrina and Cole nodded.




“And gross,” Sabrina added. “And itchy, and desperately needing a shower.”




“How about whichever we run across first?” Charles Wallace suggested.







“So, what’s the situation look like?” Mitchell asked.




O’Neill shook his head grimly.




“I’m not saying it’s beyond hope,” O’Neill said, but he looked discouraged. 




“Right,” Mitchell agreed. “I mean, there’s always hope.”




“There could be, I dunno, some sort of unlikely miracle,” O’Neill answered. “We could run into the Fourth Race. They could be right here on this planet with us, as we speak.”




“I would be okay with that, considering the alternative we’re facing,” Mitchell said. “Even Teal’c looked a little…shaken? I don’t know, General. I’m just saying that as comprehensive as the training at SG Command is, I don’t think anything could have prepared us for this.”




“You know, you could have taken the cooking rotation,” O’Neill pointed out.




“So could you,” Mitchell answered. “Personally, I wanted some sack time, and Vala volunteered.”




“Well,” O’Neill said, squaring his shoulders. “That’s why they pay us the big bucks.”




“Wait,” Mitchell said, startled. “You get paid?”




They walked down the stairs into the room the priests of Thoth had allotted to them as a field kitchen. Vala broke into a wide grin on seeing them and held up her spatula as they each picked up a plate.




“And what would you two charming gentlemen like for breakfast this morning?” she asked. “I have some utterly delicious eggs that I scrambled and cooked myself.”




They looked down at the dish of eggs, which had gone cold and were still a bit runny. Daniel, who was silently scraping his plate into the garbage, caught their eyes and gave a shake of his head. not the eggs, he mouthed.




“Are there pancakes?” O’Neill asked.




Vala pouted but recovered.




“There’s…I think it’s sausage,” she said, poking a meat-like object on a platter. “Hmmm.” She prodded the object. “Does sausage bleed?”




“Pancakes,” O’Neill and Mitchell together.




Vala glared at them.




“Very well, boring pancakes,” she said, “but I’ll have you know, there is no syrup or butter.”




“We’ll manage,” O’Neill said.




“And they’re not like regular pancakes,” she informed them. “They’re made with unleavened dough.”




“I’ll take three,” O’Neill said.




She plucked three circles of freshly baked flatbread out of a cloth wrapped basket with a show of great resentment.




“You know, I really expected more support from my teammates and comrades,” she said.




“Three,” Mitchell told her.




She glared at him.




There were also several bowls of food prepared by the priests’ servants. One of finely chopped dark green herbs, with bits of translucent melon and fruit. Another tan colored paste sprinkled with oil and nuts. A second paste, this one a lumpy brownish-purple. The two men stared at it. 




“Well, it’s probably edible,” O’Neill remarked.




“There’s a lot you can fit in that category and still get a peck of trouble out of,” Mitchell commented.




He tore one of his flatbread in half, scooped up some of the tan paste, and took a bite. In half a second, his eyes went wide.




“What?” O’Neill asked. “Speak up! Use semaphore if you have to. I’m hungry!”




“Hmms!”




“What?”




Mitchell chewed and swallowed.




“Hummus!”




“Finally!” O’Neill cried. “The stupid goa’uld managed to preserve something worth saving from human culture!”




They began scooping food onto their plates and went back for more flatbread.







Sabrina sat with Cole and Charles Wallace, staring at her plate. It wasn’t that she wasn’t filled with relief that they’d been rescued. Or that Lee was going to be okay. She was. She just didn’t feel like herself. Cole and Charles Wallace were dizzy with happiness to be reunited, even under these strange circumstances, but she didn’t feel very happy at all, which made her feel worse. So she sat next to Cole and pushed her food around on her plate and tore her flatbread into smaller and smaller pieces. She wished Dawn was there, and she missed Salem terribly.




“Morning, campers!” Mitchell declared, taking a seat across from her. “Who’d have thought we had to cross the galaxy to get some decent Greek food?”




“I’ve been in Antarctica for four months,” Charles Wallace said. “I’d cross the universe for some Greek food about now.”




Another man, the older military man, sat down across next to Mitchell.




“General, this is Sabrina, from Westbridge, Massachussets,” Mitchell introduced her. “And Cole Sear from Philadelphia. They’re both attending Queen Flavia University in Strelsau, if you can believe that, and were on that dig that turned up Thoth. Kids, this is General Jack O’Neill, who would be a household name if they were still doing serials of daring doers like when he was a kid.”




“Hey, how are you?” O’Neill said amiably.




“Fine,” Sabrina said, listless.




“Great,” Cole said, grinning, and swapped a smile with Charles Wallace. 




“Mitchell, the big brain on the other side of Cole there,” O’Neill said, returning the favor, “is Charles Wallace Murray. Carter’s got her eye on him as the next big thing in astrophysics. I hear Rodney McKay locked himself in his room, crying, for a whole weekend the last time this kid published a paper.”




“It was only a few hours,” Charles Wallace demurred.




“Murray?” Mitchell asked. “As in, Doctor Wallace Murray, got his Nobel in Physics for a workable theory of spacetime tunneling and Doctor Charlotte Murray who got her Nobel for describing the inner workings of mitochondria? Those Murrays?”




“That’s the bunch,” Charles Wallace agreed. “And there’s my brother-in-law, Doctor Calvin O’Keefe, who’ll be up for his Nobel any day now.”




Mitchell frowned, trying to recall the name.




“Non-human intelligence,” O’Neill supplied. “And limb regeneration, if you can believe it. He’s not a fan of the military, but we fund some of his stuff figuring it’ll pay off down the road.”




“And here I thought you got dragged into this because your boyfriend happened to be hoktar. Glad to have you on board,” Mitchell said, offering his hand.




They shook just as Daniel reappeared, this time with a plate full of baba ganoush, dolmas, and flatbread.




“Anyone had a chance to tell Heqet about the weirdness with the symbiotes in Vecuvia’s tribe?” he asked. 




“She’s got bigger fish to fry right now,” O’Neill said. “Anyone seen Teal’c?”




“Ordering Thoth’s Jaffa around, trying to figure out how to spread the word of the Free Jaffa nation, and happier than a pig in muck,” Mitchell said. “He told me to say hello to you two.”




He nodded at Cole and Sabrina, who perked up a little bit.




“And how about Kimball and the kid Thoth grabbed?” O’Neill asked.




“Lee,” Sabrina said. “His name’s Lee.”




Vala joined them, a plate of eggs and a cup of watered down wine in her hands.




“I’ve decided to forgive you,” she announced. “It’s not my fault you’re so timid that you resort to the tried and true.”




“And that’s why we love her, folks,” Mitchell said. 




Vala favored them with an incandescent smile. 




“He’ll be along,” Daniel said, picking up the thread of the conversation. “Kimball was babysitting him until he woke up, and he’s bound to be hungry.”




The men at the table dug into their food, leading to a lull in conversation. Sabrina only stared at hers and occasionally nudged some of the rubbery eggs. Vala took a hearty bite of her eggs, stopped, looked around to see if anyone was watching her, and hastily scraped it out of her mouth. 




“Getting a refill,” she said, climbing to her feet. “Anyone want anything?”




“More flatbread, please,” Cole asked. 




“Sabrina, you’re not hungry?” Charles Wallace asked.




“Not really,” she said. 




He was about to ask another question when voices from the corridor made all of them look up.




“No way.”




“You’re jealous.”




“Pics, or it didn’t happen.”




Kimball in her fatigues and Lee in a set of loose trousers and a long, sleeveless tunic came in.




“Right, because we paused to take pictures in the middle of everything,” Lee answered.




“Lee!” Sabrina gasped, getting to her feet.




She came around the table only to stop halfway to him, unsure. Cole and Charles Wallace got up as well.




“It’s me,” Lee said simply, shrugging a little.




With a relieved cry, Sabrina threw her arms around him, and Lee hugged her back. Cole gave him a brief side hug, which Lee returned.




“I was so scared for you,” Sabrina said, muffled against his chest.




“Really?” Lee asked. “Because from the head butt, I got the feeling you were kind of ticked.”




She looked up at him, aghast. 




“You were there for that?” she asked. “I thought—”




“Don’t worry about it,” he told her, grinning. “It was worth it to know how much you surprised Thoth.”




She hugged him again, squeezing hard.




“Hey, food,” Sally declared. “Whatcha want, Lee?”




“Everything,” he said without looking up. “I’m starving.”




“Yeah, the sarcophagus does that,” Daniel remarked. 




Seats were swapped around, and Lee sat between Sabrina and Cole.




“Nice outfit,” Cole said.




Lee glanced down at the clothes he was wearing. The cloth was linen, a very light weave for the shirt, and almost as sturdy as canvas for the trousers. The shirt was embroidered white on white




“I know, right?” he said. “I turned down the makeup, though. Gotta set some limits.”




Sally came back, handed him a plate mounded three inches high with food and then a cup, went to the other side of the table, and cleared her throat loudly. Mitchell took the hint and scooted down so she could sit opposite of Lee.




“Hey, I liked that little gold robe number yesterday,” Sally said. “You looked hot.”




Lee rolled his eyes while shoveling food in.




“Made my face look fat,” he said. “Damn, where did you dig up Greek food? How did you know this is exactly what I need?”




“Don’t look at me,” Sally said. “This stuff isn’t exactly in the MRE rotation.”




“Priests,” Vala said. “Couldn’t be helpful enough.”




Lee looked up and paused, embarrassed.




“Vala, right?” he asked. “Look, about the whole threatening you with death thing…”




She waved him off.




“Sweetheart, I am the last the person who will ever criticize you for what a goa’uld did with you,” she said. “Besides, I rarely take a death threat seriously.”




“Now that is true,” Mitchell said. 




Daniel nodded in agreement. 




Lee studied her for a moment, shrugged a tiny bit in acceptance, and continued to eat.




“I don’t need to worry about the big guy, do I?” he asked. “Teal’c?”




“He’s actually really nice,” Sabrina said.




The members of SG-1 paused and considered this. It wasn’t that Teal’c wasn’t nice. It was just that the word “nice” wasn’t on the list of the first ten or more adjectives to describe him. Stoic, courageous, terrifying, unstoppable, inscrutable, dedicated, honorable, powerful, unflappable, indefatigable, and intense, yes. Nice, not so much,




“Yeah,” O’Neill said, smiling a little. “Pleasant and agreeable, that’s our Teal’c.”




“I got more an impression of ‘one-man killing machine,’” Lee said. “The only reason Thoth didn’t kill him out of hand was because he wanted to make a production of it.”




“Yeah,” O’Neill said. “That too. By the way, how did you resist him.”




Lee looked up from his food, wary.




“Resist?” he asked.




“Yeah,” O’Neill said. “Resisted. Grapevine has it—”




And he pointed to Charles Wallace and Cole.




“— that you managed to get an SOS out, and that some of your mannerisms bled through Thoth’s control. Most people who’ve been snaked—myself included—can’t get a word out edgewise. What did you do.”




Lee chewed slowly and wiped the crumbs off his tunic. 




“This could wait for later,” Sally said, leaning forward a little. “Couldn’t it, General?”




“Sure,” O’Neill said equably, not taking his eyes off Lee.




“It’s okay,” Lee assured her. “I didn’t realize any of it came through. I mean, I knew Thoth could read me, and if he wanted to, he could have dug through my brain for anything. He mostly didn’t, because he didn’t think I mattered. So, I thought about pointless, harmless stuff, so he didn’t notice the important stuff.”




“I did that,” Vala said quietly.




Lee glanced at her.




“When he was setting up the hot spot under the island to blow, I did the best I could to distract him,” he said.




“How?” O’Neill asked. 




Lee put his piece of flatbread down, cleared his throat, straightened up, and took a deep breath.




“John Jacob Jingleheimer-Schmidt,” he sang at the top of his lungs. “His name is my name too. Whenever we go out, the people always shout ‘there goes John Jacob Jingleheimer-Schmidt!’ da da dat dat dat dat da da!”




Everyone at the table winced away, except Sally, who grinned at him. Sabrina took her hands down from her ears and stared at him with an expression of horrified admiration. Cole shook his head ruefully. O’Neill stared at him for a long moment, then turned to Daniel.




“Now why the hell didn’t I think of that?” he asked.




“I’m actually kind of amazed that you didn’t,” Daniel said. “That is right up your alley.”




“I ran every episode of Galaxy Quest through my head,” Lee continued. “By Grabthar’s hammer; never give up, never surrender; they’ve got Lieutenant Madison. All that.”




“Get out!” Sally said. “When did you start watching Galaxy Quest?”




Lee pointed at Sabrina, who perked up a little.




“You like Galaxy Quest?” she asked.




“I’ve been a fan since I was seven years old,” Sally said. “I spent the summer with my grandparents and came down with chickenpox. I could never get Lee to watch.”




“I did not watch it,” Lee said. “I tolerated it in the background during study sessions and retained more than I knew.”




“How come no one watches Wormhole X-Treme?” O’Neill asked.




“Uh, because it sucked?” Cole said. “Seriously, a big black guy painted silver as the bruiser, the brain is a sexy brunette multi-discipline super-scientist who couldn’t calculate pi on her own in one of the episodes, and the chick is a guy who can speak three hundred seventy eight languages? Not exactly in the scope of my suspension of disbelief.”




Daniel valiantly suppressed his laughter.




“Right,” Lee said. “Because we don’t know anyone who picks up languages like other people pick up amusing cat videos.”




Charles Wallace blinked several times, thinking silently. After a moment, he raised a finger in question, noticed Daniel’s red face, and let it go, shaking his head.




“So, not that it hasn’t been a blast,” Lee said, turning serious, “because it hasn’t, but…how do we get home?”




“Yeah, about that…” O’Neill said. 




“Thoth destroyed the island we were on,” Lee said.




“Easter Island?” Daniel asked. “There were some severe tremors when we caught up with you, but I don’t know about destroy.”




“Easter Island?” Sabrina asked, dismayed. “With the big statues? I heard them talking.”




Lee looked over at her, curious. Cole nodded. The others looked uncomfortable.




“Anyways,” O’Neill stressed. “Yeah, island go boom. The stargate is still there, but it’s most likely buried. The problem we’ve got on our end is that Thoth apparently built his own stargate network, separate from the one we’re used to, so we can’t get from here to the other stargates we’re familiar with.”




“We can’t go home?” Sabrina said faintly, stricken.




“No, we’ll go home,” O’Neill said. “It might just take us a little while. See, this pyramid is actually a ship. It’s called a ha’tak.”




He began to outline their resources and the complications while everyone paid close attention.







Kill them.




No, that is not an acceptable answer.




It’s the fastest and surest way to solve the problem.




But not the best way, and it causes almost as many problems as it solves.




Then kill the Jaffa.




Absolutely not. Elizabeth, we must work within the constraints at hand. There is no way on this planet Teal’c or O’Neill would allow us to execute anyone. Besides, the Jaffa are far too valuable to waste on a petty vendetta or clumsy expediency.




She felt Heqet’s mind flex against hers and pushed back. There was no give.




Elizabeth.




Love flooded into her, deep, unbounded, comprehensive, and absolute. She felt Heqet mirror grief for her pain, anger for the injuries she’d endured, understanding of her flaws, and acceptance of her errors. The tight, corrosive fury in her chest, the need to inflict the same pain that had overwhelmed her when she’d seen her son collapse in a pool of blood began to dissolve. While she breathed, feeling Heqet’s light touch on her muscles, she wept, tears streaming down her face.




“I want him back,” she wailed. 




I know.




Nothing else. No promises, no explanations, no advice, just simple acceptance. Images of other lives flickered through her mind, of Heqet’s other hosts and the lives they had led. Grief, pain, and struggle, born with Heqet’s support, and later, comfort, gratitude, and joy. 




“I can’t,” she said, gritting her teeth. “I can’t turn back. I’ve done too much. There’s no place for me. He won’t have me.”




She’d learned in the past two days that there was simply no lying to Heqet. No lying, no pretending, and nothing to stop Heqet from simply knowing her. A promise blossomed in her mind. A new life with purpose and meaning and no one knowing her past. To lead this planet and the others Thoth had seeded into the galaxy, to find Egeria’s children, to find hosts for the symbiotes without, to find symbiotes for those humans who would prosper with their partnership.




Children? She asked silently.




Children. Perhaps even a bond with another host and symbiote.




She hadn’t felt hope in so long, it hurt.




Elizabeth took a few moments to collect herself. She and Heqet were alone in the throne room, but a priest or servant could walk in at any time. She wiped her eyes, making sure she didn’t smear the kohl lines on her lids. She sighed and reconsidered the information Heqet had laid out for her. 




We’ll have to work with the Jaffa, extensively. Can we bring in the ones from the Adversaries?




Possibly, but remember, they have not expected to work together, and Thoth’s guard consider the Adversary Jaffa to be shol’va.




They considered Teal’c to be shol’va before he knelt to us.




There was satisfaction in that thought, of having chosen the right ally, of having predicted his actions, and of having turned a potential slaughter into a coup. The only thing that would have made it better was if there had been able to avoid the Jaffa deaths. Still.




And what to do with Thoth?




Wait for O’Neill’s assessment, Heqet advised.




She picked up a stick and tapped the summoning gong to bring a priest to her for instructions.







“How is Mett?” the guard asked as his comrade entered the dungeon.




“He lives,” the Jaffa answered, “but his injuries may cripple him.”




The two exchanged a sober look, knowing it was literally a fate worse than death for a Jaffa to be left crippled instead of cleanly killed in battle. It meant that Mett would most likely take his own life once he understood the extent of his injuries, and if he were unable, it would fall to one of his friends to do it.




Three human servants passed them, carrying a pitcher, a bowl, and a basket of dirty cloth. Each of the prisoners received attention, one at a time, as they were bound to immobility and gagged so not a word could pass their lips. That was by order of Heqet and her first prime, Teal’c.




“When will we kill them?” the first guard asked, a little annoyed. Dungeon duty was not a highly desired assignment.




“When Heqet tells us, and not a moment before,” the second guard told him. “Be glad she is merciful, Jaffa. I served Thoth and slept the long sleep at his bidding. He killed Jaffa for speaking out of turn, and I never saw him spare an enemy’s Jaffa as some others did. You Jaffa of Nun have grown complacent and lazy in your easy life on this planet.




The first guard, annoyed, as far more of his friends had died than the second guard’s, refused to stay quiet.




“The reason we still live, Jaffa, is because Heqet lacks Jaffa of her own to impose her will,” he said. “If she did, we would both be dead.”




A new set of servants entered with fresh water, food, and clean linens for the prisoner. The Jaffa ignored them as they did most humans.




“Then why has she not killed these godlings of Thoth?” the second demanded. “Because she is wise and will not squander her choices. You cannot bring the dead back to life, and she may find some use for them yet.”




“The sarcophagus can,” the first pointed out. 




Irritated at having been caught in error, the second Jaffa snarled. 




“Not if she burns them alive,” he said. “Not even the sarcophagus can undo that.”




The first guard decided to find a new topic, as it seemed unlikely that pointing out a woman wise enough not to squander choices was probably not going to burn anyone alive unless absolutely necessary.




“Where is Teal’c?” he asked.




The new first prime was a subject of great interest among all the Jaffa. He had given the strict orders regarding the prisoners, and the first guard was surprised he had only checked in twice.




“A riot has broken out near the granaries,” the second guard told him. “The humans fear calamity and are trying to grab as much of their precious grain as they can.”




The first guard considered pointing out that they ate the grain as well, and even more importantly, they drank the beer made from the grain. As a Jaffa born and raised on Nun, he didn’t share the antipathy towards the humans who served them and the gods. He just wasn’t very interested in them. With the momentous changes of the last day, he was beginning to think that perhaps he should start paying a little more attention to them. For all that one Jaffa warrior was worth a hundred humans, the ratio of humans to Jaffa was now well above that mark.




The second guard kept his thoughts to himself. As far as he was concerned, gods came and gods went. Any Jaffa who actually devoted himself to one of those capricious, homicidal creatures deserved what they got. He would serve whoever he needed to in order to take care of himself.




Neither of them noticed that the same servant had entered four times in a row when the group was supposed to be randomly selected with no servant entering the dungeon more than once a day, and no servant caring for the same prisoner more than once.







As SG-1 assisted the Jaffa in quelling the riot, Heqet spoke to a mass of priests, priestesses, and supplicants before the ha’tak, and Lee, Cole, and Sabrina took long hot baths while Charles Wallace washed the breakfast dishes, a human servant from the ha’tak made his way through the city and began the long walk out to the barbarian tribes that lived on the edge of the plains.







Chapter Ten



“We’ve got it!” Master Sergeant Harriman declared, looking up from his console.




“Yes!” General Carter cheered, pumping one fist in celebration.




“Just like you said, General,” Harriman told her. “It appeared at the top of lava lake within the caldera.”




“It’s lighter than basalt and has a far higher melting temperature,” she said. “Once the island collapsed into the caldera, it was inevitable.”




“The Hammond has beamed it aboard and will be delivering to us in another hour,” Harriman said.




“Give them my thanks,” Carter said, smiling.




It had been a full week with no response from SG-X or any of the members of SG-1. She hadn’t expected them to come back through Thoth’s stargate, not when it had been buried under half the island as a new volcanic eruption cracked the island into three pieces and let molten lava gush into the ocean. She had thought they’d hear something either from a planet they could reach by gateship, one they could reach through either Thoth’s network or a regular Stargate, or some sort of contact by the Lucian Alliance, one of the free worlds, the Jaffa, the Tok’Ra, or someone else. It was a big galaxy, and there were a lot of people in it.




But there’d been no word. There were a lot of possible explanations, but the one that remained in the forefront of her mind is that the men she’d sent after SG-1—Daniel, Jack, and the others—had been killed on the other side. She’d had men under her command die before. SG-8 had been wiped out by a naquadria bomb that had taken out half the global population of PXL-538. All but one member of SG-11 had died protecting PSG-097 from attack by a minor system lord. There had been accidents, illnesses, combat deaths, and injuries. SGC had a casualty rate three times that of any other command in the Air Force. She was as fiercely protective of her airmen as General Hammond had ever been, but this was different. This was Jack, who’d only been there because she’d asked him. This was Daniel.




Now all they had to do was get this new stargate set up, determine how to dial it, and see how many potential addresses they had to go through. There was no way Thoth’s network was as large as the original. He might have been able to reverse engineer a stargate, but even the Tollan and Nox had made only one, and that was when there’d been no other choice. If he had a dozen stargates on his network, she’d be amazed.




Please, don’t let her be amazed.







“You okay?” Lee asked Sabrina.




It was lunch time, but Sabrina had laid down for a nap, as their circadian clocks were still adjusted to Cairo time, which was several hours off. Sally had designated a room for the four of them—Lee, Sabrina, Cole, and Charles Wallace—to sleep or relax. It was part of the original barracks of the ha’tak, though it hadn’t been used for such in a while. The servants had assiduously swept all the dust out and supplied mattresses, pillows, and sheets of amazing comfort.




“I just don’t feel good,” Sabrina said. “I haven’t since we got here.”




“Anything I can do?” Lee asked. 




“Get us home?” she asked. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Lee, but I just want to go home now.”




“That makes two of us,” he sighed. “I don’t even have a spare pair of glasses, and my myopia’s coming back.”




“Your mom probably brought a pair,” Sabrina said. “I wonder if anyone told my mom what’s going on? And what about Salem?”




“Not even a goa’uld could kill that cat,” Lee said. “Get some rest. I need to go see General O’Neill. See you at dinner?”




She nodded.







Snake #5, as the prisoner had been designated, waited patiently. It knew, sooner or later, the lax security would allow it to jump from its current host to one of the human servants. Neither the Jaffa nor the humans seemed to understand what they were really dealing with. The one Jaffa that did, Teal’c, was in only occasionally, and while the Jaffa snapped to attention when he appeared, they often relaxed into their casual ways. 




It was the get of Thoth. It would escape, and it would claw its way to power. It would rule this tiny planet, and it would consolidate its power—




The door to the dungeon opened, and Teal’c entered. There was a man with him, the former host of Thoth. It sneered through its gag at him. Pathetic, wormy little human.




“Get the first,” the former host ordered. “We’ll do them in order.”




Teal’c went into the first cell, picked up the host by its bond with one hand and carried it out. The human and the Jaffa left, leaving the dungeon door open. The guards didn’t close it. Strange, but no matter. If the servants appeared to feed, water, and clothe this goa’uld, it was that much closer to freedom.




From the corridor, it could hear muffled voices raised in argument. They must have been interrogating the first prisoner in a nearby room. One of the voices was giving orders. O’Neill. It had heard the name bandied about by guards and by Teal’c, and he’d seen the man in the dungeons twice a day since they’d been taken. One of the voices, the former host, was yelling in anger. A third voice was trying to calm them. Then a fourth voice spoke out, insulting and proud. Ah, one of its brethren. While every spawn of Thoth was an enemy as it sought its own way to power, it admired its sibling’s tenacity and arrogance.




The shouting escalated and then fell silent. It watched as the guards exchanged an uncomfortable look. Then, someone fired a gun. Even through the door and down the corridor, it was loud enough to sting the goa’uld’s ears. High caliber, then. The door slammed open.




“Dammit, kid!” O’Neill roared. “You can hold onto your temper, or you don’t get to participate in the interrogation.”




“Don’t make me laugh,” the young man snapped. “You weren’t getting anywhere, and you won’t. You know why? Because it’s a goa’uld. It won’t give up a damn thing. Why are we wasting our time when we should just be killing them?”




“Because of a little thing called strategy,” O’Neill ground out. “We don’t get anywhere unless we have more intelligence. To get information, we have to interrogate these people with their goa’uld intact. That means no Shooting!”




Teal’c appeared at the very edge of the goa’uld prisoner’s vision, dragging the body of the first prisoner and leaving a messy trail where the back of the head smeared against the ground.




“Teal’c?” O’Neill asked.




“The bullet severed both the host’s and the goa’uld’s spines,” Teal’c said. “They are both dead.”




“So stick them in the sarcophagus,” the former host said.




“And heal the goa’uld as well, Brown?” O’Neill asked. “Teal’c see if you can get Murray to fish the head of that snake out. That way the sarcophagus will get rid of the goa’uld and heal its host.”




“Very well,” Teal’c replied, and dragged the body away.




“And get a mop and a bucket or something,” O’Neill yelled after him. Then he turned to Brown. “You shot the poor bastard. You clean it up.”







In the interrogation room, O’Neill relaxed into a smile. 




“Not bad, Brown. You come off as a half-cocked psycho with a grudge.”




The actual prisoner sat in her chair, with Airman Kimball’s hand on her shoulder, and she shook all over.




“Eh, I took Drama in high school,” Lee said, shrugging.




“Lee, you were drama in high school,” Kimball told him.




Vala sealed the goa’uld in a glass vessel and held it up to look at it.




“I had one of those things in my head?” Lee asked, disgusted.




“Yes,” Vala answered. “So did I, and for a great deal longer. I’ll take this sweet fellow up to your mother, send someone to clean up, and we’ll reset for the next one.”




She took the prisoner’s hand and helped her to her feet.




“And you are going to be just fine,” she told her. “I’ll drop you off at the baths where you can get a good soak in, and we’ll get you back to your family.”




“It’s over?” the young woman asked, still shaking. “It’s really over?”




“It’s really over,” Lee said.




Vala and the former prisoner and host left O’Neill and Lee alone in the room.




“So, do you think we can use our volunteer again for another female prisoner?” he asked, nodding in the direction Teal’c had dragged their actor. “She’s already been through makeup.”




As all the prisoners were dressed identically, and all the women were young, healthy, and slender, so it was in the realm of possibility.




“I’m not so worried about height variation as hair color,” Lee said. “The remaining four women in there all have different hair color.”




“See if we can’t find some wigs,” O’Neill said. “Besides, I want to practice that nerve pinch. That was great.”







By the time Snake #5 was picked up by Teal’c, it was petrified. Each interview had taken less and less time. It looked like they asked once or maybe twice, and if the goa’uld wasn’t willing to cooperate, Brown simply shot it and the host just at the base of the skull. 




When it was carried in, it saw the blood spray on the wall and could smell the burnt gunpowder from the shots. Brown leaned back against one wall, opposite the blood spray, and O’Neill against the wall next to the door. Teal’c deposited it in the chair facing O’Neill and pulled the gag out of its mouth.




“What do you want?” he asked.




Power could come later. Right now, it needed to survive.




“Information,” Brown said, glaring. “About this planet and any others Thoth set up on his stargate network.”




“I…I…”




“Don’t fake it,” O’Neill advised it. “We know goa’uld memory is passed down from generation to generation, and we know Thoth spawned you boys before he closed up shop on Earth, which means, you know it too.”




“But I don’t!” it gasped, looking between the two. “It chose what to give to us, and that did not include such information. I can work the gate, certainly—”




“So can we,” O’Neill said, not very impressed.




Brown took his gun out, checked that the safety was off, and pressed it against the hosts neck, just below the back of the head.




“They’re useless, O’Neill,” he said. “We ought to just execute every prisoner, pull the snakes out of their heads, and then put them in the sarcophagus.”




“Brown, what did I tell you?” O’Neill asked, peevish. “We have to at least give them a chance.”




“You are wasting time!” Brown declared.




They were going to shoot it. They’d done it four times now. It had no information to give them. Horrified, it started to withdraw, but it quickly realized the linked choker necklace would keep it from exiting through the entrance it had made. There was only one way out. If it could get out under the door…




Brown chambered a round.




“No one is going to have to live with one of these damn things in their head,” he said, furious.




The gun went off, but this goa’uld threw itself out of its hosts mouth, hitting the floor in a spatter of bodily fluids. It coiled and thrust itself for the door when something grasped it, picked it up, and thrust it into a jar. Cool liquid enfolded it, numbed it, and then finally subdued it.




The host, a young man, coughed and retched terribly. O’Neill put his hand on the man’s shoulder.




“Take it easy,” he said. “You’ll be fine in a minute.”




Lee considered the new bullet hole in the wall. “I think we’re going to need more beet juice.”




“And another for her majesty,” Vala said triumphantly, closing the lid on the canopic jar.




“What’s she doing with them?” Lee asked. “My mom?”




Vala paused.




“Do you know what grown goa’uld do with their spawn if there’s too many of them?” she asked. 




He considered but shook his head. “It wasn’t at the front of Thoth’s mind.”




“Best not to ask, all things considered,” Vala told him.




“They are eaten,” Teal’c said.




“Way to undermine your teammate there,” Vala protested. “I was trying to protect the young man.”




Lee looked over at him. “Like, cooked and eaten? There are some cultures with cannibalistic rituals, but they aren’t very common.”




“There is no cooking involved,” Teal’c said. “The parent or rival goa’uld eats the spawn while it is still alive, usually killing it with its host’s teeth.”




Lee looked distinctly ill. “My mom’s doing that?”




“Really more Heqet,” O’Neill said. “Hey, I hear there’s shishkabobs on the menu tonight. How about we get through the remaining prisoners and call it a day?”




“Hey,” Kimball said to the former host who had watched silently, “how do you feel about us putting some drippy beet pulp on the back of your head and then dragging you out of here so the other goa’uld think we killed you?”




“If it will help the others,” the man said in a tremulous voice.




“That’s great,” O’Neill said and gave the guy a squeeze just where neck and shoulder met.




The man collapsed in a boneless heap.




“It worked!” O’Neill crowed.




“I told you,” Lee said. 




“Any chance Thoth remembers this?” O’Neill asked.




“Yes,” Teal’c confirmed. “He does.”




Kimball slopped the fake blood and brains on the back of the former host’s head, and Teal’c picked up the man’s feet to drag him. Since it was only down the length of the hallway, and O’Neill had asked to servants to wax the floor, it wasn’t especially uncomfortable. Teal’c always picked the victim up as soon as he was out of sight and carried him the rest of the way.







Snake #6 was brought in, wide-eyed and terrified. Lee stopped just before he took out the gag.




“This woman…I don’t think she has a goa’uld,” he said. 




“Heqet said to grab her,” O’Neill answered. “She was with the hosts Thoth implanted.”




Lee took out the woman’s gag, and she started babbling, tears leaking from her eyes.




“Please, please, great lords,” she said. “I was not with those honored to take hosts. I stood before the great steps and watched the ceremony, and when Lord Thoth was defeated, I tried to run, but something attacked me.”




“That sounds like Thoth,” Kimball said. 




Teal’c removed the choker and checked the back of her neck.




“The entry scar is longer and further down from the skull than the others,” he noted. 




“Like Thoth climbed in while she was running?” O’Neill asked. 




“What happened?” Kimball asked the young woman.




“The servants attended to me,” she said. “And while the others were busy, and the guards were not looking, one of them removed my gag and…kissed me. When he looked away, his eyes glowed.”




“Jumped ship,” O’Neill said and then cursed. “Well, Heqet’s going to chew me a new hole.”




“How long ago was this?” Teal’c asked.




“Wait a minute,” Lee said, “you mean Thoth’s loose?”




“Keep your voice down,” O’Neill told him. “And yeah, that’s what it looks like. None of the other goa’uld had the juice to pull this.”




“How long ago was this?” Teal’c repeated, ignoring the others.




“The third time the servants attended to me,” the young woman said, cowering in fear from Teal’c. “They have seen to me twice since then.”




Teal’c left the room without a word.




“Kimball, Brown,” O’Neill said, “when we walk out of here, you’re going to escort her—” and he nodded at the former host “— to the baths and get her set up and back to her family. Then you’re going to join me up at Heqet’s. Miss, you’re going to go along with everything I say, okay?”




“Yes, sir,” Kimball said, falling into an easy stance.




“Okay,” Lee said.




O’Neill looked at the young woman, who nodded uncertainly.




On their way out of the room, every eye in the dungeon turned to them. There had been, after all, no shot and no body.




“I want to thank you again,” O’Neill said, taking the former host’s hands in his. “This is going to make our work so much easier. I doubt we’ll even need to talk to the others.




“I can shoot them now,” Lee said darkly.




“Give it a rest, kid, why don’t you?” O’Neill said.




“This way, Lady,” Airman Kimball said, directing the young woman which way to go.







“Is there anyone back home you think you can contact?” Cole asked Charles Wallace. “How about Dawn?”




“I met her like three times,” Charles Wallace said. “I know Dmitri a lot better.”




“Try him!” Cole said. 




“Cole, Dmitri’s got a lot of things in his favor,” Charles Wallace said, “but one thing he’s not is hoktar. You are the only person outside of my family I’ve ever been able to kythe with.”




“It won’t hurt to try,” Cole pointed out.




Charles Wallace looked over at Sabrina’s sleeping form, curled up under a woolen blanket as small as she could make herself, her blonde hair in disarray over the pillow.




“Yeah, okay,” he agreed. “I’ll give it a try.”




He settled onto his own mattress, lying down, hands clasped over his stomach, and began breathing regularly. He summoned into his mind, the image of his friend from Queen Flavia University, Rupert Alexander Wilhelm Dmitri, Count of Hentzau, and drew in all the details he could recall—his posture, his aloofness, the color of his eyes, the timbre of his voice…







“What was that?” Dima asked, looking around.




Dawn opened her eyes and looked up. Dima still had her ankles in his hands, but he’d stopped moving. The expression on his face was…noteworthy.




“What was what?” she asked, getting up on her elbows.




“I could have sworn…”




He looked around the room.




“What?” Dawn asked, mystified.




“I could have sworn I heard someone call my name,” Dima said.




“You mean, other than me?” Dawn asked.




He flashed her a wicked smile. 




“Come here,” she said, looking up at him through her lashes and biting her lip.




He let go of her ankles and came down on his hands, lowering himself to her body. She cupped his face and kissed him. He responded.




“Better?” she asked.




“Much,” he replied.




And they began again.







Charles Wallace sat up, eyes wide, face beet red. 




“Nope!” he declared. 




“What, you couldn’t reach him?” Cole asked. 




“Oh, I reached him,” Charles said. “And I’m not going near him for another half an hour. With any luck, he’ll be asleep.”




“Why would he be asleep in half an— oh!”




Now it was Cole’s turn to blush.







In Heqet’s chamber, any evidence of how the previous spawn of Thoth had met their fate had been cleaned. A priest, a priestess, and three servants stood, awaiting her orders. She accepted O’Neill’s news of Thoth’s escape with equanimity.




“Short of killing all the hosts,” she said, “I don’t see how we could have prevented it. There’s simply too much to be done, and there were too many ways for him to escape.”




“That’s mighty generous of you,” O’Neill remarked.




“Where is Teal’c?” she asked.




“He’s doing the rounds, trying to determine which way Thoth went,” O’Neill said.




Heqet considered. 




“The three main possibilities are that he is hiding with the ha’tak for a chance to reverse the coup, he is hiding among the townspeople, or that he has retreated to the tribes along the plain,” she said.




“Thought they weren’t on speaking terms,” O’Neill said.




“So did I,” Heqet said, “but Daniel’s news of how their symbiotes choose hosts is extremely disturbing. Egeria would never have sanctioned such a practice. Either the Adversary symbiotes have allowed their knowledge to become corrupted, or it was given to them in such a way that it was already corrupted. If the latter is the case, I suspect Thoth’s hand. We must reach out to Vecuvia and ensure there is no safe haven for him there.”




At her signal, one of the servants, a scribe, came forward, ready to write. 




“Please ask the prime vizier to select an embassy to seek out the Adversaries,” she told the scribe, who began scribbling with style on wax tablet. 




“Slug, falcon, little man with a flail,” O’Neill murmured. “Sheaf of wheat before the Eye of Ra when it spells the A sound, feather, bowl of porridge, crocodile.”




“We wish to open relations with them, having vanquished the god they opposed,” Heqet continued, giving O’Neill a flat stare. “Select gifts of rich food, fabric, jewelry, and hand tools, and ask that they send representatives—human, symbiote, and Jaffa—to speak with us at their earliest convenience. See that they are on their way in before the evening meal is served.”




With a nod from Heqet, the scribe ran off. Lee and Sally came in.




“Shesheq is set up,” he told them. “She’ll be home before dinner. Two of the other former hosts are trying to stick around, said they volunteered for the honor, so I guess they’re not leaving until they get some. The other two took off like someone mentioned a tax audit.”




“I’ll see to them,” Heqet said.




“What’d we miss?” Sally asked.




“The beginning of statecraft,” O’Neill said, giving Heqet a nod. “So glad I’m retired.”




“Yes, you look like the retiring kind,” Heqet said, a flash of Elizabeth showing.




She gave a signal to another servant, who ran off to an anteroom and returned with a small bundle wrapped in thick silk. Heqet offered it to Lee. When he picked it up, his eyes widened, and he opened the cloth to reveal a pair of glasses in the style he wore.




“Sabrina cracked a joke that I should ask you,” he said. “I can’t believe you brought these.”




Heqet looked down, and Elizabeth looked up.




“Heqet explained to me how goa’uld heal their hosts and how the sarcophagus does,” she said. “Without either, your near-sightedness would come back. I brought these with me in the hope that…that you would need them.”




He put them on.




“They’re last year’s prescription, but I’m not complaining,” he said. “Thanks, Mom.”




He gave her a hug, and Heqet returned.




“To other matters, O’Neill,” she said, briskly. “You will be glad to know that priests were able to access the flight decks. There are twelve death gliders available.”




O’Neill nodded, but didn’t look satisfied.




“We could actually get back home in those,” he agreed. “In a few tens of thousands of years, long after the life support in them has run down. Our corpses would be extremely well preserved.”




“I’m sure your men could cannibalize the parts to build something greater,” she said.




The reference to cannibals gave Lee a start.




“I don’t suppose you’ve got any alkesh around,” O’Neill ventured.




“Not that we’ve located,” Heqet told him. “There are two more hangars to investigate. If your men wish to assist the priests, they are more than welcome to.”




“And Thoth?” he prodded.




“We will search for him,” she answered. “If we find him, we will kill him and spare his host.”




“Sounds like a plan,” O’Neill said.




“And O’Neill,” Heqet said as they turned to go.




“Yeah?”




“Send me the five remaining spawn,” she said. “At your earliest convenience.”




She raised a lip in a snarl, and only O’Neill was close enough to see the blue staining of goa’uld blood between her teeth.




“Sure thing,” he said faintly.







“Null address,” Harrison said, noting the log.




The new stargate made a clunking noise as it failed to establish a connection, and the crackles of energy that signaled the appearance of the event horizon faded away. Carter felt like putting her head down and crying. 




Thoth’s stargate was built on the same seven-coordinate system of the original, and it had thirty-nine symbols available on the ring. Even once they identified which glyph stood for the stargate, that meant a list of possibilities larger than the Coulomb Constant. 




“Doctor O’Connell is here to see you,” an airman said, allowing the academic in.




“General?” Diana asked. 




Salem jumped down from her shoulder and walked across the desk to scrape his face along Carter’s shoulder. She didn’t stop him.




“There’s just no way we can get to them outside of random chance,” Carter told her. “The amount of time it would take to try every address is well outside of our expected lifespan.”




Diana took a seat across from her and picked up one of the schematics of the new gate.




“You’re doing a random dialing because you don’t know what the symbols mean,” she said, looking it over.




“You’re welcome to give any insight you may have,” Carter told her. “I had the next-best person to Daniel take a look, but he wasn’t able to place them.”




“My guess is that’s because he was looking for known scripts,” Diana said. “This is Linear A, or it’s very closely related.”




“Linear A?” Carter asked, sitting up some. “That’s…Greek, right?”




“Minoan,” Diana said. “Trouble is, Linear B has been decoded, but no one’s been able to untangle Linear A. If it matches the symbols in Linear B, then it’s an unknown language. If the symbols are completely unrelated to Linear B, which makes no sense, it still doesn’t align with any of the known languages from the entire Mediterranean Neolithic world.”




“So, in order to use this, we have to decode an alphabet that no one in linguistics has been able to hack for centuries?” Carter asked.




“Send it to the wench,” Salem said, licking his paw and cleaning his ear.




“Which wench?” Carter and Diana asked at the same time.




“The Slayer’s little sister,” Salem answered. “Sabrina’s roommate. Queen of all things drama and hysteria.”




Carter stared at the cat for a long moment and then looked at Diana.




“Did you understand any of that?”




Diana nodded. “I don’t think she has any sort of security clearance, but we can go through her school.”







“You want me to what?” Dawn asked.




“Lady Dawn, this request comes from the highest levels of the United States military,” M repeated. “And for reasons I cannot share with you at this time, it is in your best interests to take on this challenge.”




“But Linear A is a script,” Dawn protested. “No one’s even heard the language behind it spoken since it was last written.”




Whatever Dima was doing in the living room, he had his amp turned up too high, and the noise was beyond distracting her.




“Uh…okay,” she fumbled. “Um, I’ll need all the previously done academic research on it, and I’ll need to work with Guardian. It’s the only thing with enough processing to crunch this stuff, and—”




A thought occurred to her, and she grabbed her satchel, reached in, and pulled out her psychic paper. If there was one person who could get her to the point in time where Linear A was being written so she could hear the language behind it, it was the D—




“Dawn,” Dima said, opening the door to the office. “I think you’d better come out here.”




“I’m on the phone with M,” she protested. 




“Even so,” he said. “You should see this.”




“I’ll get started on it, ma’am,” Dawn said hastily, “and I’ll call you as soon as I have something.”




She was neck deep in cataloguing cuneiform tablets for the Jeffersonian and also working on a facial reconstruction for Angela, but this apparently took priority. She joined Dima, and he lifted his hand to indicate the problem.




A large blue police box stood in the living room. 




“It just showed up,” Dima told her.




Dawn looked down at the psychic paper in her hand.




“I didn’t even write anything yet!”







Chapter Eleven



There was someone else out in the baths. Sabrina wasn’t sure when she became aware of it, just that it was part of the allness she was trying to join. She’d been meditating, trying to find her connection to whatever formed Gaea on this planet. She waited a little longer, letting her awareness absorb more information, and then she opened her eyes.




“Hi, Sally!” she called. “It’s all right. You can come over here.”




Airman Sally Kimball stepped out of an alcove and put her hands on her hips. 




“Now I know you didn’t see me,” Sally said as she strode in. “And I know you didn’t hear me.”




She dropped her towel beside Sabrina’s and climbed into the warm pool.




“Are you following me?” Sabrina asked. 




“Not exactly following you,” Sally said. “More keeping an eye on you. See if you need anything.”




“Oh. I thought you were going to say something about how I couldn’t take care of myself,” Sabrina said, a little abashed.




“I’ve seen you training with Teal’c,” Sally answered. “You may be a newbie, but you’ve got a good grasp of the basics. I haven’t seen you make the same mistake more than twice, and unlike the guys, you don’t get your pride wound up in this. You’re not about to get yourself killed trying t’ be brave.”




Sabrina stared at her for a moment.




“I think that’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me,” she said. 




“Don’t let it go to your head,” Sally said. “Now, spill, what do you need?”




“What do I need?” Sabrina repeated.




“Yeah,” Sally answered. “You’ve been dragging ever since we got here. Lee, Cole, and Charles Wallace are all worried about you, and…you matter to Lee. That means you matter to me. So, you tell me what you need, and I’ll help.”




It took Sabrina a few moments to process this.




“Did Lee tell you that I’m a witch?” she asked. “Only I can’t do any magic here, and it’s really bothering me.”




Sally nodded slowly. “He did say something like that. I have to admit that I was not expecting to hear the word ‘witch’ fall out of his mouth.”




“Do you believe him?” Sabrina asked.




Sally scratched her ear. She’d unbraided her hair at some point, and it burst out in a fearsome bush of blond corkscrew curls. She blew one of them out of her eyes.




“Well, he’s not lying,” she said. “He’s not delusional, and you’re not going to pull one over on him, which means there’s something going on, and he’s decided ‘witch’ is as good a label to put on you as anything right now. So, I’m going to hang tight and wait for more information before I come to any conclusions. Let’s just say that I’m down for some weird shit, should it happen.”




Sabrina stared at her, impressed.




“Boy, we really could have used you at school,” she said. 




Sally grinned at her. “Sorry, chica, I was busy stepping onto other worlds. So, again, what do you need?”




Sabrina sighed. 




“Well, what I really need is to really get what life here is,” she said. “I’m missing something, or maybe most everything, because I’m getting better and better and sensing things, but I still can’t connect. I can’t do anything with magic. I can’t even light a match.”




“Is lighting a match like a baby step or something?” Sally asked.




Sabrina nodded. “It’s one of the most fundamental magic skills out there—starting a fire. Because it’s a survival trait. Hiding is another, finding other people, brief illusions that scare off predators, that sort of thing.”




Sally considered this, looking around the spot Sabrina had chosen.




“Okay, well, the first thing I’m going to tell you is that there was life on this planet before Thoth ever showed up,” she said.




“There was?” Sabrina asked. “How do you know?”




Sally pointed in the general direction of the stargate they’d come through




“Rock formations on the way,” she said. “Most of the rock around here is limestone. Limestone is a sedimentary stone that forms at the bottom of the sea. All these little one celled critters—foraminifera—have these little calcium shells. They die, fall to the bottom, and over millions of years, turn into limestone. Since it takes that long, and since at the outside, Thoth’s been busy for about ten thousand years, this planet had life before he showed up.”




“But…that’s amazing!” Sabrina gasped. “That means there really is life on other planets!”




“Yep,” Sally agreed. “And not just a little either. Current Stargate projections are that about eight percent of planets are capable of sustaining some type of carbon-nitrogen-oxygen based lifeforms, and about ten percent of those planets that are capable of it do. From there, it’s just a question of how advanced life gets. My guess is, alongside everything Thoth imported from Earth, you’ll find a compatible xenoform. The trick is, some in situ life is directly incompatible with Earth life—toxic compounds we can’t process, dependence on elements like arsenic, or the planets just filled with predators that think humans are munchy crunchy midnight snacks.”




Sabrinas eyes got big.




“You realize there are twenty SG teams now, and we’ve been doing this for more than ten years,” Sally said. “Figure an average of one world every two weeks with about a twelve percent success rate in finding someplace like this with a viable population, stable environment, enough infrastructure that we don’t have to start from scratch, and a political situation where we can make allies…we’ve got over six hundred planets to choose from. And there are literally billions left to look at.”




Sabrina’s mouth fell open.




“Where do the goa’uld come from?” she asked.




“Well, we found the world we think they evolved on,” Sally said. “I’m not at liberty to tell you which one. They co-evolved with a race called the Unas. At some point, they figured out how to use the stargates, and from there stole the technology for FTL travel. At some point after that, they found Earth, figured out that humans were compatible hosts, and they decided to capitalize on that.”




Sabrina’s face fell a little.




“Why are they so awful?” she asked.




“Believe it or not, there’s a lot of speculation on that,” Sally told her. “The front runner theory is that they didn’t start off that way. It’s a combination of the sarcophagus healing technology and their genetic memory.




“See, the sarcophagi were never meant for more than emergency use—healing fatal and crippling injuries and chronic illness,” Sally continued. “At least, that’s the theory. You know how Lee didn’t have to wear his glasses for several days after being in one? Well, it was never intended to make people perfect, but the goa’uld got all obsessed with making their hosts perfect and keeping them eternally young. Changing hosts is stressful on the goa’uld. They don’t do it without a good reason.”




“So, they start using the sarcophagus to stay young and pretty?” Sabrina asked. “And they turn mean?”




Sally nodded. 




“And then, because they can pick and choose which memories and knowledge their spawn inherit, the next generation gets all the bad and mean stuff,” Sally continued. “It just gets worse with every generation.”




“That’s terrible!” Sabrina gasped.




“We need to do a little checking with Heqet,” Sally said, “because she’s one of the few members of the early generations from which the Tok’Ra spring. Some of them come to an understanding on their own, and it’s almost always minor goa’uld who don’t have reliable access to a sarcophagus. The others are the spawn of Egeria and any other Tok’Ra symbiote who manages to spawn, which isn’t many.”




“Why not?”




Sally shrugged. “Well, if you could make a hundred copies of yourself as your children, but you know at least ninety of them would die before they could grow up, and the remaining ten would struggle to find hosts and maybe turn evil, would you have kids?”




“Ugh,” Sabrina said. “Holidays must get really complicated, and I’ll bet no one does a gift exchange.”




Sally laughed.




“And that’s just the goa’uld,” she said. “We’ve got a handle on them, thanks to the technology the Asgard left us. There’s also the Replicators, the Ori, and the Wraith, and they make the goa’uld look like a walk in the park.”




“Have any of them ever been here?” Sabrina asked.




“I strongly doubt it,” Sally said. “If they had, there either wouldn’t be anyone, or they’d have shot us as soon as we showed up.”




Sabrina sat in silence, absorbing it all. 




“Does that help?” Sally asked.




She nodded.




“It does. I’m not sure how, but it does. I’m going to meditate a bit more.”




“Cool,” Sally said. “I’m going to soak.”







“Look at some point, you’re going to have to let us take the ha’tak,” O’Neill said. “There are no alkeshes on this planet, the death gliders and the gateship can’t get us far enough, we’ve got no known good addresses for the stargate, and your son’s fall semester starts in another five weeks.”




Elizabeth gave him a dark look.




“We’ll send it back!” O’Neill claimed.




No Heqet glared at him.




“Come on!”




“There is famine on the northwestern continent,” Elizabeth said, “with five thousand lives in jeopardy. The greater southern continent can take them if we can provide enough seed to plant the necessary food crops before we move them down. The riots in this city have claimed fifteen lives, and we still haven’t been able to confirm or deny the Adversaries’ involvement in them.”




“You know as well as I do that they’re involved,” O’Neill said. “None of the city folk use stone tools.”




“I agree,” Heqet said, eyes flaring. “But I will not start a war without undeniable proof, and that means catching them in the act. Now, in the middle of all this, how will the departure of the Great Pyramid of Heqet be seen? As a sign that the remainder of the gods have smiled upon my plans?”




O’Neill sighed. He was ready to pull his hair out.




“You realize Thoth deliberately hid the location of this planet even in the astronomical databases of this ha’tak?” he asked. 




“That’s why I can’t allow you to take the ha’tak!” Heqet answered. “If I can ever let you go, I must have some idea of how long you’ll be gone, and there must be some benefit for me—contact with one of Thoth’s other worlds, contact with the Tok’Ra. Something!”




O’Neill groaned and shook his fists at the sky. Just as he was about to come up with some sort of rejoinder, Lee Brown came running in, flushed and panting.




“You gotta see this,” he told them.







It was the cell furthest from the dungeon door. Daniel crouched in the corner and was squinting at the wall.




“It’s hieroglyphs,” he said, when O’Neill came in.




O’Neill gave him a look he usually reserved for people who split infinitives.




“So? The whole place is filled with them!”




“Take a look,” Daniel answered, moving back and training his light on the vertical lines. “One of the servants thought to tell me about it, because he knew I like all the writing. They can’t read it.”




O’Neill got down on his knees and looked, and then looked up.




“What the hell is this?” he pointed at one of the drawings.




“That,” Lee said, “is a police box.”




“It’s a what?” O’Neill demanded.




“A police box,” Daniel repeated. “Great Britain had them for decades, for—”




“I know what it is!” O’Neill said. “What the heck is a British police box doing in a bunch of hieroglyphs?”




“It’s Dawn,” Lee said, grinning.




“The reason no one here has been able to read these,” Daniel said, “is because she used the syllabary of the hieroglyphics to write in English.”




“Who’s Dawn?” O’Neill shouted.




“My cohort mate,” Lee said, still grinning. 




“And it says,” Daniel said, drawing his finger down the line of symbols as he read, “Hi, guys. Long time no see! Look out for Thoth, and once that’s over, here’s your gate code.”




Daniel looked up at O’Neill, pointing at the horizontal series of symbols that followed.




“Jack, it’s the address to go home,” he said. 




“Uh…did we forget the little part about the island exploding behind us?” Jack demanded.




“It’s cool,” Lee said. “If Dawn put that there, then it’s good.”




“How?”




Lee shrugged. “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. Once we get home, she’ll tell us all about it. But we get to go home.”




“Once Thoth is over,” Daniel said.




“Yeah, what does tha—”




The klaxon went off.




“Oh, great,” O’Neill sighed. He grabbed his walkie-talkie. “Mitchell, what’s the hubbub?”




“Couple of guards are down,” Mitchell responded. “Hostiles inside the ha’tak. Looks like our buddies with the teepees.”




“Do we know what they’re after?” O’Neill asked.




“They’re headed up to Heqet’s,” Mitchell answered.




Lee scrambled up just as O’Neill grabbed him by the collar.




“My mom!”




“We do not go rushing off into danger unless we know what’s waiting for us,” O’Neill told him. “And your mom has heavily armed guards. This could be a feint.”







The klaxon roused Sabrina, Cole, and Charles Wallace.




“What’s going on?” Sabrina asked.




Vala picked up her P90 and clipped it to her vest.




“Just you lot wait here,” she said. “I’m going to take a look, but it’s probably nothing.”




Mitchell ran past the door towards the great hall, and Vala followed him. 




“I wish Teal’c were here,” Sabrina said softly.




The sounds of staff weapons and zat reverberated down the corridor, followed by a woman’s scream.




“That’s either Vala or one of the servants,” Cole said. “We should check.”




After a moment of glances back and forth, Charles Wallace nodded in agreement.




“We’ll bring any injured back here.”




But the moment they stepped out into the hall, the enemy fell on them. All of them from the tribe of the Adversaries, and all of them with the glowing eyes of those possessed by goa’uld. It was an ugly scuffle, with the three hoktar—Cole, Sabrina, and Charles Wallace—pitting their new self-defense skills against trained warriors ruled by goa’uld ruthlessness. Charles Wallace was the first to be pinned, and one of the tribesmen reached into a pouch and pulled forth a symbiote. When it burrowed into Charles Wallace’s neck, he screamed, agonized.




Cole turned, flipped, and then broke the arm of his assailant. Two more attacked him, and a third joined the two attacking Sabrina. They brought Cole to his knees just as Vala and Mitchell ran towards them from the great hall. 




“Get off me!”




The magic that hit them wasn’t an organized spell but an overwhelming wave of fiery anger and disgust. All the goa’uld possessed men were slammed back—some into the wall next to them, some thirty feet down the corridor, and one into the ceiling. None of them moved after the impact.




Sabrina stood, eyes glowing golden green, and flames running up and down her skin. Cole looked up at her, terrified.




“I am really ticked off!” Sabrina yelled at the top of her lungs. 




“Charles,” Cole gasped, reaching over and taking his boyfriend by the shoulder.




Charles turned over, eyes wide and sightless, blood on his lip, and he convulsed.




“I don’t think so,” Sabrina said in a much soft, colder voice.




She reached, Charles’s body rose in a rictus of pain, and his jaws opened against his will. The goa’uld which had attacked him came writhing and hissing out of his mouth. When it was free, Charles Wallace went limp, his eyes still open and unfocused.




Vala and Mitchell came skidding to a halt at the sight of Cole cradling his boyfriend and Sabrina standing, gesturing her hold around the goa’uld she’d retrieved from Charles Wallace. As she brought her fingers into a fist, power coruscating around it, the goa’uld was pulled into a little ball. 




“You hurt my friend,” she whispered at it. “And you’re not the least bit sorry.”




She closed her fist and squeezed, and the goa’uld was crushed in a spatter of blue goo.




“There’s another!” Mitchell yelled, bringing his zat up to fire.




The second goa’uld, crawling out from under one of the broken tribesmen, flexed its wings and coiled to attack Cole. Sabrina glanced at it, and it burst into golden green flames, shrieking as it died, leaving a crumbly black residue behind.




Sabrina looked up at Vala and Mitchell, who held their ground but didn’t look happy about it.




“Now look, Sabrina,” Vala said, “I always liked you, and I’ve always done my very best to be nice to you. Let’s not go off on the wrong foot.”




“Kid, wanna tell me what’s going on?” Mitchell asked.




“I’m really very angry,” Sabrina said.




“We can see that,” Vala said. “You’re not angry…with us, are you?”




“And I’m a witch,” Sabrina said.




“Okay,” Mitchell said, nodding. “You’re a witch. I’m good with that. Now what are you going to do about it?”




“I’m going to stop the other goa’uld,” Sabrina answered, and vanished.




“Sabrina?” Cole gasped, looking around.




“What, that’s new?” Mitchell demanded. 




“Teleportation is really, really high level,” Cole said. “She’s never done it before.”







General O’Neill, Doctor Jackson, and Lee had almost reached the throne room when Sabrina appeared in the corridor in front of them in a blast of searing air.




“Sabrina?” Lee called.




“Thaaaat’s not normal,” Doctor Jackson said, taking cover behind a pillar. “Is it?”




“No!”




“What I always say,” O’Neill said, taking cover behind the opposite pillar. “Beware the nice ones. I knew that kid was too sweet. If she kills us all, I told you so!”




“She’s not going to kill us all,” Lee answered, and ran after her.




In the throne room, Teal’c and Heqet had shepherded the priests, priestesses, and servants into a far back corner, behind as much cover as possible. Heqet used her kara kesh to block staff weapons, but arrows traveled just slow enough to penetrate her personal armor. Teal’c on the other hand, could avoid or beat away most of the arrows and fire his own staff weapon, but he had no personal armor. Both of them were injured. 




Sabrina entered and with a sweep of both arms, sent each of the Adversaries flying to collide with pillar, wall, ceiling, floor, or other object. The collective crunch of bones breaking and bodies falling to the floor caused Teal’c to raise his eyebrow as he came out from behind his cover. With another two-handed gesture, she drew out every single goa’uld in the room except Heqet. There were ten of them, squeezed into a squirming, writhing ball.




Sabrina’s lip drew back in a snarl, and another golden-green flame erupted, consuming the ball, burning so brightly, every remaining person had to turn their eyes away or shield them. Black, greasy flakes floated out on the air as the flame faded.




“You have a goa’uld in your head,” Sabrina said to Elizabeth.




Bleeding from wounds to her shoulder, chest, abdomen, and leg, Elizabeth struggled to her feet.




“I do,” she said, facing Sabrina. “She is not the same as the others, and I want to keep her.”




“Goa’uld are evil,” Sabrina spat, and the flames coursing up and down her arms grew brighter. “And so are you. I’ve seen the things you do.”




Elizabeth did not falter.




“You have,” she agreed. “And I can’t argue with you. I’ve done terrible things, evil things. Are you going to kill us?”




Lee came around Sabrina and stepped between her and Elizabeth. 




“Don’t do this,” he said. “Please.”




“She isn’t any better than a goa’uld, Lee,” Sabrina said, furious.




“I know,” he said. “But she’s still my mom, and she’s getting better.”




Sabrina flexed one of her fists.




“Besides,” Lee continued, “this isn’t you, Sabrina. You’re not a killer.”




“I…just killed…” she said, flinching, angry at the memory.




“Sabrina,” Teal’c said, “you were attacked?”




“Me, Cole, and Charles Wallace,” she said, then she shook her head. “Stop talking!”




Cole ran in with Mitchell and Kimball, out of breath.




“One of them’s got her,” Cole gasped. “They got one in Charles Wallace and almost killed him. Sabrina killed the one they tried to put in me, but there were three empty containers below.”




“That’s why you could use your magic, Sabrina,” Sally told her. “It was spawned on this planet, and it’s in your head.”




Sabrina shook her head, grimacing. “No. That’s not…I have to kill her!”




She turned towards Elizabeth, and Lee got in her way again.




“That’s what Thoth wants,” he said. “You know how he said goa’uld couldn’t possess hoktar? They can try. They just can’t do it successfully. This is one of the things he wanted to do—stick a goa’uld in your head and watch you go crazy.” 




“There’s…” Sabrina started. “One of those things is in my head?”




“Check your neck,” Lee said. “It would have gotten you from behind.”




She ran her fingers over the back of her neck and found the mark. 




“Oh, God,” she whispered, the flames on her dying down. “It got to me?”




“It’s okay,” Lee said. “We’ll figure something out.”




“No.” Sabrina shook her head, horrified. “No. It doesn’t get to keep me. No.”




She crouched down on the balls of her feet, arms over her head, and the flames around her grew so bright, no one could look directly at her. 




“Sabrina!” Lee screamed.




The flames faded and died out, and Sabrina collapsed to the floor. Lee was the first to reach her. He checked her pulse first and exhaled, relieved when he found one.







“Okay, so it’s not a language,” Dawn explained on video conference. “It’s multiple languages, and the language is chosen in context with the subject. That’s why no one could nail it down. If it worked on one inscription, it didn’t work on another. Also, half of the inscriptions are in religious code, and there’s a boustrophedon rule, only it doesn’t reverse the characters, only the direction they’re written in.”




“Worse than the Mayans,” Mathison groaned. “Which ones?”




“The big one is Minoan, and I’m forwarding a basic list of words and grammar to you,” she said, brushing her hair back. “It’s a pre-Indo-European isolate, like Basque, and there are some parallels in syntactical structure. It must have survived the agricultural revolution and then died out, maybe after the Theran eruption.”




“Holy cow,” Mathison exhaled. 




“Along with Minoan,” Dawn continued, “you’ve got Scythian—”




“Scythian! What on earth were the Scythians doing in Crete?”




Dawn looked up from her notes. 




“I’m only reporting what I saw and heard. I did not get a chance to go into a detailed history of population movement,” she said, a little irritated.




“Sorry,” Mathison apologized. “What else?”




“Mycenaean, Luwian, Lycian, Phoenician, and this incredibly funky Cyrprian-Etruscan creole,” she said. 




Mathison looked at his screen, horrified. 




“There are maybe ten people in the whole world who have enough of a handle on even one of those languages to help with this,” he cried. “And I’m not one of them!”




“Chill,” Dawn said. “That structure you sent me a drawing of with the Linear A symbols? They’re derived directly from Cretan hieroglyphs with encoding for religious and astronomical properties. The weird thing is, there was this syncretic, ‘everybody’s invited’ pantheistic thing going on. I swear they even referenced Amaterasu and Yu, and the selection of symbols breaks down along which god the location is dedicated to, if the location is Earth, one of the various heavens or hell, or some other, and which mix of people lived there. Very, very strange.”




Mathison stared at her. 




“So, if I asked you to pick which sequence of symbols would point to say, uh, a place,” he said nonchalantly, “that is not Earth, owned by Thoth and populated by Tau’ri, Jaffa, and, oh, let’s call them ‘children of the gods’, could you?”




“Let me see,” Dawn said, flipping through pages of notes. “So the originating symbol that appeared on all the temples in the area, was the pyramid with an ibis, but Thoth is also a baboon.”




“No, no,” Mathison said. “We’ve got the gate code for here. They came through right after the last fight with Thoth. We need the code to get back to that place.”




“Gate code?” Dawn repeated, puzzled.




“I’ve said too much,” Mathison gulped.




“Excuse me,” a man behind her said and bent into the frame of the picture. “Did you say ‘Thoth’?”




“Yes,” Mathison said, worried.




“Of those considered the ‘children of the gods’?” the tall, lanky man behind Dawn Summers asked.




“Yeeesssss,” Mathison answered, now scared.




Dawn finished scribbling several things down, looked at it, said ‘huh’, and started flipping through several more pages.




“Hmmm,” the lanky man said, and it was not a happy hmmm. “I thought I had dealt with him.”




“Who?” Dawn asked absently.




“Thoth,” the Doctor replied darkly. “We had a short discussion several thousand years ago. He took a nap afterwards.”




Dawn paused and looked up.




“You had a short discussion with the Egyptian god of knowledge, and he took a nap afterwards?” she asked, baffled.




“More of a permanent hibernation,” the Doctor told her. “Only apparently, it wasn’t so permanent.”




He stopped and looked directly at Mathison.




“You haven’t had anyone digging around in a submerged pyramid some twenty miles to the west of the Nile delta, have you?”




“Uhhhh,” Mathison said. 




“Summers!” the Doctor declared. “Get your things together, there’s something I have to deal with.”




“Now?” Dawn asked, appalled. “I’m right in the middle of this!”




A man off screen groaned. “Is there no time for a shower and some food?”




“Really, Hentzau, a man of your prowess whining about a shower?” the Doctor chided.




“Okay, here’s the symbols for Earth under Thoth’s dominion,” Dawn said, holding up a scrap of paper. “And here’s the symbols for Nun, which is the equivalent of what you’re asking for.”




“Summers!”




“And I have to go,” Dawn said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”




“Absolutely,” Mathison said.




She ended the video conference as Dima picked up their bags.




“Where are we going?” Dawn asked. 




The Doctor looked over at her, startled.




“Why, Nun, of course,” he answered. “Haven’t you been listening?”




“Okay, and why Nun?” she asked. 




“Because of Thoth,” the Doctor replied. “Come along, don’t dawdle.”




He went straight into the TARDIS, which Dawn had kept out of frame for the video conference. Dima joined her.




“I just solved Linear A,” she said. “One of the biggest archeological mysteries in the last two centuries, and for good reason, and as far as he’s concerned, I’m dawdling.”




“Summers!”




“Do you remember how last weekend, I was called away?” Dima asked her.




“Of course,” she said. 




She’d had her own things to do that weekend, and it was killing her that she couldn’t tell him about it.




“M asked me to share the information of my assignment on a strictly need-to-know basis,” he told her, “and I think we’re about to walk into your need-to-know.”




“Hentzau!”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“I was in Cheyenne Mountain, and I gave what assurances I could that Lee, Sabrina, and Cole would respect the need for secrecy regarding where they had been, what they’d done, and who’d they seen.”




“I…what?” Dawn flailed.




“Both of you!”




“They were on Nun,” he told her.




She stared at him for a long moment, then blinked several times, then sighed and pulled her satchel up on her shoulder.




“I am not doing time travel anymore,” she muttered on her way into the TARDIS. “I am sticking to dimensional traveling.”







“It was a diversion,” Mitchell said bitterly. “And it worked.”




O’Neill drew a long breath.




“Gateship?”




“Gateship,” Mitchell confirmed. “Jaffa left it unguarded, and while we were dealing with the Adversaries and then with Sabrina, someone—probably Thoth—took it.”




“Considering he’s the only one outside of our little group that can fly the thing,” Vala said, “it makes sense it was Thoth.”




They stood at the far end of the infirmary where wounded Jaffa and humans were cared for. The news from the Adversaries camp was dark. Two days after the Tau’ri’s arrival, an honored one had come to the camp and spoken with the other honored ones. A meeting of all the honored ones from all the tribes was called. Something was done within the hide walls of the shelter assigned to them, and no unblended human and no Jaffa was allowed to see. 




“He spawned,” Heqet said bitterly as her wounds were tended to while the messenger told her tale. “Did they take all the tribes?”




“Some of us fled,” the woman said, weeping. “Most did not, either not understanding what was happening or believing it was still an honor. There are perhaps three score of us who have not been blended. They…they killed most of the children.”




Heqet closed her eyes. 




“Children only make good hosts if you have ten years of protection and safety to grow,” Heqet said. 




“They were never Egeria’s get,” Teal’c observed.




“No,” Heqet observed. “I’ve never known a goa’uld who could maintain a ruse for that long. Some of them died, waiting for Thoth to return, waiting to serve him.”




“Looks like he got his goa’uld breeding down to where his human and Jaffa breeding was,” O’Neill said. “Loyal, ambitious, and subservient to him.”




“I didn’t think it was possible,” Heqet murmured. “But he has created a greater evil than just the goa’uld. We should find a new name for his spawn.”




She got slowly to her feet, Lee helping her. It was clear she was in terrible pain, but she slipped her kara kesh on, and walked—leaning heavily on Lee—to the others to heal them.




“You could use the sarcophagus,” Lee told her.




“No,” she answered firmly, shaking her head. “These wounds are not fatal, and nothing short of that will send me to that soul-eater.”




“One time can’t be bad,” he insisted.




She looked up at him.




“The effects are cumulative, son,” she told him. “What makes you think I’ve never been in one before?”




“Oh.”




She took a seat next to Charles Wallace, who was still catatonic from the goa’uld attack on him. 




“There is no predicting what will happen when a goa’uld tries to blend with a hoktar,” she murmured, raising the kara kesh over his eyes. “Thoth tried it many times on Earth until he understood it would never work. I suspect it has something to do with their individual power.”




She closed her eyes, and the power of the kara kesh hummed. It glowed, and a corresponding glow lit Charles Wallace from within. He closed his eyes as well, and slowly his body relaxed. The glow died, and she lowered her hand.




“He will need time to heal,” she said. “And I cannot do this again until I am healed.”




“But…”




“Lee, you can use this tool,” she told him. “You were host to a symbiote. We leave behind certain protein markers and naquadah in your body. That’s what gives you access to the powers of this tool.”




She worked slowly, achingly to remove the kara kesh, and gave it to him.




“Use this for now,” she told him. “Find the one Thoth left you and take it with you. I think they’ll be along soon, but you should heal Sabrina first.”




Lee looked up at the others. O’Neill raised his eyebrows.




“Worked for Carter, and she spent less time with her symbiote than you did,” he remarked.




“It may take some time to master the use,” Teal’c advised him.




Servants helped Heqet get to her feet and walk back to her own bed. Lee went over to Sabrina, who curled up, one hand under her cheek, and hadn’t made a noise of her own since she’d fallen to the floor. He held his hand above her head and closed his eyes. After a long moment, the kara kesh began to glow.




“Oh, thank god,” Lee breathed. “She’s still there. She’s just really tired.”




Sabrina opened one eye.




“And hungry,” she said plaintively.







As Sabrina was fed, the wounded were tended, and SG-1 took an army of Jaffa to secure the stargate, Lee found his way out to a viewing platform not far from the pel’tak and stared off into the rainy late afternoon gloom. He’d only been out there a few minutes when Sally joined him.




“Sure hope that address works,” she said. 




“It will,” he told her. 




“This is Dawn, the one with the thing that blew up in your face?” she asked.




“Yep, that’s the one,” he agreed. “Considering what Charles Wallace said about interrupting Hentzau, I’m guessing they got together.”




“That bug you?” Sally asked.




“Nah,” Lee said. “It would have, but…nah. Good for them.”




“You know, this leads me to believe that you have an actual thing for Sabrina,” she said. 




“She’s dating someone else at school, and we’re not supposed to date within our own cohort,” Lee sighed.




Sally’s eyes widened. Lack of a denial was as good as a confession.




He leaned over and took her hand. 




“But, you know,” he said, looking over at her and squeezing her hand, “no matter how much I care for Sabrina, there’s only one woman I want to carry my child.”




Sally’s mouth fell open in an expression of horror, and Lee cracked up.




“Got you!” he cried.




“Oh, you shit! You actually had me going!”




She hit his shoulder, hard. He giggled while rubbing it.




“Ah, that was awesome,” he snickered. “I can’t believe you fell for that.”




“Oh my god, you pill!”




She started feinting punches, and he backed off, raising his hands in defense.




“Aw, come on, bruiser,” he said. “No beating up on me, you were injured! You’re supposed to be on rest!”




“On the worst day of my life, Brown, I can still whip you six different ways,” she answered, jabbing with a rapid pattern of alternating fists.




“Yes, you can,” he agreed.




Then he grabbed her for a big hug.




“Did I say thank you?” he asked. “For saving me. For being my friend. Oh, man, we have to go to Disneyland. Have you got any leave coming up?”




Since he’d purposely wrapped his arms around her head, stifling her speech, she wasn’t able to answer, but she turned red as her muffled shouts leaked out.







“Incoming connection!”




Harrison’s voice rang out over the intercom. Carter looked up from her desk, confused.




“We don’t have any teams due back,” she said, getting to her feet.




“Incoming connection, Thoth’s gate!”




“Full security to the secondary gate room,” Carter ordered. 




She needn’t have. Harrison had already hit the alarm, and two squads of heavily armed airman stormed into the room and set up. The event horizon materialized in a huge ka-woosh of spinning vortex before subsiding into the silver and blue pool stretched across the stargate.




“Signal includes General O’Neill’s gatecode,” Harrison announced. “Receiving radio transmission.”




“Howdy, folks,” came O’Neill’s voice.




Carter leaned against the column in the control room, pressing her hand to her mouth.




“It’s good to hear from you, General O’Neill,” Harrison said. “Can we get a status report?”




“Oh, it’s been quite the party,” O’Neill replied. “We’ve got a couple of injured, but everyone’s in one piece. We recovered Leroy Brown and his friends, plus SG-1. Heqet is set up in charge of the people here, and she has invited us to send a squadron through, and she wants our help getting in touch with the Tok’Ra. On the downside, Thoth grabbed another host and took off for parts unknown, and there are about five hundred well-snaked hostiles in the woods around here, so we’re not going to hang out. I’ll contact you at oh six hundred Zulu.”




“Oh six hundred Zulu,” Harrison confirmed. “Thanks for checking in, General.”







“Salem!” Sabrina cried, reaching down for the black streak headed for her.




He settled onto her shoulders and began purring as loud as an F-14 jet engine. 




“Oh, my sweet kitty, I missed you so much!” she said, giving him comprehensive scritches.




“We’re back on Earth?” Cole asked.




He carried Charles Wallace in a modified piggy-back.




“Back on Earth,” Mitchell answered. “Thank God. Never been so glad to see a concrete bunker in my life.”




“Oh, I want a shower and then, I want some barbecue,” Vala said. 




Teal’c raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Barbecue does sound quite satisfying.”




“Don’t forget the debriefing, folks,” O’Neill told them.




General Carter stood, waiting for them, at the end of the runway. O’Neill saluted her, and she saluted back.




“General, your little lost lambs,” he told her, “and may I say, their language is nothing short of questionable.”




“Hey!” Mitchell called. “Only once did I say up y—”




“See what I mean?” O’Neill asked, gesturing.




Carter hid a smile. “General, would you be so kind as to wait for me in my office? There’s fresh coffee waiting.”




“And…donuts?” he asked in his most ingratiating voice.




“And donuts,” she confirmed.




“And the new Call of Duty X-Box?” he asked.




“Go,” Carter said, pointing.




Mitchell turned to the others as Charles Wallace was loaded onto a stretcher to be taken to the infirmary.




“Okay, kids, we’re going to head into what’s called a debriefing,” he told them. “Some folks are going to ask you a whole lot of questions, mostly so they can get a good idea of what happened and what’s waiting back on that planet. Please, be nice and tell the truth.”




Cole, Sabrina, and Lee looked back at him.




“Catch you on the other side, Brown,” Sally said, marching past him.




He gave her an up nod of the head.




“This is going to be one of those super top secret government things, isn’t it?” Cole asked.




“Now, why would you say that?” Mitchell asked.




“Oh, I don’t know,” Cole sighed. “Something about alien spaceships along the coast of Egypt, creepy crawlie things that slide into your skull and take you over—”




“He’s right, you know,” Vala said, walking past them. 




“Jaffa?” Sabrina asked. “And planets with other life on them? That’s kind of a big deal.”




“And you guys have been in the know the whole time,” Lee observed. “So, it’s pretty obvious this has been going on for a while. Big, dark government secret.”




“Look, kids,” Mitchell said, holding his hands up, “we just want to make sure that any information is handled responsibly. The public does not need something to panic over and—”




“The public needs a slap upside the head and a boot up its ass,” a snide voice said.




Mitchell stared at the cat on Sabrina’s shoulder. It was currently cleaning its left front claws.




“Did the cat just—”




It looked up at him with mad gold eyes.




“Meow,” it said very deliberately.







“So bored,” Sabrina sighed.




“There’s the puzzle,” Cole said from his supine position on the bed.




“I’ve already done the puzzle,” she replied, “three times.”




The ball Lee bounced hit the far wall, bounced off the floor, and returned to his hand. He threw it again. The rhythm punctuated their conversation.




“How long do we have to stay in here?” she asked.




“Until they’re sure we aren’t going to blab,” Lee said.




“Who are we going to blab to?” she asked. “Besides, anything we could say would sound like an episode of Wormhole X-Treme.”




“I’m starting to think they let that show go on as long as they did for a reason,” Cole said darkly.




“That only now occurred to you?” Lee asked. “I had that figured out as soon as I knew what was going on.”




“When will Sally be back?” Sabrina asked. “I like her.”




“She’s on shift right now,” Lee said. “Either during her lunch hour, or after her shift.”




“Are we going to Disneyland?” Cole asked. “Charles Wallace has never been.” 




“If we ever get out of here,” Lee said.




They sighed and fell silent for not quite five minutes. Lee continued to throw his ball at the wall and catch it on the second rebound.




“I’m so bored,” Sabrina wailed.




“Ah, geez, could you watch some TV or something?” Lee asked. “I’ll bet Galaxy Quest is on.”




“It’s not the same anymore,” Sabrina sighed. “I mean, now I know it’s all real.”




The sound proofing of the door wasn’t perfect, so they did hear several people walking towards the door. Since the guest quarters were set back from the rest of the operation, it was a good guess it was for them. The guard at the door outside unlocked the door and opened it.




Hentzau stepped in.




“Dima!”




Sabrina was on her feet and hugging him. He smiled and hugged her back. He wore a military uniform—black fatigue pants, a black t-shirt, and black combat boots. A badge hanging at the end of a lanyard proclaimed him brevet Captain Hentzau of the Ruritanian Royal Army, Third Cavalry. The second badge named him Rupert Alexander Dmitri Wilhelm, Graf von und zum Hentzau, first attache and assistant to His Excellency, the Ruritanian Ambassador to the United States of America. Once Sabrina backed off, both Lee and Cole got their hugs in.




“Oh, man, is it good to see you!” Lee declared. “How’d you get here?”




“The matriculation board of Queen Flavia University requested I intervene on their behalf in regards to your status as guests of the United States Air Force,” Dima said. 




“Are you coming with us to Disneyland?” Sabrina asked.




He shook his head. “Forgive me, Sabrina. I am over-committed through the end of the summer. By the time I’m free, you’ll be back in school. But, I will see you in Cleveland in August.”




“Oh, yeah,” Cole said. “That’ll be great.”







“I know this has been a remarkable and even incredible experience for you,” General Carter said, “but it is imperative that you understand the grave consideration for national, even global, security we need from you.”




She stood in front of her desk, addressing Sabrina, Cole, Lee, Charles Wallace, and Doctor O’Connell. Sabrina and her mother held hands. Hentzau stood a little in back of them, and Airman Kimball stood off to the side, watching with interest.




“Oh, we’re good,” Sabrina said. “We won’t tell anyone. I promise.”




She raised her fingers in a Scout promise.




General Carter blinked, a little nonplussed.




“Mr. Murray, as an intern with our Antarctica program, I know you’ve signed the National Secrets Act.”




“Of course,” Charles Wallace replied. He still experienced headaches, but they were dwindling in frequency and intensity.




“Look, General,” Lee said. “No one here is going to talk. We get it. Aside from the fact that no one would believe us, if we did talk, it might give the bad guys an edge, which no one wants. We have actually dealt with this before.”




Carter frowned. “You have? When?”




“See,” Lee said, tilting his head towards her, “that would be telling, which we’re not going to do.”




“Walked right into that one, didn’t you, General?” Salem asked.




“Kitty, hush,” Sabrina whispered, scandalized.




Carter sighed. “Well, the field reports from SG-1 and SG-X indicate that you are trustworthy, and considering the assistance we received from your university, it would be ungrateful of me to keep you here any longer. You’ll all be given a contact number should anything arise from the events of the last month. Please don’t hesitate to contact us if anything does. And, if any of you have any interest in a career with the Air Force and the Stargate Program in particular, you have my number. I would be delighted to hear from you.”




There was a round of thank yous, and Carter nodded.




“Airman Kimball will see you out,” she said. “I understand Captain Hentzau has transportation?”




“It’s been arranged,” Hentzau said.




“Ma’am, about my leave request?” Sally asked, almost bouncing on her toes.




“Granted,” Carter said. “Sign out, and we’ll see you in a couple of weeks, Senior Airman.”




Sally jumped to attention and saluted. Carter saluted her back.




“That’s unofficial,” she said. “We’ll make it official when you get back.”




“Yes, ma’am!”







“So, what are you going to tell Dawn when you get back?” Lee asked.




“Nothing,” Dima said, shaking his head.




They walked from the shuttle drop off through the parking lot to where Dima had parked.




“Nothing?” Sabrina asked.




Dima turned to face them.




“That’s what need-to-know means,” he told them. “The US Air Force, the matriculation board, and the embassy require secrecy regarding this matter. That means that unless Dawn has a specific, approved need to know regarding this matter, neither you nor I will say anything to her.”




“But,” Cole started.




“I’m serious,” Dima said. “This is one of the prices we pay for admission to this world. Dawn understands. She has work she can’t tell me about, and she won’t be able to tell you about either, so you’re not to bother her, and you’re not to share this matter with her. Do you understand?”




They each nodded in turn.




“Good,” he said. “Now, I have rooms booked for us in Colorado Springs. I thought we would relax tomorrow, and then you fly out to Los Angeles for Disneyland.”




Sabrina hugged him.




“You’re so good to us, Dima.”




“Man,” Sally said, looking over at Lee, “your own European royalty on tap. Must be nice.”




“Nobility,” Hentzau corrected her. “Not royalty.”




“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Sally said, waving him off. “If you show up in a novel, you might as well be royalty.”




They reached the SUV Hentzau had rented. The back was already filled with their gear recovered from the dig. Salem jumped into the front seat, and the rest of them climbed in. When Hentzau started the car, the sounds of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s “Look at Little Sister” poured out, and they pulled into traffic.







Epilogue



On location, lunches were always catered, and with the shooting schedule as squeezed as it was, everyone sat, ate, and kept an ear open for a call by makeup or to jump into a scene. 




“You don’t think this location is overused?” Alexander Dane asked, opening his plasticware package with his teeth.




“No,” Jason answered. “Why would it be?”




“Oh, I don’t know,” Alexander said, rolling his eyes. “It’s only been used extensively as a desert planet in five films, that horrid show Wormhole X-Treme, and three of our own episodes.”




“Yeah, but this time, it’s not a desert planet,” Fred Kwan pointed out. “That’s the point. It was once lush and beautiful, but the— the—”




“Unas,” Laliari, aka Jane Doe, supplied, taking a seat next to Fred. “Such as Sarris.”




She shuddered delicately at having named the general who had almost annihilated her race.




“Yeah, the Unas, have turned it into a desert,” Fred finished.




“Well, it’s still a desert then, isn’t it?” Alexander said.




“You know, I really like bringing in the Thermian history,” Jason said, nodding to Laliari, who blushed prettily. “It adds depth to the stories. We know there’s a reason for the Unas to be out there, and there’s a reason for their belligerent expansion.”




“Jason, you’ve already signed up to direct an episode this season,” Gwen DeMarco said. “Are you shooting for a writer’s credit too?”




“Ah, no one cares about the writers.” Jason dismissed the idea.




Tommy wandered in, dirty and exhausted.




“How was the snake pit?” Alexander asked.




“Oh, man, I do not care if I have to take second billing or a cut in percentage,” Tommy declared. “Next episode, you guys can deal with the gooey-yous.”




“That’s goa’uld,” Jason said. “And they’re an awesome antagonist.”




“Where are you getting this stuff?” Gwen asked.




“From Laliari,” Jason said, slurping down noodles and pointed at her with his spoon. “Come on, let’s hear more.”




“Ah, well,” Laliari began, collecting herself, “as I told you, shortly after the disappearance of the Ancients, the remaining Four Races fell into disarray and chaos. It was then the goa’uld arose, but at that time, they chose members of the Unas race as their parasitic victims. It wasn’t until the goa’uld discovered Earth and found they could blend with human hosts that they abandoned the Unas to their own devices. It was a cruel thing to do to a race which had never been off their own planet on their own.”




“Wait, these things have been here on Earth?” Gwen asked. “When was this?”




“Oh, many thousands of years ago,” Laliari assured her. “And the people of Earth eventually rebelled and forced the goa’uld to retreat to their other worlds. You should be quite proud of your people’s history.”




“Wait,” Alexander said, looking back and forth. “If you know that’s what happened, why did you believe our shows were historical documents?”




Fred reached over and patted his arm.




“Don’t worry about it, man,” he said, shaking his head. “Just go with it.”




“I am not,” Alexander declared. “That makes no logical sense!”




“Oh, I know that feeling,” Gwen muttered, stabbing into her pasta.




“Okay, yeah, but didn’t you guys have a different name then?” Jason prodded.




“We have always been known to ourselves as Thermians,” Laliari said. “But the other races among the great four called us the Furlings. I…am not sure why.”




“That’s a terrible name,” Tommy said, shaking his head.




“Are you kidding?” Jason asked. “It’s great! They sound like big, sentient koala bears.”




“Doctor Lazarus!” one of the production assistants called. “Lieutenant Madison!”




Gwen took one last bite and set her plate down. Alexander sighed and set his aside as well.




“Don’t eat that,” he told Jason. “I’m serious.”




Jason held his hands up. “Wouldn’t think of it.”




“Come on, Alexander,” Gwen said. “Let’s go save the universe.”




“So, tell me more about the goa’uld,” Jason asked Laliari.		
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