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PRELUDE
   
PLANET DESIGNATION:
LORD YU’S HOMEWORLD (P3X-042)
STATUS: ENEMY OCCUPIED TERRITORY
APPROX 2130 HRS LOCAL TIME
3 JUL 03/1050 HRS BASE TIME
   
Clink. Snap. Clink. Snap.
A Zippo was forever. A modern miracle. An endurable lighter, bar none.
Sure, the thing needed refueling. Sure, the flint wore out, but that was an easy fix. No need to futz. No cajoling, no arguments. Just a flick of the wheel and poof! A steady, reliable flame.
Clink.
Colonel Jack O’Neill flipped his lighter open once more. Worn dull from seven years of Abydonian sun, sand and sweat while under Skaara’s care, the thing worked just fine, thank you.
That’s what made a Zippo so damn reliable. It never tried to ascend, descend, or worse, let some overdressed, fortune-cookie style snake-in-the-head Goa’uld snatch it away. At least, not without a fight.
Damn it, Daniel.
Snap.
Jack slapped the old Zippo shut. He was positioned on the hilltop in order to stand first watch, not to feel sorry for himself… though it wasn’t like he couldn’t do both. There pretty much wasn’t anything else to do… for the moment. The sun had dropped hard and fast, but the moon was still on the rise, casting a bright, grey haze across the landscape. Any sort of covert mission would be impossible until that moon set as well.
He scanned the valley floor with his pocket scope. Ten klicks to the west, the high curved walls and copper-topped turrets of Lord Yu’s fortress jutted out from a bedrock of limestone. The whole thing was lit up like a nightmare version of that old Chinese theatre in Hollywood. Not as showy as some other snakeheads’ big, bad domains, but the effect was still the same. A giant thumb to the nose. A reminder of how Jack had most certainly screwed up.
Hell, he’d practically delivered Daniel into Yu’s hands.
Stupid, stupid Jack. What the hell had he been thinking? Daniel had come back, descended, returned from Oma-land less than a month ago, but Jack couldn’t let it lie. He had to push. He had to make his point. He had to piss Daniel off enough to make him an easy target for that no good, slimy, bottom-feeder, Lord Yu.
The recognizable thrum of a death glider yanked Jack from his one-man pity-fest. The ship swooped down from a terrace to one side of Yu’s not so little compound and headed north, flying parallel with a range of mountains at the valley’s far end. The glider dipped lower, raking by a pile of crammed together shacks which most likely housed Yu’s slaves.
A nice little dose of harassment to keep the folks at bay.
The glider changed course on the spin of a dime, moonlight bouncing off its arched wings as its canted bow tilted upwards. The ship climbed into the night sky, tossing gravity aside as it ascended at break-neck speed. The engines accelerated, became a high-pitched whine, and then the telltale cone of clouded air puffed up in its wake. A moment later, a sonic boom echoed off the distant mountains as the glider disappeared beyond the moon.
Carter would have rattled on about how the glider didn’t really disappear. How the naked eye can’t see objects travelling that fast without a light source. That is, if she was speaking to him. Which she wasn’t. Not that Jack blamed her.
He had no one but himself to blame.
Clink.
Still, one less glider was good news. It meant one, maybe two less Jaffa. More luck in their favor when they went in to rescue Daniel.
Who was he kidding? A chimp with boxing gloves would have better luck. Still, for the amount of trouble Yu had gone to, the Goa’uld had to have a good reason, which meant maybe, just maybe, Daniel could be alive.
Snap.
Ignoring the ache in his knee, Jack crouched down beside a sparse, puny-looking tree. Until that damned moon set, no one was going anywhere. Not unless SG-1 wanted a one-way trip and suicide was pretty much considered passé these days, even by him.
Suicide and Zippos. Jack snorted. He’d become his own personal walking, talking cliché. Memories could be such pains in the ass. Distracting, sneaky little bastards.
So why the hell then had he taken back Skaara’s lighter when the kid died… left for the next level of existence… went off to Oma-ville?
What was that all about?
Clink.
He thumbed the wheel, half-tempted to light it up, wave it in the air. Let Yu know they were coming. But then, he didn’t really have a say on how this mission went down. Not anymore. Carter was in charge now.
Her big, blue eyes, torn between anger and regret, had pinned him down almost as badly as her last words.
I’m sorry, sir, but by General Hammond’s authority, you’re relieved of command.
Snap.




Chapter One
       Three days earlier

   

STARGATE COMMAND
STATUS: STANDBY/MISSION READY
30 JUN 03/0850 HRS BASE TIME
   
Jack didn’t hover. That was normally Daniel’s department. He, on the other hand, preferred direct action. Get it done, move on. Next.
Yet here he was, doing just that. Hovering by the gate-room’s blast doors, staying way out of the way, while Teal’c received the honorary rank of Chief Master Sergeant at the hands of Walter and Siler. After all, it was an enlisted man’s ceremony, pretty much the highest rank one could get without being an officer. Jack, Carter and Daniel had been relegated to the back of the gate-room as observers. Which was fine. Anything to give the big guy his due.
Well, almost anything.
Walter recited the presidential decree in that thin little voice of his with quite a bit of showmanship. Not that Jack could blame the guy. Must get tiring, saying the same thing over and over again. Chevron One, locked. Chevron Two, locked. Etcetera, ad nauseam.
A sea of uniforms crowded the gate-room. SG teams, support personnel, the whole nine yards. Civilian workers had shown up as well. Researchers, medical support, even a few cooks had managed to squeeze their way in, though that was no surprise.
The kitchen staff’s fondness for Teal’c was legendary.
Jack fought the urge to wrench off the tie that was part and parcel of wearing dress blues. Loved the job. Loved the pay grade. Hated the uniform.
Bury me in my BDUs.
To Jack’s right, General Hammond leaned in and whispered, “Any chance you’ll change your mind, Colonel?”
“Sadly, General, I’ve never been more sure of anything,” Jack whispered back.
As Walter droned on, and on, about enlisted men traditions and presidential decrees, Siler escorted Master Bra’tac up the ramp. Keeping with tradition, Bra’tac stood in for Teal’c’s family. Dressed in what seemed a mile of ceremonial robes, the normally solemn Jaffa Master seemed impatient today, as if he didn’t quite ‘get’ the fuss.
“Too bad Rya’c couldn’t be here to see his dad get his due,” Carter commented.
“Shhh,” Jack warned. “Let’s just get through this thing so we can get on to the important stuff.” Like cake.
Still, the major was right. Rya’c should’ve been there. Okay, it wasn’t the same as being First Prime, leading thousands of men into battle, but nobody got that job on Earth save for General Jumper or the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Considering what the kid had recently been through, forced to slave away on one of Baal’s labor prisons like a dog till Daniel paid a little walk down ascension memory lane, it might have been nice for Rya’c to see his dad get honored.
But Rya’c had volunteered to assist the relief effort at the Alpha site, after relocating the freed Jaffa prisoners from Baal’s little slave labor camp on Erebus. With any luck, Rya’c would recruit a few dozen rebels to the Jaffa Fifth Column. Every bit helped.
The kid had his priorities straight. As awesome a soldier as Teal’c was, he’d turned out to be an even better dad. For a brief moment, Jack tried to imagine Rya’c and Charlie as buddies. Charlie would have been only a few years younger.
Jack clamped down on that train of thought before it left the station.
That’s what happens when you go poking about in your old cigar box. Tucked away memories came spilling out.
Bigger and better locker rooms were fine. Having to clean out his locker to make way for said bigger and better lockers had sucked.
“In recognition of outstanding dedication to these principles,” Walter recited, “the President of the United States has placed special trust in the integrity and abilities of Teal’c of Chulak.”
While Walter continued his speech, Siler and Bra’tac tacked a honking pair of sergeant stripes onto the sleeves of Teal’c black wool pin-striped blazer.
For a Jaffa, he was a hell of a dresser.
“In recognition of the six times you have joined SG-1 in saving the world — ”
“Seven,” the Jaffa corrected calmly. Siler stifled a chuckle thanks to a glare from Bra’tac.
“In view of these special qualities and the demonstrated potential to serve, Teal’c is hereby awarded the rank of honorary Chief Master Sergeant.”
After a nod from Bra’tac, a round of applause filled the gate-room.
“Technically, Teal’c is under your command,” Hammond said with a tilt of his head. “I could order you — ”
“Technically,” Jack countered, “we’re all under your command, General. Plus you’re a far better speechifier, if I do say so myself, sir. I get up there and all I’m going to do is quote good old Marie Antoinette.”
On the ramp, Siler and Bra’tac stepped back. Teal’c raised his arms to show off his new stripes and the crowd cheered him on.
“Jack?”
“Daniel?”
“What does an eighteenth century French aristocrat have to do with saying a few words in Teal’c’s honor?”
“Cake, Daniel… I’ll talk of cake,” Jack said, thinking of the sweet spread awaiting them in the mess. “You know, as in ‘let them’.”
That got a smile out of Carter. At least she got his jokes… most of the time.
Daniel sputtered, his eyes threatening to pop. “You can’t be serious.”
“Oh, but I am,” Jack replied, inwardly pleased that even though Daniel had been through some hellish or heavenly bent in the past year, he could still tie the archaeologist up in knots when he wanted to.
“Don’t worry yourself, Daniel. Of course, I’m going to say something. It’s T’s big day.” With a nod, Jack signaled the general to lead the way.
And then, just because he could, “You think Bra’tac’s ever tried chocolate?”
* * *
Samantha Carter loved military ceremonies. The pomp, the circumstance, the coming together to celebrate the very reason she’d followed in her father’s footsteps, never failed to disappoint.
“Integrity first. Service before self. Excellence in all we do,” spoke the colonel from the podium. “Core values that look great on Air Force recruitment posters. Living them is another matter. Something that everyone in this command strives for every day.
“Teal’c here is no exception. We’re lucky to have him.” Colonel O’Neill paused, scanning the room. His eyes settled on Sam, and beside her, Daniel. A strange quiet filled the air for a moment, the sound of feet shuffling overloud in the concrete chamber. For a moment, she wondered if the colonel would really make good on his threat and talk of cake.
“But I think I’m safe in saying that he’s lucky to have us, too. They say that victory or defeat depends on the conditions of the landscape or environment. I don’t agree. I say our success depends on ourselves… and each other.”
An uproar of applause marked the ceremony’s end. Feet stomped. Whistles let out. At Siler and Walter’s lead, Teal’c came down the ramp. SG-1’s Jaffa rebel kept his face neutral as he received pats on the back from both officers and enlisted personnel, but as he passed by Sam and Daniel, he bent his head in recognition and Sam saw the faintest glimmer of a smile.
Behind them, Colonel O’Neill guided Bra’tac toward the exit with promises of Tau’ri delicacies. As they passed, he raised an eyebrow in Daniel’s direction.
The colonel’s not so subtle way of telling Sam it was her turn to probe and poke. Push and prod. Gauge just how well Daniel was adjusting to… well… life, really.
One look at the telltale way Daniel wrapped his arms around himself told Sam everything she needed to know. Lips pressed together, a smile that didn’t quite make it to his eyes. In a room filled with uniforms and lab coats, Daniel — dressed in a simple tweed blazer and black slacks — was sorely out of place.
Of course he was. In the year he was gone, presumed dead, ascended, whatever people had liked to call it, life had gone on for the S.G.C. Now he’d been back barely a month and though there were plenty of folks here who still knew him and were happy for his return, they’d gotten used to his absence.
SG-1 never did.
She touched Daniel’s elbow, as much to reassure herself he was really back, and really there, as it was to let him know she cared. “You all right?”
“I’m fine, really,” Daniel replied with the slightest of shrugs. “I didn’t know Jack had it in him.”
“When you left…,” Sam refused to use the word die, “the colonel had to play diplomat on a few missions. He got pretty good at it, actually. But yes, he’s still — ”
“Pithy?” Daniel asked.
“Something like that,” she said with a smile.
“That’s… uh… nice to know.” He faced the Stargate and fell silent.
For all of Sam’s efforts, even she couldn’t deny the awkwardness between them. What would it take to dispel an unease which had no place amongst them?
They should be celebrating, not tiptoeing on eggshells.
Lieutenants Simmons and Wood passed by, the last of the gaggle heading toward the mess for the post celebration. Other than the standard SF guards posted by the far wall, the gate-room was unusually empty. No SG units heading out, no technicians fine-tuning the gate’s temperamental capacitors. No immediate disasters to contend with.
Closing her eyes, Sam soaked in the quiet hum from the room’s electronics. The sixty-four thousand pound ring of naquadah at the end of the ramp tugged at her like a siren’s call. She assumed it was some distant molecular memory from her time as host to Jolinar, her former Tok’ra symbiote, but her own life had become entwined with the Stargate as well and she was fine with that. More than fine, actually.
“Nice, uh, ceremony,” Daniel offered from behind her.
Sam opened her eyes and turned to face him. “I’m sure General Hammond has some sort of recognition planned for you, too. If it wasn’t for you, Bra’tac and Rya’c — ”
“Sam,” Daniel said with a shake of his head. “I’ve got enough of my memory back to know rank and recognition aren’t why I’m here. I’m happy to be back.”
“And we’re happy to have you back,” Sam said. “Believe me.” She jerked a thumb in the direction of the corridor and Daniel nodded. Together they stepped out into the corridor, passed the armory, and headed toward a crowd waiting to use the freight elevator. Calculating how long it would take to get that many folks up to level twenty-two, and knowing that between Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c, there’d be very little chance of any desserts left unless they hurried, Sam grabbed Daniel’s arm and pulled him down the hall toward the smaller elevators.
Besides, it would give her a chance to better field Daniel’s mindset. Sam waited till they’d hung a left and gone a good fifty feet out of earshot before asking, “You’re sure everything’s all right? You’ve been kind of quiet since — ”
“Honest, Sam. I’m fine. It’s just…”
“Just?”
“Saving the galaxy’s great, sure. Like Jack says, it’s what we do. It’s important.”
“But?”
“Part of me wonders if this is why I took ascension in the first place.”
“What?” From what she knew, the only other choice he’d had was death.
“I’m tired of playing the soldier.” Daniel stabbed the elevator call button. “When do we get back to exploring? Meeting new cultures and understanding old ones? I miss being who I am, an archaeologist. An explorer. If nothing else, doesn’t Jack want to find technologies to defend us from the Goa’uld? Anubis is still out there, according to Bra’tac’s contacts inside the Fifth Column — ”
“What’s left of it, you mean.” Sam would never, ever get the image out of her mind of what they’d found on Kresh’ta when all those rebel Jaffa were slain. It’d been a miracle they found Teal’c and Bra’tac alive.
“Right, I read the report,” Daniel said. “The point is, we’ve no idea where Anubis is and in the meantime, the Lost City is still out there, advanced weapons waiting for someone to come along and use them.”
“And you’re beating yourself up because you haven’t personally found it?”
“I was so sure I could. It’s like the memory’s there. Just out of reach.”
“Give it time, Daniel. You were able to remember enough to save Teal’c’s son. They’d be dead without you.”
“I’ve tried. The pieces don’t fit. That’s why we need to get back out there. If I can find more of the Ancients’ writing, I might be able to put it all in context and figure out a gate address. You know… do my job as an archaeologist.”
“Be patient, Daniel. General Hammond and the colonel have been combing through the gate address databank, sending UAVs to destinations from the Ancient depository instead of the cartouche.”
“And?”
“So far, we’ve found three sets of ruins that might be Ancient in origin. P3X-666 is slated for recon as soon as the general decides which team to assign. I’ve seen aerial footage from a UAV run on P3X-439. I think SG-2 is taking that one when they get back from leave. There’s a colonnade a few klicks off from the gate that might be Ancient in origin.”
“Might is a pretty big if.”
The elevator finally opened and SG-13 shot out in a hurry, dressed in desert camo. Sam pulled Daniel aside as the team hurried off. They were next up on the mission roster and probably headed to P2X-787. MALP telemetry showed a few broken bits of ruins, but nothing too promising.
Daniel followed Sam into the elevator. Just as she tapped the button for level twenty-two, Colonel Dixon doubled back, sticking an arm in the elevator to stop the doors from shutting. “In a hurry, Major?”
“No, sir.” Sam didn’t know very much about SG-13’s leader, but had heard good things. Whether from the south or not, Colonel Dixon had that persistent Chuck Yeager-esque drawl that even Colonel O’Neill tended toward from time to time. Pragmatic, a good leader who ‘got’ the idea that he was only as strong as his team. And of course, the two colonels played poker together.
“We might have found something up your alley on P3Y-702.”
Before she could ask the question, Daniel cut in. “Cartouche or depository?”
Colonel Dixon raised an eyebrow. “Don’t know. Don’t care. I just go where they point me.”
“And you think we’d be interested because?” Again from Daniel.
For the first time in way too long, Daniel actually looked curious. It was as if Dixon held out a meal to a hungry man.
“Heh,” Dixon said with a smirk. “Jack wasn’t kidding about you. Look, all I know is there’s a mix of Goa’uld, ancient Chinese, and ancient Ancient writing.”
“Goa’uld, Chinese and Ancient?” Daniel stepped out of the elevator. “Anything else?”
Dixon shrugged. “Maybe… So far, we’ve found one ring platform and, oh yeah, some crazy-assed statue sitting smack on top of what looks like four graves. We’re headed back there now along with some science types planning on digging ‘em up. Hell, the way Balinsky’s acting, I’m guessing the whole area could use some digging and sifting. He’d probably love the company. You two archaeologists could geek out together.”
With a sloppy salute, Dixon took off. Daniel stepped back into the elevator and the doors closed. She stabbed twenty-two and leaned against the wall, waiting for what inevitably would come next.
“Sam…”
She smiled, glad to see some things never change. “Daniel?”
“What’s next on SG-1’s mission list?”
Sam hesitated. Here’s where it got sticky. She couldn’t lie to Daniel. It’d be like lying to her own brother. “P3X-289, I think. Colonel O’Neill thought it’d be a good idea if we did a simple recon mission. Help you get…,” Come on, Sam, just say it. He’s a big boy. “Honest, Daniel, I think the colonel only wants to make sure you’re really ready for active duty.”
Daniel sucked in a big breath and nodded. The Daniel she’d known a year ago would have gone off at this point, stomping his feet, raising his voice. Not that she could blame him. She’d be pretty pissed, too. But instead, this Daniel, this newly returned-to-them Daniel, quietly said, “I’m more than ready, Sam, and I’ve proven that. Even General Hammond knows it. What’s it going to take to convince Jack?”
“He’s just being cautious.” Not that she needed to defend Colonel O’Neill, but Daniel had a point. He’d been a huge help fighting off Anubis’ Jaffa on Kelowna and he’d done an admirable job protecting her six when they’d blown up Baal’s ship on Erebus. Why the colonel felt he wasn’t ready was still pretty much of a mystery.
The elevator doors opened onto twenty-two. Laughter and clinking glasses drifted down the hallway. Before Sam could even contemplate heading toward the mess, Daniel threw an arm across the elevator, blocking her way. “We’re talking about ruins, Sam. Not a Goa’uld stronghold.”
“No, Daniel,” she said, ducking underneath his arm. “What we’re talking about is getting a certain colonel to agree.”
As she headed toward the mess, Daniel called out, “Wait. Aren’t you going to at least help me convince him?”
“Nope. That honor’s all yours.” When Colonel O’Neill and Daniel went at it, the best thing to do was stay out of the way. Barring that, having a mouth full of cake would work in a pinch.
* * *
Teal’c retreated to a corner table within the S.G.C. mess so that he might observe the Tau’ri celebration in silent appreciation. Food and drink lay heavily upon tables to one side, including several fair attempts at Chulak delicacies which the head cook had provided in his honor. At the room’s center, Sergeant Harriman was regaling many there with tales of ‘parking lot’ woes. General Hammond shared photos of his granddaughters with members of SG-3 and SG-8, while Lieutenant Wood and Sergeant Siler argued most vehemently about crescent-shaped tools.
Teal’c was no fool to believe these festivities were simply to do him honor. Living amongst the Tau’ri had taught him the need for “escape valves” as O’Neill had phrased it. Indeed, the laughter and warmth within this room were a welcome respite for all.
As he sipped his cranberry juice, Teal’c admitted to himself that most Tau’ri humor made little sense. But it hardly mattered. The shared camaraderie he experienced as a member of SG-1 taught him the value of these moments. Moments when he put aside thoughts of the Goa’uld. Moments he could celebrate the simple joys of life.
O’Neill approached, carrying a tray laden with desserts. Bra’tac followed close behind. Teal’c stood in a gesture of respect.
“Relax, T.” O’Neill set down his tray. “This is your shindig. Take a load off.”
Teal’c settled back as the two men pulled up chairs beside him. With great flourish, O’Neill removed five plates from the tray, each with a different sweet. Happily, a piece of apple pie had been included in the slew of offerings. Teal’c reached for the plate, but O’Neill warned him off with a shake of his finger.
“Hold on a second, big guy.” From a pocket within his coat, he presented three forks. “One for Bra’tac, one for the guest of honor, and one, of course, for me.”
Amused by his brother-in-arms’ zeal, Teal’c humbly accepted a fork and awaited O’Neill’s command. Across the table, Bra’tac raised an eyebrow, but then followed suit.
“Dig in, gentleman. I’ll explain along the way.” O’Neill tucked into the chocolate cake and held a forkful up to Bra’tac.
Teal’c shook his head. “Your chocolate is incompatible with tretonin, O’Neill.”
“You’re joking,” O’Neill said with a frown. “Since when did something so sublime as chocolate mess up your daily dose of ground Goa’uld?”
“For the same reason I must avoid coffee whenever possible.”
“Get the jitters, huh?” Swallowing the offending cake, O’Neill continued, “Wow. I don’t know whether to be sorry or envious. You’re missing out on some good eating.”
O’Neill took up the apple pie and laid it down before Bra’tac. “Try the pie.” He then returned to eating his cake with a fervor usually saved for the field of battle.
When Bra’tac eyed the plate of Tau’ri fruit and pastry, Teal’c gave a silent nod of approval. His mentor broke off a small piece, sniffed suspiciously, and then placed it in his mouth. A smile spread across his face and he continued to eat. Pleased, Teal’c took advantage of a plate of ‘short cake’ covered in red jellied berries, but scraped off the offending whipped cream. While iced cream had its merits, Teal’c had yet to develop a liking for other forms of bovine lactose.
Bra’tac pointed with his fork at what was left of O’Neill’s cake. “Not everything which is ‘good’ for the Tau’ri is suitable for Jaffa. This ceremony, for instance. How does awarding Teal’c sleeves of stripes aid in the battle to gain Jaffa freedom?”
O’Neill peered at Bra’tac in consternation. Mildly concerned that the two might argue, Teal’c held his breath a brief moment. For all their differences, he admired them both greatly and knew they had far more in common than either might believe. Arguments were best left to discussions of tactics, not issues of culture. Surely, these dearest friends would respect the day’s purpose.
O’Neill did not disappoint. With a smile, he handed a napkin across the table to Bra’tac and pointed at an offending crumb on his beard. The Jaffa Master nodded his thanks and wiped away the culprit. Impressed by the Tau’ri diplomatic gesture, Teal’c tucked away the memory of the napkin as a suitable distraction for future use.
“Just to be clear,” O’Neill said, “this ‘sleeves of stripes’ thing is a big deal.”
“How so?” asked Bra’tac.
“Well, for one, Chief Master Sergeant is pretty high up the food chain… especially for a non-officer type.”
“So he may command troops? Lead attacks?”
“Only when necessary,” Teal’c interjected. His preferred place was with SG-1, but he would serve as needed in the cause against their shared enemies.
“Speaking of command,” said O’Neill, “now that you’re a Sarge, you’ve got all sorts of things to look forward to. Like, maybe moving off base. That is, if you want.”
“Indeed,” Teal’c replied. This possibility pleased him immensely. “I would appreciate the opportunity to see this world as I rise each day.”
The cake now gone, O’Neill attempted to partake of the short cakes, but Teal’c effectively blocked him with a downward swipe of his fork. O’Neill duly surrendered and began to eat another of the cakes he’d brought. The sweet was white, with dried flakes of some substance called ‘coconut’ which stuck in Teal’c’s teeth. He had no problem with O’Neill’s commandeering such an offensive dessert.
“Yep,” O’Neill said between bites, “you’ve got all sorts of things to look forward to now, Chief Master Sergeant Teal’c.”
“Such as?”
O’Neill shrugged. “Some hazing. The other enlisted men will want to weigh you down with all sorts of ridiculous tasks.”
“Surely you jest,” said Bra’tac.
“Actually, I don’t.” O’Neill glanced behind him to where Sergeant Harriman now spoke with the young Lieutenant Simmons. “But seriously, T. Anyone tries anything stupid, tell them to come talk to me. That’ll keep them at bay.”
“I shall,” promised Teal’c. Behind him the sound of determined boots entered the room. No doubt to take part in what was left of the celebratory feast. “Is there anything else?”
“Yes, O’Neill,” said Bra’tac as he set down his fork, having finished his pie. “Will this new rank bring in turn new knowledge which might aid in the fight against the Goa’uld?”
“Well, let me think…” O’Neill took another forkful of his cake and stared at it closely. “Might be a good idea to get you some training in oh, so outdated, yet still used, Morse code.”
“Is this Morse code an ancient weapon of the Tau’ri?” asked Bra’tac.
A hand swooped down between Teal’c and O’Neill. Daniel Jackson’s hand. He snatched up the coconut cake.
“I wasn’t done eating that,” O’Neill said, his voice grim.
“Oh, I think you were,” replied Daniel Jackson, his voice impatient. “At least, until you hear me out.”
For a moment, Teal’c considered offering a napkin to Daniel Jackson in hopes of a distraction. But one look at his determined face — arms crossed, his stance firm — convinced Teal’c to belay the attempt. Meanwhile, O’Neill’s eyes had narrowed.
Teal’c set down the napkin. Clearly, no distraction would halt an argument between his two team mates.
* * *
Daniel sank into the seat next to Master Bra’tac, Jack’s cake in his hand. Thanks to a head’s up from Sam, he knew what to expect if he just out and out asked to join the dig on P3Y-702. To buy time as he figured out a strategy, he nibbled at Jack’s cake.
“Ah, Daniel,” Jack said. “What ‘cha doing?”
“Eating cake.”
“My cake, you mean.”
“Not anymore,” said Daniel, swallowing the last bite.
The infamous O’Neill stare down commenced.
Obviously, if Daniel came right out and asked, Jack would say no. Daniel would argue back. The old Daniel would have stomped his feet. He would have begged. He would have prodded. He would have needled Jack until he finally gave up or walked out.
If there was one thing Daniel had learned from facing death, losing a year of his life, and then suddenly appearing on a far off planet — in the nude, no less — it was that time was precious.
Arguing with Jack would be wasted time. Wasted energy.
A complete and utter failure.
Spotting Sam over by the coffee urns, Daniel mimed wanting some and then waved her over. She shook her head, he pleaded with his eyes. Finally, she gave in, grabbed three cups and walked over.
“Coffee, sir?”
“Why thank you, Major.” Jack took the proffered cup, his eyes never straying. “At least someone respects me around here.”
That was Daniel’s in. “Do you want another piece?”
“I wanted the one you ate.”
Daniel picked up the sole dessert plate left untouched. “How about Boston Cream Pie?”
“That appears to be more a cake than a pie,” Master Bra’tac said, though Teal’c raised a hand in warning.
Teal’c knew. He knew what Daniel was trying to do. God bless him, he was trying to keep Bra’tac — and himself — out of the line of fire.
Jack, on the other hand, continued to stare Daniel down.
Some things never changed.
“How about you replace my cake?”
Daniel leaned in, matching Jack stare for stare. “What if I said no?”
Jack blinked. “Excuse me?”
Score one. Daniel leaned back in his chair, “Not fun, is it?”
“What the hell?” Jack glanced at Sam. Then Teal’c. Then back to Daniel. “Did you come back wrong or were you just always this dense and I somehow forgot?”
Closer. Jack had to see his point. “Having someone say no to something you really want. Better yet, something that you really need — ”
“For crying out loud, Daniel, it’s not going to happen so give it a rest,” Jack yelled loud enough for everyone in the mess to turn around. In the ensuing silence, a pin could have dropped.
Game over and fail. Time for the direct approach. “Jack, it’s important. Trust me on this. You want to find the Lost City, don’t you?”
“Contrary to popular belief, I’m not quite the idiot you think I am.” Jack took one look at the folks still in the mess and they went back to minding their own business. “I know all about Dixon’s latest Chinese ruins find.”
“We can’t randomly jump from one planet to the next, searching for clues,” Sam added. “It’s not a good use of our resources.”
Daniel leaned forward, desperate to get them to understand. “This isn’t only about Chinese ruins. Colonel Dixon said they found some Ancient writing as well. If I’m going to make any sense out of that tablet, the more Ancient writing I can see, the better.”
“Yet Major Carter is correct,” said Teal’c. “In choosing destinations that contain Ancient ruins that might aid in your research, should we not be more cautious with our choices?”
Jack’s head shot up and he stared at Teal’c.
“As Teal’c says, you must choose with care,” Bra’tac said. “Time is of the essence. There is word amongst what is left of the Fifth Column that Anubis is once again on the rise.”
Daniel shook his head. “But this could be significant. If there’s a link between — ”
“Fine then,” said Jack. “We’ll go.”
Daniel’s jaw dropped. Had he really, finally, won a round with Jack O’Neill? “You’re serious.”
“Sure.” Jack grabbed the plate of Boston Cream pie out of Daniel’s hand and set it down. “If Hammond approves the mission, we’ll leave at…,” he checked his watch, “how’s oh eight hundred in the morning sound?”
Daniel jumped from his chair, his mind already racing ahead to the books he’d need to pack for reference. “This is great. I’ll just collect — ”
“Not so fast.” Jack waved his fork. “Yes, SG-1 is going to P3Y… whatever. They’ve already found a ring platform, and if there’s one, there could be others, so SG-13 shouldn’t babysit the dig alone. Carter and Teal’c will watch their sixes.”
“Now hold on a second,” Daniel said as he snatched back the plate. “What about us?”
“Oh, we’re going, too. Give me that.”
Daniel surrendered the plate. “If we are going, I’ll need to grab my lexicon. Dr. Balinsky’s initial report seemed to indicate early pre-dynastic writing… Though it could be Xian — ”
“You won’t need it,” Jack said, his mouth full.
Not liking the sound of that, Daniel pulled the plate back. “You want to explain why?”
“Not really,” Jack said.
“I think I deserve an explanation.”
Jack dropped the fork and stared back at Daniel. “Fine. You want an explanation? You’ll be busy with… other things. My reason? I’m still not convinced you’re as mission-ready as you think you are.”
“What… what are you talking about?” Daniel stammered, not believing his ears. He turned toward Sam for support. “Only days ago, I covered your back when Sam and I planted explosives on Baal’s new ship.”
“That’s not the same thing,” Jack said, warning Sam off with a look.
“As what?”
“Just forget it,” Jack replied. “No ancient relics for you. Oh, sure, we’ll go. But you and I are going to find a nice secluded place to get in some target practice.”
“You want to explain to me why?”
“Trust me,” Jack replied, snatching the plate from his hands. “I have my reasons.”
Stunned, and more than a bit angry, Daniel watched Jack demolish his cake while silently planning to sneak in a few useful books on Xian dynasty language. Playing soldier wasn’t going to get in the way of what he wanted — needed — to do.
One way or another, Daniel would get a look at those ruins.
With or without Jack’s approval.




Chapter Two
   
PLANET DESIGNATION: P3Y-702
STATUS: SCIENCE MISSION SUPPORT/BACKUP
APPROX 1300 HRS LOCAL TIME
1 JUL 03/0830 HRS BASE TIME
   
Early the next morning, Daniel followed Jack, Sam, and Teal’c as they climbed down from a gate precariously close to a cliff’s edge and into the heart of SG-13’s recent find. From the sun’s position, the local time appeared to be mid afternoon. The climate was warmer than he’d expected. Waves of heat rippled against the far horizon, creating a mirage of water surrounding the immediate area.
The landscape itself was unremarkable, a few trees, but mostly barren dirt and a few rocky hills along the perimeter. One hill, though, stood out like a sore thumb, a three-story tall statue looming at its top. Colonel Dixon’s briefing mentioned the statue along with Balinsky’s discovery of four sets of human remains buried in graves beneath it. Daniel looked forward to reading the DNA test results though it’d be at least a week before those findings could provide any clues to age or origin.
An unburied ring platform sat near the valley’s entrance, but Daniel was far more interested in what lay beyond. Scattered across the terrain was a collection of ruins that would have made any expert on Ancient Chinese artifacts alternate between gasps of wonder and tearing their hair out.
From one roped off three-meter square to the next, dozens of S.G.C. science personnel called out their finds from shallow pits dug into the barren dirt as field assistants tagged, bagged and crated items. Shang dynasty ritual cauldrons, their silvered etchings blackened with age, competed for attention with gold plaques decorated with jeweled dragons, clearly from the later Han era. Zhou, Quin, Hsing… Name a dynasty from China’s earliest beginnings up to the Imperial era and someone had found something.
Daniel dragged himself by it all, following SG-1 as they made their way across the twenty-acre wide basin to check in with SG-13. Jack led the pace, plowing past each dig site with barely a head turn. Daniel knew any amount of begging would be a waste of time. Still, he couldn’t help but feel like a child in a bakery who’d just been told he could only eat vegetables. Adding insult to injury, meter-high obelisks covered in Ancient writing, lined the half dirt, half paved walkway.
And yet Jack was determined to make Daniel do target practice. Something he could easily do on Earth during downtime.
So why here? What was driving Jack to be so… so one-sighted?
They’d hiked over to Colonel Dixon’s position when a brown hand shot up from a pit to Daniel’s right, holding a bronze wine vessel with three prongs at its base. “Shang dynasty. Someone get a tagger over here.”
Daniel stopped, recognizing the voice.
“You’re a long way from Egypt, Jackson.” A broad smile and tangle of dreadlocks greeted him.
With a laugh, Daniel replied, “And you’re a long way from China.”
“A’true, but man, I could sure use your help,” said Kevin Hopkins, Daniel’s old roommate from Chicago. The China-Egypt joke had been born years ago when the two first declared their areas of interest, each trying to convince the other their specialty was the better. Tall, trim, the Jamaican’s waist-long plaits had made General Hammond pause before bringing him into the fold. Daniel had lobbied extra hard to get Kevin involved with the S.G.C.’s archaeological team.
An assistant came over to retrieve the find, but Kevin held her off. He handed the wine vessel to Daniel. “Take a look at the inside and tell me I’m not crazy.”
Daniel stole a glance at his teammates before taking the newly found object. Jack, Sam and Teal’c were conferring with Colonel Dixon while the rest of SG-13 headed toward a base camp set up by the north side of the dig. Daniel decided it wouldn’t hurt to take a moment to confer with his colleagues.
“Go on,” Kevin said, handing him the cup. “Take a look at the inscription.”
The battered bronze cup’s fluted bowl was still encrusted with dirt. Daniel pulled a small brush from a leg pocket of his BDUs and swept it clean. Most of the writing was worn off, but a few characters were still identifiable. Long thin lines in groups of two and three… No, that wasn’t possible.
“You realize this isn’t Shang writing, right?”
“It’s Xia, man. Do you believe it?” Kevin snatched the cup back. “What 2100 B.C. writing is doing in a drinking cup from a good thousand years later is beyond me.”
The archaeologist handed the cup over to the assistant with instructions to mark its location and then turned back. “Pity we can’t write a paper on it, huh? Oh, the woes of selling out to the military.”
“Without the military, you and I wouldn’t be here,” Daniel replied with a patient smile. Kevin knew the drill. He’d signed the non-disclosure statements.
“Too true. I hated writing papers anyway so I shouldn’t complain. The Pentagon only wants cold, hard facts.” He pulled a canteen off his belt and took a deep drink. After sticking the cap back in place, he laughed loudly, the sound oddly out of place in the alien environment. “At the end of the day, I suppose all we’ve done is trade out uniforms of khaki shirts and blue jeans for khaki BDUs.”
Daniel grinned, remembering endless months as a starving student, wearing the same old jeans worn thin from sand and sun as he dug alongside fellow doctorate students. He’d come a long way since then.
A long way and back.
Kevin jumped back into his pit. “The hardest part about all this is putting it into context. On Earth, a find like this has one meaning — ”
“But here it’s an entirely different matter.” Daniel eyed the nearest obelisk, its Ancient writing calling out to him to sit, decipher, and translate.
He looked back at Kevin who shook his head, clearly following his train of thought. “What a mishmash. We could sure use your help.”
Daniel sighed. What could he say?
My commanding officer has a bug up his ass and needs me to shoot targets thousands of light years from home.
“I heard some strange stories about you this past year.”
“Need to know,” Daniel said, wiping away a trickle of sweat that had run down his forehead. Even if he could, his death, ascendency and then reappearance would have been a bit tough to explain. It really was all about context. “You work with the military now, you know how it is.”
“Sadly, I do. Though not as much as I’d like to.” Kevin stuck his trowel into the dirt.
Daniel sighed. “I’m guessing they gave you the Reader’s Digest version of the Stargate Program?”
“They did. Foolish, if you ask me. How can I make sense of all this,” Kevin said, waving his arms in the air, “without knowing everything else? Your General Hammond’s got hard ears.”
Daniel recognized the Jamaican phrase for stubborn. “No, he really hasn’t,” he replied emphatically. “He’s just cautious… with good reason. Trust me.”
Kevin flashed another smile. “Whatever, man. It’s their loss… Oh, if you get a chance, visit the grave site, it’s — ”
“Who’s the new sandbox buddy?”
It was Jack. Daniel winced when SG-1’s leader joined them by the pit. Ignoring the colonel’s social skills, or lack thereof, was never easy. Especially with someone like Kevin who had no patience for military mentalities. It was too bad Sam was heading off with Teal’c — probably to do a sweep of the area. As a fellow scientist, she would have been the perfect bridge between Kevin and the military.
Instead, Jack would have to do. Great.
Hopefully what Sam had said about Jack becoming more diplomatic would be true. Daniel took a deep breath and plunged in to introductions.
“Kevin and I wrote our doctoral theses together,” he explained.
Kevin laughed. “Many late nights of mac and cheese.”
“Without milk,” Daniel added. “We were so poor.”
“Poor, but eager!”
“So,” Jack said as he shifted his bulky pack to his right shoulder. “Find any weapons?”
Kevin visibly blanched. “Not yet, though with Daniel’s help — ”
“Not going to happen,” Jack replied curtly.
“Shouldn’t you let the experts…?”
Jack had turned away, dismissing Kevin like he would one of the airmen in the S.G.C.
No, Daniel realized. Jack wouldn’t be half as rude to an airman.
“Anyone mucking around up there?” Jack pointed up to where the statue and graves sat on top of the hill.
“Not at the moment, no.” Kevin shot Daniel a hard glance.
“Time to stop playing in the dirt, Daniel. Let’s go.” Jack gave Kevin a curt nod and walked off toward the hill.
“Typical military,” said Kevin as they watched Jack climb.
“He really isn’t that bad,” Daniel said as much to convince himself as Kevin. At least he’d get a look at that statue. Though how he could connect the dots between the Ancients and China remained a mystery.
Daniel jerked a thumb toward the hill. “I better go.”
Kevin glanced at Jack and then back at Daniel. “You all right, man?”
Good question. Out of context, sure. He was fine. He was better than fine, doing important work that needed to be done… just not at the moment.
* * *
Jack pushed back the catch on the portable black steel-armored target and the foot-wide round head flipped vertical. It was a sweet little setup. Perfect for what he had in mind. Reliable. Sturdy. The way things were meant to be.
As he secured the tripod leg stands into the dirt, Jack silently thanked Dixon’s preliminary mission report for giving him the head’s up. With the only trees in the area too close to the dig to use as target practice, this entire exercise would have been a waste of time if he hadn’t packed a portable target kit.
Half the S.G.C.’s Daniels-in-waiting were buzzing about the dig below, though what excited them was beyond Jack. What was the point if there were no weapons? In his mind, all P3Y-702 had turned out to be was a helluva lot of sand and dirt, busted up ruins, and then, more dirt.
Doesn’t matter. One way or another, Daniel’s so getting this drilled into his head. Otherwise…
Nope. He wouldn’t go there. Fishing once more through his pack, he pulled out a few clips, some brown-wrapped MREs, and an energy bar. He then yanked out a bandage, hefted it in his hands. Yeah, that would do it. Bound and determined to make this work, Jack would use what was available. Hell, improvisation was his middle name.
That and ‘sweating like a pig.’ With the target rigged, and all the suitable ‘tools’ laid out, Jack stripped off his tactical vest, chucked his jacket, and threw the vest back on. Circling that damned statute, Daniel didn’t seem to notice how hot it was. Setting up so close to such a distraction might have been a mistake. Jack had considered running this dog and pony show over by the gate, but the damn thing sat a bit too precariously on the edge of a cliff for comfort. On the upside, this was a nice, safe location for firing off a bunch of ammo since it was a good height up from base camp. Last thing they needed was for a shot to hit one of the archaeologists. Hammond would be pissed and the entire purpose of this exercise would’ve been lost.
Not that their current position was much better.
“Jack, this statue… and these graves… Do you have any idea how significant this is?” Daniel pulled off his glasses and closely examined the head-high, butt-ugly statue at the hill’s edge. All teeth, bulging jaw and eye ridges. Three nasty blades sticking out of its red clay spine. The thing almost looked like an iguana crossed with a dog sitting on its hind legs.
“Hey, you’ve seen one gnarly statue, you’ve seen them all.” Setting the fire control selector to single shot, Jack handed Daniel the loaded P90.
And was ignored, of course.
“It’s a Zhenmushou,” Daniel said, the academic coming on in full force. “A Chinese funerary beast. Probably set up here to protect these four graves. Some ancient Earth culture must have brought the tradition with them when they were brought here.”
Jack had a choice. Let Daniel get it out of his system… or shoot him.
Which would make this entire exercise a moot point. So he’d wait. Jack checked his watch. Thirty seconds should be more than fair.
“Obviously, ancient Chinese origins,” Daniel blathered on. “The question is… how far back? I’ll need to ask Kevin when we head down. And do the graves date from the same period? Balinsky said they should have some sort of carbon dating soon…”
Twenty seconds.
“…But the Xian dynasty lettering would place this at 2200 B.C… But that’s impossible. Statues on Earth like these only date back to fourth century A.D. Still, the writing in that cup Kevin found was Xian, though the style was definitely Shang, but…”
Ten seconds.
“…If the Ancients spent time here, anything is possible. Countless cultures used mythic animals as a way to ward off some aspect of death, be it evil spirits or death itself…”
Time’s up.
“I swear to God,” Jack said, shoving the rifle at Daniel, “if you don’t take this, I’ll prove just how unreliable this Zen Moo Shoo statue is.”
“Zhenmushou.”
“Whatever.” Hell, at least he took the rifle.
Jack turned Daniel toward the target deliberately set up facing the opposite direction of the dig down below. “I’ll make it easy on you. Carter could nail this sucker at fifty yards, easy. Let’s start you at twenty.” He headed off toward the other side of the hill where their packs, along with lunch, gathered dust.
That is, until he realized Daniel wasn’t following.
Taking a deep breath, Jack turned back around. “What?”
Daniel stood there, his P90 dangling by his side. “You want to tell me what this is about? Sam and Teal’c are off hiking the perimeter. It’s just us.”
Like that made any difference to Jack.
“Daniel, so help me God, if you don’t start shooting, you can kiss your ever-loving future trips through the Stargate goodbye.”
Daniel’s eyes got as big as his glasses. Which was good.
It was about time he took this seriously. “You can’t do that.”
Jack counted to ten, breathed out through his nose, and then kept his voice as steady as he could. “Shoot the target, Daniel. Show me what you’re made of.”
Daniel raised his rifle, aimed, and…
He hesitated. Typical.
“I shot a pistol long before I joined the Stargate program,” Daniel said, again dropping the rifle to his side.
“Really not caring,” Jack replied. Marksmanship wasn’t what this was about…
Staying alive was.
Daniel brought the rifle up again, but damn it, his stance was all wrong. He practically cradled the thing like a baby.
Step one, rattle Daniel with verbal abuse, would now commence.
“Stop holding the thing like it’s gonna break,” Jack barked out deliberately.
Daniel’s neck stiffened.
“Stand up straight, shoulders back.”
A hand slid down to the trigger.
Time to push harder. “Stop being a pansy. Shoot to win, damn it.”
Zing. The target flapped back and came to a rest. “Satisfied?”
“Not bad,” Jack answered. Picking up the target, he moved it back another twenty feet and then returned to his pack behind Daniel. He pretended not to notice the red-faced glare saved for him and him alone.
“Again,” he said.
“Not till you tell me what this is about.”
Jack stabbed a finger at the target. “Just shoot the damn thing.”
“If I understood what — ”
“Listen, knowledge-boy, you don’t need to understand everything.”
Daniel dropped the weapon to his side again. “That’s where you’re wrong.”
“What?” Jack asked, getting up in Daniel’s face. “You think it’s more important to know everything than be able to protect yourself? When there’s twenty Jaffa on our tails, the only knowledge I need is that you can take up that weapon and shoot the shit out of it like there’s no tomorrow.”
His point made, Jack snapped his mouth shut and stormed back to his original position behind Daniel. He about-faced and met Daniel’s eyes as casually as he could.
Daniel stared at him as if he’d just lost his mind.
Maybe he had. That wasn’t the point. Yanking his ball cap down low, Jack jerked his chin toward the armored disk. “Shoot the target.”
Thankfully, Daniel did as he was told without another word. He raised the P90 and shot once more. A perfect hit. The target flopped back with another zing and then settled back down.
Jack scooped up the rolled up bandage. Clearly, it was time for step two.
* * *
A shot rang out, echoing across the dusty basin of the ruins. From her position at the far end of the dig, Sam saw a few archaeologists pop their heads up, like groundhogs in the spring, but then bent back to the task at hand.
With Teal’c at her side, they continued their scout of the perimeter. Sam knew Daniel would far rather be digging in the dirt, pouring over broken bits of Chinese artifacts, than proving to the colonel that his shooting skills were up to par.
Which they were. Sam had made that clear to the colonel. In fact, she would even have said that Daniel handled a rifle better since his return than ever before.
Another shot.
Teal’c ignored the sound, keeping his eyes fixed on the distant horizon. More scientists peered up from behind their glasses. Halfway around the elliptical road surrounding the ruins, SG-13’s Balinsky and Wells laughed nervously. Colonel Dixon shouted something unintelligible and they both stopped and went back to work, helping Dr. Lee pack up some pieces in a container.
Before any feeling of embarrassment for Daniel could raise its ugly head, Sam shoved it down. Boxed it up and didn’t look back. A silent nod from Teal’c, her own dismay echoed in his eyes, and the two resumed their sweep of the area.
Everyone had known to expect gunfire. Heck, she’d been the one to warn SG-13 and the scientists. She understood what Colonel O’Neill was trying to drive home to Daniel, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.
With a hand over her eyes to block out the late afternoon sun, she looked up at the nearby hill as the colonel stormed past that odd-looking statue.
“Is it not an Earth saying that practice makes perfect?” asked Teal’c.
“Of course it is,” Sam replied with a shrug. “I go to the firing range whenever we’re on Earth.” Sam was one of the first women in the military allowed sharpshooter status and she had every intention of keeping her ranking. Still, she was Air Force. Daniel wasn’t.
“Perhaps O’Neill believes Daniel Jackson would benefit from the same discipline.”
“Except we’re not on Earth. Besides, you know Daniel can hold his own. How many times has he covered your back?”
“And yet, O’Neill remains skeptical.”
“Well, the colonel sort of mastered the art.”
Teal’c raised an eyebrow.
Sam translated. “Of being skeptical, I mean.”
“Indeed.”
The two fell into companionable silence, the crunch of dirt under their boots the only sound other than the murmur of activity around the dig. Sam glanced up the hill when she realized the shots had stopped. Hopefully, ‘target practice’ had finished.
Teal’c followed her line of sight. “There are times O’Neill uses odd ways to ensure team improvement.”
Sam chuckled. “Besides pizza and forced Simpson marathons?”
“For one, this Morse code he advised for study.”
“It does have its uses.”
“Such as?”
She stopped walking. The fact that they’d ended up right below where the colonel and Daniel were positioned had nothing to do with it. She wasn’t a mother hen… She just felt like one sometimes.
Pulling out her radio, Sam motioned for Teal’c to do the same. “Switch over to channel three. Don’t worry, it’s empty.”
In Teal’c’s large hands, the radio looked like a toy. He turned the knob on the top of the casing and nodded.
Sam thumbed the push-to-talk button and clicked out three short bursts, three long ones, and then three short bursts again.
Teal’c cocked his head. “Do these sounds have meaning?”
“In a way, yes.” She knelt down and poked three dots into the sand. “Each group represents a letter. In this case, the three short bursts represent three dots which in turn represent the letter S.”
Sam then drew three long dashes across. “Those longer bursts represent dashes. Three of them stand for an O.” She finished her Morse code drawing with three additional dots.
“SOS?”
“That’s right. It’s an abbreviated way of saying help. Some people think it means Save Our Ship or Save our Soul though it’s really just easier to remember a simple pattern like this.”
Teal’c raised an eyebrow. “Would it not be even easier to use HELP? It has only one additional letter and its purpose is — ”
Another shot rang out.
“What the hell!”
That was Daniel. Sam closed her eyes, waiting for what she knew would be the colonel’s equally loud response.
“Oh, for crying out loud. It’s just a damned bandage. I didn’t hit you that hard.”
Without even thinking, Sam bolted up from her crouched position, switched her radio back to channel five and stuffed it in her vest. She headed toward the hill.
And was stopped by Teal’c’s hand on her arm. “Major Carter, should we not ‘stay out of it’ as we were specifically requested to do by Colonel O’Neill?”
Sam took a long breath. Teal’c was right, but that didn’t make it any easier. She told him as much. “I know Daniel’s barely back. I understand the colonel’s concerns, but we were… We are a team. Shouldn’t that count for something?”
Teal’c bowed his head. “Then I suggest we allow O’Neill and Daniel Jackson to sort this out for themselves.”
* * *
Daniel dropped the rifle to his side in disbelief. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you’re trying to kill me.”
“With a roll of gauze?” Jack moved the target another ten yards out. He stomped past Daniel, his head down as if he refused to look Daniel in the eye. “Again.”
“You want to tell me what this is about?”
“Not really. Just shoot the damn thing.”
Daniel half lifted the rifle and then stopped. “Don’t throw any more bandages.”
“No problem.”
Daniel raised the rifle, squared off the target and —
Got hit in the back by something heavy and plastic wrapped. Unbelievable. Jack had thrown an MRE at him.
“Shoot the target.”
“No.”
“Can’t take a little distraction? Get used to it. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re facing an enemy who’ll use distraction, surprise, misdirection… Anything to throw us off guard. It’s one of the first principles in war, whether you like it or not.”
Daniel couldn’t believe his ears. “What… Are you quoting the Air Force manual at me now?”
“Trust me, the concept’s been around a lot longer than the Air Force.” Jack threw another MRE. It fell to the ground at Daniel’s feet. “Now shoot the god damned target.”
“No!” Daniel exploded. Resisting the urge to throw his rifle to the ground, he laid it down and stepped away. “Why…? Explain to me… Why do you think throwing things will make a difference?”
Jack strode toward him and faced him down. “Pick it up.” He scooped up the rifle and shoved it at Daniel.
Who refused to take it.
“Jack…”
“No, Daniel. I’m not playing touchy feely with you today. You’re going to learn — ”
“Learn what? To shoot while you’re throwing things at me?”
“To stay focused. To shoot first. To goddamned do whatever it takes to stay alive. Survival comes first. Whether it’s from a gun, or — ”
“All these years… you don’t think I’ve being doing that already?”
“No. No, I don’t. That latest near fiasco rescuing Teal’c and his kid made it very clear. You wanted to go in, guns a blazing, with no thought to whether or not you’d survive.”
Daniel winced at the reminder of having to stand by and listen while Teal’c and Rak’nor were nearly whipped to death. He’d hated every moment of it.
“Look at what happened on Kelowna.” Jack raised a finger. “First, you jump into a radioactive mess without even thinking and get yourself killed. You should’ve learned your lesson there, but no…” A second finger shot up. “Now you’ve come back, all nice and clean, alive and whole, and what to do you do? The second we get back on that planet, you do it again. You don’t watch your own six because a freaking crystal means more than your own life. If it wasn’t for Jonas blocking that Jaffa’s blast — ”
Daniel sputtered. “How was that my fault?”
“Because you didn’t think first!”
His glasses slipped down his sweaty nose. He pushed them back up. “And I supposed you would have done it differently?”
“Hell, yes.” Jack thrust the rifle at him again.
Daniel had no choice except to take it. “And throwing things at me… That’s supposed to teach me to think first?”
“Something better.”
He watched Jack storm off toward the pile of objects he’d been lobbing at him. “Stop trying to make me more like you.”
“And that would be bad, how?”
“You could have said something. Told me how you felt.”
“No feelings.” Jack pointed at the target. “Just shoot.”
Even from this distance, he could see Jack clench his teeth.
“So help me God, Daniel.”
If taking a few MREs thrown at him would prove himself to Jack O’Neill, then fine. He’d do it.
With a shake of his head, Daniel raised his rifle. From the corner of his eye, he saw Jack grab another MRE.
He focused on the target. Finger on the trigger.
Pop. A bullseye on the target and a slam against the head. His hat and the MRE dropped in unison to the ground.
“Again.”
With a sigh, Daniel aimed once more. “I thought we were friends.”
“Friends grab a drink. Friends play poker,” Jack said. “Shoot it again.”
Daniel knew better, but held back a response. He squeezed the trigger.
“Friends don’t skip out on the next Oma Express.”
Hardened clay splattered on the dirt. Daniel’s shot had gone wild, hitting the Zhenmushou’s front paws.
A sick feeling hit his stomach.
“Nice shooting there, Ace.”
Daniel threw down the P90, no longer caring. Not about Jack. Not about proving himself. He’d just done the unspeakable, damaging a critical artifact.
Grabbing his hat off the ground, Daniel headed down the hill and as far away from Jack O’Neill as he could get.
* * *
Daniel slid between two perpendicular walls at the far end of the ruins. Hopefully, the six-foot high crumbling facades would provide enough cover so he could hide for a while. The last thing he wanted was to talk. Not to Sam, not to Teal’c, not even to his old room mate who had stared at him with raised eyebrows as he’d stormed by.
He especially didn’t want to talk to Jack, though he doubted the man would be aware enough to know just how offensive he’d been.
Daniel drew a ragged breath and coughed. Waving at the dust he’d kicked up, he looked around. No tools, no bailing twine, no flags. Either S.G.C. personnel hadn’t made it this far, or they’d been and gone.
Moving further into the secluded area, Daniel tried to think through why Jack had pushed him so hard. He thought back on their earlier conversation in the mess, when Jack had said something about coming back wrong. That had to have been a joke, right? More now than ever before, Daniel was sure he was doing what he supposed to be doing. Fighting the good fight. Pushing back against the Goa’uld. In the process, he was learning more about humanity than anyone could ever dream to accomplish in one life time.
Make that two.
Daniel shoved aside the stray bit of gallows humor and walked over to the far wall. At least fifteen feet in height, the intricately carved stone surface was covered in Chinese pictograms, Xia dynasty. Just like the cup Kevin had found. So little was known of the language, but Daniel remembered enough from his former roommate’s work that he could pick out a few symbols. His fingers traced across a circle with a dash in the middle. That represented the sun. Beside it, a half circle with a vertical line meant the moon. Then, three crowded together upside down apexes—like a series of mountains.
Pulling his glasses off, Daniel studied the drawings again. If he was right, the inscription implied that these ruins — this planet — was China’s legendary paradise, Kunlun. Daniel’s mind raced as he tried to remember what Kevin had once told him about the myth.
That’s when it hit him. Kunlun was supposedly built by the real Emperor Yu Huang Shang-Ti. Was it possible that the System Lord Yu had something to do with this place? Impossible. P3Y-702 wasn’t on the Abydos Cartouche. The gate address came from Jack’s short-lived bout dealing with the Ancient depository in his head. Daniel stuck his glasses back on to examine more of the wall.
Correction, doors. A crack ran down the middle, but when he tried pushing on either side, the doors wouldn’t give. He took a step back and looked left, then right. The doors led into what appeared to be a sizeable chamber of sorts. At least a couple of hundred square feet.
Daniel looked up toward the top of the doors and saw additional writing that wasn’t Chinese. It was Ancient. He stepped back further. Somehow, he needed to get up there so he could translate the meaning. It made no sense. Chinese and Ancient all in one place.
Curious, he stepped forward yet again only to be caught in a surge of heat. A recognizable thrum filled the air. He threw up his arms, knocking his hat off, but he remained still, knowing he’d be cut in half if he ran.
The transportation rings activated, swallowing him in a stream of light.
* * *
 “Gliders, sir. At least two dozen and coming in fast.”
All thoughts of what a jackass he’d been to Daniel flew out the proverbial window as Jack looked due west. Two dozen winged bastards, no more than five klicks away and headed directly toward base camp. The trick now would be getting back to the gate which was over a mile away.
Jack thumbed his radio. “Roger that, Major. Teal’c, dial the gate. Daniel, get with SG-13. Dixon, you’ve got to push those eggheads through. Now. Confirm.”
He snatched up the P90 and raced down the hillside, ignoring any complaint his knees gave. Teal’c radioed in, as did Carter. As Jack jumped the last few yards off the hill, he reached for his radio again. Daniel still hadn’t made contact.
“Sierra Golf One-Niner, this is Sierra Golf Thirteen-Niner.”
Dixon. Jack stopped. He took in the utter chaos of the archaeologists grabbing crates, taking last second photos, acting like idiots. Meanwhile, the gliders took their sweet time coming in, barely pushing their engines. Like vultures swooping over a prey before going in for the kill.
“Tell those eggheads to drop their goodies,” Jack radioed Dixon. “Get Daniel. They’ll listen to him.”
“Jackson’s not around, Jack. What do you want me to do?”
Jack glanced toward the ruins and then back at the insanity. At the far end of the dig, SG-13 hustled folks out. Just in time, too. The gliders were only a klick away. They’d started a firing run, blasting everything in their path.
Like we needed a reminder.
Trees blazed. The ground along the western edge burned. The winds had kicked up, filling the air with smoke.
It was time to get the hell out.
“Bug ‘em out,” Jack told Dixon on the radio.
A few yards away, Daniel’s old roommate — Haskins or Hotkins, whatever — shoved people toward the path leading to the gate. Smart man. Jack stuck that bit of information aside and ran toward the man. “Have you seen Daniel?”
Coughing, Hopkins pointed back toward the ruins at the north end. A few crumbling walls, but no Daniel.
“Get your people out of here, Doctor. That’s an order.”
Still coughing against the acrid smoke, Hopkins took off with his crew. The gliders changed formation, lining up into two wings with one leader at the head.
“Colonel O’Neill!”
Jack whipped back around. Running up to him was Airman Wells. Still wet behind the ears, but in the name of all that was holy, he had a grenade launcher in his mitts. It couldn’t take out twelve gliders though it might buy them some time.
“Get everyone out of here,” Jack shouted above the fire bursts coming from the gliders. “That includes yourself.”
Wells hesitated. Not a good sign. “But, sir!”
Jack jumped into the nearest dig hole. “Follow my orders, Airman. Tell Carter to keep the door open, I’ll be through as soon as I find Daniel.”
Wells nodded his assent and took off. The gliders came closer and Jack found himself torn between wanting the damned Jaffa pilots to hurry it up already and hoping for a bit more time so everyone could evacuate. He positioned the launcher’s PVC tubing on the edge of the dig hole and waited.
There. A glint of light.
Jack shot off a round. The grenade found its home dab smack in the middle of the leader’s canopy. The glider spun out of control and smashed into another glider on its right. The two birds careened to the ground in a burst of fire. The remaining ships veered off. No doubt to regroup.
Which bought Jack the time he’d need. He thumbed his radio once more. “Daniel, what’s your position?”
No answer.
Both Hopkins and Dixon had seen him go north. Jack tossed the now empty launcher and headed toward the walls. Two walls stood crosswise with enough space between them for a man to squeeze through if he wanted it bad enough.
Knowing Daniel, and how very much Jack must have pissed him off, he had to have come this way.
The whine of glider engines in the distance reminded him he had a minute, maybe two, before they made his position. Jack slipped through. No sign of Daniel, just a big-assed stone wall covered in writing with a set of doors in the middle. He stepped closer and looked down. Hatch marks, kicked up dirt. The telltale markings of recent ring activity circled the ground.
And there, just to one side, was Daniel’s hat.
* * *
The rings dropped away, leaving Daniel in a room which looked like every other ring room onboard a mothership. Jaffa lined the gold embossed walls. In front of them stood a young Asian man, his green-flecked black eyes peering back at Daniel from above a square jaw and slim face. His high forehead spoke of an aristocratic air born of intelligence, not blind faith. Though he was shorter than the other Jaffa — not more than five feet eight or nine inches — he carried himself with a quiet strength Daniel might have admired under other circumstances. Over his armor, the leader wore a gray woolen cloak, cinched off to the side with a jade broach. With implacable grace, he bowed to Daniel. On his forehead was the gold laced tattoo of a First Prime.
Yu’s First Prime.
“Welcome back, Dr. Jackson,” said the young man.
“I’m sorry,” Daniel said, looking askance at the First Prime. “We’ve never met.”
The First Prime smiled and stepped back. Rough hands grabbed Daniel, pushed him down to a kneeling position.
“Really. I have no idea who you are.”
“Jaffa! Kree,” ordered the First Prime.
A Jaffa strode forward, his head shaved except for a singular strand at the front. With a painful yank, he grabbed both Daniel’s arms, and before Daniel could even struggle he found both his wrists clamped tightly in irons, a prisoner of the Goa’uld.
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Clink.
Sitting, watching, waiting for that goddamned moon to set.
Jack resisted the urge to kick himself for the umpteenth time. His open Zippo — correction, Skaara’s Zippo — taunted him. Made him want to light the thing up, wave it in the air, and let Yu and his minions know they were there to get back Daniel, no matter the cost.
Snap.
Jack slammed the lighter shut in disgust. That’d be one sure fire way to blow their cover.
Why the hell he’d said such a rotten thing about Oma to Daniel was beyond him. Hell, she’d saved his life. Sort of.
Thumbing the Zippo, Jack thought of Skaara and how Oma had saved the young man as well — and pretty much all of Abydos, which Jack still found hard to believe. One woman ascending an entire planet of people. Just the thought gave him a headache.
Jack raised his head and tried to figure out where Abydos was in the night sky. Carter would’ve been able to tell him, though technically, they weren’t speaking at the moment.
Not that he blamed her. It was his own damned fault.
Something caught in his throat. The wind must have picked up or he probably inhaled some dirt.
He had to believe Daniel was still alive and whole. That they wouldn’t need Oma to save him again.
Enough already. The moon had reached its zenith right above Yu’s fortress. Just a few more hours and Daniel would be out of there. Sure, they’d have to crawl through a few klicks of mangled woods, penetrate a forcefield, and fight off enough Jaffa to start an entire football league. But this is what SG-1 did. They pushed the limits, never quitting.
Even when those limits were imposed by shrubs too busy polishing their post-White House resumes. God forbid they took a moment to recognize Daniel’s life was not a political football.
Jack shoved the lighter into his vest and sat back, waiting for the moon to set. The other limitations, those other obstacles… They could go to hell.
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“It is difficult, losing a fellow warrior so soon after their return.”
Teal’c could only nod his head in agreement with Master Bra’tac, the situation far too grave to speak. Words would not bring Daniel Jackson back. Only action could. Action against the Goa’uld who had taken him.
Who that Goa’uld was remained uncertain.
Across the briefing room table, O’Neill was equally silent. His face was ashen, the set of his chin assured Teal’c that he, too, was prepared to take whatever actions necessary. Yet, there was something more at work in SG-1’s commanding officer’s mind. That much was clear in the way he sat, stiller than normal, his eyes focused downward.
Teal’c recognized the mannerisms. “You cannot blame yourself, O’Neill. The System Lord who took Daniel Jackson is the one at fault here. Not you.”
“Yeah, whatever,” O’Neill muttered, never looking up. “Try explaining that to Daniel.”
Indeed, Teal’c wished he could. It had been barely a month since Daniel Jackson’s return from his ascended state. In that time, their mutual bond, forged by shared conflicts and strengthened by adversity, had grown to a new level of respect and trust.
“Have you no idea who attacked you?” asked Bra’tac.
O’Neill snapped his fingers. “Gee, you know what I forgot to do? Get the number off that glider’s license plate.”
When Bra’tac’s eyes narrowed, O’Neill held up his hands in apology.
“Sorry, this isn’t exactly me on my best behavior.”
“Perhaps Major Carter will have success in contacting the Tok’ra,” offered Teal’c.
“Hammond’s with her now,” O’Neill said with a nod. “I’m guessing the Jaffa rebels haven’t heard any chatter.”
“They have not,” answered Bra’tac. “Our Fifth Column has yet to recover from the massacre of Kresh’ta. While rebels are easily drafted so that they may escape the reigns of the Goa’uld, the call for Jaffa to work from within has gone unheard. Fear of the System Lords still presses upon them.” The Jaffa Master looked down at the table and for a moment, he matched O’Neill in pose.
Teal’c closed his eyes, allowing the muffled sounds of the base to wash over him. The night’s watch officer typed quietly on a keyboard in the far corner of the room. Murmured voices drifted up the stairwell from the control room below, voices that spoke of a simple life. A child’s baseball game, the purchase of a new car, the upcoming July 4th fireworks display.
Someone new to the S.G.C. would hear these discussions and believe those under General Hammond’s command did not care about Daniel Jackson.
They would be very wrong.
* * *
 “Unscheduled off-world activation.”
Sirens wailed. Technicians raced around the control room. Through the observation window, Sam looked on as Marines thundered through the blast doors to meet the incoming wormhole, rifles at the ready. Without knowing who’d taken Daniel, the entire base was on heavy alert.
The gate erupted its violent kawoosh of energy and then settled into an event horizon that led from… where?
Sitting beside Sergeant Harriman, Sam held her breath, waiting for the answer as the iris slid shut. Standing behind her, General Hammond clasped her shoulder. His support was appreciated, yet she suspected tonight he needed it as much as her.
“Who do we have, Sergeant?”
The colonel, Teal’c and Bra’tac rushed in and crowded close behind her. Everyone’s attention was on the nearest display as the computer generated a radio graph representation of a radio signal. In the brief moment it took for the computer to recognize the signal, the general’s hand tightened on her shoulder.
“It’s the Tok’ra, General,” said Harriman.
With a sigh, General Hammond released his grip. “Open the iris.”
Before Sam was out of her chair, the colonel had fled down the stairs. With a nod to the general, she hurried after him, Teal’c and Bra’tac right behind her. As she raced down the steps and into the gate room, Sam tried her hardest to be optimistic. Anything less served no purpose.
More importantly, it wouldn’t get Daniel back.
A recognizable figure, dressed in the brown leathers recently adopted by the rebel Goa’uld, slipped through the gate’s watery façade. Sam ran up the ramp to embrace her father, Jacob Carter. No, it wasn’t militarily proper, but she’d long ago allowed herself this one trespass. Every time she saw her father might be the last. She’d learned that lesson long ago.
He returned her hug. “Hey, kiddo. I got here as fast as I could.” Patting a pack on his shoulder, he added, “Had to grab some supplies that might come in handy.”
As they walked down the ramp, General Hammond entered. “Stand down. My apologies, Jacob. With Dr. Jackson’s capture, we can’t be too careful.”
“I’d do the same, George.” Her father nodded to Colonel O’Neill, Teal’c and Bra’tac.
The colonel’s eyes reflected relief mixed with restraint as he returned the greeting. “Any word on the Tok’ra grapevine?”
“Well… it looks like you can thank Lord Yu for Daniel’s disappearance. Apparently, he’s been on the System Lord’s radar for some time now, according to Tok’ra intelligence.”
The general led them out through an oddly empty corridor, and it took a moment for Sam to remember how late it was. S.G.C. was an around-the-clock operation, but nighttime was usually relegated to a skeleton crew.
Halfway up the stairs, the colonel stopped and spun around, blocking anyone from going any further. “Are the Tok’ra going to help us or not?”
Sam felt her father tense up beside her. She knew he genuinely liked and respected Colonel O’Neill, but any mention of the Tok’ra brought a wall up between them. The colonel’s dislike was born of suspicions not always unjustified. Too many cases of incomplete intelligence from the Tok’ra, mixed with his own bad experience blended with a symbiote, left Colonel O’Neill less than patient with their allies.
“I’m here, Jack,” said her dad. “That should account for something.”
“Yes,” the colonel replied. “Yes, it does.”
They climbed the remainder of the stairs and entered the briefing room. Once General Hammond took his seat at the head, everyone else followed.
“So when do we leave?” asked the colonel.
“Not so fast, Jack,” her father said. “I said I was here to help, but there’s no way I can come with you. I’ve spent too much time as an operative inside Yu’s ranks. Anyone sees me, it’ll jeopardize a lot of hard work.”
Before the colonel could respond, Teal’c jumped in. “Then how can your presence here be of assistance?”
“Tactical advantages.” Her father placed his pack on the table. He pulled out a folded paper-like sheet and spread it out on the table. Thicker than normal paper, Sam realized the material was papyrus. If Daniel was around, he’d have been all over it.
She boxed that thought up good and tight and studied what appeared to be multi-leveled floor plans. From the writing off to the side, she hazarded a guess as to what they were. “These are plans to Yu’s fortress.”
Her father nodded. “According to my inside contact, Daniel’s being held either here,” he pointed to the second highest floor, “or he’s up in Yu’s throne room.” His finger slid up toward what appeared to be an observation tower.
General Hammond pointed to a red shaded area that ran around the fortress perimeter. “Is this anything to worry about?”
“Yu has a high-level shield surrounding the premises.”
“We’ve experienced Goa’uld energy shields before.” She shared a glance with Colonel O’Neill as he pulled the plans closer.
“Not like this,” her father said. “It’s different from anything the other System Lords use.”
The colonel passed the plans over to Teal’c and Bra’tac. “So… what? We can’t get inside if we can’t knock out the shields?”
“That’s where these come in.” Her father held up a green tear-drop shaped stone, no more than two inches in length. Sitting next to him, Sam felt a slight tingle along her spine.
“Naquadah?” She took the stone and examined it. A foot-long silk cord poked through a small hole at one end, allowing the stone to be worn like a pendant. Lord Yu’s sigil was engraved on one side, a downward slash crossed by what looked like an inverted pitchfork.
“It’s a jade/naquadah composite.” He placed three more of the stones on the table. “Centuries ago, Yu got his hands on some sort of photonic energy generator. Nobody’s sure where he got it from, though all the higher ups in his service wear them. The jade works like a filter, allowing the bearer to walk right through the shields.”
Bra’tac grunted. “I will accompany you on this mission. Not only do I personally owe Daniel Jackson for guiding you to our rescue from Baal’s slave camp, but it is also my hope that we may recruit new members to the Fifth Column from amongst Yu’s Jaffa. So far, they have been the most difficult to sway.”
“You know,” Colonel O’Neill said as he picked up one of the stones, “green really isn’t my color of choice.”
Sam appreciated the humor, but was stuck on the significance of Yu possessing what was still only theoretical. At least on Earth. “Sir, if Yu’s found a way to harness photonic energy — ”
Her father stopped her. “I didn’t say he’d developed it. It’s possible the device is of Ancient design.”
“Yeah, but Dad, photons are the backbone of electromagnetic radiation. Because the photon has no rest mass, interactions can happen at long distances.”
“Like photon torpedoes,” the colonel said.
“That’s science fiction, sir. I mean, sure, I’ve read papers on photochemistry, so yes, I suppose they could be used for munitions purposes.”
“Major, are you saying we could have a System Lord out there with an entirely new type of weapon?” asked General Hammond.
“Possibly, General, but that’s not why I think this is significant. A photon is pure energy. It registers as both a particle and as a wave, and there’s barely any discernable heat. It’s when an atom absorbs photonic energy that you have an effect. The more absorption, the more heat — ”
“Carter!”
“What I’m saying, sir,” this last she said to the general as much as to her impatient commanding officer, “is that if we rescue Daniel and can get our hands on this generator — if we could study how it concentrates and directs the energy stream — it would be a significant breakthrough for both military and civilian use. It might even help us in our fight against Anubis.”
General Hammond rose from the table, gesturing for his officers to stay seated. “I’ll contact the president immediately.”
“Isn’t it a bit late?” asked the colonel, glancing at his watch. “Besides, this is a rescue mission. I thought you only had to contact the big man on new operations.”
The general hesitated a moment, pressing his lips together. Finally, “The president has recently requested all S.G.C. operations — new or otherwise — be run through him first.”
Sam didn’t like the sound of that, but it was Teal’c who asked the question she couldn’t. “Has the president lost confidence in our efforts, General Hammond?”
“Pressure to justify the Stargate program hasn’t been easy as of late, what with the upcoming elections.”
“Kinsey’s saber-rattling now that he has a stump to stand on,” the colonel said. “Makes you wonder about a political party dumb enough to nominate him as their vice presidential candidate.”
“I’m not sure that’s the problem,” Hammond said. “But this president has supported our work through thick and thin. The least we can do is honor his requests.” He paused a moment longer and then headed into his office, closing the door behind him.
Sam turned the pendant over in her hand and examined the darker backing. “The naquadah must act as an amplifier for the jade’s filtration process.”
The colonel dropped his stone to the table. “Let’s make something clear, Major. We’re going in to rescue Daniel.”
“Of course, sir, but — ”
“But nothing.” His eyes darkened. “Daniel’s the priority. Carter, I need you to have my back on this. We need to move fast, before Yu decides he’s grown bored and decides to either kill Daniel… or snake him.”
“I’m as anxious to get him back as you are, sir, though I also believe there’s a tactical advantage to studying this generator.”
“An immediate one?”
“Yes, sir. It might make the difference between a successful recovery or not.”
“She’s right, Jack.” Her father pointed toward the pendants. “If you want to get Daniel out of there in one piece, you’re going to need to understand what you’re up against.”
“Then run me through the science again, Major. Short and sweet.” The colonel picked up the pendant again and offered her a small grin. “You think the color matches my jacket?”
* * *
“Kneel before your god.”
Heavy hands shoved Daniel to his knees in what appeared to be a large, smoke-filled room. ‘Appeared’ was the key because without his glasses, Daniel could barely make out where he was, let alone who else was there. The Jaffa had taken everything; his tactical vest, jacket, belt, side arm and knife. They’d even taken his socks and boots.
Escape was not going to be easy.
“Leave us,” announced a booming voice Daniel recognized all too well. Squinting in its direction, he barely made out the red mianfu vest of Lord Yu, sitting across from him at a low wooden table.
Two sets of footsteps retreated, a door closed, and suddenly Daniel wasn’t sure if he should feel safer or not.
He tested the waters. “Are you going to tell me why I’m here?”
Yu grunted and held out…
Daniel’s glasses.
“Take them,” Yu commanded.
Daniel put his glasses back on, turning away as much as he could to cover the shake in his hands. Adrenaline mixed with enough fear to make him wonder if he’d ever get away, although… It did seem as if the Goa’uld wanted him alive. The Jaffa had fed him on the mothership, and other than taking away pretty much everything Daniel had on him, they hadn’t treated him that badly.
Which begged the question again. Daniel studied Yu’s sickly dull face for anything that might give him a clue as to what was going on. Hooded eyes stared back.
“Is there some reason you tracked me down? Something I’ve done or you need?”
“Drink.” Yu raised a saffron silk robed arm and pointed to a small cup on the table, similar to the one found on P3Y-702. “No questions.”
“Thanks, but no.”
“It is water. Nothing more.”
If cooperation meant survival, Daniel knew he’d better comply. Jack had drilled that into him years ago.
First survive. Then find a way out, Jack had said. There’s always a way out.
Yeah, well… Jack wasn’t always right. Case in point.
Still, it wouldn’t hurt to consider options. From behind the raised cup, Daniel scanned what appeared to be the System Lord’s throne room. It’d been two years since he’d been in Yu’s fortress, but at the time, he’d been undercover as Yu’s lotar and had never made it past the Goa’uld’s personal quarters.
The room was far less extravagant than Daniel would expect from a race of egomaniacal beings like the Goa’uld. A plain dark wood throne stood at the far end, but Yu instead sat on a short wooden couch across from him. Slatted wood screens lined each wall, barely letting in the pinkish glimmer of what he had to assume was sunrise. By the far wall, the twisted limbs of a miniature cherry tree blossomed above a small jade statue of a woman. To either side, narrow tapestries depicting Chinese warriors in battle hung from slats on the screens. And to the far right, the ubiquitous sarcophagus.
Daniel set down his cup and coughed, though not from the water. Smokey incense filled the air, no doubt left to burn on the open braziers that ran down the middle of the room. The scent reminded him of wet soil, wood shavings, and a musky odor he was pretty sure was agarwood. It smelled like mushrooms… and carrots. Kevin had burned it in their Chicago apartment all the time, claiming it helped him to ‘think’ like the ancient Chinese.
“Be seated,” Yu said with a tilt of his head. His bearded imperial tuft stuck outward like a finger, indicating a matching chair across the table. “There is no escape, Dr. Jackson. Accept that and you will live to see tomorrow.”
Daniel complied, happy to get off his knees. On top of the low table made of the same dark wood as Yu’s throne sat an empty stone board about two feet square, covered in a series of parallel vertical and horizontal lines. As Daniel settled into the thinly cushioned chair, Yu bent down and picked up two glazed bowls from the floor. Daniel noticed the silver ribbon device on the Goa’uld’s left hand.
Yu handed one bowl to Daniel. It was filled with white lens-shaped polished stones. “You will be white.”
“Excuse me?” Daniel knew Yu had become a bit senile — no longer able to take a new host and increasingly immune to the regenerative powers of the sarcophagus — but, still, the System Lord wanted Daniel to play a game? Really?
Something wasn’t quite right here.
“Perhaps I was misinformed,” Yu said, sticking his long fingers into his bowl of black stones. “You do not recognize Wéiqí?”
“Not really. I mean… it looks sort of familiar.” Daniel picked up a stone. If anyone had told him that he’d be playing a board game with a Goa’uld, he’d have thought they were in need of seeing Dr. Mackenzie.
The reminder of home made Daniel realize he’d need to play along… at least until he could either figure out what Yu wanted or, better yet, find a way out.
He reached out to set the stone on a random cross intersection of lines, but was stopped when Yu grabbed his arm.
“Remove your stone, human. I am black and go first.”
Daniel retrieved the offending stone and sat back, waiting. Yu took up a stone from his bowl and held it firmly in his left hand, between his pointer and middle finger. He dropped it down on the board’s center point, the sound a surprisingly loud plunk.
“Now, you go.”
“Not until you explain what this is about,” Daniel demanded.
Yu’s eyes flashed. “Or what? Will you disappear as you did last time you visited?”
Daniel raised an eyebrow, confused. “I’ve never been here before. Well… kind of never — ”
The Goa’uld cut him off with wave of his hand. “I am well aware of your deception during the System Lords’ summit. I speak of your last visit here in my throne room. Only months ago. You assured me the System Lords could easily destroy Anubis when he arrived at Abydos.”
A few months ago, Daniel hadn’t even been alive. Though, according to Jack and Sam’s reports on the Abydos disaster, as an ascended being, Daniel had told SG-1 he’d warned the System Lords.
Did he visit Yu? “It wasn’t me.”
“You lie. The fleet suffered heavy losses.”
“Honestly, I don’t remember.” Even if he did, Daniel knew that revealing he’d once been an Ascendant was absolutely not a good idea. Considering Anubis’ powers, Daniel knew one half-ascended Goa’uld was bad enough.
“Then play the game!” Yu’s eyes flashed again.
Daniel struggled to keep his face neutral, not wanting to show fear. Outright confrontation wasn’t going to get him anywhere. He’d have to play along — both literally and figuratively. The question was what would happen if he lost… or won?
Pushing past that thought, he plunked down a stone on the far left corner of his side of the board. He wasn’t quite clear what the rules of this game were, but if it kept him alive longer, fine. He’d do whatever it took.
“You cannot win with such a tactic,” Yu said calmly, as if his momentary outburst had never happened. He placed another black stone next to his first.
“Why not?” Daniel replied with a shrug, striving for as much nonchalance as he could muster. The Goa’uld’s mood swings were going to be tough to predict, though that might give him an advantage. “Won’t the old ‘surround your enemies’ tactic work in this game?”
“Only if you have more stones on the board. Which you do not. Place your stone next to one of mine.”
Daniel bided his time, slowly picking up the white stone from the board as he considered possible exit strategies. If Jack didn’t believe Daniel could ‘think before doing,’ he was sorely wrong. Getting out of here would take more, much more than just running for the gate. He’d need to get the lay of the land beyond Yu’s throne room.
And there was only one way to make that happen.
“Not that one. This is not chess. Once a stone is played, you cannot move it. Place another, like so.” Yu took one of Daniel’s stones and placed it to the right of his two. He then dropped one of his own on the other side. “Placing stones close together helps them support each other and avoid capture.”
“Maybe,” Daniel said. “But why not place the stones further apart? Wouldn’t that create more influence over the board’s territory?” To prove his point, he dropped another stone on his far right corner. As he sat back, Daniel stole another glance around the room.
Only way out’s going to be the way I came in.
Yu grunted. “As I said, only when one’s forces sufficiently outnumber the opponent.” The Goa’uld plunked down another stone, effectively cutting off three sides of Daniel’s center piece. “Go ahead. Place one on yet another corner and observe.”
The trick will be figuring out what triggers the old Goa’uld’s worst mood.
Daniel dropped another piece as Yu advised. He was immediately cut off by another of the Goa’uld’s black stones. Yu then plucked Daniel’s white from the center and dropped it into an empty dish on the side.
“Now I’m confused,” Daniel admitted.
“In effect, my chain of stones became a single larger stone. By surrounding your stone, I removed its liberties.”
“Liberties,” repeated Daniel, hoping he’d found a trigger point. “That’s an odd term coming from a race of beings bent on enslaving millions of innocent people.”
“This is not about slaves,” Yu said, lowering his voice.
The Goa’uld paused for a moment, his eyes cast downward.
Which wasn’t the response Daniel had hoped for.
Finally, Yu whispered, “This is about the game.”
Game, set, and match. “In other words, don’t let my stones get surrounded.”
“Correct,” Yu said, smiling as if he’d taught his prize pupil the secrets of the galaxy.
And that’s when Daniel realized his captor’s weakness.
Pride.
“You’re sure this is a Chinese game?”
Yu folded his arms, burying his hands within his robe. “I created Wéiqí to train human warriors on Earth many eons ago.”
Time to push, Danny. “You did? That’s funny. I mean, I recognize the game. At least a little. But on Earth, it goes by the name of Go. The Japanese invented it.”
The eyes flashed. “Lies. The game belongs to China!”
Perfect. Daniel tensed, ready for the next stage. “Nope. I’m pretty sure it was the Japanese. At least, that’s what everyone on Earth believes.”
Yu leapt to his feet, furious. “Jaffa, kree!”
Bingo.
As a Jaffa smashed open the door, Daniel bolted toward it…
And was hit immediately in the chest by a pain stick. The three-pronged metal-rod shot unbearable heat through his veins, worse than any zat gun could ever do. His mouth breathed fire. Twin flames burned his eyes. His skull felt like it would crumble.
Then… nothing. The pain stopped. Gasping for air, Daniel slid down and embraced the cool marble floor in relief… until two massive hands yanked him up by his shoulders and dragged him away.
Somewhere deep inside, Daniel laughed just a little at the success of his plan.
See, Jack? You were wrong. I really can think first.
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“How can we be sure he has not already been killed by Lord Yu?” asked Bra’tac.
Jack kept his eyes on the plans laid out on Carter’s lab table, knowing he’d regret any response he gave Bra’tac. If the Jaffa Master wanted to be the pessimist, let him. Jack wasn’t interested in playing that game.
“I do not think Yu would do so,” said Teal’c. “During my recent encounter with him — when we attempted to forge an alliance in order to ambush Anubis at Vis Uban — I was never harmed by him or his First Prime.”
“And that worked out so well,” Jack quipped, unable to help himself.
He turned back to the floor plans, wanting to focus only on facts, not suppositions or theories. The truth was they had no way of knowing why Yu grabbed Daniel… or if Daniel was even still alive. What they did know was that the old snakehead was unpredictable. Hell, he was senile.
Too much time inside a gold box will do that.
Nuts or not, from what Jack could tell, Yu’s base of operations was a fortress. There were too many levels, too many nooks and crannies. Getting Daniel out wouldn’t be a walk in the park. “Jacob, how many Jaffa are we talking about and where are they usually positioned?”
“Five, maybe six hundred, and they’re all over the place,” Jacob said. “It’s not just his standard Jaffa you need to worry about, Jack. He has a personal guard, too. A Royal Guard, actually. There are four of them, including his First Prime.”
“Five or six hundred Jaffa, you say?” Jack didn’t care for those odds, but what other choice did they have? “All right. If this SAR mission is going to fly — ”
“SAR?” Bra’tac asked.
“Search and Rescue,” Jack explained. “As I was saying, we’ll need a couple of pounds of C-4, some M60s. And forget the zats; we don’t have time for niceties. P90s with plenty of magazines all around. I also wouldn’t be opposed to taking along a grenade launcher or two.”
He picked up one of the jade pendants and turned it over in his hand. The less he saw of Yu’s dumbass symbol, the calmer he’d stay. “Carter, any way you could manufacture more of these? I’d like to bring some backup, maybe SG units three and five.”
Carter took the pendant from his hands. “Already thought about that, sir.”
“And?”
“We’d need to melt one of these down in order to examine its properties,” Carter replied. “I’m not even sure our refinery could process this fine a grade of naquadah. More importantly, I’m pretty sure this is Nephrite jade, which consists of a microcrystalline interlocking fibrous matrix of the calcium. The jade’s pretty dark, too, which might mean a higher iron content than we have on Earth. Really, sir, this is a remarkable feat in geological engineering.”
Jack sipped his coffee and tried very hard to listen attentively to his second-in-command gush on about the pendants. It was the least he owed her after being such an ass in the briefing room. Eight years ago, Daniel helped him regain his desire to live. Teal’c covered his back better than anyone ever had or ever would. But Carter? Her sense of wonder was downright infectious at times. Couple that with sharpshooting skills that put his own to shame, and Jack knew he was damn lucky to have her. Always had been. Always would be.
Still, enough was enough.
“Major, cut to the part where you tell me how long it would take.”
Carter stuck out her chin defensively and Jack knew they were in trouble. “Weeks, sir. At best. Matching the right composite of jade and naquadah — ”
“Okay, I get it.” Jack turned to Teal’c. “What about the gate?” At least a Marine unit could cover their sixes once they’d extracted Daniel.
“Heavily guarded,” Teal’c said flatly. “We would be immediately captured.”
“A tel’tak may be our only means of approach,” added Bra’tac.
“I can help with that,” Jacob offered. “You’ll want one with stealth capabilities. Give me an hour to — ”
“I’m afraid not, Jacob.” This from Hammond who’d just entered the room. Jack noticed how the general’s shoulders hung low, as if he’d lost his best friend.
Jack knew exactly how he felt.
“General?”
Hammond looked from Jack to the plans on Carter’s table and then back again. “I just got off the phone with the president.”
“Cutting into his television time, were you?”
Hammond’s eyes narrowed in that way he had of silently telling Jack to shut the hell up.
“I’ve received orders to wait while he considers the political ramifications.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m sorry, but as Commander-in-Chief, it falls under his purview to — ”
“The president’s a lame duck and he knows it. Elections are only a few months away. Then some other shrub will take up midnight runs to the White House kitchen’s ice cream stash.”
“Jack — ”
“This is Daniel’s life we’re talking about! Who gives a crap about politics?”
“That’s enough,” Hammond warned.
Jack sank onto a stool in disbelief. Maybe it wasn’t proper protocol with his commanding officer still standing, though at the moment, he couldn’t give a crap. Just like no one seemed to be giving a crap about saving Daniel.
The general stared briefly at him, but let it pass. “It’s been a long day, people. The president has promised an answer by oh-nine-hundred tomorrow. Go home and get some rest.”
He turned to leave and then stopped. “Colonel,” he said softly, his back still to the room.
Jack swallowed his pride and stood up. “Yes, sir?”
“You’re going to retrieve Dr. Jackson, one way or another. You can count on it.” He walked out, not waiting for a reply.
Jack turned back to his team and allies. “You heard the man. Everyone get some bunk time. Tomorrow, we’re going after Daniel… one way or another.”
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Standing by the coffee urn in the briefing room, Jack considered pouring himself a second cup and decided against it. Too much caffeine and he’d wear out the deck of Jacob’s borrowed cargo ship by lunchtime.
That is, if they ever got their butts in gear.
They still had pre-mission med checks to suffer through, gearing up, packing ammo, briefing SG-5. SG-3 had left at oh-seven-hundred to backup SG-9 on some scheduled trade negotiation, leaving only one team available for backup. It would have to do.
Jack checked his watch, admittedly for the umpteenth time since arriving in the briefing room, only to find Hammond missing. Twenty minutes past nine. That wasn’t like the general. Especially when someone’s life was on the line.
“I am sure General Hammond’s reasons for delay have merit, O’Neill,” said Teal’c joining him by the coffee table.
“What, so now you’re giving me the pep talks?” Jack asked with a smile. The room was too sullen, too tense. He needed to do something to lighten things up. “You don’t fool me. You only came over to grab another donut.”
“Two,” said Teal’c. He grabbed a powdered donut in each hand. “Master Bra’tac has yet to experience this particular Tau’ri food.”
“Cake and now donuts?” Jack whispered conspiratorially. “Frasier would have a conniption if she knew what we were doing to the old man’s arteries.”
“At a hundred and thirty-nine years,” Bra’tac said, sitting at the table behind them, “I believe I am able to judge what food serves me and what does not.”
Jack looked over at Jacob and Carter at the other end of the table. Father and daughter had matching frowns, but neither of them had coffee or donuts. Forgetting to eat seemed to run in the family. “What about you, Jacob? All that time with the Tok’ra… I bet you miss the good old foods of home.”
Jacob waved him off. “No thanks, Jack.”
Carter attempted to smile though it never did reach her eyes. “Selmak doesn’t like fried food.”
“It’s not that Selmak doesn’t like fried food,” Jacob insisted. “He doesn’t like sugar.”
Spotting a couple of plain ones, Jack picked them up. He made a show of inhaling their crispy goodness deeply. “I bet he’d like these.”
Jacob pressed his lips together. Clearly not a taker. Hoping to get Carter to eat something, or at least lighten things up, Jack began juggling the donuts. “Come on, Major. What’s a bit of junk food amongst friends?”
He tossed them higher, the fried bits of dough sailing in the air with the greatest of ease. Finally, Carter smiled. To kill time, Jack grabbed another one and went for three.
He heard heavy footsteps come up the stairwell to his left. Maybe Hammond would like one. Jack turned, still juggling the donuts.
The general wasn’t alone. Nor was he in his standard short-sleeved Aviator shirt. In full dress kit, Hammond stepped off the landing with a scowl in Jack’s direction and silently headed for his seat at the head of the table.
Jack dropped the donuts into the box. He turned back around just as Major Paul Davis — also in dress blues — escorted an older, well-dressed Chinese man into the room. Close-cropped black hair peppered with silver, a square jaw covered in a grey-streaked goatee, high forehead; he couldn’t be more than five foot eight or nine, but the man carried himself like he was a lot taller. His eyes were unusual, for a Chinese man at any rate. Pitch black pupils edged with green flecks gave him a bit of unearthly look. The cut of his black wool suit did little to hide a decent amount of muscle for someone who couldn’t be less than seventy or so.
The man shook his head as he passed Jack, but wouldn’t make eye contact.
Jack would never trust someone who wouldn’t look him in the eye.
Davis ushered the man to a seat. The major was a Pentagon lackey if ever there was one, though even Jack had to admit he was a decent one. Davis had done a fair amount to get the Washington suits to support the S.G.C., and Hammond seemed to like the guy, although given how grim the general appeared at the moment, hands folded on the table, eyes forward, teeth clenched…
Clearly, something troubled their commander.
Not knowing the lay of the land, Bra’tac bowed his head in greeting while Jacob and Teal’c put on their best poker faces. Though Carter offered up a smile, it didn’t reach her eyes. If Jack didn’t know better, he could’ve sworn he’d seen her suppress a shudder. Something about this newcomer troubled her.
What that was remained to be seen. Wiping the stickiness from his hands, Jack approached the table. “Davis, you want to introduce us?”
“Colonel, this is China’s new delegate to the UN Security Council. Ambassador Huang,” Davis gestured toward Jack, “this is Colonel O’Neill, commanding officer of the Stargate Program’s front line unit, SG-1.”
“I know who he is,” said Huang. “I’ve read your files.”
“Excuse me,” said Jacob. “How is that possible? George?”
Hammond sighed. “A few months ago, the president decided it would be prudent to share the Stargate’s existence with the council. At that time, the program was disclosed to Ambassador Huang’s predecessor.”
Jacob raised an eye at Jack. “You knew about this?”
Jack shrugged. What could he say? He still maintained it was a bad idea. The U.S. Air Force was doing fine on its own; it didn’t need others mucking about in their business.
Hammond explained the situation to Jacob. “The president believes a shared taskforce might do a better job of protecting Earth from pending threats such as the Goa’uld — ”
“An admittance that was long overdue,” said Huang.
Jack watched Hammond work his jaw. It was nice to know he wasn’t the only one who got a stiff neck when politicians stuck their fingers where they didn’t belong.
Davis stepped in. “The president has briefed the ambassador on your mission to rescue Dr. Jackson from Lord Yu — ”
Huang raised a hand. “The great Yu Huang Shang-Ti was… is China’s first emperor. Refer to him as such or you insult my country.”
Jack sunk into a chair across from the ambassador. Forget the donuts, this guy was a fruitcake.
“Fine then, Emperor Yu it is,” he said. “What’s this got to do with our mission? I don’t mean to cut you off, but a member of my team’s life is at stake. A man who’s played a large part in saving this world a few times over.”
The ambassador opened his mouth, but Jack wasn’t finished. “Your slimy, overdressed, boom-box voiced, snake-in-the-head Emperor Yu has Dr. Jackson. Time’s a-wasting, Ambassador. We need to rescue him before there’s nothing left to rescue.”
Huang splayed his hands on the table and leaned forward, his cold, black eyes looking back at Jack for the first time. “No one is stopping you from recovering your man, Colonel.”
Jack sat back, relieved. “All right, then… what? Why are you here?”
“To warn you,” Huang said flatly. “If Emperor Yu or his subjects are harmed in any way during your rescue, China will disclose the Stargate Program to its people. There are to be no weapons used of any kind.”




Chapter Four
   
The ambassador’s demands were met with heavy silence in the briefing room. Though Sam had always prided herself on keeping a neutral face when needed, being told international politics were more important than Daniel’s rescue was too much. The only way to keep her cool was to focus on the table in front of her.
The silence stretched out from moments to seconds to —
A pencil snapped in half.
“What, are you nuts?” the colonel demanded.
“China will not be ignored,” replied Huang.
Sam looked up as Teal’c and Bra’tac traded glances. The two kept their cool. They knew better than to get mixed up in Earth politics. Her father, on the other hand, either didn’t know better or didn’t care. “Sending SG-1 into enemy territory without proper defenses would be a suicide run. Yu’s fortress is teeming with enemy combatants.”
“With serious firepower,” added Colonel O’Neill shaking his head. “This is insane.”
Ambassador Huang stood up from his chair. “I will not be insulted by your officers, General Hammond.”
Sam painfully realized that if Daniel had been there, he could have reasoned with the ambassador. Make him see sense. A quick look at the empty chair to Colonel O’Neill’s right drove home the fact that Daniel was gone. And he needed their help. But was the president willing to pay the price?
Revealing the existence of the Stargate would change the world — in entirely unpredictable, and potentially dangerous ways.
Sam rose from her chair to face Huang. “Sir, with all due respect, attempting this mission without weapons is — ”
“Please sit down, Ambassador,” General Hammond cut in. “I’m sure we can come to some sort of compromise.”
“Compromise!” Colonel O’Neill’s face darkened, his teeth bared. “For crying out loud, does China want us dead?”
“That’s enough, Colonel,” ordered the general. “The president has made his position clear on this situation. In the interest of national,” he then nodded toward the ambassador, “and international security, we’re expected to demonstrate full cooperation with the Chinese government.”
Demonstrate.
It wasn’t like the ambassador would be following them through the gate. All they had to do was appear to cooperate.
Sam glanced down at the colonel. A minute nod, a fast blink. He’d heard it, too.
Colonel O’Neill rose from his chair, a mask of contrition settling over his brow. “My comments were inappropriate, Ambassador. I apologize.”
With a grunt, Huang took his chair. Paul Davis gave Sam a curt, but thankful nod as the room took a collective sigh.
“SG-1 and SG-5 will depart to recover Dr. Jackson within the next hour,” said General Hammond.
“We should be able to report back their success to you within forty-eight hours,” Davis added.
Huang chuckled, the sound out of place and very inappropriate.
The colonel leaned in. “Something funny?”
“You must think I am some simple peasant, easily blinded by empty words.”
“No one here has made such a claim,” Teal’c said.
“Nonetheless, the president’s orders are clear.” Huang insisted. “You must demonstrate compliance with China’s demands.”
“And we intend to follow those orders to the letter,” assured General Hammond.
“Yes, you will.” Huang stuck a hand into a jacket pocket. “To ensure SG-1 follows China’s request, I will monitor your mission from Stargate Command.”
“Impossible,” said Bra’tac. “The Tau’ri have no such technology.”
“There are other means,” the ambassador said, pulling out a small box lined with dull metal. Lead, Sam realized.
Her neck prickled again. Just like when Huang first came into the room.
The ambassador opened the box. Inside, two fist-sized silvery Goa’uld communication balls shimmered under the room’s fluorescents.
Now Sam knew why she’d experienced such odd sensations since the ambassador’s arrival. The naquadah in her blood must have triggered a response. Lead did a good job shielding the mineral, but some leakage was inevitable.
Enough leakage to make her know the ambassador wasn’t quite playing by any normal rules of diplomacy.
“Airman, arrest this man!”
As an SF stepped forward, his pistol at the ready, the colonel’s hand shot out toward the box. Huang blocked him with a remarkably swift swipe of his arm. For an old man, the ambassador was stronger and faster than expected.
“Remove yourself, Colonel,” warned Huang. “These alien devices are the rightful possession of China.”
“Those devices are long range Goa’uld communicators,” her father interjected, “and aren’t secure by any means. Even the Tok’ra won’t use them.”
“Nonetheless, they are the property of China in accordance with international salvage rights.”
“At least shut the damn box,” Colonel O’Neill said.
“I think you’d better explain where you got those,” General Hammond said.
Huang casually flipped the lid close. “Several months ago, a Chinese submarine retrieved these devices from the Pacific Ocean floor shortly after a massive explosion took place some 1500 miles southwest of Alaska.”
“The devices must have survived the destruction of Anubis’ mothership,” Teal’c said.
Sam shivered, remembering how she and the colonel had almost drowned when trying to get off the sunken ship.
“Thanks to the release of your mission reports to the U.N. Security Council, our scientists determined the devices’ purpose.”
Colonel O’Neill snorted. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but only the Goa’uld can operate those.” He turned toward the general. “Sir, Maybourne used these when he ran the NID’s little off-world operation. They had to jam a bunch of wires into the thing to get it to work. Since Jacob can’t join us — ”
Huang cut the colonel off. “Major Carter and the Jaffa have the necessary biochemistry. They can transmit the mission’s progress.”
The general looked toward the Jaffa. “You’re both on tretonin now. Can you still operate this device as the ambassador claims?”
* * *
Teal’c hesitated before answering General Hammond’s question. They must rescue Daniel Jackson, and soon, before Lord Yu killed their friend… or worse. The use of unsecured transmissions would hazard their efforts. A lack of weapons would make those efforts near foolhardy.
Cunning would be required, and Tau’ri weapons vital to the mission’s success. Though the Jaffa rebel had come to pride himself on his honesty during his time amongst the Tau’ri, his loyalty to his friends surpassed his pride. Even if, in hiding the truth, his eternal path to redemption would never be met.
But for Bra’tac, honor and honesty were one and the same. “Indeed, General Hammond — ”
“Bra’tac,” pleaded O’Neill.
“According to Dr. Frasier, we retain a certain level of naquadah — whether we carry the symbiote or not.” Teal’c searched O’Neill’s face for forgiveness, but saw only darkness and stilled anger.
“Then the matter is settled.” Huang sank back in his chair. “How soon will you leave? I am eager to see the home-world of our first Emperor.”
“Like that’s going to happen,” said O’Neill.
“The matter is not open to discussion,” said the ambassador. “This is the only way you will be permitted to visit Emperor Yu’s homeworld.”
Bile rose in Teal’c’s throat. His fists clenched on the table. He prepared himself to blast this small man who cared not for Daniel Jackson’s safety. “Lord Yu never was your emperor. He is nothing more than a parasite masquerading as a false god.”
“With all due respect, Ambassador,” Major Carter said, “the Goa’uld use Earth mythology to instill fear in the people they took through the gate. Millions of humans are under their control, across the galaxy. These people are slaves; many of them tortured or forced to work in mines without rest.”
“Maybe you’d like to come along,” O’Neill added. “Meet good old Yu yourself.” He looked the ambassador up and down. “I think you’d make a fine host for one of Yu’s minions.”
Teal’c lent his voice to the argument. “Shall I order the quartermaster to prepare for a fifth member of our mission, O’Neill?”
But Ambassador Huang remained implacable, his fingers steepled before him in quiet contemplation. Teal’c studied his face, noting the square jaw, the intense black eyes with odd specks of green. There was something familiar beneath the wrinkles, the beard and graying hair, which merited further thought.
The ambassador dropped one hand to the box containing the communication devices. “Tell me, Colonel O’Neill. Do you believe yourself a patriot?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“If you’d been informed that your founding fathers were these Goa’uld, would you still feel the same way?”
“Oh, please.”
“Have you never considered the possibility?”
“It’s not the same thing!”
“I disagree. If evidence was found that George Washington had been a Goa’uld, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
“And I suppose you have evidence linking your precious Emperor Yu to a snake?”
“I do,” said the ambassador, his lips stretched wide in a cold grin. He unbuttoned his jacket, revealing a simple white shirt and black tie. A green tie pin secured the tie in place.
Teal’c studied the pin closely. The material seemed similar to that of the jade pendants Jacob Carter had given them. A symbol was carved in the pin’s center, no larger than a thumbnail.
O’Neill held out a palm. “Let’s see your proof.”
“Faith is my proof, Colonel. For it is written in Sun Tzu’s ‘Art of War’ that faith is a cardinal virtue.”
As O’Neill scowled at the ambassador’s affirmation, Teal’c scrutinized the tie pin’s symbol more closely. The sigil was not of an ancient Chinese deity. Of this, Teal’c could be certain.
It was the symbol of Lord Yu, the Goa’uld.
* * *
Unable to stand, unable to sit, Daniel hung from handcuffs latched to the top and side of a barely four-foot high cage. He tried to shift his weight, crouching in an awkward position that did little to stop the aches in his shoulders and thighs.
He’d heard about cages like this one. Communist China allegedly used them to torture political prisoners. After a few days, the victim’s legs would become swollen. In severe cases, necrosis can happen to feet, ankles and legs. Usually, the cages were set outdoors, exposing the prisoner to the elements.
In Daniel’s case, the cage was set just outside the door to Yu’s throne room.
So much for scoping out an escape route.
He closed his eyes, exhausted. Other than a short nap in a cell on Yu’s mothership, he hadn’t slept in…
Daniel wasn’t sure how long it’d been. More importantly, he had no idea if Jack, Sam or Teal’c had any idea where he was.
Jack.
Daniel still couldn’t figure out what had set him off like that. It was as if the older man was angry at Daniel for coming back to life.
Which was ridiculous.
Something clanked overhead and suddenly Daniel was able to drop his right arm down. He opened his eyes. Oshu, Yu’s First Prime, released his other arm from the cage’s side.
“You must not antagonize Lord Yu,” Oshu said.
Daniel dropped to the ground. His legs throbbed. His shoulders ached. Pins and needles shot through his hands from lack of use. He rubbed them together.
“You are fortunate my lord did not order the use of Tean Zu.”
“That would be worse?”
“It is a relatively simple and yet painful torture, where your fingers are laid on a flat surface. Under your fingers are placed wooden sticks connected by strings. The strings are then tightened incrementally — ”
“Crushing the fingers,” Daniel finished. He got the picture.
“On your honor, do you swear to not anger my Lord any further? Do not question him or his actions or you will find yourself in far worse circumstances.”
Daniel held up his arms, ignoring the pain in his armpits. “I surrender.”
Apparently satisfied, the First Prime opened the cage and assisted Daniel out. On rubbery legs, Daniel raised himself up to a full standing position and arched his back in a stretch.
“If you can walk, I will return you now to my master.”
His throat dry, Daniel saved his breath. He dipped his head in agreement. At Oshu’s lead, he stumbled past the cage and they headed toward the geometrically carved wood doors at the end of the corridor.
“In your time on Earth, did you visit modern China?”
“Err… once. My old roommate did his doctoral thesis on the Shang dynasty. He dragged me along to a dig right outside An-yang.”
“What is a ‘Shang Dynasty’?”
Daniel pushed his glasses up. “Ah… well… Let me see. The Shang dynasty. I’m pretty sure it was the second dynasty — after the Xia dynasty, that is. Roughly three thousand years ago, give or take. Some rebel leader who overthrew the last Xia ruler started it. Sorry, Ancient China isn’t really my area of focus.”
Oshu knocked twice on the doors and then placed his ear up against the wall. After a moment, he nodded. Opening the doors, he asked, “What dynasty now rules in China?”
“There really isn’t a dynasty anymore.”
They stepped into the throne room. No surprise, Yu sat at the Go — or rather, Wéiqí — board, a hand toying with the lacquered bowl of black stones. The game pieces on the board were exactly as they had been when Daniel was dragged away hours ago.
Oshu ushered Daniel inside the room, his questions ongoing. “Who rules China if there is no dynasty? And what of their warriors? Do they — ”
“Sun Tzu! Kegalo,” Yu shouted. Silence.
The First Prime pressed his lips together and bowed.
“Your questions have no meaning here,” Yu stated. Daniel couldn’t see the harm — or the security risk — in telling Oshu about modern China. In fact, he’d hoped to connect with the First Prime, knowing that Teal’c had spoken of how he hoped one day to convince the Jaffa to rebel against Yu.
But why had Yu called Oshu by the name Sun Tzu? That seemed odd, out of place on a planet light years from home.
And more specifically, light years from China.
Oshu obediently shuffled backwards out of the room.
Daniel knew he’d promised to keep quiet, but he couldn’t help himself. “I didn’t mind answering your First Prime’s questions.”
Yu harrumphed, and then the remarkable happened.
He spoke without any boom in his voice. Whether it was the host talking, or not, Daniel hadn’t a clue.
“As head of my Royal Guard, Oshu leads my Jaffa with great care. For this, I am grateful.”
Daniel’s mouth gaped open.
“Sit, Dr. Jackson,” commanded Yu, his booming voice returned.
“Our game has only just begun.”
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Jack had been asked to do a lot of insane things over the course of his military career, but this took the cake. He looked around the briefing room table at the pale, drawn faces of his teammates and allies, knowing full well they shared his conviction to rescue Daniel.
But not under these terms.
“There’s no way in hell we’re going into enemy territory without weapons.” He jabbed a finger at the metal box containing the Goa’uld communication balls. “And we’re most certainly not bringing in one of those.”
“Colonel, you don’t have a choice,” said Major Davis. “The Oval Office has already agreed to China’s terms. SG-1 must retrieve Dr. Jackson without loss of enemy life. No P90s. No artillery of any sort — ”
“For crying out loud, Davis. Doesn’t that smarmy shrub understand — ”
Davis held up a hand. “The president fully understands the stakes, sir. That’s why he’s authorized the use of zats. Stun only.”
“I would agree to such a mission,” said Bra’tac.
Jack groaned. Good old Bra’tac, willing to jump into the fray… when he really shouldn’t.
“Master Bra’tac?” Hammond swiveled his chair toward him.
“Many Jaffa lives will be saved using such a tactic.”
Jack stared at Bra’tac in disbelief. “Yeah, well… what about our lives?”
“You are fortunate China finds this compromise acceptable,” Huang interjected. He patted the metal box. “Remember, I will be watching at all times. Any misuse — ”
Jack leapt to his feet. “Listen to me, you nit. This isn’t a television show. A man’s life is at stake.”
“Colonel!”
Jack whirled toward the general. “We’re talking about Daniel, sir.”
“I’m fully aware of the situation, Colonel O’Neill.”
“It’s been more than twenty-four hours since that snakehead snatched him up. Now, we’ve got a choice. Either we go in, using all the resources at our disposal, or Oma Desala will do the job for us.”
“Sir,” whispered Carter beside him.
“Jack, take it easy,” Jacob said.
“No, damn it. I’m not taking orders from a country hell-bent on getting their rocks off, just to watch us die.”
Hammond stood up and pointed toward his office. “Colonel, a word.”
“How’s ‘idiotic’? Seven letters. Does that work for you?”
“In my office, now,” ordered the general. “That goes for everyone, including Major Davis. Ambassador Huang, if you’ll excuse us for one moment.”
Hammond about faced and strode off toward his office.
Jack glared down at the ambassador all cozy in his chair.
“The Chinese people protect their emperor,” Huang said. “No matter the cost.”
“You self-righteous sonuvabitch.” Jack struggled to keep his hands from wringing the bastard’s neck.
Huang shrugged. “If I fight, I win. So Confucius says.”
Jack forced himself to walk into Hammond’s office, knowing that if he stayed any longer, he’d end up killing the ambassador… and not regretting it for a moment.
* * *
George Hammond hadn’t felt this boxed in since being caught between two MiG-21’s while flying his F-105 Thunderchief on a bombing run over North Vietnam in ‘67. Thanks to his wingman’s blowing both the enemy’s tanks, George was able to pull up and live to fight another day. But Operation Rolling Thunder had been a strategic failure. Too many airmen were lost because of restraints placed on the military, not to mention the unexpected force of the opposition.
History may have a way of repeating itself, but as long as he was in command, no civilian ambassador was going to get away with putting his people at risk like that, Presidential Orders notwithstanding.
George slid behind his desk, as Jacob and Bra’tac sat down in the visitor chairs. A barely contrite Colonel O’Neill joined Major Carter by the bookshelves. Jack began fidgeting, picking up model planes, pushing around books. George recognized his need for action, not more talk, but talk was what they’d have to do if they were going to figure this thing out.
Major Davis took position in front of the plexiglas star chart, effectively blocking the ambassador’s view from the briefing room. Good man, Davis. Always thinking.
Teal’c was the last one into the room.
“Close the door, please,” George requested.
Teal’c did so and then stationed himself in front of it, blocking anyone else entry. “General Hammond, I must report an observation.”
George sighed heavily. “Can it wait, Teal’c? I think we have more important things to discuss.”
“It cannot,” Teal’c said, stepping forward. “I am unsure why, but there is something familiar about this Ambassador Huang. I recommend caution.”
“Ya think?” Jack snorted derisively.
George stared him down. “You’re in enough trouble already, Colonel. I suggest you — ”
“Keep my big mouth shut, sir?”
“Something along those lines, yes.” George sank into his chair, unsure how to pull their collective tails out of this predicament.
“I apologize, General,” said Major Davis. “The zats were the best the president could offer. We can’t afford to allow the Chinese government to disclose the Stargate Program at this time.”
“I know that, Major. Dismissed.”
“General?”
“Major, I need to speak with my team, if that’s all right with you?”
Davis hesitated. “Sir?”
George mustered up the best smile he could manage. “It will be fine, Major Davis. Now please…”
The Major gave him a short nod and walked out the door.
“What are you thinking, George?” This from his old friend, Jacob.
George crossed his arms and considered their options. “I can’t order anyone to rescue Dr. Jackson under these conditions. It’s too dangerous.”
By the wall, Jack straightened up. “As much as I hate the arrangements, I’ll volunteer, General. I can go in alone. A single infiltration might — ”
George waved him off. “Can’t do that, Colonel. China has explicitly demanded that one of those damn communication devices go with whoever attempts this mission.”
“So we don’t tell them.”
“Are you suggesting we lie, Colonel? Because there are already several Chinese citizens working on this base thanks to the president’s call for mutual cooperation.”
“I’ll go, sir,” Major Carter said. “I can operate the device.”
“I will go as well,” said Teal’c.
Bra’tac also chimed in. “As will I. The opportunity to recruit Yu’s Jaffa into our diminished Fifth Column is too great.”
George fixed his eyes on Jack. His insubordinate behavior — to a foreign diplomat, no less — had placed them all in a difficult position. He said as much.
“I apologize, General,” said Jack. “But something stinks here. Even Teal’c can smell it.”
George couldn’t deny it. Something was wrong. The president would never agree to putting lives at stake just so China could deify a Goa’uld.
On the other hand, the president was in a precarious position thanks to the amount of money the U.S. owed China.
Money, politics and warfare — the three never could meet.
He nodded at Jack. “We’re certainly missing something. That’s why we’re going to review the parameters carefully.”
“So the mission’s on,” Major Carter said.
“With one condition of my own,” he replied. “As difficult as this rescue operation has become, it’d be unfair to even consider asking SG-5 to accompany you.”
“I agree, sir.” Jack nodded. “Less is more.”
Jacob stood up. “If the mission’s on, I should probably go see about that cargo ship.” He headed toward the side door and opened it. On the other side, Dr. Janet Frasier stood, preparing to knock.
The two exchanged nods and Jacob left. George beckoned the doctor in. Her timing was perfect, as usual. Janet Frasier’s cool head and attention to detail were exactly what would be needed if this rescue had any hopes of success.
“I’m glad you’re here, Doctor. We could use your expertise, but before I outline the mission details, I want Teal’c to review what he’s observed about this Ambassador Huang.”
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When the moon finally dropped, it dropped like a rock. Barely a sliver hung above the snow-capped mountains which surrounded Yu’s little domain. Jack stowed away his lighter, zipped his jacket up to his neck against the chill, and headed down toward base camp and the cargo ship.
His legs swished against the hillside’s grasses, lending a military cadence to his descent. It reminded him of the early days of Special Forces training, jogging in formation twenty ugly miles each morning. Tonight, though, he was more than happy to hike as many miles as it took. Being on the move was damn near invigorating after all the waiting he’d done these past few days.
He was done with waiting.
Maybe he wasn’t as smart as Carter, or as educated as Daniel. Maybe Teal’c had the upper hand when it came to actual battle experience — which only made sense considering his hundred plus years.
But Jack knew one thing and he knew it very well.
Fight to win.
Plain and simple.
Having that oily, good-for-nothing ambassador throw Jack’s personal shibboleth back in his face had driven him crazy. Intentionally so, no doubt. But as he hit the ground and began the short walk toward the others, Jack refused to give up on the very core of what had kept him alive all these years.
Jack would get Daniel back. There was no way he would give Yu the satisfaction of winning.
Or Oma, for that matter. Even though he had to grudgingly admit his gratitude for her saving Daniel’s ass the last time.
Jack strode by the cargo ship. Teal’c and Bra’tac were eating MREs. Knowing his Jaffa buddy, they were probably eating turkey. Knowing Teal’c’s appetite, probably their third round. They both nodded silently as he went by, their mouths full with good old American stale nourishment.
Ten yards beyond them, Carter was shoving gear into a pack. Her ever ready scanner, a first aid kit, some energy bars. That damned Goa’uld telly ball lay on the ground beside her. Jack wondered briefly if Huang was getting his fix watching her from the safety of twenty thousand or so light years away.
Coward.
Jack briefly considered sticking his middle finger up in salute. He decided against it.
He went past the ball, past Carter who wouldn’t even look him in the eye. She kept her focus on shoving one item into the bag after another. Jack offered her a sloppy salute and got nothing in return. Well, almost nothing. The Major’s arm shot up. In her hand was a zat gun, his for the taking. Jack took it and kept on walking.
No doubt about it. Carter was pissed.
And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to care.




Chapter Five
   
Black stones chased white across the Wéiqí board, Daniel doing his best to keep up with Lord Yu. Even with his glasses returned, his eyes blurred when trying to focus on the board. Hunger had as much to do with his fatigue as anything else. The only thing that kept Daniel going was the unspoken fear that if he lost, Yu would kill him. He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if he won.
He had to find a way out. A way past Yu, past the Jaffa, and through the Stargate.
Peering through the lattice screens on the west side of Yu’s throne room, he located the gate on a lower terrace that stretched out from the cliff that formed the foundation of Yu’s fortress. A glint of late afternoon sun reflected off the top chevron like a beacon, urging Daniel to go through.
The squadron of Jaffa surrounding the gate would make that impossible. Not without serious weaponry, and more importantly, not without his friends. No. Getting to the gate would be an impossible task. In his position, even Jack would admit the same.
Wouldn’t he?
With a sigh, Daniel pushed away the absurd idea of trying to compare himself to Jack, to Teal’c, or even Sam. It was a waste of time. Daniel would have to use his own techniques, develop his own strategy if he was going to make it out.
Low lying fog shrouded a lake only a few miles beyond the gate, blanketing the dilapidated shacks on its shores in a mist of obscurity. If Daniel could make his way out of the fortress, he could possibly hide there until he found a way off the planet. No doubt, Yu’s slaves lived in those tiny hovels. Though ‘live’ wasn’t exactly a word that worked well when your life was owned by a Goa’uld hell bent on universal domination, Daniel was pretty sure the slaves would turn him back in, hoping to curry some favor with their ‘God’.
Frustrated, he turned back to the game. At first, he’d avoided the center of the board which Yu dominated so early on. He made an effort to build up his left corner, but each time he dropped another white stone in place, Yu plunked down another black, cutting him off. Daniel would keep trying to extend a chain of stones in one direction, only to be surrounded by more of Yu’s pieces. Each time it happened, the Goa’uld would snatch up Daniel’s stones with a dissatisfied cluck, as if he was disappointed in Daniel’s gaming skills.
The game had become maddening.
Yu had captured the tenth chain in a row when Daniel decided it was time to try a bit of honesty.
“I really don’t know what I’m doing here.”
“You are losing,” Yu said. With his ribbon-device encased hand, he dipped his fingers into his bowl of black stones.
Daniel scratched his head. “And that’s not a good thing, is it?”
“I did not bring you here to fail, Dr. Jackson.”
“You didn’t?”
Yu took up a small handful of stones from his bowl. “Do you think I would jeopardize my Jaffa if your failure was my intent?”
Tired, hungry, Daniel threw up his hands. “Then tell me why. Just give me a reason. Help me to understand.”
“It is your turn. Place a stone.”
Daniel resisted the urge to pull his hair out and dropped a piece onto one of the intersections now empty from Yu’s last roundup.
“Pick the piece back up.”
“Why?”
“It is dÎ
jié. You cannot replay a position on the board I have already taken from you.”
Daniel sat back and studied the board, confused. He knew so little about the game, although, from the few times he’d watched the modern version played, he was fairly certain that, given the right circumstances, one could replay a position.
But far be it for him to argue when being held hostage by an irrational Goa’uld. How Teal’c ever managed it was beyond Daniel’s comprehension, and yet…
Teal’c was released. Oshu had personally escorted him to the gate. First Prime to First Prime, the two had bonded in their mutual goal to fight against Anubis.
But Daniel wasn’t a Jaffa, let alone a First Prime. Though Oshu had expressed interest in learning more about Earth, specifically China, Teal’c’s particular strategy wouldn’t work for Daniel. He’d have to find some other ally to help him.
In the meantime, he’d continue to play, as long it kept him alive. Daniel placed a stone at the center bottom of his side of the board, far removed from all the other pieces in play. Yu nodded approvingly. The Goa’uld left Daniel’s new piece alone, instead plunking a black stone in the center, in the spot once inhabited by one of Daniel’s pieces.
Three knocks on the door brought a scowl to Yu’s face. “You are hungry?”
“I am, thanks,” Daniel said.
There was a certain irony to being polite to a Goa’uld, but if nothing else, food meant surviving all that much longer.
Yu put down his bowl of stones. “Kree, leaa!”
A Jaffa entered with a tray of covered dishes in his hand. The only armor he wore was a brigandine leather vest riveted with small oblong steel plates. The Jaffa bore a silver rendition of Yu’s sigil on his forehead. As he set the tray down on top of a wooden casket beside the table, Daniel noticed he also wore a cloak held in place by the same green stone Oshu had worn earlier. The only difference was the cloak’s color: green. Like Oshu, he was clearly Chinese, though somewhat taller and more rounded in the face.
“This is Lao Dan,” said Yu. “Like Oshu, he is a member of my Royal Guard.”
Lao Dan. The name tickled some distant memory for Daniel. Some reference that he couldn’t quite place. He’d remembered so much, including most of Ancient Chinese history, but specific names were sometimes still out of reach.
As Lao Dan bowed his head, a scar across his jaw became visible. Daniel recognized the scar, and the Jaffa. They’d met onboard Yu’s mothership during the flight to the System Lord summit. Lao Dan had been quieter than any other Jaffa Daniel had ever met, even Teal’c. Quiet, but oddly kind… even to a lowly lotar. He’d patiently reminded Daniel where to bunk, what supplies to use for tea. He’d even helped prepare Yu’s meals.
Lao Dan wasn’t the First Prime, but the Jaffa’s kindness might be just the thing to form a connection which could help Daniel escape.
If Daniel could find a way to speak to him alone.
As the Jaffa removed the dish covers, Daniel silently prayed live Goa’uld symbiotes weren’t on the menu. Just the memory of the System Lords cannibalizing their living relatives gave him the creeps.
Yu handed Daniel a small square glazed ceramic plate. “Eat. Then we continue.”
Daniel took the offered dish, relieved to find cooked, somewhat familiar foods. He bit into a puffed ball of dough, its center filled with heavily seasoned meat drenched in a molasses sweet sauce. Using a pair of gold chopsticks, Yu dug into a bowl of fried fish no larger than minnows.
After devouring his second meat bun, Daniel noticed Lao Dan had stepped back by one of the screens, standing next to the jade sculpture. As Yu took up a bowl of syrupy fruits, Daniel decided to take advantage of the Goa’uld’s distraction and try to speak with the Jaffa one on one.
“Can I get up and stretch my legs?” he asked. “Might help me stay awake.”
His mouth full, Yu nodded his assent. He attacked the food with single-minded ferocity. Daniel stood up and, though his legs were shaky from sitting so long, he managed to appear casual as he joined Lao Dan.
No more than two feet in height, the roughly hewn jade sculpture depicted a robed woman with what appeared to be her three sons. In one arm, she held a baby. At her feet, a small boy clutched her free hand, one leg tentatively raised as if walking his first steps. Beside them, an adolescent boy waved toward something, or someone, in the distance.
Daniel turned toward Lao Dan and asked, “Is the statue very old?”
The Jaffa’s eyes lit up. “As old as my master’s reign amongst the Tau’ri.”
“Really?” Daniel bent down, pretending to study the statue closer. He glanced over his shoulder. Yu was almost finished with his meal. Daniel would have to hurry if he hoped to make some sort of connection with Lao Dan. He’d have to say something that might stir up sympathies. Something that would speak to what the Jaffa might secretly crave.
Freedom.
“Shel kek nem ron,” Daniel whispered. I too shall die free, the code greeting between rebel Jaffa.
Lao Dan’s eyes widened, lending hope to Daniel that he’d hit home. The Jaffa bent down beside him.
“The water is held captive by the river’s banks. Yet it is free, is it not?”
Daniel did a double take. “I beg your pardon?”
“Water is soft and weak, but it can move earth and carve stone. Harmony is the way of my ancestors, Dr. Jackson. To work against the ways of the universe would disrupt that harmony.”
Lao Dan stood up, gesturing for Daniel to do the same.
“And you think it’s harmonious to serve Lord Yu?” Daniel asked softly, unable to believe his ears. He stepped closer to Lao Dan, struggling to keep any harshness from his voice as he whispered, “Do you have any idea what he is? What he and his kind have done to countless millions across the galaxy?”
“The ways of wu wei may be foreign to you, though — ”
“Wait,” Daniel interrupted. “Wu wei. That’s part of Chinese Taoism. It means action through inaction or something like that.”
“So my ancestor wrote in the Tao Te Ching.” With a brief smile, Lao Dan returned to Yu’s side and began to collect the empty dishes.
My ancestors? The Tao Te Ching was a sixth century B.C. book of Taoist philosophy, a philosophy of peace that was still fairly popular. On Earth. Not some Jaffa legend handed down from warrior to warrior.
A wheel clicked into place in Daniel’s mind. A memory of the Tao Te Ching. More importantly, a memory of its author: Lao Tzu.
Also known as Lao Dan.
Daniel returned to his seat as the Jaffa removed the tray. With a bow, Lao Dan departed, leaving Daniel more puzzled than disappointed. Though he hadn’t succeeded in gaining a potential ally, there was something going on here, some tie to Ancient China that went beyond the persona that a System Lord habitually donned to awe his slaves.
The Chinese herbs. The cherry blossom tree. Classic scrolls covered in Chinese writing. The Wéiqí board. The way Yu reacted when Daniel mentioned how the Japanese had stolen credit for the game.
Was the Goa’uld so far gone that he really believed he was part of Chinese history?
More importantly, could Daniel use that weakness, that bit of insanity, to get himself freed?
Yu handed Daniel a small bowl of water and a cloth to wash his hands. It was all so civilized, so ridiculously absurd.
“It is your turn.”
STARGATE COMMAND
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George Hammond dismissed Jack and the rebel Jaffa from his office. As they departed through the side door, he studied the colonel’s body language for any signs that he’d made the wrong decision. There’d been shadows under the man’s eyes, though who wouldn’t have a sleepless night when a member of their team was in trouble? Otherwise, George had seen nothing amiss.
For this mission to work, he’d have to rely on everyone to play their part, Jack most especially. No creative detours. No second guessing what to do next. Not when the future of the Stargate Program, let alone Dr. Jackson’s life, depended on the outcome.
As he stood up from his desk, the remaining officers in the room came to attention. The earnest faces of Majors Carter and Davis waited for his lead. Dr. Frasier shared a brief smile with him, a heartwarming moment’s assurance that was just the medicine he needed for what lay ahead.
Finally, they couldn’t wait any longer. He asked his officers, “Are we ready to do this?”
“Yes, sir.”
With a nod to Major Davis, the door was opened and George led the three officers back into the briefing room. Ambassador Huang stood over by the observation window which overlooked the gate-room. In that candid moment, George observed a different manner about the man. Huang’s forehead rested against the window with one hand pressed against the glass. There was a look of longing to his posture.
“If I was thirty years younger,” said Huang, “I would be eligible to join the Chinese scientists you’ve begun to incorporate into the S.G.C.”
George joined him by the window. “I know the feeling, Ambassador. A part of me is envious every time my personnel walk through that gate.”
Huang lifted his head from the window and gazed at George. “It is painful to accept the limitations of age. To know that younger men now lead.”
George knew all too well, but kept his thoughts to himself. He gestured toward the table. “Ambassador, please be seated. We’d like to discuss moving forward with your request.”
Huang’s face lit up and he hurried to his seat. Far quicker, George noted, than someone of his age should. Dr. Frasier sat down next to Huang and introduced herself. She pulled him into a moment’s chat about his homeland, mentioning her fondness for jade and complimenting him on his tie pin. The talk soon turned to the uses of ancient Chinese herbs in modern medicine.
Convinced Huang was in a more amicable mood, George pushed things ahead.
“I want to apologize for Colonel O’Neill’s behavior, Mister Ambassador.”
Huang waved a dismissive hand. “I understand his passion to retrieve his comrade, General.”
“Good, then. After much discussion with SG-1, they’ve agreed to your terms.”
With a smile, Huang patted his box. “China will not soon forget — ”
“Would you like something to drink,” asked Dr. Frasier. “Maybe some water?”
Huang turned toward the petite doctor and blinked. “If it would be no trouble, thank you.”
As Dr. Frasier poured him a glass of water from the table’s pitcher, Major Davis repeated George’s earlier apology.
Huang sipped his water as Davis ended his diplomatic turn at making amends. The major could be effectively long-winded when the need arose, as it so very much did in this case.
“I appreciate your apologies,” Huang said, placing his glass on the table. He stroked his beard quietly for a moment before continuing. “As I said earlier, I understand what drives Colonel O’Neill.”
“Thank you — ”
“But I am not convinced your colonel can be trusted. I have read enough of the reports sent to the Security Council to be familiar with his ability to disobey orders.”
Major Carter looked at George for permission to speak. He gave her the go. “With all due respect, sir, if it wasn’t for Colonel O’Neill’s disregarding certain orders, you wouldn’t be here having this discussion with us.”
“The truth is,” added Davis, “the world owes its very existence to Colonel O’Neill several times over.”
Huang bowed his head in acknowledgement.
“I assure you,” George said, “Major Carter has been already instructed to take over command of SG-1 if necessary.”
“Then I am satisfied.” Huang picked up the metal box, offering it to Major Carter. “We should configure these as soon as possible.”
She took the box and smiled graciously. “Whenever you’re ready, Mister Ambassador.”
Satisfied, George got up from the table. “I’ll go notify the rest of the team. If you’ll remain here, Major Davis will keep you company.”
“Thank you, General.”
“And I’ll be happy to see to any needs you have,” said Dr. Frasier. “Medical or otherwise.”
Huang pushed aside his glass. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I would like some tea.”
“General?” The doctor looked toward George for approval.
“Anything the ambassador needs, Doctor. I’ll leave him in your capable hands.”
George stopped by the watch desk on his way out and ordered a pot of tea for the ambassador. Hurrying down the steps, he considered how he would explain to Sergeant Siler the strange circumstances surrounding SG-1’s tactical needs.
* * *
Two hours later, Jacob Carter returned to the S.G.C. Thanks to the High Council, he’d been able to secure a cargo ship on a planet with a gate which was only a day’s ride away from Yu’s homeworld. He quickly made contact with George and then headed toward the locker room to change into generic BDUs since he’d be on base for at least the duration of the rescue mission. Jacob actually preferred his Tok’ra uniform, but for once, just once, he’d like to get a meal in the commissary without the kitchen help giving him odd looks.
He walked past the armory, picking his way around an SG unit signing out some M-16s and zats. He slid past, only to find himself hugging the wall, as a couple of lab technicians raced through, rolling a cart laden with a basketball sized octagonal device showering sparks. Though Jacob was pretty sure it wasn’t Goa’uld in design, that didn’t make the thing any less dangerous.
He hadn’t been kidding when he shared with Jack his fear that the S.G.C.’s ongoing directive to find weapons to fight the Goa’uld was going to end up getting his favorite planet wiped out.
The technicians disappeared through a blast door and Jacob continued on down the corridor. Getting the ship so easily had been a damn fine stroke of luck. He’d considered fudging the details when explaining the ship’s need to the High Council, but in the end, Selmak convinced him to tell the truth. Dr. Jackson had enough supporters amongst the Tok’ra to shut down any bitching or moaning the more isolationist faction tended to do.
Do the Tau’ri not say, honesty is the best policy?
Selmak at his finest.
Jacob chuckled aloud, ignoring the odd stares of S.G.C. personnel who hadn’t a clue that he could have entire conversations with himself — and his symbiote, of course — and not be bored for a moment. It was like carrying your best friend around in your head at all times.
More than best friends. There were things Jacob shared with Selmak — hopes and fears, desires and needs — things he’d never admit to anyone else.
Sometimes, even to yourself, dearest friend.
Too true. The blending of host and symbiote had forced Jacob to not only accept, but embrace ugly truths about himself. He’d become a better man for it.
He reached the men’s locker room and was about to shove the door open when the shouting started from inside. The first voice was unrecognizable.
“You held him back and now look what’s happened! Making him play soldier when he should be flourishing in his element.”
A second voice responded. Soft, barely a murmur. Jacob couldn’t quite make out who it was.
“It’s Hopkins, you half e’diat,” the first voice yelled with what Jacob was pretty sure was a Jamaican accent.
“You can’t even get a simple name straight. It’s a wonder Daniel wasted his time with a military lug head like you.”
Again, a muffled reply. Still unintelligible.
The door bashed open and Jacob jumped back to get out of the way. A tall, dark-skinned man, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt stormed out. From the non-regulation dreadlocks and thick rimmed glasses, Jacob could only assume he was a civilian scientist. Probably an archaeologist from the way he talked about Dr. Jackson.
The man stopped short and scowled at Jacob as if he was sizing him up and didn’t think much of what he saw.
He has probably never met a Tok’ra.
Well, too bad for him, Jacob silently responded. He instantly disliked the man.
The scientist asked, “And you are?”
“None of your damn business.”
“How come, man? ‘Cause I don’t have that ‘need-to-know’ everyone a’lies to around here?”
Jacob brushed past him and into the locker room.
Inside, he noticed the extra rows of lockers. Probably making more room for new SG teams, he thought. He made his way down the row, searching for his name. With relief, he found it in a corner, affixed to a brand new locker.
George had set up a place years back so Jacob could stow a couple of changes of clothes. He spun open the combination lock and pulled out a green set of BDUs and pair of boots.
Clink. Snap. Clink. Snap.
Jacob walked past the first line of lockers in search of the sound. It was Jack, flipping an old Zippo lighter. The colonel had changed into black BDU pants and operation jacket. A tactical vest was thrown on the bench beside him. On top of the vest laid an open Van Dyck cigar box filled with old photos. Jacob stepped closer. Jack threw him a sideways glance and then went back to flipping the lighter back and forth.
Over the years, Jacob had pretty much seen every one of Jack’s moods. Cocky, optimistic, cranky when frustrated. Impatient when the details got in the way. All understandable and normal behavior for someone who’d had the world’s survival on his shoulders. Repeatedly.
Jack’s current mood was different. He stared down at the lighter, never lifting his head. If Jacob didn’t know any better, he’d swear Jack was wallowing in self-pity.
Or, self-anger.
Which wouldn’t retrieve Dr. Jackson, or protect the team.
“I didn’t know you were a smoker,” Jacob said, hoping to get to the bottom of this, quick.
Clink. “Used to be. Gave it up years ago.”
“Thank God Sam never picked up the habit.”
Snap. “She’s smart that way,” Jack said.
Jacob dropped his BDUs on the bench, noting the shots of a kid, undoubtedly Jack’s dead son, inside the cigar box. There were some early photos of Jack as well, dressed in paratrooper gear, smiling broadly at the camera as if he was eager to make his first jump. A wedding band. A lottery ticket. A single cigar.
On top of the stack was a shot of SG-1. Sam’s hair was a bit longer so it must have been taken about three years ago. The team was dressed in Abydonian-style robes, even Teal’c. A young Abydonian boy with long black plaits stood beside Jack, his dark eyes filled with joy. From the little Jacob knew about Abydos, he could only assume the boy was Skaara.
Sam had shared enough for him and Selmak to be disgusted by Anubis’ eradication of Abydos. The planet and its people had been a shining light for the Tok’ra, their ability to find it within themselves to rebel against the System Lord Ra an amazing feat that stirred Tok’ra hearts to take bolder steps against the Goa’uld.
Clink.
Jacob cleared his throat, hoping to get Jack off whatever was troubling him and back onto the matter at hand. Lord Yu was a minor nuisance compared to the larger threat of Anubis. They needed to retrieve Dr. Jackson and get on with the fight.
“Any news from Dr. Frasier yet?” he asked.
Snap. “Nope. Not yet.”
“It’s going to be fine, Jack. You’ll get in there, you’ll get Daniel, and you’ll be back in time for the July 4th fireworks.”
Jack looked up, a sardonic grin on his face. “And here I forgot to buy my little flag to wave.”
“Jesus, Jack. If you’re going to be pissed, be pissed at Yu.”
Jack turned back to the lighter, turning it over in his hand a few times before flipping it open once more.
Clink.
“The Goa’uld took Daniel,” Jacob said. “Now you guys can go kick his butt.”
He still blames himself, thought Selmak.
Talk about stating the obvious.
Snap.
Jacob grabbed the lighter out of Jack’s hand.
“That’s mine, thank you.” Jack snatched it back.
Jacob frowned. “You can’t protect your team twenty-four/seven and you know it. It doesn’t work that way.”
Clink.
Jack thumbed the wheel and the Zippo lit up. “Still wish you could come?”
Startled by the question, Jacob picked up the cigar box and sat down next to Jack. “You know I do. But I’m too recognizable in Yu’s court. Besides, the Tok’ra High Council never would’ve agreed to it.”
Jack blew out the flame. “And does your High Council have any idea why Yu took Daniel in the first place?
Jacob sighed. “Not a clue.”
“Of course not.” Jack took his cigar box from Jacob’s hands, looking at its contents as if taking inventory. “Not that I don’t believe you, but I’m not so sure your little Tok’ra buddies always tell you the truth.”
A small pressure nudged in Jacob’s head. Selmak’s way of raising his hand, wanting a turn to speak.
Jacob bowed his head and mentally stepped aside.
“You should not fear for your friend, Colonel O’Neill,” said Selmak. “Our operatives within Lord Yu’s lower ranks insist Dr. Jackson is still very much alive, though why Yu has taken him remains unclear.”
“No offense, but I’ll believe Daniel’s all right when I see him with my own eyes.” Jack stood, shoving the cigar box into his locker. He slammed the door shut, spun the combo, and then shrugged on his jacket.
Believing there was nothing more to be said that could shore up Jack’s confidence, Jacob pulled off his tunic and slipped on a black tee. The colonel would have to come to terms with his demons on his own. He was a big boy, he’d been through plenty. If he needed to go through this moment of self-doubt to pull it together, so be it.
Respecting Jack’s need for silence, Jacob turned back to the task of changing. He tossed his Tok’ra uniform into his locker and sat down to tie up his boots. Though Jack no longer toyed with his lighter, he thumbed the metal cap repeatedly, seemingly lost in thought.
After a long pause, Jack finally spoke up. “Let me ask you something — ”
“Anything.”
Jack shook his head. “Actually, it’s a Selmak question.”
Though astonished, Jacob happily stepped aside.
“Colonel?” asked Selmak.
“You’ve lived for what… two thousand years?”
“That is correct. I was born directly of Queen Egeria, in the time of your Roman Empire.”
Selmak observed as Colonel O’Neill’s eyes fell to the object in his palm. Wrapping his fingers over the dull, scratched metal case, the colonel looked up. “So, over the centuries, you’ve probably had lots of hosts. Your symbiote pals had lots of hosts, too.”
“And each and every host remains a fond memory within the Tok’ra. No one is forgotten.”
“Okay.” The colonel grabbed his tactical vest and slipped it on.
“Have I answered your question?”
“One more thing,” the colonel said. He grabbed his pack, opened a side pocket, and stuck his lighter within. “As time marches on… What’s it like for you snakeheads? How do you watch everyone you’ve ever known die?”
STARGATE COMMAND
STATUS: COMMENCE SEARCH AND RESCUE
2 JUL 03/1500 HRS BASE TIME
The Stargate powered up, its inner superconducting ring spinning clockwise across in search of coordinates to lock. Normally, Sam enjoyed watching the massive machinery, the thrum of the gate-room floor beneath her feet could charge her up for anything and anywhere.
This mission, however, was anything but normal.
She looked on as General Hammond and her father escorted Ambassador Huang into the gate-room. Huang clutched his metal box to his chest
The ring’s forward momentum ground to a halt and the first chevron lit up. As the ring changed directions, Colonel O’Neill entered with Teal’c and Bra’tac at his side.
“Chevron One encoded,” Sergeant Harriman announced over the PA system.
The colonel looked as out of place without a P90 slung across his chest as Bra’tac and Teal’c looked without staff weapons. Sam’s hand drifted down to the zat strapped to her leg. Small solace though it was better than nothing.
“Chevron Two encoded.”
“Everyone’s got their pendants?” her father asked.
“Lovingly stowed away,” said the colonel with a pat to his vest pocket. “Where’s our packs?”
“Right here, sir!” Sergeant Siler ran through the blast doors with three specialists in his wake. Since Bra’tac wore his Jaffa armor, he was given a messenger bag with a sleeping roll tied to its strap.
“Chevron Three encoded.”
“Tell me you packed my Gameboy, Siler,” said the colonel.
“Of course, sir. Wouldn’t dream of letting you go without it.” Siler strapped on Colonel O’Neill’s pack while two of the specialists assisted Sam and Teal’c.
“And I hope you packed some extra special MREs for me,” said the colonel. “You know how much I love your taste in food.”
Siler stepped back and saluted. “Yes, sir. I gave you two extra choices on top of the regular fare. Hopefully, that’ll be enough.”
“Don’t forget to tape our favorite show while I’m gone.”
“The Simpsons is in reruns till the fall, sir, but I’ll grab it just in case,” Siler replied in his typical straight-faced manner.
“Chevron Four encoded.”
Backpacks strapped on, Siler came over to where Sam stood quietly with her father. The sergeant held out a nylon harness with a webbed pouch. “This should do it, Major.”
Sam thanked him and slipped the thing on. The empty pouch rested over the upper left pocket of her vest. “Ambassador?”
Huang opened the box and she took out both communication devices. Holding one in each hand, a brief tingle ran up her neck. A ripple raced across each ball as they sprung to life. The one in her left projected an image of the ball in her right hand and vice versa. It was like looking at mirrors in a funhouse, each repeating back the other’s image ad infinitum.
“Chevron Five encoded.”
She handed one of the balls back to Huang. “Now that they’re keyed in, you shouldn’t have any trouble receiving our signal.”
Huang cradled the ball in his hand. “Exactly how will this work?”
Inserting her com ball into the webbing that hung from a jacket pocket, Sam did a slow three-sixty. As she turned back around, Colonel O’Neill’s image shimmered on the ball in Huang’s hand.
The colonel frowned. “That’s enough, Carter.”
“Only making sure we have this set up correctly, sir.”
“Chevron Six encoded.”
“I said, put it away.”
Huang objected. “Our agreement depends on use of these devices.”
The colonel spun around. “Not for this first leg of the trip.”
Sam’s father bowed his head as he usually did when Selmak was about to speak. S/he faced the ambassador and said, “The colonel is correct. These devices are not secure and the cargo ship we have arranged is situated on a Tok’ra outpost. If the System Lords were to discover its whereabouts, hundreds of lives would be jeopardized.”
“Chevron Seven locked.”
The Stargate’s brilliant blue kawoosh erupted and then settled into place. For one brief moment, the only sound in the gate-room was the ripple of the event horizon.
General Hammond was the first to break the silence. “I apologize, Mister Ambassador, but our Tok’ra allies have a right to their privacy.”
“As long as it is a temporary situation,” Huang said as he put his ball back into the box. “I expect communications to be engaged once you are free of Tok’ra airspace.”
“If you’ll follow me,” said General Hammond, “we’ll return to the briefing room.”
Sam’s father hugged her briefly. “Give my regards to Dr. Jackson.”
“I will.” She squeezed her father’s hand as they separated, appreciative of his optimistic sendoff. Until his blending with Selmak, the words ‘optimistic’ and ‘father’ had never belonged in the same sentence. Turning back toward the gate, she awaited the colonel’s order to move out, hoping she’d be able to pass along her father’s message sooner rather than later.
“Teal’c, help the Major secure that thing in her pack,” the colonel ordered.
Sam held out the com ball, but her Jaffa team mate didn’t take it. Instead, he openly stared at the ambassador, an uncertain yet dark look in his eyes.
“Teal’c?”
He blinked. “My apologies, Major Carter.” He took the ball from her hand and stowed it in her backpack.
“SG-1. Master Bra’tac. You have a go,” said General Hammond. “Godspeed.”
The colonel led the way up the ramp, disappearing through the watery portal. Bra’tac followed. With Teal’c at her side, Sam approached the event horizon. She sucked in a breath and gave him a nod.
Teal’c never took his eyes off the ambassador until they stepped through the gate.




Chapter Six
   
Though barely able to keep his eyes open, Daniel dropped a stone on his left quadrant of the board. “I’m going to need sleep at some point.”
“We will rest soon.” Having plunked a stone directly above, Yu raised stern eyes to Daniel. “Or would you prefer to be returned to your cage?”
Play or slowly die, was that it?
“Thanks, but no thanks,” Daniel said, managing a weak grin.
He set a stone to the left of Yu’s newest gambit, blocking two sides of the board from play. If he was lucky, maybe he could capture at least one piece. It would be a first. “I’m not very good at this game.”
“This I know.” Yu set a second piece beside his first.
“And yet, we keep playing.” Daniel plunked down another white stone, surrounding Yu’s original black on three sides.
“Consider this to be practice.”
“I’m sorry? Practicing what?”
Yu played another piece, this time to the right of Daniel’s top stone. “It has been said that to succeed in war, one must practice dissimulation. One must hide their true intent.”
In other words, Daniel wasn’t going to get a clear answer. Having no other choice but to keep playing, or end up near paralyzed in Yu’s torturous cage, he picked up another stone from his bowl. Then, it hit him.
Daniel sat back in his chair. Practice dissimulation. He’d heard the phrase before, or rather, he’d read it. He just couldn’t remember where.
There were still holes in his pre-Ascension memories. Not huge gaps, only small frustrating ones. He could remember most of his time with SG-1, though some of his early research was lost. He still remembered most of Budge’s work, though not Campbell’s cross cultural research. The Book of the Dead had practically been tattooed on his eyelids, yet Grave’s study of pre-Christian deities was foggy. When it came to Chinese dynastic artifacts, he could remember just fine. But what little he could remember of the country’s writings, passed along from his time with Kevin or from his own research, drew a blank.
As did Yu’s little gem.
It has been said…
“Play your piece,” Yu commanded, smoothing the front of his robes.
Daniel hurriedly put another stone down, to the right of his original play.
Instead of his normally rapid counter, Yu studied the board. Daniel took advantage of the reprise to scan the room once more, hoping for some detail, some artifact, that might help make sense. As long as he stayed alive — with the hopes that rescue was on the way, somehow or someway — there was a unique opportunity here. A chance to learn. A way to follow his reaffirmed desire to understand Earth’s past.
So little was known about Yu’s time on Earth. From the trappings of the System Lord’s throne room to his obvious obsession with the ancient Chinese game, the possibility that the Goa’uld spent actual time in China was high.
Daniel’s eyes drifted toward the two wall-length scrolls on the far screen. A few single black painted letters covered the top halves of the red cloths. From what Daniel could recall, the blocky pictogram style matched early Xia dynasty samples, like the ones found on P3Y-702. That would make them at least 4,000 years old.
“Your turn again, Dr. Jackson.” Yu had laid another black below Daniel’s latest play. The interplay of black and white stones had begun to look like a ladder descending toward the board’s edge.
Daniel pulled his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. Outside, the sun had set, leaving the incense-filled braziers the only illumination in the room. His eyes stung from the smoke.
“Can we take a break for a moment?”
Yu pressed his lips together and nodded his assent.
“You’re very…,” Daniel searched for a safe word, “fond of Chinese culture. This game, for instance — ”
“Games teach.”
Daniel waved his hand. “So you say. I also noticed that your Royal Guard, both Oshu and Lao Dan, are Chinese, but the rest of your Jaffa come from mixed cultures.”
“There are reasons they are members of my Royal Guard,” Yu said. “Reasons of my own.”
Daniel pointed toward the scrolls. “What about those? Are they from your time in China?”
Yu turned toward the scrolls. “Those are to remind me of my time amongst the Tau’ri.” He sighed. “Much happened during my reign. Much I remember. Much I must remember.”
Sticking his glasses back on, Daniel peered at the nearest scroll. A random memory popped up. He’d seen this scroll before, on display at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.
The bottom half showed a man standing by a river painted in gold. The river’s banks were swollen, threatening to break out of its boundaries, but the man appeared calm. Serene.
The man wore a red mianfu vest, similar to Yu’s. Same imperial tuft at his chin, same green hat with a horsehair tail.
Surprised, Daniel looked back at Yu. “Is that you?” He cringed a little at the pun. The jokes had all been done before and besides, if he was right, this wasn’t exactly funny.
It was more a case of this potentially being remarkable. Historical proof of the Goa’uld’s time on Earth, right in front of everyone who’d ever graced that museum.
A brazier sparked, releasing a tuft of incense laden smoke into the air. Inhaling deeply, Yu closed his eyes. “A great flood threatened the Chinese people shortly after my arrival.”
“The Yellow River?” Daniel asked.
“It had a different name then.” Yu opened his eyes and glanced at Daniel. “One that spoke to truth. The cradle of life amongst the Chinese… and their death.”
Yu put down his bowl of stones and folded his hands in his lap. “I had yet to secure my place of power when the river’s banks broke. As my host was a civil servant in the court of King Yao, I knew that any invasion by my Jaffa would be a waste of time. Thousands had already died in the flooding — ”
“So what did you do? I mean, any other Goa’uld would’ve just sat back and waited.”
Yu laughed, the boom in his voice filling the room. “I am not other Goa’uld. By now, that should be obvious.”
“So… you helped?” The idea of a Goa’uld actually protecting people was a bit farfetched for Daniel.
“First, I eliminated Yao. He was a fool, wishing to run from the people who served him. I replaced him, and with my Jaffa, I dredged new river channels to stop the floods from destroying my new domain. Thirteen years were spent doing so, with 20,000 workers dedicated to the endeavor.”
Yu turned his gaze toward the cherry tree. “Great sacrifices were made to save China.”
Daniel followed Yu’s line of sight below the tree to the crude statue of the woman and children. Flames from the brazier reflected off its jade surface. Clearly, the statue had some meaning to Yu, but when he tried to ask, the Goa’uld returned his attention to the game.
The entire concept of Yu actually caring about humans was too impossible for Daniel to believe. The Goa’uld was no different than any other.
“Enough,” Yu said. He plunked a stone down beneath Daniel’s small grouping, effectively surrounding the white stones on three sides. If Daniel could take the two spaces on the far right, he could stave off Yu’s winning a good dozen stones.
Daniel set down another stone and then realized his error. All Yu would have to do was set his next piece to the right of Daniel’s and he’d still win.
He snorted. “I really do suck at this game.”
Dropping a stone on the far other side of the board, Yu said, “We have only played one round, Daniel Jackson. There are far more rounds to go in Wéiqí.”
“Multiple rounds, great,” Daniel said, then paused. “Wait a minute. From what I know of this game, you could have taken the entire group.”
“Ah,” said Yu with a smile. “To mystify, mislead, and surprise the enemy is one of the first principles in war.”
Daniel was about to play another stone when he stopped short. A memory popped into his head. Actually, an entire slew of memories. A wave of dizziness hit him and he clutched his bowl, waiting for it to subside. Gasping for air, he said, “I think I recognize that quote. It’s from Sun Tzu’s Art of War. One of the most famous series of writings to come out of ancient China.”
Yu threw the captured stones into his bowl. “Is that what they call it now?”
“But the Art of War was written by Sun Tzu more than fifteen hundred years after you left Earth. Around 500 B.C., I believe. So it’s not possible that you knew him. Sun Tzu, I mean.”
Yu shrugged. “I am not familiar with the Tau’ri system of dates. Now… play. It is your turn.”
The pressure in Daniel’s head subsided though the mystery of Yu’s knowledge of Sun Tzu remained.
Picking up another stone, he remembered something else. Something much more recent. Jack had said something similar about misdirection when he’d acted like an ass, throwing MREs at Daniel while pushing him to shoot.
What was it he’d said afterward?
Trust me, the concept’s been around a lot longer than the Air Force.
For a brief moment, Daniel wondered if Jack might have read something as scholarly as the Art of War. Knowing how much his friend liked to keep hidden, Daniel didn’t rule it out.
Plunking down another stone, he realized that maybe, just maybe, he should have listened more closely to Jack’s advice.
If nothing else, it might have helped in this game against Lord Yu.
DESTINATION: YU’S HOMEWORLD
STATUS: SAR ON ROUTE VIA HYPERSPACE
SHIP TIME: N/A
02 JUL 03/2215 HRS BASE TIME
Preferring action to sitting on his hands, Jack raced toward the intersection, pushing the car as fast as his thumbs could fly. When the light turned yellow, he double-timed the trigger action. Fifty bucks rode on getting through before the light changed to red. The family’s pink sedan picked up speed, made the light and then rounded the corner. In the blink of an eye, he slammed right into the Springfield Dam.
“Colonel, would you mind shutting off the sound on your game?”
“Too noisy for you, Carter?”
“Sorry, sir. It’s not that I don’t love the Simpsons, but…”
“Gotcha.” Jack shut off the Gameboy and jumped up from the deck behind the center console. For a few moments, he just watched his second-in-command fly the cargo ship through the blue haze of hyperspace. Her reflection distorted off the port side window, exaggerating the tension in her jaw. Palms down on the red control globe, her shoulders rose up practically to her ears.
Tense was definitely the word of the day when it came to Carter.
“I’ve got Homer singing the blues on my iPod,” he offered. “Want me to try and rig it to the ship’s intercom?”
“That’s all right, sir. Teal’c and Bra’tac are resting in the stern compartment.” Carter’s head didn’t budge from its forward position as she reached left to tweak a knob on the navigation board. Her neck would snap if she kept this up.
“A little opera, maybe? Something to pass the time.”
“No, sir. I’m doing just fine.”
Like hell, she was.
Not that Jack was in any better shape, but he’d had practice shoving aside things he didn’t want to think about, like nasty images of Daniel in trouble… or worse.
Not going there, thank you.
“We’re getting Daniel back, Major.”
“Yes, sir,” Carter replied. To Jack’s ears, it sounded like an automatic response, but it would have to do for now.
“He’ll be home and ready to pester us with his latest translation of god knows what.”
He climbed into the navigator’s seat, the only other chair available in the cockpit. Why the Goa’uld would insist on dressing their cargo ships with elaborately engraved gold walls, fancy bulkheads, and high-tech gear, yet only provide two chairs was beyond him. Stretching his long frame out against the seat’s ample back, he flipped open the cover to his watch. “What’s our ETA, Major?”
“Same as it was last time you asked, sir. Only thirty minutes sooner. We should be there in about eight hours.”
Eight more hours of doing absolutely nothing. Wonderful. Years of jumping through a Stargate and ‘bam! You’re there’ made anything less feel like watching paint dry.
Carter slid her right palm clockwise, making a minor course adjustment. The ship shuddered briefly and then settled down again. She leaned back in her chair, her shoulders relaxing a bit. The glow from the control globe illuminated her face — and the god-damned com ball hanging from her jacket pocket.
Jack gestured toward the Goa’uld device. “I see Huang’s getting the bird’s eye view the whole way there.”
Carter shrugged. “I don’t see what other choice we have, sir. Not unless we want to renege on our agreement.”
“Twenty more hours of Huang peeking over our shoulder,” Jack said. “Maybe the guy will take a nap or something.”
Carter glanced at him and then back at the controls. She chewed her lip, a tell of hers that always let Jack know something was whirling about in that giant brain.
“Spill it.”
“How do we know Daniel’s all right?”
“Because if he wasn’t, he would’ve made a guest appearance by now, right here.”
When she raised an eyebrow, he wiggled his fingers in the air, a lame attempt to mock the great and powerful powers of Ascension. “We’d feel a breeze. The cockpit would get all glowy. Then we’d start hearing all about candlelight and meals cooked too long.”
Carter’s eyes got rounder than Jack thought possible. “You think Oma Desala would help Daniel re-ascend if Yu kills him?”
Crap. “He’s fine, Carter. At least your dad seems to think so.”
She nodded her head a few times and turned back to the task of flying the ship. Changing gears, Jack switched on the systems display. Goa’uld symbols danced across the top and bottom of the projected screen, showing ship status. What little he’d memorized of the snakehead language was enough to tell him the engines were running at maximum.
As he stared at the monitor, Teal’c and Bra’tac came forward from the aft compartment. Jack spun around in his chair to greet them. “Any way we can coax some more speed out of this barge?”
Bra’tac leaned in, switching the display to a diagram of the engine’s cylindrical core. A perpendicular cluster of green lines gyrated across the center of the schematic with one exception.
“There.” Bra’tac pointed to the schematic’s far right side. A solitary blue line hung right above the midlevel point. “If we can adjust the corresponding crystal, we might gain momentum.”
“Major, go with Bra’tac. See what you can do.” The break would do her good. Tooling around with engines was the Carter equivalent of playing with a Gameboy. Though either one was a lousy distraction, it was better than the alternative of slowly going nuts.
* * *
Teal’c slipped into the pilot seat, replacing Major Carter so that she might assist Bra’tac in the engine room. Palming the control globe, he nudged the chair back with his legs to allow for his height. Beside him, O’Neill gazed out the window, his eyes unfocused. Not wishing to disturb his Tau’ri brother’s thoughts, Teal’c settled in, appreciating the companionable silence between them.
Not surprisingly, O’Neill’s meditation lasted mere seconds. He pulled off his jacket and flung it on the back of his chair. “It’s too damn hot in here.”
Teal’c, who had put aside his jacket upon launch, merely nodded in agreement. Since his switch to tretonin, he was no longer at the mercies of a symbiote which preferred warmer temperatures. Indeed, as cooler temperatures had become his preference, he rarely wore a jacket unless required.
Unfortunately, the Goa’uld had built their cargo ships to coddle their symbiotes. There was no means by which to lower the interior’s temperature.
Free of his jacket, O’Neill rolled his shoulders and settled back into his chair once again. “How goes the study, Chief Master Sergeant Teal’c?”
“You refer to my education in Morse code?”
O’Neill graced him with a smile. “I do, indeed.”
“I have had little time to memorize the particulars. I do, however, believe I have learned the basics.”
“Let’s just see about that,” O’Neill said, rubbing his hands together. “We’ll start with an easy sentence. You ready?”
Teal’c nodded his assent.
“First word: Triple dash. Dot. Dash dot double dash.”
“Hey.” A simple Tau’ri phrase.
The whine of the ship’s engines changed to a slightly higher pitch. The heavy footsteps of Jaffa boots on the bridge deck announced Master Bra’tac’s return.
“We have succeeded in increasing acceleration.” He stepped between Teal’c and O’Neill and scanned the status display. “Major Carter has remained to ‘nurse’ the engines.”
“Good to hear,” O’Neill said. “Next up: Dash Dot. Dot double dash. Triple dot. Triple dash. Dot double dash. Triple dot. Double dot. Triple dot.”
“What is this dash and dot you speak of?” Bra’tac asked.
“Morse code,” O’Neill replied. “A bit of training to pass the time. Need me to repeat the last string, Teal’c?”
Teal’c shook his head, for it was unnecessary. He’d immediately recognized the word. It had been one of the first things he’d memorized, if for no other reason than to enjoy its obsolete purpose. Permitting himself a small grin, Teal’c translated, “Apophis.”
“Good job, Brother Teal’c.” O’Neill reached past Bra’tac and patted him on the back. “Here’s a tricky one: Double dash. Double dot. Double dash.”
Teal’c had not learned that particular combination. “Is that a letter in your alphabet I do not recognize?”
“It’s a comma. A grammatical mark.”
Bra’tac gruffly cleared his throat. Teal’c gazed up at his mentor, but only saw a face devoid of emotion. A signal he’d learned long ago meant Bra’tac’s disapproval.
O’Neill did not see the exchange. Edging forward in his seat, his face animated, he said, “Okay, two more short and sweet words. First one: Dash double dot. Double dot. Dash. Dot.”
A simple word. “Bite.”
Bra’tac crossed his arms, displeased.
“Last word: Double dash. Dot.”
“Me.”
O’Neill waved his hand with a flourish.
“Hey Apophis, bite me,” said Teal’c, stringing the words together.
“Bingo!” O’Neill grinned broadly.
“I fail to see the purpose in learning what one will never use,” Bra’tac said.
“We could just stare out the window,” O’Neill countered.
“Morse code cannot aid our fight against the Goa’uld.”
“Look, Bra’tac… Not everything in Teal’c’s life has to be about Jaffa freedom.”
“Yet you insist on teaching him that which has no use.”
The two men fell silent, for which Teal’c was grateful, though regrettably so. The Tau’ri rose from his chair and with a thin smile, gestured for Bra’tac to sit down.
“I’m going to go grab something eat, take a load off. Maybe sleep a bit.” Patting Teal’c’s shoulder once more, O’Neill departed for the aft compartment.
Bra’tac gazed out the front porthole. Although he said nothing, Teal’c could sense his frustration regarding O’Neill. His mentor and his friend respected each other’s prowess as warriors. Of this, he was certain. But they were both stubborn men, often set in their ways. Daniel Jackson often forced O’Neill to look beyond his own viewpoint, though he was not here to counsel Teal’c on how to do the same with Bra’tac.
The reminder of SG-1’s missing teammate revived Teal’c’s purpose. He cupped the control globe firmly, urging the cargo ship on through the night.
* * *
Sam climbed down from her bunk, unable to sleep. While the aft compartment’s dimmed lights left only a faint glow emanating from the bulkheads, she just couldn’t stop thinking about Daniel. Slinging on her boots, Sam decided the increased levels of oxygen pumping through life support were to blame.
That is, until she looked over at Teal’c and Bra’tac, both soundly asleep. The two Jaffa sat against the far starboard wall in matching poses. Eyes shut, legs crossed, arms loose at their sides. Sam smiled at the sight. Five months had passed since they’d made the switch to tretonin. They no longer had the need to meditate in a state of kelnorim, but from all appearances, it seemed neither of them had quite grasped the concept of lying down when one slept.
She slipped on her jacket and tiptoed out, making a stop at the head. Sliding the door shut, Sam shuffled over to the sink to throw some water on her face. The central faucet was, not surprisingly, shaped like a serpent’s head, with jewel encrusted valves on each side. The whole bathroom was pretty much an explosion in gaudiness though Sam supposed that by Goa’uld standards, it ran on the small side. The sunken tub at the rear was only big enough for a System Lord and maybe two or three of his or her attendants. It was odd that the Tok’ra hadn’t ripped the thing out yet, considering their preference for austere living.
Sam briefly looked for a towel, quickly giving up the search. Drying her face on her jacket sleeve, she took care not to get any water on the com ball hanging from her left pocket. The thing was a nuisance, but if getting Daniel back without having to announce the Stargate program to the world meant living with the Chinese watching their every move, so be it.
Colonel O’Neill was at the helm when she entered the cockpit. He gave her a quick nod and returned his focus to piloting. “Couldn’t sleep?”
“Not really, sir.” She stepped down onto the forward deck. With the ship’s lights dimmed, their current hyperspace window reflected along the blackwood floor. Hot blues, deep purples, the striated strands of light oscillated toward the higher end of the visual spectrum.
The lights reminded her of fireworks, and the fourth of July. “You think we’ll be home in time for the holiday?”
The colonel shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”
“That would be — ”
“All we need to do is land this thing, get past a ton of Jaffa, get through a force-field wonky enough to be fooled by a piece of jewelry, and oh, yeah, I almost forgot — ”
“Sir, it’s not that big a deal if we don’t get home by the fourth… just as long as we bring Daniel with us.”
“Yeah,” he said softly.
The cockpit fell silent, the only sounds the occasional ping from the sonar as it searched for any other ships in the vicinity. So far, they’d been lucky. They’d yet to come across anyone else out here at the far other end of the galaxy.
Sam sank down into the navigator’s chair and rested her head against its high back. She glimpsed at the colonel, at the shadows under his eyes and the deepened lines on his face, and could tell right off the bat that he hadn’t slept much, either. Undoubtedly, he blamed himself for how Daniel became separated from everyone else on P3Y-702. No one, not Teal’c, not General Hammond, not even she would be able to convince him otherwise.
His dark eyes slid in her direction and then back to the view out the wide windows. “You know what, Major?”
“Sir?”
“You’re wrong,” he said. “It is a big deal. The Goa’uld want us to miss July 4th. The very idea of celebrating independence, eating hot dogs, and slugging back root beers. Listening to god-awful high school bands as they march down Main Street. The whole thing probably makes their snakehead brains curdle.”
Sam smiled at the thought. She continued to watch the stars streak by, enjoying the peaceful quiet of sitting in the dark, pretending for a brief moment that all was as it should be.
After a few moments passed, the colonel asked, “You ever get tired of this?”
“Tired of flying?”
“I mean tired of the lousy hours, crappy food.” His voice lowered. “Losing friends, allies… the people who matter.”
Sam turned toward him, a bit surprised to hear doubt from a man who put optimism in the O of his own name. “You said it yourself, Colonel. We’re going to get Daniel back.”
He graced her with a grin… until his eyes dropped to her jacket. His features hardened as he resumed looking at the bow window. “That thing’s been on the entire time you were up here, hasn’t it?”
Without thinking, her hand covered the ball. “Sorry, sir.”
“Sorry, nothing,” the colonel growled. “Get it out of here. I don’t need candid camera watching me twenty-four/seven.”
Sam considered reminding Colonel O’Neill of their orders, but decided against it. He knew well enough what was at stake.
“I mean it, Major.” He jabbed a finger toward the ball.
“It’s the middle of the night back at base, sir, I — ”
“Don’t come near me with that thing until we’re landfall. Even then, keep it as far away as possible. Am I understood?”
“Yes, sir,” she said, fighting the urge to snap off a salute.
“Dismissed, then.”
Sam headed aft, as fast as her boots could take her. She was a grownup; she knew not to take the colonel’s sudden gruffness personally. But as she passed by the head, it took a good bit of discipline not to slip inside and flush the damn com ball down the toilet.
She climbed back on to her bunk and flipped open her watch cover. Five more hours until they arrived.
Five more hours of doing absolutely nothing.
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George was greeted outside his office by Lieutenant Simmons with a much needed cup of coffee in hand. “Ambassador Huang is waiting for you in the briefing room, sir.”
George took the cup, like he did every morning. Except this wasn’t like every other morning. Having Dr. Jackson held hostage by a Goa’uld was one thing. The S.G.C. had dealt with situations like this again and again with a success rate George was proud of, but being held hostage by a diplomat… The entire situation reeked of bad blood.
From his office, he peered through the transparent star chart and into the briefing room, eyeing the ambassador warily. Huang sat at the table, staring intently at the Goa’uld communication device propped up in front of him. The man wore the same damn black suit he had on yesterday. George found that rather odd. Even the Chinese gave their diplomats hefty expense accounts.
“Is there anything else you need, General?”
George sipped his coffee. Black, two sugars. Simmons never failed. Young, smart, eager to please, the dark-haired lieutenant had the slight build of an upwardly mobile officer wise enough to keep in shape, yet humble enough not to request assignment to an SG team. Simmons knew his place and valued it.
At least some things were dependable.
“Get me a bead on Dr. Frasier,” George replied. “I want to know the moment she sets foot on base.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And keep the coffee coming, Lieutenant.” George drained the cup and handed it back. “It’s going to be a long day.”
Dismissing the lieutenant, George strode into the briefing room.
“Five minutes until exiting hyperspace,” announced Major Carter. Her voice emitted loud and clear from the com device.
As George approached the table, Huang glanced up. “It is an exciting day, General Hammond.”
“Any day that ends with my people safe and sound is a good one, Ambassador.” It was clear the ambassador hadn’t slept a wink. A thin watery film leaked from Huang’s eyes and his beard was long in need of a comb.
The ball projected a side view of Teal’c illuminated by blue light tinged with purple. Hyperspace, George realized. In all the SG team reports he’d ever read about light speed travel, no one’s description did justice to what he now saw projected in front of him.
“Preparing to enable stealth mode,” Teal’c said as he manipulated a control.
“Standby to engage.”
Teal’c’s image slid left, replaced by a frontal view out the cargo ship’s bow window. Toward the bottom of the image, pale hands palmed a red sphere, a blue narrow band running vertical at its center. Since Major Carter had been put in charge of handling the com device, George had to assume she piloted the craft.
“Four minutes.”
Huang clapped his hands together. “It is an honor to be the first Chinese citizen to witness Emperor Yu’s homeworld.”
“Sorry to disappoint you, Mister Ambassador,” George said. “SG-1 has orders to come out of hyperspace at the planet’s south pole, way off from where our intelligence reports place the Goa’uld’s base.”
“No offense, General,” said the voice of Colonel O’Neill. “But could those of you at the back of the bus pipe down?”
George bit back a reply. The colonel knew what he was doing better than any Air Force officer alive. George needed to keep the trust, even if it meant having a front row seat to possibly the riskiest mission his flagship team had ever attempted.
“Three minutes.”
Someone had set a pot of tea beside Huang. Most likely Simmons. The ambassador poured two cups and offered one to George who waved him off. He’d wait on the coffee refill.
The com ball showed brilliant blue streaks flying by either side of the ship’s bow. Occasionally, a static speck of light could be seen. George assumed them to be distant stars. Now that he’d seen hyperspace in action, he hoped Major Carter could explain how it functioned if… no, when she returned.
Damn right, when.
“You have no idea what this means for our people,” Huang whispered. “To see the founder of our nation, the one who pushed back the great floods 4,000 years ago — ”
“Two minutes.”
“Carter, don’t waste time easing her in,” the colonel’s voice said. “I want this ship hugging the ground the second we’re in stealth mode.”
“Understood, sir.”
Huang leaned in toward the ball, tea cup in hand. “Thirteen years,” he whispered. “Thirteen years, 20,000 workers dedicated to the endeavor. If not for Emperor Yu, China would only be another ocean on Earth.”
“Sixty seconds to exit hyperspace window.”
George didn’t give a damn about China’s floods, but he let Huang prattle on. All that mattered was that his people were about to enter enemy airspace and there was nothing he could do to protect them.
Sitting down beside Huang, George had only one thing on his mind.
Godspeed, SG-1.
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Jack held on to the center console as the ship emerged from hyperspace with a jolt. A shimmer of bent light bounced across the fore windows, almost like a prism reflecting the sun. As the deck shuddered beneath his boots, he glanced across to Bra’tac who stood upright, not holding on to anything.
The old coot sure had a helluva sense of balance.
“The cloak is now engaged,” Teal’c announced.
Releasing his grip, Jack strode up to stand beside Carter as she piloted the ship. She had a smooth touch, her hands light on the control sphere. She flew the thing with skill and confidence.
Just another talent to add to his second-in-command’s massive list of abilities.
He took a look out the window. They’d come out on the night-side of Yu’s planet. Not much to see, but a slice of a moon on the easterly horizon. No other satellites, no big mothership. Jack was sure it was out there somewhere. Hopefully, far over on the other side of the planet.
Satisfied, he gave the order. “The second we get above the pole, take us below Mach One.”
“Sir?”
Chancing a reassuring look her way, Jack did his best not to notice the com ball hanging from her jacket pocket. “If Dad is right — and unlike the rest of his Tok’ra buddies, he usually is — there won’t be any inhabitants this far south. Best make our little sonic boom as much a secret as possible before heading north.”
Carter eased the globe forward and they descended down toward the planet. For a clunky-looking ship, it sure had a better pitch, yaw and roll to it than the A10 Hogs Jack flew during the Gulf War, or even the new F-302. Plus, its ability to cooperate at any speed was a sweet bonus.
Light as a feather, they descended down toward the southern pole. If Jack was looking to make a comparison to Antarctica, he could see it wouldn’t be found here. A gray wash of sunrise splattered across the mountainous landscape. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of snow, just ice… covering pretty much everything.
“Traveling at Mach point eight, sir.”
With a nod at his second-in-command, Jack fell back and tried to enjoy what was left of the ride. The easy part was almost over. Now came the lights, camera, action.
Show time.
* * *
At a longitude and latitude roughly the equivalence of Argentina’s Buenos Aires, Sam leveled the ship off at 7,500 feet above sea level. The sun was to the west. She estimated the local time was probably mid-afternoon. The quality of light was different than she usually saw on planets under Goa’uld occupation. More on the white end of the spectrum than in the yellows or reds.
As they’d moved north from the pole, she’d expected to see a warmer climate as well as a calmer topography. She’d been wrong. Jagged mountain ranges reached all the way from the pole, the only difference being that snow replaced ice on their tops. Though the terrain was similar to Northern China, it was a far colder climate than usual for a Goa’uld.
“There!” Bra’tac pointed north by northwest.
A squadron of gliders passed by an opening in the mountain range. None veered off, so it was a safe bet they hadn’t noticed the cloaked cargo ship.
“Teal’c, you’re sure the cloak’s behaving?” asked Colonel O’Neill.
To Sam’s left, Teal’c scanned the tactical display. “It is functioning as it should, O’Neill. We have not been sighted.”
“Take us in, Major. Nice and slow.”
Sam flew through the opening and into a valley crowded with mile after mile of ramshackle shacks. Yu’s slave quarters, no doubt. She suppressed the thought of thousands of people — men, women, and children — forced to do the dirty work of Goa’ulds. Her father had mentioned that the mountains were rich with naquadah. Mining was the way of life for everyone over the age of eight. Someday, it had to end.
Today, however, wouldn’t be that day.
Ahead of her, the gliders banked left. Sam matched their course, slowing right down to less than fifty kph. As she righted the ship, the gliders took up position over Yu’s fortress. They began to circle it lazily, like vultures hanging over their nest.
Colonel O’Neill gave an appreciative whistle. “I bet the power bill for that place costs an arm and a leg.”
The colonel was right, in his own way. The power required to keep a place warm enough for a Goa’uld had to be huge. She briefly wondered if the power generated to keep the photonic energy shield in place also served as an overall source. She tucked the thought aside, knowing it’d be unlikely she’d have a chance to find out.
Yu’s fortress was massive. Large enough for two or maybe even three football fields. Terra cotta roofs, thick limestone walls, and narrow windows, all reminiscent of the defenses she’d seen in European castles. If an enemy tried to take out any occupants, they’d have a hard time unless they blew the walls down.
“Keep the ship a good mile off,” Colonel O’Neill said. “I don’t want those Jaffa getting even a whiff that we’re here.”
“We must find the least heavily guarded entry possible,” Teal’c said.
“What’s with all the gliders?” Sam asked.
“By refusing to accept Anubis, Lord Yu has made many enemies amongst the System Lords,” Bra’tac said.
“Looks like paranoia to me,” the colonel said, craning his neck over the forward console.
“Considering his longevity,” Teal’c said, “paranoia might be the very thing that has kept him alive for so many millennia.”
Two gliders descended toward a landing platform jutting from the east side of the fortress. As their wings folded for final descent, a ripple shimmered in the air. If Sam had blinked, she never would have noticed. “Yu’s forcefield is definitely in place, sir.”
“We expected that. Take one last run around and then let’s find a good place to put this bucket down. Somewhere off the main drag.”
“Yes, sir.” Trimming their trajectory, Sam gave Yu’s fortress a wider berth and brought the ship on a parallel run with the mountains surrounding the valley. As they went over the lake, half the gliders broke formation. Two headed right toward them.
“You’re positive they can’t see us, right?”
“It is impossible, O’Neill,” Bra’tac said. “We do not even cause a shadow on the ground.”
Sam glimpsed out her window at the mountains beside them. No shadow. No indication they were even there. The Jaffa Master was right, but that didn’t make her any less worried.
Within seconds, a glider reached their position. It flew at the same level, several hundred feet off their starboard side. The two Jaffa inside looked straight ahead, never glancing their way.
“Eyes up, Major.”
She’d seen it. The glider yawed right, came closer.
“Carter…”
Two wingspans away now. She’d have to change course and do it quick. If she throttled up, the Jaffa would notice the turbulence. Slowing down wasn’t an option, either. Not this close to the mountainside.
“You plan on avoiding a mid-air collision or should I wish I’d brought a chute?”
Ignoring the colonel’s quip, Sam pushed down on the control globe. “Hang on!”
She pitched the cargo ship downward, hard. On the count of three, she spun sideways, aiming the ship toward a break in the mountains just east of Yu’s fortress. The glider continued on its current course, none the wiser.
“Nice flying, Ace.”
“Thank you, sir.” Sam flashed a smile at the colonel. She didn’t bother to mention that if it wasn’t for the inertial dampeners, they’d all be splattered on the ceiling.
Colonel O’Neill pointed out the left window. “There’s a break in the hills west of Yu’s little abode. Head over there and let’s look for a place to set down.”
With a shaky hand she hoped no one noticed, Sam adjusted course and setting. The back side of Yu’s fortress was vacant. No shacks, no buildings. Just acres of wild grasses, like some overgrown yard in need of a good mowing.
About eight klicks west, the vegetation suddenly changed. An elaborate maze sprawled across the opening between the two mountains. Green-leafed tree tops twisted in all directions, creating a confusing labyrinth of pathways. From their height, Sam barely made out an interconnected network of thick-roped vines strung across the maze. Probably fashioned to keep people from climbing the tree tops to get out.
“Well, that looks like fun,” Colonel O’Neill said darkly.
“Jacob Carter had not mentioned this barrier,” said Bra’tac.
“Nor was I aware,” Teal’c added apologetically.
The colonel joined Bra’tac in studying the maze out the port window. “Yeah, well, surprises are our de rigueur so let’s get a good look and move on.”
“Is there not a more suitable area we can land?” asked Bra’tac. If Sam didn’t know any better, she’d swear he sounded nervous.
“Not if we want to keep our distance from those gliders,” she replied.
“I see…”
Sam traded concerned glances with Teal’c, neither of them used to hearing the Jaffa Master be anything less than certain. He was the bravest hundred and thirty-nine year-old she’d ever known.
Heck, he was braver than most twenty-year olds.
“It’s just a maze,” the colonel said. “Piece of cake.”
“Our path will be obscured, O’Neill.”
“We’ll be fine. Carter, take her down behind that hill on the far side of the wood-maze-thing.”
“Yes, sir.” She eased off the throttle, bringing the ship just beyond a sixty, maybe seventy-feet high hill. It stretched several hundred feet in either direction and was covered in the same wild grasses that grew behind Yu’s fortress. A forest of silver-needled coniferous trees, reminiscent of Colorado pines, graced the hilltop.
As she set the cargo ship down, Colonel O’Neill, Teal’c and Bra’tac headed aft. Locking down the controls, she followed. Teal’c tossed her a tactical vest and she slipped it on, re-rigging the communication ball off to the side of her radio pocket. By stretching Siler’s bit of webbing across the device, she managed to keep it from swaying back and forth.
With the exception of Bra’tac, everyone donned black ski hats. When she reached for the packs, Colonel O’Neil’s long arm shot out, snatching his before she could reach it.
“I got it, Carter,” he said, his voice strained. Flinging his pack over his shoulder, the colonel managed to snap the pack on himself.
It was moments like these when Sam could almost predict the outcome of a mission by the way the team geared up. If it was a ‘walk in the park’ as the colonel would say, they’d help each other strap on gear and load weapons. The banter would be non-stop. If the mission included possible combat, that banter softened although… it was still present, especially since Daniel had returned to them. If anything, their archaeologist teammate talked more now than he had before he’d ascended.
Sam swallowed hard as she zipped up her vest. Daniel wasn’t there, and this was no ordinary mission. No one spoke as they geared up. Bra’tac’s eyes never strayed from the forward compartment while Teal’c withdrew off to one side, checking and rechecking every buckle and clasp. Colonel O’Neill shifted on his feet like he was about to run a marathon.
The only other time the team had been this tense and this silent as they ran through mission prep was when the Stargate was about to be shut down and Daniel had convinced them to gate through to the mysterious coordinates he’d retrieved in the alternate reality. SG-1 had no idea what they were getting into back then, and even though they’d successfully thwarted the attack on Earth, the idea of gating to a completely unknown location had spooked all of them.
Going into Goa’uld occupied territory with only zat weapons to defend themselves… the situation gave a whole new meaning to the word ‘spook.’
Still, zats were better than nothing at all. Unlocking the weapons locker, Sam handed a zat to Teal’c and then one to Bra’tac. “Remember our orders. Shoot to stun, not kill.” Handing a zat to the colonel, she reminded him, “That means one shot per combatant, sir.”
Colonel O’Neill stared at her a moment and then down at the com ball on her vest. “I’m belaying that order, Major.” He grabbed the zat. “Do what’s necessary to stay alive. All of you.”
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“That was not our agreement, General.” Huang slapped a hand down on the briefing table. “Does your country truly wish the world to know the truth about the Stargate?”
“Please keep your voice down, Ambassador,” George replied as softly as he could. He chose his next words carefully. “I assure you, the mission will go as planned.”
A vertical line of static raced across the Goa’uld communication ball, breaking up Colonel O’Neill’s image. When the display coalesced once more, he’d turned his back, zat in leg holster, and stormed off. George recognized that stride. He’d seen it too many times over the years. Times when Jack’s otherwise cool head was being shouted down by the anger in his veins, justified or not.
Whether SG-1’s leader knew it or not, one thing was clear. The parameters of this mission had gotten under his skin. Of course it bothered him, considering what and who was at stake. Dr. Jackson wasn’t only a fellow member of the colonel’s team, the two were friends, close friends.
That wasn’t true, either, reflected George.
SG-1 was family, each member an integral part of a whole far greater than each individual. Daniel Jackson’s departure had weighed heavily on everyone, George included. When he’d returned, it had been nothing short of a miracle. That miracle had revived an apparent weariness in Teal’c, Major Carter, and most especially, the colonel.
George said a silent prayer. God willing, Jack would follow through and obey orders. Otherwise, Ambassador Huang wouldn’t be the only one breathing down their necks. Vice Presidential candidate Kinsey would lap up any opportunity to shut SG-1 down. Permanently.
* * *
“Wake up. You cannot sleep all day.”
Something hard nudged against Daniel’s side. Opening bleary eyes, he discovered its source: A Jaffa poked him with a staff weapon. Daniel groped around for his glasses, finding them attached to his t-shirt. Without a word, the Jaffa frowned and stepped back.
Daniel sat up from the cushion he’d slept on, stuck his glasses on and looked around. This wasn’t Yu’s throne room. Smaller, darker, four bunks lined the one solid wall in the room. The other three walls were slatted screens, partitioning the area from what appeared to be a hallway. Incense burned from a single brazier on top of a mahogany table at the center. Four simple wooden stools surrounded the table, each a different color; gray, green, blue and red.
Daniel peered back at the Jaffa. “Where am I?”
“Where you should not be,” the Jaffa said with a scowl.
Not a good start to what Daniel hoped could be a sympathetic relationship. He needed to get out of here and he’d need help. At the very least, he’d need someone to get word to the Tok’ra or the Jaffa Fifth Column so they could pass along his location to the S.G.C.
So far, luck hadn’t been on his side, but maybe this Jaffa would be different. He certainly looked different. Shorter than most, squat like a fireplug. Broad shouldered, but equally wide in the torso. From the red cloak and jade brooch at his shoulder, Daniel could only assume he was another member of Yu’s Royal Guard. A bronze tattoo on his forehead punctuated an otherwise jowly face. Above the Jaffa’s upper lip, a narrow black mustache made him look like an Asian version of Hitler.
Daniel winced. He’d have to overlook that last comparison if he hoped to sway this Jaffa to help him. He tried the Jaffa rebel passphrase.
The Jaffa barked out a short laugh. “You’ll have no luck here, Tau’ri. Come, Lord Yu has risen from his sarcophagus and awaits your return.”
He reached out to grab Daniel’s arm, but Daniel jumped sideways. “Wait a minute, don’t you want freedom? Don’t you understand what Lord Yu really is? He’s a parasitic creature, a Goa’uld. They’ve enslaved your people and people like you all over the galaxy.”
The Jaffa seized Daniel’s elbow and shoved him toward the door. “Do not try your empty words of freedom with me, Tau’ri.”
Daniel wrenched his arm free. The Jaffa leveled his staff weapon directly at him.
Daniel raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll go, but at least hear me out first.”
“You say nothing I do not know,” the Jaffa said. “Nor do I care to listen. Freedom is a falsehood. A lie told to children who have not the stomach to recognize greatness.”
“Greatness. Is that what you think of Lord Yu?” Daniel couldn’t believe his ears. Was Yu’s brainwashing so solid that even his highest ranked warriors couldn’t recognize the truth?
“Enough.” The Jaffa thumbed his staff weapon. The head split in four as an arc of energy announced the weapon charged and ready to fire.
Daniel dropped his hands to his side and headed toward the door. He’d failed again. Still, he couldn’t help but try and get through to this man, this Jaffa whose whole life was about playing incubator to a growing maniacal monster.
As he passed through the door with the Jaffa right behind him, Daniel couldn’t help himself. “You have no idea what it’s like to have the freedom to live your life as you see fit. To control your own destiny. To live in peace.”
“Do not waste my time, Tau’ri.” The Jaffa pushed him forward. “Peace is a modern Earth idea, unworthy of my master’s legacy. Or my own.”
* * *
Surrendering to the inevitable, Daniel plunked down another stone. Yu placed a black beside it, cutting off any attempt on Daniel’s part to get a line longer than three stones going in any direction. It was only a matter of one or two moves before Yu would once again scoop up ten or so of Daniel’s playing pieces.
Outside, the sun had started its descent. Another few hours and dusk would hit. Again. Sticking a hand into his bowl of stones, Daniel sighed. He wasn’t sure how much longer he had before the game would end or Yu would grow bored and just kill him. That was the scary part, the not knowing.
Daniel flinched at that realization. Knowledge was the core of his life’s work, or rather, the pursuit of knowledge. He shouldn’t give up asking questions, even if it meant risking another outburst from Yu or his guards.
Daniel stuck another stone down on the outside of Yu’s latest grouping. As Yu once again cut him off, Daniel raised his hand like an eager student. “I have a question.”
The Goa’uld’s eyes flashed white but only briefly. “Ask.”
“Why am I prisoner? You know I’m not going to reveal how to access — ”
“I am not interested in attacking Earth.”
Daniel jerked his head up, shocked. “Then… then why?”Yu’s eyes grew distant for a moment, as if some internal struggle took place. He opened his mouth, and then closed it just as quickly. Gesturing toward Daniel’s bowl of stones, the Goa’uld said, “Place your next stone.”
Daniel dropped a stone on the board, his mind racing over this latest piece of information. Since when does a Goa’uld not want to occupy Earth? Yesterday, Yu’s host had spoken. Or at least, he’d sounded like the host without any boom to his voice. Since then, the Goa’uld had made reference after reference to China, from saving the country from a flood to quoting its philosophers.
He had to ask. “Why am I here if you don’t want to attack Earth?”
“Victory is what I want,” Yu said, his hand hovering over the board. “Nothing more, nothing less.”
Not surprised by his answer — victory was pretty much every Goa’uld’s endgame — Daniel waited for Yu’s next move.
Yu held his stone out toward Daniel. “Do you know the first rule of winning, Daniel Jackson?”
Daniel chanced a smile. “Knowing how to play the game?”
With a shake of his head, Yu sank back in his seat. Hands in his lap, he gazed out toward the mountains to the east. The room became still, with only the crackle of the braziers sparking every now and then.
Finally, Yu turned back to Daniel and said, “The first rule of winning is to know when to attack and when to avoid a battle.”
He plunked his piece down, far from the current round of play.
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Belly down behind the solitary tree on the hill, Jack used his periscope to take a good long view of Yu’s fortress. Beyond all the other problems this mission had going for it, one thing troubled him. Neither Jacob nor Teal’c had mentioned the ever-present squadron of gliders circling above Lord Snakehead’s little nest.
Which meant Yu either knew they were coming, or at the very least, had something or someone, guarded closely.
Jack tossed Carter the scope to see for herself. “One thing’s for sure. We’re gonna have to wait till sundown.”
“That’s a few hours away, sir.”
“Teal’c and Bra’tac ought to be back from a perimeter scout before then.” Jack slid down the hill a few feet and sat up. For a snake-infested planet, he had to admit it was a damn nice one. Lots of snow, but not too cold. Would be a helluva place to ski.
Carter crawled down beside him, handing back his scope.
Stowing it away, he gave her a nod. “If we’ve got a few hours to kill, you might as well send some pretty pictures to the folks at home.”
“Sir?”
He eyed the dreaded thing, hating every moment it was around. Still, if he didn’t at least appear cooperative, Hammond would fry his bacon for breakfast. “You can take that thing out of its webbing, right?”
Freeing the ball, she held it out to him.
He waved it away. “Not toward me, Carter. Stick it up over the hill. Let Huang get a gander.”
“The ambassador will probably appreciate the gesture.” Carter reached up and stuck the ball on top of the hill, left of the tree. Sitting back down, she brushed some dirt from her vest.
Checking his own vest, Jack could see plenty of the same, but didn’t bother to dust off. “The ball works fine without you holding it, right?”
“It’s been activated, so there shouldn’t be any problems.”
Jack snorted. ‘No problems’ would be a first when it came to how this mission was going down. He shrugged his shoulders up and down, uncomfortable under his pack. Under normal conditions, he rarely wore one, though there was no telling how long it would take to get in, grab Daniel and get the hell out.
Beside him, Carter looked down toward the deceptively blank ground at the base of the hill. Her furrowed brows told Jack she was thinking too much, as usual.
“What’s on your mind, Carter?”
She flashed one of those toothy grins his way, the kind that made him relax even while sitting knee-deep in enemy territory. “I’d love the chance to take apart a cargo ship some day, sir.”
“Some day?”
“If we ever get to keep one. Yes, sir.” She sighed. “I’d love to reverse engineer the stealth mechanism and figure out how it works. It can’t use only radar deflection, otherwise, we could still see it with the naked eye. On the other hand, if it bends particle — ”
“Ack, Carter.” Jack stuck a finger in each ear. “I’m begging you, stop.”
“Sorry, sir.” She dropped her head. “I just know that if we ever actually get to keep a cargo ship, Area 51 will get the fun, not us.”
“Yes, well… I’m sure they’d love to steal you away to play in their sandbox, given half the — ”
His radio squawked.
“O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “We are being pursued. Ten, perhaps twelve Jaffa.”
Over the radio, Jack heard the familiar sound of a staff weapon firing. He scrambled to his feet and thumbed the radio.
“What’s your twenty?”
“Less than five minutes away.”
Jack pulled his zat from the holster. “Head back toward the ship. We’ve got your six.”
“Understood.”
Carter grabbed the com ball and stuck it back in its webbing. “There’s some brush down below.” She pulled out her own zat and unlocked its safety setting.
Jack took a chance and popped his head up. Teal’c and Bra’tac had just run past the hill when another round of staff weapons fire erupted. Jaffa poured from the wood’s edge, staff weapons shooting off like they were going out style.
He crouched down again. Damn, why did plan B always come into play so quickly? With a curved sweeping motion of his free hand, Jack signaled Carter. Head down the hill’s edge. He then made a fist. Hold for my signal.
With a silent nod, Carter crept on a diagonal toward the bottom, her zat at the ready. A clump of dead brush at the far edge gave her perfect cover.
Teal’c and Bra’tac had cleared the hill when a red stream of staff fire shot past them. Jack jumped up, spotted the offending Jaffa, and shot him with his zat. Though too distant to knock the guy out cold, it was still a direct hit. The Jaffa dropped his weapon and stumbled to his knees.
Two more Jaffa started firing. Teal’c and Bra’tac spun around and shot them down within seconds. As a third Jaffa ran past the hill, Carter got him with a single burst.
Jack began to slide down the hill when he saw a glint of silver off the setting sun. A Jaffa’s skullcap — and it wasn’t Bra’tac.
Jack raised his zat, waiting for the telltale sign of another Jaffa. More staff fire shot past the hill. Teal’c and Bra’tac squeezed off a couple of more shots, never at the same Jaffa so they wouldn’t kill them. The red plasma bolts kept coming. Another Jaffa ran past and Carter zatted him quick from her hiding position.
The glint of silver caught Jack’s eye again. At the far side of the hill, above Carter. A big-assed Jaffa, tall as a house, built like one, too. Twenty, maybe thirty feet away. Jack shot his zat, but Mr. Tall-and-Ugly dodged it. The Jaffa raised his staff weapon right at Carter.
“Carter! Duck!”
Molten hot plasma hit the brush. A cloud of dust below let Jack know she’d rolled away just in time. The dirt cleared. Carter sprang up, zatted the Jaffa though she was too far away to stun him good. He took the hit, but kept on coming, his staff weapon blasting at her feet as she ran off.
From his position, Jack knew exactly what was going through Carter’s mind. If she shot the Jaffa again, he’d die. Huang would be pissed and there’d go the Stargate program. Carter followed orders, plain and simple. That’s what made her who she was, a damn fine officer and the best second-in-command Jack ever had.
Jack made the decision for her. With two flicks of his thumb, he dumped his pack and zipped it open.
Out came a P90, loaded and ready to bear.
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Jack flipped the safety and raised his rifle, ready to nail the Jaffa about to shoot Carter. He sighted the target, sucked in a breath, and watched as Teal’c tackled Tall-and-Ugly to the ground. Bra’tac laid down zat fire while Carter retreated with Teal’c at her side. They jumped behind a downed tree south of the hidden cargo ship.
Most of the first round of Jaffa were down for the count, knocked out by zats. A horn bellowed in the distance. Another wave of Yu’s troops heading their way. Too many for Jack’s liking, based off the number of war cries he could hear. He crouched low to stay hidden, knowing the element of surprise was all they’d have left.
There were three Jaffa left from the first wave, firing off round after round with their staff weapons. Bra’tac jumped out from behind the cloaked ship and took two down in the blink of an eye. Carter nailed the third. Jack took a fast body count. There had to be a good twenty Jaffa knocked out cold on the ground. All from zats. Back at the S.G.C., Huang must be tickled pink.
Again, that blasted horn bellowed.
If their position had been made, they’d need to scramble onboard and get the cargo ship in the air, fast. But just as Jack reached for his radio, some of the stunned Jaffa stirred.
“Shel kek nem ron,” shouted Bra’tac to the awakening Jaffa. “Lay down your arms in the name of freedom.”
“Sholvah!” An awakened Jaffa, scrawny as a tadpole, grabbed his staff weapon and fired at Bra’tac.
Jack held back on shooting from his hidden position, knowing Bra’tac was fast enough to escape the blast. Sure enough, the Jaffa Master rolled right, sprung to his feet and grabbed an errant staff weapon. He flipped forward, landing dead smack in front of the skinny Jaffa and clobbered him over the head. The Jaffa sunk to his knees and collapsed.
The other stunned Jaffa clamored to their feet. When a few reached for their weapons, Jack raised his P90, but Bra’tac stood firm. He shouted out his little Jaffa Rebel ditty again.
The enemy troops paused. One even threw his staff to the ground. Jack lowered his rifle and glanced over at Teal’c and Carter.
Damn it. Mister Tall-and-Ugly was up. Somehow he’d snuck around behind Carter and Teal’c. The Jaffa was maybe twenty yards off, his staff weapon raised high and ready to strike at their backs. Neither Carter nor Teal’c saw the guy coming. If Jack called out, or even used the radio, he’d give away his cover.
He thumbed the P90’s dial to single shot and sighted the bastard in his scope. His orders stated no killing. Fine. Jack hadn’t spent all those years in Special Ops for nothing. The Jaffa’s staff weapon head unfolded, red plasma crackled along its edge, and bam! Jack shot him in the arm.
Mister Tall and Ugly flew sideways and all hell broke loose. From Jack’s right, he saw more Jaffa round the hill, blasting up the ground like there was no tomorrow. Carter, Teal’c and Bra’tac picked off the first wave with their zats, but Jack wasn’t an idiot. Zats were no good against sheer numbers.
He grabbed his radio. “Hit the deck,” he ordered.
Jack switched to automatic and opened fire, shooting anything that moved. Down went the Jaffa by the trees. Another splatter of bullets took out the soldiers climbing toward him. One magazine spent, he slapped in another from his pant leg and kept on shooting. He had no choice. It was a case of kill or be killed.
First emperor of China, or not, Yu could kiss his ass.
If they survived long enough.
* * *
“I won’t do it. I won’t play anymore.” Daniel threw down the bowl of stones. “Not without some answers.”
Yu glared at him. “You cannot change tactics. Not now.” The distortion in the Goa’uld’s voice reverberated through the throne room, louder than normal.
“You want to kill me, then have at it.” Daniel closed his eyes and prepared for the worst. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe Oma was around.
Maybe Jack was right and Daniel would take risks he shouldn’t, knowing he might get the chance to ascend again.
Nothing happened.
Daniel opened his eyes to find Yu sitting back, his fingers steepled together. The flame from the nearest brazier reflected on the silver metal of the Goa’uld’s hand device.
Yu raised an eyebrow. “What is it you wait for? Will the same device that allowed you to enter and leave my fortress mere months ago not work for you again?”
Daniel swallowed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“No idea. Or you cannot remember?” Yu rose from his chair. With his hands behind his back, he strode off toward the far eastern side of the throne room. The moon was beginning to rise. With a nod of approval, the Goa’uld moved on. He paced the room’s perimeter.
For a brief moment, Daniel considered making a break for the door. Then he remembered the Jaffa standing guard outside.
“Look, why can’t you just tell me why I’m here?”
“Tell me how you came to be here months ago.”
Daniel shrugged. “I honestly don’t remember ever being here. Not in this room.” Which was the truth. Only a few random memories had returned from his time as an ascended being, the capture of Bra’tac and Rya’c being the most significant.
But whether he remembered anything else or not, telling Lord Yu or any other System Lord about ascendency would be paramount to handing over the iris code to Earth’s Stargate. It was bad enough that Anubis was partly ascended. Humanity could pretty much give up if any more Goa’uld figured it out or worse, found the lost city mentioned in the tablet he’d yet to fully decipher.
Yu had stopped walking when he neared the miniature cherry tree at the rear of the throne room. A hand came to rest on top of the jade statue of the woman and her children. The Goa’uld whispered to the statue, but Daniel couldn’t hear his words.
Giving one final pat to the statue, Yu turned back around and gave Daniel a long, studious look. “When last you were here, you were dressed in long robes. I have seen such garb on the humans of Abydos, when it was once ruled by Ra.”
Daniel flinched at the mention of his former home. His former life. His former love.
Those memories of his life years ago had been the first to come back. They were engrained within him as much as the memory of how to breathe, how to laugh, how to live.
Lifting his glasses with a thumb and forefinger, Daniel rubbed his eyes dry.
Yu returned by his seat, but remained standing. “Your time on Abydos is no mystery to the System Lords.” He stared down at Daniel. “What remains a mystery is how you not only knew of Anubis’ plan to attack Abydos, or how you knew about his plans to use the eyes of Ra. No…”
Yu’s arms lifted to encompass the room. “The real mystery is how you appeared here. And then,” he clapped his hands together, “you were gone. All for nothing. Abydos was destroyed.”
“You don’t think I know that?” Daniel whispered. So much lost. Sha’re. Skaara. Kasuf. A lifetime he’d never get back. The Goa’uld had destroyed that life. Under no circumstances could he allow them to learn what it meant to ascend. Otherwise, they would destroy everyone else’s life. If nothing else, Daniel realized now that he’d descended for that very reason. To contribute what he could to the protection of humanity. No matter the cost.
With a grunt, Yu sat down. “You know far more than you will admit, Daniel Jackson.”
“I really don’t,” Daniel said truthfully. “Asking me the same question in different ways isn’t going to get you an answer, either.”
“You have a choice.” Yu pointed toward Daniel’s bowl of stones on the ground. “Play your next move or remember why you cannot disappear as easily as last time.”
Daniel picked up the bowl of stones.
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Before they completely lost daylight, Jack dragged the dead and dying Jaffa away from base camp with the help of Teal’c and Bra’tac. Some of the warriors had taken hits from his P90, while others were covered in scorch marks, the result of friendly fire staff burns. The sight sickened Jack. Blood was blood, no matter if it was the enemy’s or your own. He could stomach it, sure, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.
They’d found the perfect spot fifty yards further east. Dead, broken up trees. Long hanging leaves drooping off bushes. The perfect camouflage. They covered up the dead Jaffa with branches and then zip-tied the injured to a massive tree trunk that even a healthy Jaffa couldn’t lift. No one spoke a word the entire time.
Once finished, Jack picked up his P90 and ordered them back to base camp. Bra’tac led the way, pulling back what branches were in their path. As they hiked back, he mentally kicked himself for not asking Siler to pack a rifle sling.
A sling would have come in handy, especially when Bra’tac let go of a branch too soon and it thwacked Jack in the face.
“Ouch!” He raised a hand to his left eyebrow and pulled it back. Blood. Just great. “You wanna watch what you’re doing?”
Bra’tac ignored him, stomping off toward the clearing. Jack turned to Teal’c. “What’s his problem?”
“He is upset, O’Neill.”
“I can see that.” Exiting the clearing, Jack watched Bra’tac join Carter by the pile of staff weapons she’d collected while they were gone. Overhead, the rising moon provided plenty of light. Too much light in Jack’s opinion. One glider flying by at the wrong moment and they’d be screwed.
Bra’tac flung staff after staff toward the far end of the field. Jack had a hunch what was bothering the old man, and under other circumstances, he’d let it lie, but given their current situation, it needed to be dealt with before they proceeded any further.
He strode past Carter, that damn com ball ensconced on her tact vest, and faced Bra’tac. “You’ve got something to say? Say it.”
Bra’tac raised another staff weapon over his head. “You should have waited.”
“For what?”
The staff weapon sailed past him.
“I might have swayed those Jaffa to our cause.” Bra’tac picked up another one.
“Not from what I could see.” A bit of blood dripped down his cheek. He dashed it away.
“You see only what your eyes will tell you, O’Neill.” He flung the staff further this time.
“My eyes could see plenty. That is, until you thwacked me so nicely with that branch, thank you very much.” Jack snorted. “From where I was, Teal’c and Carter were about to be toast. A whole new bunch of Jaffa were jumping into the party.”
“Our zat’ni’katels would have sufficed.” Bra’tac swept up yet another staff weapon, but Jack yanked it from his hands.
“Zats only work for a few minutes and you know it.” He tossed the staff weapon aside. “Tell me… what would you have done different?”
Bra’tac glanced over at Teal’c and Carter standing off to one side. Carter opened her mouth, but Jack dashed an open palm across his throat, the sign to keep out of the way. As much as Jack respected his teammates’ opinions, this needed to be hashed out between him and Bra’tac without interference.
Finally, Bra’tac looked back at Jack. “Retreat was an option. We could have taken the cargo ship and flown to a new location.”
“You ever hear of the element of surprise? We would’ve lost it if we landed somewhere else. Sooner or later, one of Yu’s little Jaffa would pull it together enough to make for home.”
Bra’tac jutted his chin out. “Warriors had lain down their weapons, O’Neill. Others gave pause upon hearing my words. Their hearts spoke of the desire to join our cause. You should not have shot them with your rifle. That was not our agreement.”
Jack threw up his hands in disgust. “And you think because a couple of Jaffa hesitated, it would’ve been okay if Teal’c or Carter took one in the back.”
“Because you have used your Tau’ri weapon, we will never know the truth.”
“He’s right, sir.”
Jack whirled toward his second-in-command. “Excuse me?
She yanked off the com ball from her vest and held it at eye-level. “General Hammond, are you receiving this?”
“Loud and clear, Major.”
She glanced up toward Jack for a moment and frowned.
“Carter?”
“And Ambassador Huang, sir?”
“The ambassador’s right here beside me.”
Jack clenched his fists. “What the hell, Major?”
Carter popped the com ball back into its webbing. She straightened to attention, her eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry, sir, but by General Hammond’s authority, you are relieved of command.”
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“You are relieved of command.”
It was too dark to make out much of Colonel O’Neill’s face on the communications ball though George could easily imagine Jack’s reaction to the Major’s orders.
Sitting beside him at the briefing table, Ambassador Huang practically rubbed his hands together with glee. “You are to be congratulated, General Hammond.”
George mentally counted to three before trusting himself to speak. “Congratulated for what, Ambassador?”
“Your foresight. While it is a terrible thing for our emperor to lose so many of his warriors, who knows what Colonel O’Neill might do once they reach his palace if you had not thought to arrange for Major Carter to replace him.”
“Firstly, Mister Ambassador, Lord Yu isn’t my emperor — ”
“General Hammond, sir,” called out Major Davis from George’s office.
Through the star chart window, a BDU-clad Jacob Carter sat down heavily into one of the visitors’ chairs. Even from this distance, George could tell that his old friend didn’t have good news to share.
He glanced back at the com ball, at the still silent colonel visibly glowering at his second-in-command.
“Go ahead, General.” Huang waved a hand as if in dismissal. “I am sure you’ve other, more critical matters which require your attendance. I shall continue to observe your team’s progress. Return at your convenience.”
If George had any hair left, he would’ve pulled it out there and then. Instead, he nodded curtly to the ambassador, turned on his heels and walked into his office in fewer strides than he thought possible. He gestured to the major to shut the door and then sank down into his chair.
“You’re looking a bit ragged there, George,” said Jacob. “Huang got you all tied up in knots or what?”
George related the events he’d witnessed on the Goa’uld communication device. “Tell me you have something.”
“Selmak does,” Jacob said.
“Let’s hear it.”
Jacob bowed his head, the telltale sign that he was climbing into the back seat so his Tok’ra symbiote could speak. The sight never ceased to amaze George. Nor the distorted sound coming from his old friend’s mouth.
“I have examined Dr. Frasier’s results — ”
The hallway door began to open. As Jacob dropped his head, Major Davis dashed over and stuck his head outside.
“I want to see General Hammond. Now.” The insistent voice had a slight Jamaican lilt.
George should have recognized who it was, but at this particular moment, he had bigger concerns. “Whoever it is, tell them we’re busy, major.”
A dark hand pushed the door all the way open, revealing one of Stargate Command’s new archaeologists. George recognized the man as Dr. Kevin Hopkins, an associate of Dr. Jackson’s.
Major Davis tried to block Hopkins from entering, but Hopkins had a good six inches on him and easily pushed his way through. The archaeologist stormed up to George’s desk and put his hands on his hips.
“Doctor, we’re a little busy here,” George said.
“Looks to me like you’re sitting around, chewing the fat all di’while. In the meantime, my friend is out there, somewhere, having god knows what done to him.”
George shoved down the flare of anger threatening to erupt and stood up, placing his hands on his desk. An effort to look as calm yet as intimidating as he possibly could. He didn’t have time for an argument, but this man needed to understand how things worked.
“We are doing everything we possibly can to find Dr. Jackson,” he assured Hopkins. “I need you to return to your lab and focus on your assignment. As soon as we know anything we can share, we will.”
“There goes that need-to-know business, again.” Hopkins laughed. “I’m not a pickney, General. I’d peg my two PhD’s against your two little stars any day if you’d like to try me on for size.”
“Shall I call in my Special Forces to explain to you the meaning of these stars, Doctor?”
“Wait a moment,” Jacob said. He stood up and approached Hopkins. “You’re the man who hassled Colonel O’Neill in the locker room yesterday.”
“Yeah, man. And I suppose you’re his best friend,” Hopkins sneered at Jacob. “Where the hell is he anyway? Hiding in a corner somewhere, licking his wounds? He should be. It’s his fault Daniel was captured by those monsters. If he hadn’t — ”
“That’s enough,” George bellowed. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Major Davis stepped forward. “You need to leave, Doctor.”
Hopkins put up his hands in surrender. “I apologize. I… just…” He dropped his hands to his side as his voice fell to a whisper. “I never imagined something so horrible could happen. Not to anyone. Daniel was my best friend in graduate school. You have to tell me you’ll get him home. That you have the best people working around the clock to rescue him.”
George gestured toward the door. He needed Hopkins out of there, fast. With Colonel O’Neill removed from command, finding out what Selmak had to say could be critical to the next leg of SG-1’s mission. With all the patience he could muster, George said to Hopkins, “I assure you, the rescue of Dr. Jackson has this command’s highest attention.”
Hopkins began walking toward the door. He stopped, staring out through the transparent star chart. “If you don’t mind my asking, why is there a Chinese man sitting in your briefing room?”
George sat back down. “As you may be aware, the president recently disclosed the Stargate’s existence to the UN Security Council. The Chinese man you refer to is Ambassador Huang.”
“Huang?” Hopkins cocked his head sideways. “That’s odd.”
“Odd, how?” Jacob asked.
“P3Y-702 was loaded to the brim with Chinese artifacts,” Hopkins replied. “Is that why he’s here?”
“In a manner of speaking,” George answered. Hopkins had a high level of security clearance, but not high enough to be let in on the details of SG-1’s rescue mission.
“You said his name was Huang?”
George sighed. “Doctor, please.”
“Thanks to your ‘need-to-know’ program, I only got the short sheet but… wasn’t one of those Goa’uld System Lords named Yu after the ancient Chinese Jade emperor?”
Davis grabbed his elbow. “This way, sir.”
“Wait a second,” Jacob said. “What’s your point, doctor?”
“It’s probably nothing,” Hopkins said with a shrug. “Huang’s a common name in China, although, yeh… it’s a rather bizarre coincidence.”
In George’s seven years with the program, he’d learned the hard way that there were no such things as coincidences. “Explain.”
Hopkins looked back at him. “A planet full of Chinese artifacts… plus those four graves we dug up. Correct me if I’m wrong, man, but haven’t the forensic archaeologists determined those bodies were of Chinese descent?”
“Not yet.” George traded glances with Jacob. “Your point?”
“A’right,” said Hopkins as he raised one finger. “Daniel gets taken by some Goa’uld.” He raised a second finger. “There’s a Goa’uld who goes by the name of Lord Yu, after the Jade Emperor.” A third. “And then an ambassador shows up with the name of Huang.” He dropped his hand. “The original Emperor Yu’s full name was Yu Huang Shang-Ti. I’d consider that an odd coincidence.”
“Thank you, Doctor. Now if you wouldn’t mind…” George gestured toward Davis to show the doctor out.
Hopkins got halfway out the door and then stopped, frowning. “You realize this is all Colonel O’Neill’s fault. If he hadn’t tried to make such a half’ediat out of Daniel, he wouldn’t have been taken.”
“No, sir,” George said with an emphatic shake of his head. “Jack O’Neill has made more sacrifices than anyone else alive to protect you, this world, and particularly Dr. Jackson from the Goa’uld. You may not like the colonel’s tactics, but I can assure you, they’ve worked time and time again.”
“What about this time?”
“I have every faith in Colonel O’Neill and his team. They’ll bring him home. It’s what they do.”
Hopkins left without further resistance and Major Davis closed the door once more. George glanced over at Jacob. “Coincidence? Or is there something going on I need to know about?”
“This information only further confirms Dr. Frasier’s preliminary results,” Selmak said.
“Preliminary,” Major Davis repeated. He cleared his throat. “Sirs, I can’t go to the president with preliminary findings and coincidental names. There’s already enough tension between U.S. and China. If you’re wrong, the Chinese will have a fit. They’ll see any doubt of Huang’s credentials as an insult. I’m sorry, but you have to be sure.”
“We realize that, Major.” George stared at the red phone on his desk, wanting nothing more than to call the president himself. “How much more time does Dr. Frasier need?”
Davis looked at his watch. “Thirty minutes, maybe an hour.”
“An hour may prove too long,” Selmak said. We must relay our suspicions to SG-1 immediately. Their lives may be in more danger than originally anticipated.”
“And then?”
“Then we determine how best to play our part in securing the safe return of Dr. Jackson and SG-1.”
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“I need you to relinquish your weapon, sir.” Sam held out her hand, brushing against the communications ball hanging from her vest. She hated that device, just as much as she hated every moment of what had to come next.
Colonel O’Neill’s long fingers tightened on his P90. “You don’t want to do this, Major,” he whispered. “Not yet.”
Bra’tac and Teal’c remained a few feet back. The rising moon lit both their faces in apparent astonishment.
“Colonel, you’ve given me no choice.” She held out her hand again for emphasis. “You disregarded our orders, sir.”
Colonel O’Neill glimpsed down at her hand and glowered. “You can’t do this, orders or not.”
“I’m sorry, sir. General Hammond gave me the authority shortly before we embarked.”
“And of course you didn’t bother to check Air Force regulations on your own, right Carter?” His face tightened into an angry mask, one Sam never imagined would be directed her way. “What a good little soldier you are.”
“Sir — ”
“You can’t relieve me of command. The rules state there has to be two officers present. Nope, sorry, not going to happen.”
Bra’tac stepped forward. “I disagree… or is Teal’c’s new honorary rank merely an empty promise?”
“There’s a reason it’s called ‘honorary’.” The colonel raised up two fingers of his free hand in a mock version of air quotes.
“So you admit to only placating Teal’c in hopes of… in the hopes of what, O’Neill? So that he may stay with you and not join the ranks of the Jaffa Rebellion more directly?”
“For crying out loud, Bra’tac. This isn’t about you or your little rebellion.”
Bra’tac’s eyes narrowed. “Little?”
“Sam, can you hear me?” It was her father, speaking through the com device.
Sam groaned. Nice timing, Dad.
Colonel O’Neill rolled his eyes. “You gonna take that call or not?”
She pushed the ball out from its webbing and held it up. Her father was in the briefing room, a smug Ambassador Huang beside him. Sam knew ‘hate’ was a strong word to use, but at the moment, it seemed to define pretty much everything involved with this mission. Especially Ambassador Huang.
“We read you, Dad. Five by five.”
“General Hammond requested I relay that the mission, as planned, is still a go.”
Huang leaned in, his face filling up the ball’s display. “Confine Colonel O’Neill to the ship, Major Carter.”
“No, sir.” Sam shook her head. “The colonel’s still needed if we’re going to succeed on this mission.”
“By whose authority?” Huang snarled. Clearly, he didn’t like this anymore than Sam, though for different reasons.
“Mine as commanding officer.”
“Ha!” Colonel O’Neill laughed. “That’s a joke.”
Sam kept her eyes on the com device, knowing that if she looked at the colonel — even for an instant — she’d break. “Mister Ambassador, if you have a problem with my decision, I suggest you take it up with General Hammond or the Secretary of the Air Force, sir.”
Inside the briefing room, someone’s palm covered the display. When it was removed, Huang’s face had zoomed back out to include her father.
“If anything changes on this end, kiddo, we’ll keep you informed. In the meantime, proceed as discussed.”
“Right.” Sure Dad, easy for you to say.
Sam stuck the com ball back on her vest. “Colonel, that rifle is a direct violation of our orders. Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.” She held out her hand once more.
Teal’c came up beside the colonel. “O’Neill, if we are to rescue Daniel Jackson, and not return home in disgrace — ”
“Like I care what people think.”
“Nonetheless, our orders remain,” Teal’c said softly.
“Fine, whatever.” The colonel shoved his rifle at Sam.
Grabbing her pack from the ground, she ejected the partially spent magazine and stowed it and the rifle inside.
“Permission to use the head before we move out, Ma’am.” Bad attitude in full force, the colonel had come to attention and saluted.
“I will accompany you, O’Neill,” said Teal’c.
“No,” Sam replied. She pulled off the com ball and handed to Teal’c. “You hang on to this. I’ll escort the colonel in case he tries anything inappropriate.”
Colonel O’Neill raised an eyebrow. “What? You don’t think Huang wants to watch me take a piss?”
“Sir,” she warned. Now wasn’t the time for clever wisecracks.
“Fine then.” The colonel stormed off.
Sam followed, acutely aware of the sympathy on Teal’c and Bra’tac’s faces as she walked by.
* * *
Daniel’s life had tunneled down into one long round after another of Wéiqí. More than half the board was covered in Yu’s black stones while Daniel had barely ten white ones in play. He’d start to build up a new section, far removed from Yu’s massive blot of black stones in the center, only to have the Goa’uld’s black stones surround him until they were all captured.
The sun set as they continued playing the extraordinarily complex game. Through it all, Yu never gave him an inclination as to what would happen once all the stones were played, all the rounds finished, and Daniel had lost… which in Daniel’s mind seemed inevitable.
Win or lose. Live or die. One thing was certain, time was running out. There were just so many moves left on the board. He’d have to do something, figure out some way out of there, before the game ended. A part of him, the archeologist inside, wished he could stay there long enough to find out more about Yu’s time on Earth, to learn how much influence the Goa’uld really had on those early days in China.
Even that part of him wanted to live, no matter what Jack had thought. Daniel knew he didn’t want to die. Not on some obscure planet, far from his friends and home.
Lao Dan had just removed their evening meal when Daniel struck upon a new strategy. A two-part strategy, actually. He’d need to distract Yu long enough to have the Goa’uld let down his guard. Then, he might have a chance at either finding a back way out of the throne room or, at worst case, knocking Yu out when he wasn’t looking. Daniel looked around the room, settling on the jade sculpture beneath the cherry tree. It was small enough to lift, though big enough to do some damage.
But first, he needed to distract Yu. The only way that would happen was if Daniel started winning, or at least made it harder so Yu would have to concentrate more fully on the game.
Feeling Yu’s gaze on him as he scooped up a piece from his diminishing bowl of white stones, Daniel studied the board—the whole board—as if it was a chess game. Five rounds had been played, each on a different section of the board. The far left bottom, middle and top sides were covered in black stones, as was the center and an area right above it. That left the mid sections in all four quadrants and the far right top and bottom.
Early on, he’d set a stone at each corner, an homage of sorts to how Jack would often split up SG-1 to surround a target. If Daniel could build up the two remaining corners, he might have a chance. Under Yu’s watchful eye, he plunked down a stone on the board’s outer edge, next to his corner piece.
Yu plunked down a black on the edge next to his. Daniel dropped a stone on the other side of his first, grouping three whites together. Yu set down another stone, this time inside the V Daniel had created. With a smile, Daniel dropped a white in on the other side and cut off Yu’s play.
He picked up the black stone with a smile. It was his first win.
“A good move.” Yu stuck his fingers into his lacquered bowl and picked at his stones.
“Don’t give up on me yet. I might actually win.” As nonchalantly as possible, Daniel dropped his solitary black beside the board.
“And you believe winning will free you.”
Daniel flinched. Had he been wrong? “Will it kill me?”
“That depends on you.”
“Just how many days of playing do you expect of me?”
Yu narrowed his eyes. “Just how many days of not answering my question do you expect me to tolerate?”
“I can’t answer your question. I don’t remember being here. Really.”
“And yet, you were.” The Goa’uld took up one stone from the bowl, examined it, and the dropped it back down. “I can only assume from your refusal to answer my question that you do wish to stay here, indefinitely. But before you decide, I will remind you of one thing…”
Yu put down his bowl and gazed steadily at Daniel. “We share a common enemy. That enemy is Anubis. While you and the Tau’ri may consider him new to your fight, he is a very old enemy of my house.”
Daniel put his head in his hands, his mind racing over the best course of action. He knew Yu told the truth. Undercover as Yu’s lotar, Daniel had seen firsthand how, of all the Goa’uld, Yu had been the most vehemently opposed to Anubis’ reentry into the System Lords’ Alliance.
If ever there was a cliché, the old ‘enemy of my enemy is my friend’ seemed more apropopriate than ever.
Besides, striking Yu with the statue was a dumb plan. He knew that. Between the Jaffa outside the door and who knew how many were garrisoned throughout the fortress, the chances of Daniel getting out alive were slim to none.
Recognizing that sometimes the best strategy was the truth, Daniel stared back at Yu. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”
“If you tell the truth, you shall be rewarded.” Yu said with a nod. “Tell me how you managed to appear here, in my throne room. More importantly, how did you know Anubis would attack Abydos?”
Realizing he’d been holding his breath, Daniel let out a long sigh. “A little over a year ago, I died.”
“Yet you are very much alive,” Yu observed.
“I am, but at the time when I came here, I wasn’t.”
The Goa’uld’s eyes flashed white. “Now you speak to me in riddles.”
Daniel raised a hand. “Trust me, I’m not. What happened was… I ascended.”
“Explain.” Yu leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.
Daniel explained the process of Ascension, deliberately leaving out any mention of the Ancients or their technological abilities, such as building the Stargates. The last thing Yu, or any other Goa’uld needed to know, was how advanced the Ancients had been. He finished his explanation by sharing the truth about Anubis. “He ascended at one point, too. I think right after you killed him in battle — ”
“That was a thousand years ago,” Yu murmured.
“Yeah, well… the other Ascended beings threw him out. He’s basically only half-ascended, some sort of state that makes it necessary for him to wear a shield to contain his energy.”
“And you? Were you thrown out as well?”
Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. Like I said, I can’t remember.”
And there it was. He really didn’t know. The answer lay so out of reach, so far beyond anything he could even begin to guess at, that even admitting his uncertainty hurt.
Admitting his feelings to a Goa’uld didn’t help, either.
Yu sat quietly for a moment, stroking his imperial beard, thinking who knew what? Daniel hoped he was contemplating how to send him home.
Finally, Yu spoke. “I promised you would be rewarded.”
A ten ton weight fell off Daniel’s back. “If you take me to the Stargate, I’ll give you the coordinates.” The new Alpha site would be out, he couldn’t let them know its coordinates, but Sam had mentioned a new mining operation on P3X-403. He could gate there. Then, he’d borrow someone’s GDO and gate back to the S.G.C. A shower, a debrief with Jack and General Hammond, and then, sleep — in a real bed, no less.
“You misunderstand me,” said Yu, reaching under the table.
“By ship then? I guess you could take me back to where you found me.”
“I have a different reward in mind.” He brought up a small ebony box worked with a jade rendition of his symbol.
As the Goa’uld opened the box, Daniel realized with a sinking feeling that he wasn’t going anywhere.
“Take them.” Yu held out four jade dragons, each no larger than his thumb. They were intricately carved, similar to the Chinese dragons popular in modern Earth culture. The dragons stood on miniature pedestals, their claws raised in the air as if fighting some unseen force. Each one’s eyes were painted a different color: gray, red, green and blue. The same colors as the chairs in the room Daniel had slept in last night.
Daniel didn’t want them. He wanted to go home. “But you said — ”
“They will give you an advantage in our game.”
Daniel clenched his fists. “I told you what I know. Now let me go.”
“Take them,” Yu boomed.
“I’m not playing your stupid game,” Daniel shouted back.
“Take them!”
In afterthought, Daniel realized he should have taken the pieces and he should never have raised his voice.
Both these thoughts occurred to him as Yu’s hand shot up, his Goa’uld ribbon device erupted, burrowing sheer pain into Daniel’s head. A thousand fire ants crawled around his skull, pushing and pulling at every blood cell in his brain.
Finally, Yu withdrew his hand and Daniel sank down to the cold, dark floor. He had a choice, that was perfectly obvious.
Either pass out or play another round of Wéiqí.
The choice was made for him. His eyes slid closed.
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Jack stopped in front of what he was pretty sure was the entryway to the cargo ship. It was hard to tell, the thing being in stealth mode and all. Having blood dripping down his left brow didn’t make it any easier.
Carter silently came up beside him. One glimpse over his shoulder confirmed that Teal’c and Bra’tac were still within earshot. So was that damn Goa’uld com ball.
Disgusted, Jack turned back around, staring at where the ship should be. “You gonna let me in, Carter?”
With a sigh heard halfway around the planet, she thumbed the ship’s remote. The air rippled. Like a wave of water on the shore, the ripple regressed, revealing the ship’s hatch only an arm’s length away. Without waiting for permission, Jack palmed the door open and stepped inside.
The door slid closed and he went aft, aware the entire time that Carter was hot on his heels. Jack kept his mouth shut. When he reached the head, he shoved the door open and entered. Again, Carter followed him in.
She slammed the door shut, hard. Jack almost flinched, but then remembered he’d as much reason to be angry as she did. When she whirled toward him, he met her glare for glare.
It was the ultimate stare down contest.
Until he couldn’t help himself. He smirked.
She flashed one of those toothy grins back at him.
“Geez, Carter,” he said with a shake of his head, “you ever think of going into television? You’d make a hell of an actress.”
“You’re not so bad yourself, sir. I’m fairly certain Ambassador Huang believed every bit of it.”
“Ambassador Huang… Just repeating that bastard’s name makes me want to wash my mouth out with soap.” Jack glanced toward the overkill of a bathtub. “Carter, do the Goa’uld even use soap?”
“Wouldn’t know, sir. I brought my own.”
“Always be prepared, they say.” For the first time in too damn long, Jack allowed himself a brief smile. It felt great to be out of sight of that damn eavesdropping com ball.
He touched the wound over his eye and brought back his hand. Not too bloody, but he’d need stitches thanks to Bra’tac slamming him with that branch. Damn, that old man had a temper about as bad as his own.
“Would you like me to get the med kit, sir?” Carter asked.
“Probably wouldn’t be a good idea to drip blood all over Lord Snakehead’s fancy palace, huh?” He leaned in toward one of the mirrors. The whole damn room was covered in them. Narcissism and Goa’uld went hand in hand.
He had blood on his brow, on the side of his face, and on the collar of his black tee. Just great. “Get my pack, too, if you wouldn’t mind, thanks.”
While Carter went aft to collect his things, Jack scrutinized the damage. Half an inch long and right on the eyebrow, as usual. Maybe he should just paint a target on it.
Maybe he should just kick himself while he’s at it. As royally screwed as this mission had been from the start, it’d gone from bad to worse.
Carter returned. “Do you want me to stitch that up for you, sir?”
“I got it.” Close quarters with Carter was one thing; he’d learned how to lock that room down tight. But after spending the last day play-acting at being pissed at her, the need to assure himself that they were good was too damned tempting.
Having her right up in his face just wouldn’t fly.
He grabbed the orange nylon med kit and his pack, dumping them both on the sink counter. He zipped open the med kit and rummaged inside for an iodine wipe. “All right, let’s review the situation, Major.”
Carter sat down on the edge of the tub. “We still don’t know if Huang has some sort of connection to Lord Yu.”
“Oh, we know.” Stripping off his vest and jacket, he dumped them on the floor and ripped open the wipe. “What we don’t know is how the hell this guy got past White House security clearances. Diplomat, my ass.”
Between the aerial welcoming committee hovering over Yu’s fortress and the nasty skirmish they just went through with the Jaffa, Jack could feel it in his gut. Someone had tipped their hand to Yu. He was betting it was Huang.
Jack dabbed the yellowish brown gauze on his brow. Damn stuff stung, though it was better than ending up in the infirmary with a needle full of antibiotics in his ass. Cleaned up, it didn’t look so bad.
Screw the stitches. The wound would heal nice and neat. It always did.
He tossed the med kit to the floor.
Carter flipped open her watch. “Base time has us at 1020 hours. Janet said she’d have something definitive by 1030. That’s just ten minutes from now.”
“Frasier’s piece of the puzzle is only going to confirm what we already know.”
“Sir, all we have so far is circumstantial evidence. Teal’c still can’t place who Huang looks like — ”
“If T’s spidey senses are tingling, that’s good enough for me.” But a bloody tee shirt wasn’t. Jack unzipped his pack and pulled out a new one. “What about that tie pin? It’s like he was baiting us. Talk about a typical, arrogant Goa’uld maneuver.”
“Without having Huang hand it over, I can only go by what we saw.”
Jack shrugged out of his bloody tee and threw on the new one. “Tasted like naquadah, did it?”
Carter shook her head. “It’s not a taste thing, sir. More like a presence. Like being in a dark room, walking toward a wall, and knowing it’s there.”
Jack stuffed the discarded shirt into his pack and zipped it up. “Let’s not forget the lovely little emblem. Looked like two snakeheads wrapped up into one.” Tossing on his jacket and vest, he grabbed the pack. Something small was lodged into one of the outside pockets. He ripped open the velcro flap.
Inside was his old Zippo.
“Sir, that symbol could have very well been Chinese in origin. If Daniel was here, he’d know.”
Jack pulled out the lighter. A lot of memories were tied up in its brass casing and springs. Unlike his eyebrow, some of those memories hadn’t healed as neatly.
He stuck the Zippo in a vest pocket and looked at Carter. “You realize that if Daniel was here, we wouldn’t be.”
She frowned. “You still blame yourself for what happened.”
He did, though he still wasn’t quite sure for what.
“Daniel’s changed, sir. He’s come a long way since our early days, especially since he’s returned.”
“If you say so.”
“Sir, I’m sure of it. But — ”
“But what, Major?”
“What if we’re wrong about Huang? What if he really is who he says he is?”
“And I’m the great and powerful Oz.” Jack grabbed his gear and opened the door. Stepping out into the corridor, he noticed she hadn’t followed. He turned around and saw that troubled Carter, the one where she bit her lip and fiddled with her hands. The one which meant she was thinking too much, again. “What?”
She rose from the tub, sticking her hands in her pockets. “Sir, if Huang really is China’s ambassador, we’ve violated the agreement — ”
“You mean, I violated the agreement.” As if he’d had any other choice. Another few seconds and that Jaffa would have fried Carter and Teal’c like toast.
“Yes, sir. By pulling out your P90, there’s every chance Huang will make good on his threat. The Stargate program could be revealed to the general public.”
“And you think that’s a bad thing.”
“I don’t think it’s up to us to decide. Do you?”
“Honestly, Major… I couldn’t care less what the general public thinks. A man’s life is at stake. A good man. If the price of getting Daniel back alive and in one piece means Earth needs to grow up a little, then let them.”
“I want Daniel back as badly as you do, sir. That said, the political ramifications — ”
“Carter!” He cut her off with his free hand. “I’m tired of diplomats and politicians.”
“Yes, sir.”
“No more games.” Tossing his gear aft, Jack gestured toward the hatch. It was time to get this show on the road.
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George Hammond studied the monitor in Dr. Frasier’s office, recognizing the bar graphs on the screen as DNA profiles; six panels of markers splayed across the screen. Major Davis and Jacob crowded in beside him while the doctor sat in a visitor’s chair. Beside her, a somewhat calmer Dr. Hopkins fidgeted in another chair, crossing and uncrossing his legs impatiently.
George returned his gaze to his Chief Medical Officer. She clutched a clipboard as if her life depended on it. George sympathized. He knew Dr. Frasier was close with Dr. Jackson and the rest of SG-1. “What am I looking at exactly, Doctor?”
“Exactly, sir? Even I’m not completely sure.”
“Explain.”
She dropped her clipboard to her knees. “From the saliva I pulled from Ambassador Huang’s water glass, I managed to pull enough material to run some basic DNA tests. These aren’t complete but — ”
“Hold on a moment,” said Major Davis. “I thought saliva DNA tests were better than blood tests.”
“That’s a common misconception,” Dr. Frasier said with a shake of her head. “If we can swab the ambassador’s cheek, I could run a buccal swabbing which is far more than just saliva. Successful collection occurs when the swab contains cheek cells, which may or may not be present in saliva.”
Major Davis shot up from the monitor. “General, we can’t ask the ambassador to submit to a cheek swab. Between his diplomatic immunity and — ”
“I recognize that, Major.” George looked back at Dr. Frasier. “Let’s start with what we do have and go from there. What did you find?”
“I’m not even sure how this is possible, sir. The ambassador’s DNA contains genetic markers not seen in the human genome for nearly 4,000 years.”
“Wait a minute,” said Davis. “Is Huang a Goa’uld?”
George glanced over at Jacob who’d already closed his eyes in transition. “Selmak?”
Selmak opened his eyes… or Jacob’s eyes. George never could keep the concept straight.
“Impossible. I would have sensed a fellow symbiote’s presence upon his arrival.”
“If he’s not a Goa’uld then what or who is he?” George demanded.
Dr. Hopkins raised his hand. “That’s where I come in, but…” he pointed at Jacob, “why does he talk like that?”
“Need-to-know,” George replied automatically.
Hopkins threw his hands up in the air. “You should have that tattooed on your forehead. It’d make conversations a lot shorter.”
An uncomfortable silence descended in the room.
Finally, Dr. Frasier coughed. “Sir, I requested Dr. Hopkins’ assistance after we spoke. Once Teal’c and Major Carter both confirmed that the sigil on the ambassador’s tie pin directly matched Lord Yu, I thought it would help to get the opinion of an expert.”
“An expert in what, exactly?” George gave the archaeologist an intentionally scorching look. If the man made one more derogatory comment about the colonel or anyone else in the military, George was more than prepared to have him escorted from the base. Permanently.
Hopkins cleared his throat. “Xia Dynasty history. If this System Lord Yu really did spend time on Earth and he really was Yu Huang Shang-Ti, then the Xia Dynasty is how we place him in historical context.”
“Historical context is irrelevant to this situation,” Major Davis rightly said. “We need cold hard facts.”
Hopkins lifted his chin with just enough arrogance for George to mentally start writing up those termination papers.
“History has everything to do with what’s going on here,” Hopkins said. “More precisely, Yu’s history. If he really was the legendary Yu the Great, he was responsible for stopping China’s Yellow River from flooding around 2300 B.C.”
Jacob snorted. “You mean Yu actually helped the Chinese?”
“So the legend goes. He also created the game Go, believe it or not. Some academicians insist it was Emperor Yao who created the game; however… my bet’s on Yu. Anyone clever enough to stop a flood back in those days — ”
“We’re talking about a Goa’uld, Doctor.” George didn’t bother to hide his impatience. “A Goa’uld who has your friend and could very well kill him and all of SG-1.”
“Sirs, if I can get us back on point?” Dr. Frasier gestured toward the monitor.
The room simmered down instantly. George silently thanked his CMO for putting them all — himself included — back on task.
She pointed toward the top left corner of the report. “This is Huang’s DNA. Immediately to its right is a genetic marker study done by forensic anthropologists of a 4,000 year-old mummy found not far from the Yellow River Dr. Hopkins mentioned. Note the similarities.”
“I’m the one who found that mummy, by the way,” Hopkins added, bobbing up and down on his toes with all the enthusiasm of a five-year-old brat. “Two years ago. Shortly before Daniel approached me about the Stargate Program.”
George deliberately ignored him. He gestured toward the other four panels on the screen. “What about these other DNA profiles? They also match Huang?”
“Yes, sir,” Dr. Frasier said cautiously. “Those are from the remains of the four graves found by SG-13 on P3Y-702.”
George sucked in a breath. “The planet where Dr. Jackson was captured by Lord Yu?”
“Don’t you get it?” Hopkins jumped up from his chair. “With all the artifacts we found, dating back specifically to Yu’s era, he — I mean, the Goa’uld — had to have used that planet as a base of operations once.”
Jacob spoke up. “And you think this somehow ties Huang directly to Yu.”
“It certainly ties him to the four bodies found on P3Y-702.” Dr. Frasier traded places with Major Davis by the monitor. “Not only does Ambassador Huang have the same rare genetic markers,” she pointed at the third panel, “he also shares the same parentage with this particular set.”
George shared a look with Jacob. “Can Selmak help us clear this up any more without resorting to blood tests?”
“We’re on it.” With a nod, Jacob left with Dr. Frasier.
“In the meantime,” George said, looking at Major Davis, “I suggest you call Washington and find out everything you can about Ambassador Huang’s recent posting.”
“That’s going to raise some red flags, sir.” Davis crossed his arms, clearly uncomfortable.
“Do what you can to stay under the radar for now… but Major?”
“Yes, sir?”
“I’m getting close to not caring. We’re not leaving SG-1 out there to hang unless there’s a damn good reason.”
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Sam emerged from the cargo ship only to find the colonel back into insubordinate mode. She looked on as he stalked off past Teal’c and Bra’tac. He went over to the other side of the clearing and flopped down beside the fallen tree trunk. He stretched out his legs, tugged his wool cap down over his eyes, and crossed his arms. The perfect posture for an angry Colonel O’Neill.
And a not too subtle reminder, she was sure, that if not for his P90, she’d be lying by that tree trunk, dead.
“Major Carter,” said Teal’c, holding out the com ball as she joined him and Bra’tac. Moonlight shone on the Goa’uld device, washing the display of her father’s face, all anxious lines and furrowed brow, into an almost monochromatic brown. Behind him, Ambassador Huang sat smugly by, obviously completely unaware that they were on to him.
“Your father wishes to speak with you,” Teal’c said.
Sam checked her watch. If nothing else, her father was punctual. Hopefully, he’d have some sort of news, something to indicate how they should proceed, but with Huang still there, it meant whatever message her father had, it would have to be wrapped up in one of the passphrases they’d worked out before leaving.
She schooled her face, not wanting to appear too eager.
“Hang on a minute, Dad.” Leaving the ball with Teal’c, she strode over to Colonel O’Neill.
“What?” He didn’t even bother to push the hat back from his eyes.
“Get up,” she ordered loud enough for the com ball to pick up the sound. She deliberately kept her back to it, knowing it would take a bit of practice before she could actually order the colonel around.
“Get up and do what?” he asked casually.
“Until that moon sets, we’re in no shape to go after Daniel. We’ll take turns at watch. You’re first.”
“First watch, you say?” The colonel put back his hat and opened his eyes. Sitting up, he waved toward Teal’c, or more precisely, toward the com ball with a grin. “Was that Jacob’s voice? Hi, Dad!”
The colonel smiled. Only Sam was close enough to see it didn’t reach his eyes.
“Grab an MRE for the hike,” she ordered. “Teal’c should have some in his pack.”
Turning back around toward Teal’c and Bra’tac, she added, “You two should eat something as well.”
Teal’c bowed in that cooperative, assuring manner that meant he understood. She hoped he did. With his normal silent grace, he handed her the com ball and retreated a few feet away with his back pack.
The colonel joined him and Bra’tac, taking the pack out of Teal’c’s hands. He stuck both hands in and rummaged about for a moment. When he pulled out several brown wrapped packages, he complained. “Turkey? T, don’t you ever pack anything else to eat?”
“Sam, everything all right?”
Sam lifted the com ball to her eyeline. “We’re fine. Colonel O’Neill is heading off to stand first watch.” She glowered at the colonel, hoping her annoyance was clear to Ambassador Huang.
“Should be pretty easy to stand watch on that planet at night. Last time I was there, you didn’t need a flashlight, what with all the light coming off those two moons.”
Two moons.
Sam didn’t need to look up into the night sky to confirm the only moon up above. She’d seen for herself when they’d first entered orbit. What she did see from the corner of her eye, however, was Colonel O’Neill hand Teal’c back his MRE ration.
Her father’s message meant Huang was somehow tied to Yu. Yes, the mission was still a go. They should go after Daniel, but keep up the charade. The S.G.C. didn’t have enough information yet.
Sam struggled to keep her face from revealing her frustration. Information was her wheelhouse. Not knowing what they were getting into, not knowing how to best advise her team on how to stay safe, how to rescue Daniel and make it back to the ship in one piece… She could do it, she could command SG-1 quite well, in fact. That didn’t mean she had to like it. Not for the first time, she realized how lucky SG-1 had been all these years having the colonel in command.
Which wasn’t the case at the moment.
Not officially, at least.
Colonel O’Neill gave her a grim nod. With a brief pat to Teal’c’s shoulder, he walked off up the hill. Watching him go, it took all of Sam’s willpower to keep her from squashing the communication ball under her heel.
The moon continued its upward ascent.
* * *
Having placed his first dragon on the board next to three of his white stones, Daniel sat back and waited to get slaughtered by Yu… figuratively, or at least he hoped so. Each dragon piece would take up four intersections on the board instead of one. Maybe that gave him some advantage, but at the moment, he wasn’t quite sure how.
Outside, the full moon was past its zenith, beginning to sink down below the far mountains. Just like it had done the night before, and the night before that.
Yu plunked down a stone next to the dragon. Daniel put a white stone down by the Goa’uld’s black and waited for another round.
As Yu studied the board, Daniel wrapped his arms across his chest. His tee shirt was stiff, stale from too many days of wear. One sniff of a shoulder told him he desperately needed a bath. He was tired, dirty, worn out, but most of all, finding it hard to keep up any hope of escape. Any possibility of being released was next to none.
Escape wasn’t very likely either. The odds of Yu or one of his Royal Guard killing him were too high.
Yu set another black, this time cutting Daniel’s dragon off from support of neighboring stones.
Daniel sighed, unsure what move to make next. “I’m not very good at military games.”
Yu raised an eyebrow. “Then why do you play at the warrior? If you do not value military strategies, why the weaponry? Why fight?”
“The weapons are more to protect myself against you and the rest of the Goa’uld,” Daniel admitted. “My background… What I really am… is a scholar.”
Yu gestured at the board, urging Daniel to play his next piece. “Can you not be both?”
Daniel picked up a stone from his diminishing bowl and stared at its smooth, perfect surface. Finally, he answered Yu. “When I have to be, sure.”
“Play your piece,” Yu boomed.
For a brief moment, Daniel wondered if death might not be such a bad thing. He could antagonize Yu, maybe try and make a break for the door. Or maybe, the next time Lao Dan showed up with food, he could antagonize the Jaffa enough to get himself killed.
Then he remembered Jack’s accusation.
More importantly, Daniel remembered his rediscovered determination upon helping Teal’c rescue his son and Bra’tac. There were reasons Daniel had returned from life as an Ascendant.
Reasons he refused to give up on.
Daniel put down a stone, this time to the left of his dragon where it would provide the most support.
Yu grunted his approval. “Is it true you cannot remember your time as an Ascendant?”
“I really can’t.”
“I pity you.”
Daniel glanced up from the board. A Goa’uld pitying a human? “Uh, thanks… I think.”
Yu played his next stone to the dragon’s right. Only one spot was left open for Daniel to take, one intersection that would keep the dragon in play. “It is said, a man who does not know where he has been cannot know where he is going.”
Daniel reached over to drop his stone into the space. “Don’t get me wrong, I remember pretty much everything from before I…”
His hand hovered over the board. “Wait… what did you say?” He looked directly at Yu.
The Goa’uld’s lips widened into an odd, yet chilling smile.
Daniel repeated the phrase himself. “’A man who does not know where he has been cannot know where he is going.’ I know that saying.”
Yu cocked his head. “Do you?”
Daniel’s eyes widened. “That saying’s attributed to Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, but he was born a good five or six hundred years after the Stargate was buried at Giza in 3,000 B.C. Long after all the Goa’uld left Earth.”
Yu’s smile widened further. “You forget, Daniel Jackson, I am not all Goa’uld. 3,000 years ago, I did not cower under Ra’s rule of the System Lords, nor do I cower now under the threat of Anubis.”
Plunging a hand into his bowl of stones, Yu scooped up a handful. He opened his palm, allowing the stones to scatter. “I am my own master and answer to none.”
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“Drop another light stick, Colonel.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” Jack muttered, his breath turning to instant fog in the cold night air. He handed his flashlight off to Teal’c and snagged another foil packet from his pack to mark their path through the maze. He’d have put a bit more emphasis on the ‘ma’am’ part if anyone else had taken command, but Carter didn’t choose to play this game, it’d been dumped in her lap.
Besides, she was doing the right thing. Other than their flashlights, there was nil in the way of light from the few scant breaks in the foliage covering the top of the maze. Placing light sticks every time they turned a bend gave them a proverbial trail of breadcrumbs, just in case they ended up going around in circles. Or squares. He had no idea how the maze was shaped. No one else did, either. Hence the downside of flying stealth: no floodlights, no way to get a good look at what they’d gotten themselves into, plus all those damn vines covering the tops had made recon impossible.
 Jack ripped open the foil packet, pulled out a chemical stick and snapped its center. With a shake, the six-inch long tube came to life; a tiny green glow to light up the fifty-foot long tunnel of head-to-toe, thorny hedges six times Teal’c’s height. The thorns were the worst part. The hedges were covered in the stiff, but not so little sharp buggers. They were as long as his hand though so thin it was impossible to see them, especially in the dark.
An animal howled somewhere off in the distance. Far enough away for Jack not to worry too much about it, but close enough for him to loosen the strap on his holster which held his zat in place. He searched at eye level for a safe spot in all that greenery to secure the light stick. “Teal’c, push in on the flashlight, will you?”
The muted beam didn’t get any brighter.
“Ah, anytime now would be good.” Jack glanced over his shoulder at Teal’c, but his Jaffa buddy’s attention was on Bra’tac. While Carter scouted the far end of the tunnel, Bra’tac paced back and forth behind her, no easy feat in a space not much more than a car’s length in width. From the worried look on Teal’c’s face, Jack knew he’d noticed Bra’tac’s behavior, too.
That animal howled again. No closer, no further away. Just some hungry thing looking for its next meal.
Which Jack had no intention of being, thank you.
“Sooner we get this stick secured, the sooner we’re on our way,” he gently reminded Teal’c.
“My apologies, O’Neill.” Teal’c refocused the flashlight on the hedge wall.
Jack carefully wedged the light stick in between two thorns and snapped on his pack. He jerked a thumb toward the still pacing Bra’tac. “What’s his problem?”
Teal’c frowned. “I do not know.”
“He can’t be afraid of close quarters. I’ve been in a glider with him and it doesn’t get any closer than that.”
“Perhaps he shares our urgency to free Daniel Jackson.”
“Maybe,” Jack said, taking back his flashlight. “I’m all up for getting out of here, that’s for sure.”
They’d been at it over an hour. An hour of wandering through a godforsaken maze of relentless twists and turns. A colossal waste of time.
Teal’c shone his own flashlight along the base of the hedges. “Could there be some way to cut through the base of this vegetation?”
Jack agreed. “Some way to make a bee-line straight for Yu’s fortress would be good.” Problem was, the bottom was as thick as the rest of the damn stuff. Not for the first time, Jack wished he had a machete.
Teal’c slid his eyes in Bra’tac’s direction again. “Could we not zat our way through?”
“Possibly. You’ll have to ask Carter.” When Teal’c raised an eyebrow, Jack reminded him, “She’s in charge.”
Teal’c’s frown deepened. “This is highly uncomfortable. While I find Major Carter a warrior of surpassing ability, I’ve grown accustomed to your command.”
Jack patted his friend on the shoulder. “Thanks for the support, my friend, but there’s none better than Carter. We’ll be fine.” He aimed his flashlight down at the base of the hedge wall. “You think your zat idea might work?”
Bending down, Teal’c brushed away enough dirt to reveal a solid wall of roots. He pulled out his zat. “Major Carter,” he called out. “I believe we could create a straight path to Yu’s fortress by disintegrating these obstacles with our zat’nik’tels.”
Carter and Bra’tac double-timed back to their position. As Carter bent down to examine Teal’c’s handiwork, Jack noticed the thin film of sweat on the older man’s brow, but he didn’t mention it. Instead, he took out his knife and bent down as well. He dug away more dirt. No good. The roots ran too deep to pull out. “Unless we want to keep on playing ‘rats in a maze,’ Teal’c might be on to something.”
Pointing her flashlight at the roots, Carter said, “I was thinking the same thing, sir.”
Jack smiled at the ‘sir.’ Though she was nominally in charge, old habits die hard. His smile vanished when he glanced down at the ball hanging off her vest.
Huang’s shit-eating grin stared back him.
Jack stuck his knife back in its sheath and snapped the restraint. Resisting the urge to give the ambassador the finger, he turned toward Bra’tac.
Another howl reached the maze, this time from the south.
A bit too hastily for Jack’s tastes, Bra’tac uncoupled his zat from his wrist band. The old Jaffa thumbed the side release and the head popped up, charged and ready to shoot. Jack jumped back from the hedge. “Easy there, fella.”
Carter swung her flashlight toward Bra’tac’s sheet white face. “I don’t think whatever’s out there can hurt us.”
“Forgive me. This maze conjures a distant memory I had thought long buried.” Bra’tac swiped an arm across his wet forehead.
Jack hoped that whatever was bothering Bra’tac would soon pass.
“Teal’c is correct,” Bra’tac said. “Three shots in quick succession should provide us a far faster outlet from this place.”
Carter aimed her flashlight on the hedge wall. “You don’t think we’ll set the whole thing on fire? The leaves appear green enough, although the thorns might be flammable.”
“Only one way to find out.” Jack pulled out his Zippo.
“That’s the lighter you gave Skaara,” Carter said with a smile.
Clink. He flipped it open. “Being ascended and all, I doubt he’ll be in need of it any time soon.”
Flashlight in one hand, lighter in the other, he stepped over to a section of the hedge where a vicious crop of thorns jutted out. He thumbed the wheel, the flint sparked, but a sudden gust of wind blew it out.
As quickly as the wind had picked up, it disappeared. Deciding the brief gust had been a fluke, Jack thumbed the lighter again. The flame sputtered to life. Satisfied, he extended his arm toward the thorns.
Another gust of wind blew the flame out.
This was getting annoying. He looked up at the others. “Where the hell’s the wind coming from?”
Teal’c cocked an eyebrow. “Of what wind do you speak, O’Neill?”
“I didn’t feel anything, sir,” Carter said with a shrug.
Bra’tac said nothing, the sweat on his forehead beading up something fierce. No doubt about it, something had him spooked. Maybe Carter was in charge, but Jack knew he’d have to speak up soon; otherwise rescuing Daniel would be a bust if Bra’tac wasn’t on top of his game.
That is, if they got out of this god forsaken maze any time soon.
Jack turned back to the hedge, deciding he must be imagining things. It was late, he was tired, and admittedly, a bit cranky. Just in case, he hunched down next to a lower patch of thorns he could bodily block from any wind. Sticking his flashlight under his armpit, he cupped the lighter and thumbed the wheel. This time, the Zippo lit up. He held the flame under some of the longer thorns.
The woody needles smoked a bit, giving off a sour smell— almost like rotten apples — but the good news was, they didn’t burn. He stood up. “Looks like we’re in business. A few zats and we should be able to — ”
Another gust of wind swept across his neck. This time, it was warm. Too warm, considering the cold climate. Jack aimed his flashlight high, looking for a hole in the hedges. Anything that might explain where it had come from.
He saw nothing but forty-foot tall shrubs blocking him from getting where he wanted to go. He turned back to his team.
The warm wind blew again. As he lifted his hand to the back of his neck, a memory was triggered. A memory he’d discounted at the time, but now, he wasn’t so sure.
A breeze, just like this one, had blown by him once before. Couldn’t have been much more than a year ago. He’d been waiting for the elevator, along with Carter and Teal’c. Barely a week had passed since Daniel had ascended. Carter and Teal’c had started to deal with the loss of their teammate, but Jack had pushed ahead, knowing the truth. You never got over losing someone, you simply got used to the loss.
And you never stopped the missing part.
Just as Selmak had told him in the locker room.
When he’d stepped on to that elevator, he’d been thinking about Daniel. Then, that breeze came out of nowhere. Everyone had noticed it, but only Jack had suspected it was Daniel. Some ascended, lighter than air, glowier than thou, form of Daniel. That breeze had given Jack some small form of comfort then.
Now, not so much.
“Colonel?” Carter looked at him expectantly. Huang’s beady little eyes peered out from the damned com ball hanging over her pocket.
Should he tell her? Tell her Daniel might already be dead? Clenching his Zippo, Jack considered how crazy he might sound if he did. Besides, if it really was Daniel, he’d have shown up.
Wouldn’t he?
Refusing to follow that line of thought any further; Jack shoved the lighter in a vest pocket. He unsnapped his holster and pulled out his zat. “On your orders, Major. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Carter raised an eyebrow and for a moment, Jack worried she wouldn’t follow his misdirect. He deliberately shifted his focus toward Bra’tac who’d resumed pacing. She caught his drift and turned back toward the western side of the hedge.
Carter aimed her zat at the unburied roots. “This is the direction we need to go. We’ll rotate shots. Each one fire three times. Myself, the colonel, Teal’c and then Bra’tac.”
After Carter blew a nice hole in the hedge, Jack bent down and began firing. The electric blue arc tore into the leaves. One more shot and they’d have a big enough hole to climb through to the next tunnel. Once, twice —
A heavy hand grabbed his shoulder. “O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “A glider approaches.”
“Flashlights off,” Carter ordered.
“What of the light sticks?” Teal’c asked.
“No time.”
Jack scrambled out of the hole and stuck his zat back in its holster. Sure enough, the thin whine of a glider’s engines grew louder. The last thing they needed was for Yu’s minions to see the telltale light of a zat from overhead. A couple of well placed shots from a glider cannon and it would be game over. Finished.
Teal’c dashed across the tunnel, grabbed the light stick and stuck it in his pocket. “Should I retrace our steps and recover the other sticks?”
“The colonel’s right. We don’t have time,” Carter said.
She was right. From the sound of things, the glider was getting closer. It’d be overhead in less than a minute, but there was one light source they could do without. Jack pointed at Carter’s vest. “Ditch the ball,” he ordered, not giving a damn who was in command.
On the com device, Huang’s mouth opened in protest as Carter popped the ball from its webbing. She shoved it in a leg pocket and the maze tunnel fell into complete blackness.
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“I find this unacceptable, general. Why is Major Carter still accepting Colonel O’Neill’s orders?”
George pinched the bridge of his nose, wanting nothing more than to have Huang arrested then and there. Of course, he couldn’t do a thing, not without proof positive. “Colonel O’Neill has made a recommendation that could quite possibly save their lives. It’s up to you whether you want to take that as the major following an order from a subordinate or simply using common sense, I don’t care.”
“Excuse me?” Huang blinked in surprise. “Our agreement included my witnessing the entirety of SG-1’s mission to Emperor Yu’s homeworld.” He reached for the com ball.
“I wouldn’t do that,” George warned. “Without naquadah in your blood, you might inadvertently turn the device off.” He took a seat at the other end of the table, as far removed from the com device as possible.
Huang pulled back his arm.
Lowering his voice, George suggested, “I’d also recommend that you join me over here, so our voices don’t carry. We don’t want to give away SG-1’s position.”
“Ah, yes. Of course.” Huang hurried to a seat by the star map. He whispered, “When will General Carter return from his — ?”
“Physical? Soon enough.” George checked his watch and then forced a smile he wasn’t feeling. SG-1 could be detected by Yu’s Jaffa any moment, and here he sat, being politically correct with a damned diplomat more concerned about protecting a Goa’uld’s assets than the safety of SG-1.
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It was damn near pitch black inside the hedge wall. Jack could barely see his hand in front of his face.
High above, the glider’s engines throttled down, but kept closing in. Jack recognized the deeper pitch from when the Jaffa had taken their sweet time strafing the dig site at P3Y-702. “I’ve never seen a glider with searchlights, but just to be sure — ”
“We should get under cover,” Carter said. “Think that hole’s large enough, sir?”
On hands and knees, Jack felt for the hole. A thorn jabbed his hand but he kept probing. A few more inches to the left and, “Found it!”
“Teal’c, Bra’tac, climb in,” Carter ordered.
Jack scrambled further back in the hole to make room. He barely made out the hulking shape of Teal’c crawling in when the ground began to thrum. “Let’s go, let’s go! That glider’s almost over head.”
“I shall remain out here,” Bra’tac insisted.
“No you won’t,” Jack said. “Teal’c, grab him.”
Teal’c yanked Bra’tac inside. Just as Carter dove in, the glider buzzed overhead. It’d been a close call.
Too close, in Jack’s opinion, and yet…
He touched the back of his neck. Had someone, or something, tried to warn him of the approaching glider?
* * *
As they awaited the glider’s departure, Teal’c crouched alongside his friends within the dark, makeshift foxhole. By his count, the ship had made three passes of the immediate area, each time at a lower altitude. It was his hope that the light sticks sown in the other tunnels they’d passed would be obscured from above.
Finally, the glider’s engine grew distant. It had departed the immediate vicinity. Teal’c estimated the ship was searching further west, where they had yet to traverse. Relieved, he inhaled deeply, the pungent scent of dank soil beneath them filing his nostrils. His breathing and that of the others returned to normal — all apart from Master Bra’tac whose shallow breaths were loud in the cramped space.
Teal’c did not know what troubled his old friend and was hesitant to ask while amongst the others. He would wait for Bra’tac to share his woes when he was ready.
O’Neill had no such patience. “Bra’tac, unless hyperventilation is your idea of a good time, it might be nice of you to tell us what’s got your panties in a bunch.”
Bra’tac exhaled loudly. “It is nothing, O’Neill.”
“I’m sorry, Bra’tac,” said Major Carter, “But something’s got you wound up. You’ve been like this since we entered the maze.”
Far off, an animal cried out, the sound low, as if the creature was in pain. Teal’c felt Bra’tac tense beside him.
“That whole ‘conjured memory’ thing you mentioned earlier,” said O’Neill. “You mind telling us what that’s about? We’re flying blind here and the more intel we have, the better chance we have of getting out of here… and getting Daniel back.”
Teal’c noticed the hesitation in O’Neill’s voice when mentioning their mission to rescue Daniel Jackson, but more immediate concerns required his attention. He placed a hand on Bra’tac’s arm. “You are the bravest Jaffa I know. If you are troubled, the cause must be genuine. Should you not share the reason so that we may understand?”
Bra’tac sighed. “I am a foolish old man, but this maze… It is reminiscent of the ancient trial of Amen’ta.”
“The ancient test once used to deem those worthy enough to become Apophis’ First Prime,” Teal’c explained. “But by my time, no one, not even you, old friend, would share its details.”
“I was only a young lieutenant in Apophis’ ranks when the trial was eliminated. It was I who implored the false god to end such a heinous practice.”
Overhead, the glider passed by once more. North this time, and at a higher altitude and velocity. As much as Teal’c wished to hear Bra’tac’s story, he also hoped the ship would soon return to Yu’s fortress so that they may retrieve Daniel Jackson.
“What happened in this trial of Amen’ta?” asked Major Carter.
“A candidate for First Prime would be placed within a maze much like this one. The task was to find their way out.”
“How hard could that be?” asked O’Neill as he shifted his weight beside Teal’c. “Ouch! Damned thorns.”
Indeed, Teal’c had suffered several stabs from the offending protrusions. They were annoying in their inability to bend.
“Unlike ourselves,” Bra’tac replied, “Bay’lik of the Red Grove was given no food. No water. No weapons.”
“Bay’lik. I’m guessing he was a friend?”
“Indeed he was, O’Neill. Bay’lik was much loved by both his god and all Jaffa.”
“And he needed weapons because?”
“Vicious beasts — Amen’ta — were set within the maze as well.”
“Amen’ta are native to Chulak,” Teal’c said. “Much like Earth’s lions, but with the head of a crocodile. Ferocious in nature.”
Bra’tac grunted. “I have seen firsthand the evidence of their ferocity.”
Teal’c grasped Bra’tac’s arm in solidarity. “You need not share this tale if — ”
“I must. For my own sake as well as yours.” Bra’tac squeezed Teal’c’s hand and then released it. “The last candidate to undergo the trial was Bay’lik. Though Bay’lik was young, he inspired much loyalty from the Jaffa. We would follow him into the caves of Ne’tu if he asked.”
“I’m guessing Bay’lik didn’t survive,” O’Neill murmured.
“He did not. When seven days had passed, Apophis ordered me to take those closest to Bay’lik into the maze so that we may find his remains. Armed, we felt sure of ourselves. We were young warriors and our god favored us…”
“Did you find Bay’lik?” asked Major Carter.
“We found his bones stripped of flesh, his symbiote torn in half.”
“And the Amen’ta?”
“In my haste to recover Bay’lik’s remains, I did not think to warn the others with me. An Amen’ta attacked, its fangs ripping all but three of my men apart before we were able to slay the beast. All because I had been thinking of the dead and not those who’d entrusted their lives to my care.”
A cough in the darkness. O’Neill.
Teal’c considered Bra’tac’s words. He knew his old friend believed O’Neill’s steadfast determination to rescue Daniel Jackson placed other elements of their mission at risk, including the need to recruit more Jaffa to their cause, but Teal’c knew O’Neill. He had faith in his Tau’ri brother’s overriding drive to protect all of them, no matter the personal cost. Hence the reason for this subterfuge with Ambassador Huang.
Within the group’s fallen silence, Teal’c listened for a sign that Yu’s glider may have returned. He heard nothing.
O’Neill tapped him on the shoulder. “Think they’re gone?”
Teal’c leaned out of the hole and looked up at the night sky. “For the moment.”
A dull glow appeared within Major Carter’s hands, illuminating the hole. She had pulled out the communication device. Ambassador Huang and General Hammond’s faces hung within the ball. Teal’c glanced over at Bra’tac. The Jaffa Master now seemed more weary than agitated.
“Major Carter, are the gliders gone?”
“We think so, General, but I’m going to have to keep the ball under wraps until we’re sure it’s safe. I’ll need both of you to keep pretty quiet. With your approval, Mister Ambassador.”
“Ouch!” Having slid his hand along the inner wall of their hole, O’Neill now rubbed one palm with the other. “Laying it on a bit thick, don’t you think, Carter?” he mumbled.
“If you must,” said Ambassador Huang, the grey in his beard accentuated by the display’s silver-brown glow. It disturbed Teal’c greatly that he had yet to place the old man. It disturbed him more that the S.G.C. had yet to uncover who the ambassador really was.
“As soon as you are able, please permit us to view the surroundings once more. It is one thing to listen, but — ”
“Listening is about all I can give you right now,” Major Carter said.
“Understood,” said General Hammond. “Be careful.”
“Is my father around, sir?”
General Hammond shook his head. “He’s with Dr. Frasier at the moment, Major. I’ll give him your regards.”
Teal’c shared a look with O’Neill. If Jacob Carter and Selmak were working with Dr. Frasier, perhaps an answer would come soon.
Major Carter signed off and stuck the ball back into her pant leg. The hole was once again plunged into near darkness. “Bra’tac, I promise you, we’re going to get through this. It’s a very different situation.”
“Perhaps it is,” said Bra’tac, his voice wooden. Distant. “But a man’s memories are sometimes a beast as painful and dangerous as the Amen’ta.”
“Yeah…” O’Neill said softly, and then, his voice took on the forced cheerfulness Teal’c had come to recognize. A voice meant as much to buoy himself as those around him. “But hey! You’re forgetting something.” The electric ‘ka-chink’ of enabled zat sounded in the darkened hole. “Unlike Bay’lik, we’re armed.”
“Are we?” Bra’tac asked harshly. “You yourself have shown that you do not consider the zat a worthy weapon. And how do you propose we escape this maze without any light? A glider could return at any moment.”
“I’ve been thinking about that. Carter, how far in do you think we are from our starting point?”
“Hard to tell, sir. We never got a very good look from above. We could be several kilometers in or only feet away from where we started.”
“Teal’c, you think you could get us back to the beginning of the maze?”
Teal’c was certain he could retrace their steps. It was simply a matter of finding the tunnels in which the light sticks lay. Going forward would be another challenge. “We dare not use any light source in case the glider returns.”
“Not a problem,” said O’Neill. “Actually, it’s a small problem, and it’ll hurt like hell… for me, at least, but anything beats sitting in this hole any longer.”
He had begun to crawl toward the exit, and then stopped. “If that’s all right with you, Carter? I know you’re in charge, but my knees are killing me and besides, I think I can get us through this godforsaken maze.”
“I’m all for that, sir.” At Major Carter’s direction, they crawled out into the night. Without the moon to light their way, the tunnel was still quite dark. Only a few stars overhead poked through the vegetation covering the tunnel’s ceiling.
O’Neill tentatively placed his hand on the hedge wall and then yanked it back. “Damn. Someone remind me why I stopped wearing gloves on these little missions of ours.”
Teal’c joined him by the wall. “What is it you are planning, O’Neill?”
His friend looked at him, the glint of a nearby star illuminating darkened eyes filled with sad determination. “A way out. Whether Bra’tac thinks we’re doing the right thing or not… we’re getting Daniel back. That’s the only reason we’re here.”
Teal’c shook his head. “I do not think Bra’tac believes otherwise.”
“Yes, well, at the moment, I’m not so sure. He’s still pretty pissed at me for shooting those Jaffa.” O’Neill paused. He looked over at Bra’tac and then returned to tentatively probing the hedge wall. “You know, I’ve got my own beasty memories, too — hell, we all do — but I get Bra’tac’s point.”
“Indeed.” Teal’c bowed his head in agreement. In joining SG-1, he had dedicated his life to a path of redemption from such memories.
“Memories suck. No doubt about it.” O’Neill plucked a thorn from the hedge and hand it to Teal’c. “But sometimes, T, sometimes, they’re all we’ve got.”
* * *
Sam followed Colonel O’Neill’s lead with Teal’c and Bra’tac bringing up the rear. Though they didn’t encounter any more Jaffa on the trail, she’d ordered everyone’s zats engaged just in case. A low hum grew louder the further they plodded through the maze, a hopeful sign that they were getting closer to the photonic shield surrounding Yu’s fortress.
Through every twist and turn of the interconnected tunnels, she struggled to bite back any protest. It wasn’t that she was bothered by the fact that the colonel led the way. Nor was she concerned that, as temporary commander of this mission, she really should be the one out front. She could care less about protocol.
What troubled her was the colonel’s short hushed gasps as he slid his left hand along the walls of the hedge maze. He never broke contact, never lifted his hand no matter what the walls consisted of. Some tunnels were comprised of gnarled roots and branches; others contained unavoidable thorns which completely covered the walls. Through it all, Colonel O’Neill pushed on. He always turned left, and by the sound of things, always closer to their objective.
Knowing he’d object to any expressed concern, Sam focused on the sound. Low pitched, she placed it at least several octaves below middle C. She suspected Yu’s photonic emitter generated some sort of side effect, possibly due to particle bombardment, but she was guessing. There was no way to know until she could examine the device for herself, and that would be impossible.
The vines overhead had thinned out, allowing in some pre-dawn light. They’d just rounded another corner when Colonel O’Neill stopped and swore softly. He’d hung his head low, the band on the back of his ski cap glistening with sweat.
“Colonel, are you all right?” Sam whispered.
“God, that sound’s annoying,” the colonel said. “Carter, you think we’re close enough to stop for a second?”
“Hang on.” Glancing over her shoulder at Teal’c and Bra’tac, she gestured for them to scout ahead. The two ran to the end of the tunnel and disappeared from view. Only moments later, they returned.
While Teal’c came up beside her, Bra’tac stopped in front of the colonel. A silent look went between them. Finally, Bra’tac said, “I should not have doubted you.”
The colonel smirked. “Next time, I’m taking bets. Three to one odds.”
“There are no Jaffa to be seen,” Teal’c said as he holstered his weapon. “The maze ends beyond the next bend. From there, it is a short distance to the rear entrance of Yu’s fortress. A low wall surrounds the area, though it can be easily scaled.”
“Not without a little help from the medkit,” the colonel said, raising his left hand in the air.
Even in the low light, Sam could see the deep cuts on his palm and fingers. With her own pack weighed down with equipment, Teal’c had carried supplies. He unsnapped his pack, pulled out the medkit and offered it to the colonel.
Sam grabbed it. “Break out some energy bars, Teal’c, and make sure everyone gets some water in them.”
Teal’c unwrapped an energy bar and silently handed it to the colonel. He distributed bars to Bra’tac and Sam and then passed around a canteen.
“Permission to sit, Major?” The colonel pointed at the communications ball stuffed in her pocket.
“It’s turned off, sir. I had it in listening mode then thought it might be better to be safe than sorry. I should probably reengage it once we get back under way.”
The colonel sat down heavily and nibbled at his ration.
Sam unzipped the medkit and pulled out a tube of antiseptic and some gauze, she cleansed the blood off the colonel’s hand. “You’re lucky. Most of these cuts are pretty shallow.”
“Good. I like shallow.” He handed the canteen back to Teal’c who stowed it away in his pack.
Sam glanced up at Teal’c. “Take Bra’tac and stand guard by the turnout until I clean up Colonel O’Neill’s hand.”
With a nod of his head, Teal’c gestured silently for Bra’tac to follow. The two rounded the corner and disappeared out of sight.
The colonel grabbed his neglected ration bar and took a bite. “You’re pretty pushy for a commanding officer.”
“Learned from the best, sir.”
Having found a few thorns stuck in his palm, Sam grabbed a pair of tweezers from the kit. The first one slid out easily enough. Only a few centimeters in length, a green bark-like substance coated the thorn. The second one was embedded deeply and she had to dig around a bit to loosen it.
“Ouch, Carter!” He yanked his hand away. “Maybe I taught you how to be a dictator, but there’s no way I’m taking credit for you being such a lousy nurse.”
“Sorry, sir.” She grabbed his hand again and braced it against her knee. “Where’d you learn how to get through a maze?”
“Can we talk about this later, Carter?”
“Sure. I’m just trying to keep your mind off my lousy nursing.” She pressed the tweezers’ head against the thorn in his palm to nudge it loose.
He sighed. “It was something Bra’tac said… about memories.”
“Ah, so you’ve been in a maze before. On purpose?” She continued to push on the skin next to the thorn.
“With Charlie. It was Halloween, and like pretty much every other five-year-old, he wanted Dad to take him to a corn maze. So I did.”
Knowing how difficult it had to be for the colonel to talk about his lost son, Sam kept some levity in her voice as she continued to work on pulling out the thorn. “So you got lost?”
“Oh, you bet.” He paused a moment as if lost in thought. Finally, “Some young teen punk came along and rescued us. The kid taught us the ‘wallflower technique’ for getting through a maze and out the other side by keeping a hand on the wall the entire time.”
“Sounds like a smart kid.” She slid the thorn out and held it up for him to see, but his gaze remained fixed on the sky overhead. She tossed the tweezers back into the kit, and pulled out a roll of gauze. She began wrapping his palm. Though he had a few nicks on his fingers, she left those uncovered.
“Charlie spent the rest of the day babbling on about that teen, as if he was some kind of hero,” he said thickly.
For a brief moment, Sam considered telling him that if Charlie were alive today, he’d have a hero for a father, but she decided against it, not wanting to rub salt in a wound that had never properly healed. Instead, she said, “Whoever that kid was, he saved our sixes today, sir.”
“You got that right, Major.”
Sam sat back on her heels and packed up the kit. She stood up and nodded at the bandaged hand. “How is it?”
The colonel joined her, wiggling his fingers. “Good as new. Thanks for keeping the fingers free.” He offered her a lopsided grin, his earlier mood forgotten. “Can’t hook bait without two sets of fingers.”
“I’d pay good money to see Daniel hook bait without getting squeamish.” Heck, she’d pay good money to see Daniel, period. With that thought in mind, she retrieved the inactive communications ball from her pocket. It was time to get moving.
The colonel’s smile dropped off. He put his good hand on the back of his neck. “Carter, have you felt a breeze… Any sort of wind or anything while we’ve been here?”
She looked up from the ball, surprised by his question. “No, sir. Any particular reason?”
He shook his head. “No reason. Turn that thing back on and let’s get the show on the road.” He backed away and then walked off toward Teal’c and Bra’tac’s position.
Sam began to enable the communication ball, though try as she might, she couldn’t get her mind off the colonel’s parting question. He’d said something about a breeze earlier in the maze, but she dismissed it as unimportant. But the way he had asked that question…
Raising the com ball to eye-level again, Sam pocketed her concerns. For the moment, their worries were far more immediate than phantom breezes.
* * *
Hiding behind the last maze hedge, Jack scanned the area with his scope, searching for trouble. The low thrum had become an outright deafening as they’d neared the compound. He blocked out the sound as best he could, focusing instead on the six-foot-high stone wall blocking entry to a plain lime-washed building lined with a raised iron and brick terrace. Above the building rose the fancy curved walls and copper-topped turrets of Yu’s fortress.
“No Jaffa,” he shouted over the noise. Carter, Teal’c and Bra’tac huddled behind him. It was the only way to hear each other without giving their positions away. “No gliders or any other red flags.”
“Colonel, may I?”
“Hold on a second, Major.” Jack raised the scope higher. Four windows lined the top floor, but they were too damn narrow. Small flames flickered inside the center two windows, but for all he knew, Yu could be up there alone, toasting marshmallows for breakfast.
And Daniel could be dead, gone, off to Oma-ville.
Get it together. Since when did a bit of unexplained breeze on the back of the neck spook you?
Since the last time they’d lost Daniel, that’s when.
Jack shoved the thought aside and handed the scope to Carter. The com ball was back on her vest pocket, Huang’s grubby grin plastered all over the damned thing.
Carter took in the view.
“There is nothing to be seen of this shield?” Bra’tac asked.
“Not that I can make out.” Carter said. “No incandescence, no spectrum shifts. If it was still dark out, maybe, though I don’t think we should wait much longer.” She handed back the scope.
Stowing it back in his vest pocket, Jack caught sight of a small rock on the ground. It was about the size of baseball. Picking it up, he said, “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. That sound’s annoying. Any guess which side of that wall the shield’s sitting on?”
Carter shook her head. “Could be either side, Colonel. There’s no way to know without taking the time to run a scan.”
Teal’c leaned in to be heard over the racket. “Major, Carter, should we not use the jade pendants provided by your father?”
“First things first,” Jack said. “Let’s get an idea of what we’re up against.” He stood up from the group, stepped out from behind the hedge and wound back his arm.
“Sir, wait!”
Too late. He’d pitched the rock. It sailed through the air, heading straight for the wall.
Just a few feet before reaching its target, a high-pitched tone erupted, the kind of sound that made Jack’s teeth ache. And then, the rock disappeared. One second it was there, the next it was gone.
The tone dropped back to its earlier, pesky low vibrato.
Carter pressed her lips together, clearly pissed. He shrugged an apology, but she turned away. Opening a flap on her vest, she ordered, “Pendants on, everyone.”
Jack hung his around his neck. “Out or in?”
“I don’t think that’s going to make a difference, sir.”
Everyone stuffed their pendants under their outer clothing.
Satisfied, Carter pointed to Bra’tac. “You and I will go first while Teal’c and the colonel cover us.”
“What about him?” Jack pointed at the com ball on her vest.
She lifted the webbing, bringing the com ball within inches of her face. Huang’s weasely face stared back. “Ambassador, I know you’ve been waiting for the chance to see Yu’s fortress — ”
Huang raised a finger. “Emperor Yu.”
“Whatever,” Jack sniped.
“Sir,” Carter warned. “Mister Ambassador, is my father around?”
Huang shook his head. “He left only moments ago, after re-engaging our communications… Major Carter, is General Hammond ill?”
“Not that I know of,” Carter replied, exchanging glances with Jack.
“And your father?”
“God, I don’t think anyone’s healthier.”
“Ah, well… he has gone to see Dr. Frasier about a physical. I trust he’ll be found fit and can return shortly.”
Huang leaned back, allowing a bit of the S.G.C. briefing room to fill the frame. Jack spotted Sgt. Brooks standing against the wall behind Huang, casually cradling an M16 in his arms. Brooks was Special Forces. He didn’t do anything casually.
Jack schooled his features as he stared back at the ambassador. If Hammond and Jacob were with Doc Frasier, and a Special Forces man was stationed with Huang, something was up.
Hopefully, that something was the end of Huang’s little charade.
“Mister Ambassador,” Carter continued, “I need you to remain absolutely silent, no matter what you see or hear next.”
“But — ”
“Otherwise, I’ll have to cut the connection,” Carter explained, too nicely for Jack’s tastes.
“Remember, Major Carter, you are to follow China’s request.”
“Single zat shots, stun only.” She said a brief goodbye and dropped the ball back to her vest.
Jack thumbed the safety on his zat. With a metal clink, the gun popped up, ready to use. “Are we going to do this?”
“Yes, we are,” she answered, mirroring him with her own weapon. “Radio silence ‘til I say otherwise.”
“Understood.” Teal’c engaged his own zat as did Bra’tac.
Carter gave the signal. Thumb down, two fingers out. Her hand flat, she gestured toward the maze’s exit. With a nod, Jack raced out from behind the hedge, zat raised.
Still no Jaffa. He lifted his bandaged hand, palm out, and gestured for Teal’c to cover the other end of the hedge. Teal’c dashed over and then nodded back at Carter. She ran to the wall, Bra’tac right behind her. The two climbed over and dropped out of view. When the shield didn’t change pitch, Jack said a silent thanks to Jacob; the pendants worked.
If Earth had a couple of shields like this, Anubis would become a non-threat.
Jack scanned the area once more. Satisfied that they were in the clear, he swung his free arm forward, letting Teal’c know to follow him over. Jack ran ahead a good ten paces, stopped, turned, and covered Teal’c as he surged ahead. Once Teal’c reached the wall, Jack joined him.
As they climbed the wall, heat raced across Jack’s face. He swung his legs over, assuming it was a side effect of the shield. Warmth shimmied up his spine, like an electrical shock, but less painful. Along with Teal’c, he slid down beside the others and crouched beneath the wall’s shadow.
He listened for any sign they’d been made. No stomping boots. No loudmouthed cries of ‘kree!’ Heck, even the village below the fortress was silent, as if it was deserted. It was too damn quiet.
Carter raised two fingers to her eyes. Watch. Pay attention. She tapped her zap, and then pointed at each of their weapons. Holding up one finger, she nodded. Then two fingers, and she shook her head. One shot only, per the rules of engagement. Jack gave the okay. He got it. He didn’t need the reminder, especially with Huang’s smarmy face grinning broadly from her vest.
When Teal’c and Bra’tac nodded, Carter pointed at Jack, signaling him to scout ahead. He gave her — and Huang — another of his finest salutes and headed toward the building. He belly-crawled through the high grass, past potted plants, and up to the lip of the terrace. He poked his head over the short curb. The place was empty.
On the far right side of the building stood a life-sized greenish statue of a woman with a kid in her arms. A door into the building was right behind it. Three enormous limestone columns, carved to look like dragons, held up a tin and clay roof. The columns were set every ten yards, each one large enough to hide several Jaffa. Jack paused, waiting for any telltale shadow to emerge. Nothing happened.
Except for a breeze sweeping across his neck.
Jack darted his eyes back at the others. They crouched by the wall, watching him. No sign that any of them had felt the same thing. Teal’c raised an eyebrow, silently asking if anything was wrong.
The breeze disappeared. But still… Screw it, he’d gone too long without sleep. Knowing he’d never be completely satisfied, Jack doubled back to the team’s position and waited for Carter’s orders.
Carter gestured toward their objective: the door. She then signaled for them to head south, keeping the wall at their backs. Though Jack itched to get this travesty over with, he was more than a little proud at the way she handled the operation. All things considered, he couldn’t have done any better.
Though he certainly could do worse. The zat in his hand was a poor substitute for a real gun, but he’d already screwed up once, so for Hammond’s sake — as well as Carter’s — he’d play by the rules until he was told otherwise.
They crept forward, hugging the wall, keeping as low as they could. As they came up parallel to the door, Carter raised her fist. Freeze. Teal’c and Bra’tac both raised their heads, listening. Jack heard nothing.
Until a horn blew. Jack whipped back toward the terrace. The columns had slid open, vomiting out a dozen Jaffa armed with zats. Carter and Bra’tac opened fire while Teal’c ran back toward the wall. Several Jaffa took direct hits while others raced behind the columns for cover.
Jack ducked when a Jaffa raised a zat in his direction. Dropping flat, he rolled right. He sprung up, took a shot and knocked out the Jaffa. Spinning back toward the terrace, he sighted another Jaffa jump out from behind the statue and take aim at Teal’c’s position by the wall. Before Jack could pull the trigger, the Jaffa fired.
The wall disappeared in a single shot.




Chapter Twelve
   
The throne room’s doors burst open, tearing a bleary-eyed Daniel’s attention from the Wéiqí board. With a nod from Yu, a Jaffa sporting a long beard hurried in. In his arms was a large wooden box covered in brass serpentine emblems. The Jaffa bowed, waiting for the System Lord to complete his turn.
Correction, Daniel realized. This wasn’t just any Jaffa. The Chinese features, the jade brooch and a cloak — this time, blue — signified that this man was yet another of Yu’s Royal Guard.
Yu ignored the guard long enough to sweep up three more stones. With a satisfied grunt, he gestured for the guard to rise. “Speak, Kong Qiu. What is so urgent that you must interrupt?”
Something inside Daniel stirred at the Goa’uld’s mention of the guard’s name. Kong Qiu was the original name of the Chinese philosopher Confucius. Was Yu so deranged that he’d named all his Royal Guard after the most notable founders of China?
Or was it possible that these guards… Oshu, whose real name was Sun Tzu, Lao Dan, Kong Qiu… Was it possible they really were who they claimed to be? Could Yu have kept them alive for thousands of years through the sarcophagus or could they be Goa’ulds as well?
As Kong Qiu laid the box at Yu’s feet, Daniel took note of the silver tattoo on the man’s forehead; the classic sign of a Jaffa. No way would a Goa’uld allow themselves to be branded like that. There had to be another reason for the use of such significant names.
But what was that reason?
Kong Qiu whispered in the Goa’uld’s ear. A broad smile appeared on Yu’s face as he listened. Once finished, the Jaffa stepped back and waited.
Daniel dragged his attention back to the game. Other than the puzzle that was Yu, life had boiled down to an all night marathon of playing Wéiqí. With a sigh, he picked up one of the jade dragons and reached over to place it in the middle of the board.
The metal fingertips of Yu’s ribbon device gripped his arm. “This game is no longer yours to lose, Daniel Jackson.”
Numb from too many days of sitting, Daniel didn’t even bother to respond. What was the point?
Yu’s grip tightened. “Has your desire to live truly evaporated so soon?”
No, Daniel thought, raising his eyes to meet Yu’s. He wanted to live. He wanted to escape. But arguing with Yu had become pointless, like a Chinese finger puzzle. The further you stuck your finger in, the more impossible it was to get out. Daniel had given up trying, deciding to sit back and wait.
And stay hopeful, though the effort was becoming tenuous at best.
Yu released his grasp and pressed a catch on the side of the box on the floor. The top split in two, gaping open to reveal a foot-wide silvery ball inside.
A long range Goa’uld communications device.
Daniel watched the ball rise from the box. As it settled at eye-level, a mist ran across its shell. Then, a shape took form, or rather, multiple shapes. The view looked out over the backs of a dozen Jaffa firing zats outside in the morning light. A wall of rubble burst behind someone he couldn’t quite make out. Dust and smoke swirled in the air as the person rolled away. More zat fire discharged from the Jaffa toward someone or something right below frame. Then that someone jumped up and shot back at the Jaffa.
It was Jack.
* * *
Impossible. An object shouldn’t disintegrate on the very first shot from a zat.
Sam tried to process this new development when the wall exploded behind Teal’c, but there wasn’t time. The Jaffa kept firing, tearing up the ground with zat fire far more powerful than anything she’d ever seen.
If she could just get to her pack…
Another shot. She dodged right, catching a glimpse of Teal’c rolling away from the rubble. Colonel O’Neill leapt up in front of him and fired toward the terrace, knocking a Jaffa to the ground.
Bra’tac ran up to her side, crouched low and fired. Another Jaffa fell face down on the terrace, but more just kept on coming out of the central column. There had to be at least forty of them. From the looks of things, more were close behind. An electric arc shot right over her head and she ducked.
Glancing up, she saw a young, clean-faced Jaffa, not more than fifteen or sixteen years of age. The boy jumped off the terrace and ran toward her, his zat held high. Sam dodged sideways and headed toward the terrace. She threw herself behind a bush. She heard the zat fire, dropped low, and the next thing she knew, the bush was gone.
Talk about being outmanned and outgunned.
She needed to get in her pack. She shifted her zat to her left hand and reached up with her right to unbuckle the pack from her vest.
Bra’tac ran up. “Toward the terrace, quickly.”
Sam hightailed behind him, dodging fire, returning as best she could. The colonel and Teal’c followed their lead, flanking left as they went right. Zat fire crowded air so thickened by acrid smoke that it became difficult to see.
She leapt on to the terrace with Bra’tac beside her. Both of them kept up a constant stream of fire on the Jaffa exiting from the far right column. One after another, they crumbled to the ground.
A shot zinged over her head again. This time from beyond the terrace. She turned and saw the boy from earlier. He’d raised his weapon again, this time at Bra’tac, but the old Jaffa didn’t see it; he was too busy laying down cover fire as Teal’c and the colonel raced toward the terrace.
The boy squeezed off a shot.
Sam yanked on Bra’tac’s cloak to get him out of the way. He stumbled backwards, his weight throwing them both to the ground as another shot fired overhead. As they hit the hard brick floor, Sam felt more than heard the snaps on her pack break. When they rolled right to dodge more fire, the pack dropped off.
The boy kept on coming, fire from his zat hitting the ground just inches from her head. As pieces of brick spewed upward, Bra’tac grabbed her vest front and jerked her out of the way. He let go and she sprang up to her knees. Twisting sideways, she sighted the boy. She hesitated, not wanting to hurt him. He was only a teenager, for crying out loud.
A direct hit from Bra’tac! The boy toppled over.
“Our zats only stun, Major Carter. He will be fine.”
With a grimace, Sam nodded her thanks and stood up. Suddenly, she realized her vest felt lighter. The com ball must have popped from its webbing when Bra’tac grabbed her. She patted her pockets, checked down at her feet. The distraction almost cost her life when another shot zinged by her left side.
She raised her zat, returned fire, and then saw the com ball.
It had rolled out of reach, heading past the columns toward the statue by the door.
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A whirl of images fluttered across the com ball on the briefing room table. Jacob held his breath, torn between wanting to gate through to Yu’s homeworld to help and wanting to wring Huang’s neck.
A brick floor. Zat fire. A worm’s eye view of Jaffa storming past. The images came fast and faster.
Flashes of Sam. Running, shooting, being shot at by zats with far more destructive force than he’d ever thought possible.
Huang watched passively. No facial expressions, no eye movement, not a sound from him.
This is wrong, Jacob.
Jacob backed away from the table, wanting nothing more than to wrest the truth out of Huang. George stood by the door taking it all in. Lips pressed together, eyes hardened and narrow; the steam was practically coming out of George’s ears.
Selmak had the right of it. Screw the president. Screw diplomatic concerns.
Screw Huang’s little game, whoever he was.
Jacob joined George by the door. Without a blood test, they’d never be certain. They could sit here all day, waiting for Major Davis to call every desk in Washington for answers… or they could help Sam, Jack and the others before it was too late.
“Do something, George, or I will.”
George crossed his arms. “Trust me, Jacob. I already have… thanks to Sgt. Siler’s assistance. Why do you think SG-1 is carrying packs? For rations?”
PLANET DESIGNATION: LORD YU’S
HOMEWORLD (P3X-042)
STATUS: SAR MISSION UNDER ENEMY FIRE
APPROX 0700 HRS LOCAL TIME
3 JUL 03/2020 HRS BASE TIME
As zat fire whizzed by Jack’s head, he silently prayed this was all worth it. He prayed that Daniel was alive. That the damn breeze nagging at him was simply his imagination. That somehow, they’d get past Yu’s hordes of Jaffa with their über powerful zats, and drag Daniel back to civilization.
Just so Jack could kick his ass for getting them into this mess.
Jack zatted two more Jaffa. More kept on coming. To his far left, Teal’c held his own, popping off shots every time another group came spewing from a column opening. While Carter had nailed a bunch in front of one column, the Jaffa didn’t seem to mind stomping all over their buddies as they raced on up and into the action.
As he rolled out of the way of another shot, Jack glanced at the columns, knowing he needed to even up the odds.
Fast.
Zat fire sliced past him, tearing a good chunk off the forward section of the terrace. He whipped around, spraying zat fire. An iron-muscled Jaffa, who could put Teal’c to shame, squeezed off another shot. He missed. When the Jaffa tried a third time, Jack vaulted to his left. The Jaffa kept trying to get in a hit, but Jack had other plans. Thanks to Mr. Beefy’s crappy shooting skills, they were about to have a better chance of getting out of this alive.
He sprang up from his position and sprinted past the left open column. True to form, the Jaffa missed his mark, ripping a new hole in the terrace. Jack doubled back, slid behind the column, and shot out at everything that moved. He stopped, counted to three, and tumbled backwards.
The column burst into rubble.
* * *
Horror, anger, frustration. A deluge of emotions washed over Daniel as the battle unfolded on the communications device. He rapped his fist against his mouth, wondering how his friends would survive Yu’s Jaffa. Or their modified zats.
Why weren’t Teal’c and Bra’tac using staff weapons? Where were Jack and Sam’s P90s?
Kong Qiu grabbed Daniel’s fist and squeezed. “When anger rises, think of the consequences, Daniel Jackson. Self anger serves no one.”
“Really?” Daniel yanked back his hand and glared at the guard and then at Yu. “I’m supposed to sit here and do what? Let you kill my friends while we play out a nice round of Go?”
“Wéiqí,” Yu boomed in warning.
“Whatever!” Daniel shouted back. “Why do this? Why capture me? Why kill my friends? If what you say is true, I came to you. Of all the System Lords, I warned you about Anubis and the Eye of Ra. Doesn’t that count for something?”
A shadow passed across Yu’s face and he bowed his head. When he next spoke, it was the host, not the Goa’uld.
“Watch. Learn. All games teach if the student observes.”
* * *
One column down. One to go.
Jack scrambled to his feet and searched the terrace for the best way over to the other side. Carter and Bra’tac were pinned down only yards ahead of his objective. He began to lay down cover fire and then realized someone was at his back. It was Teal’c, peppering the air with zat fire.
The cover gave them the chance they needed to retreat. Carter and Bra’tac fired their zats and dove in opposite directions, taking out several Jaffa along the way.
“O’Neill!” Teal’c pointed at the far end of the terrace. Carter’s pack lay there. He then pointed back toward the statue by the door. The com ball was rolling right toward it.
With a tap on Teal’c’s shoulder, Jack led the way. They got halfway across the terrace when a round of zat fire blew a chunk of terrace floor in front of them. Jack stopped, spun around and shot back at a trio of Jaffa. The three dropped to the ground though not before one of them got off another round.
Fortunately the shot went wide, feet away from Jack and Teal’c’s position. As mortar and brick sprayed across the terrace, they bolted toward the pack. Teal’c turned, fired off another round as he ran beside Jack. They got within ten feet of the pack when three more Jaffa stormed out of the column, zats raised in their direction. Along with Teal’c, he nailed them in seconds.
Jack darted forward and grabbed the pack. A new round of zat fire erupted to his left. Carter and Bra’tac. So far, the two of them had held up, but if they didn’t get a break soon, they’d be toast. With Teal’c at his side, Jack retreated to the statue, pack in hand.
As he tossed the pack to the ground, Teal’c picked up the com ball. Hammond’s wonderful, worried face peered out at him.
“General, nice to see you!”
A hand jerked on his vest and he was pulled down by Teal’c. As Jack kissed the brick terrace, a shot whizzed by over head.
“Colonel, are you all right?”
“Peachy, General. You?” Shattered limestone dust fell on his head. Teal’c crouched beside him, the com ball in one hand. Jointly, they squeezed off a few more shots at a Jaffa half-hidden behind the remaining column. The Jaffa shot back at them, taking out more of the building’s wall.
“O’Neill, the statue — ”
“Yep, let’s move.” Jack grabbed the pack and dove behind the statue.
Zat fire kept coming, eating at the walls to either side, though never directly hitting the statue. If the Jaffa had suddenly developed an appreciation of art, that was fine by him.
He grabbed Teal’c’s hand and lifted the com ball to eye-level. “Sir, I hope you and the ambassador are enjoying our little outing. A bit extreme, don’t you think?”
Another shot, this time over the statue’s head. Jack coughed as dust from the walls rained down on top of them.
“I’d say extreme is putting it mildly, Colonel.”
Jack waved Carter’s pack at the ball. “Extreme enough to move to plan C, sir?”
A chunk of wall exploded to his left. He threw up his arms to block flying chunks of limestone from hitting him or Teal’c.
“Plan C, Colonel. Consider yourself reinstated as SG-1’s commanding officer.”
“Thank you, sir!” The magic words evoked, Jack ripped open the pack, having no patience for zippers or snaps. He yanked out two P90s.
Teal’c dropped his zat, unbuckled his own pack and pulled out two of the black translucent magazines. Jack snatched one, jammed it in and gave Teal’c a quick nod. “Lose the ball.”
Teal’c tossed the com ball and grabbed a rifle. “There!”
A Jaffa headed toward Carter and Bra’tac.
Jack opened fire.
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Ten tons dropped off George’s shoulders as the welcome sound of rifle fire rang out.
SG-1’s communication ball was on the move again, transmitting a jumble of images. It rolled past fallen Jaffa, by busted up bits of brick floor. A quick flash showed Major Carter and Bra’tac racing toward Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c.
The ball kept going, rolling toward a marble column near the center of the terrace.
“What have you done?” Huang shouted over the din of bullet and zat fire.
“What I should have done days ago.”
The display stopped rolling. Most likely it had become wedged up against the column. The view showed a green marble statue of a woman with a baby in her arms. P90 fire erupted from the left and right sides of the statue.
From behind the ball’s location, a rapid succession of zat fire sprayed across the statue. George could barely make out two sets of standard issue boots run out of frame. He had to presume they belonged to Jack and Teal’c.
The statue disintegrated.
“No!” Huang cried out. “They cannot!”
George ignored Huang’s protest. “Oh, but they can, Mr. Ambassador… or whoever you are.” He signaled Sergeants Brooks and Gerling into the briefing room. “Airmen, arrest this man.”
Brooks raised his pistol while Gerling grabbed hold of Huang’s arm.
“They cannot,” Huang whispered, his words barely heard above the ruckus on the communications ball.
“Come with us, sir,” Gerling said.
Huang didn’t budge.
“Major Carter!” Teal’c shouted.
A P90 flew by, caught by a hand extending out of a service black operations jacket. “Thanks, Teal’c!”
“They cannot,” Huang repeated.
“What can’t they do?” Jacob asked. He grabbed Huang’s chair and spun him away from the table. “What the hell is going on, Huang? Who the hell are you?”
Huang’s eyes were glazed over, his jaw slackened.
George knew they’d get no answers from the man any time soon. “Get him out of here,” he ordered.
The sergeants lifted Huang from his seat. As they dragged him past, the near comatose man lifted his gaze toward George.
“They cannot.”
Disgusted, George slid his eyes away and looked toward the com ball where a furious barrage of bullets and blasts crowded the screen. Teal’c ran by, scooping up a discarded zat. The deluge paused for a moment, long enough for George to see a Jaffa raising a zat gun toward the communications ball.
Blue electricity covered the display.
Then the image winked out.
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Teal’c retrieved a second modified zat as he joined the others by the rear of the one remaining column. He passed the weapon on to Bra’tac, who quickly made use of its function by shooting the ground in front of a group of impending Jaffa. As O’Neill and Major Carter took use of their rifles, Teal’c leaned out from behind the column. He shot several bolts toward the far end of the terrace roof.
The gun was effective in its destruction. Metal and clay shattered across what remained of the terrace, propelling many Jaffa. He had raised his weapon again when the column he leaned against began to shake.
He jumped away. “We must retreat from this section.”
O’Neill stopped firing and glanced at him. “Must we? And here I was just starting to have fun.”
“Teal’c is right,” said Bra’tac. “More Jaffa approach. Quickly, we must — ”
A horn blew.
With O’Neill and Bra’tac at his sides, and Major Carter covering their rear, Teal’c ran toward the single door leading into the building. Behind him, the thunder of many boots drummed from within the massive column. A new round of Yu’s Jaffa ripe for battle. If they did not reach the door in time, he could not be sure they would win another round against such formidable opposition.
A glance over his shoulder as they ran confirmed his suspicions. Several dozen more Jaffa had exited the one remaining column.
“Jaffa! Obi-tan!” Freeze.
Teal’c froze in his tracks. He knew that voice. He spun around, his zat raised and ready to fire.
First Prime Oshu stood flanked by his Jaffa. In his hands was a staff weapon, aimed directly at Teal’c. Enemy, ally, Oshu had been both in the past. The question was which manner of man stood before him today?
“Sholvah!” Oshu thumbed his staff weapon. His dark eyes searched Teal’c’s, waiting.
“Teal’c…” warned O’Neill.
Oshu narrowed his brow, the creases on his forehead rippled in uncertainty. “Surrender now and you and your people will not die.”
“Funny,” said O’Neill, waving his rifle at the Jaffa. “I was about to say the same thing.” A not so subtle reminder that the ‘odds had evened,’ as the Tau’ri would say.
Oshu cocked his head, confused by O’Neill’s humor.
“Jaffa!” boomed a voice from high above.
Teal’c looked up. There, above the one remaining column, hung a massive Goa’uld communications device. Within its mists, an image of Lord Yu looked down upon his Jaffa.
Relief flooded Teal’c as he caught sight of a weary Daniel Jackson beside the System Lord.
“Thank God,” whispered O’Neill.
The sound of an energy surge brought Teal’c’s attention back to Oshu. The First Prime raised his fully charged staff weapon at Teal’c.
“Shel Kree!” ordered Lord Yu. Retreat.
Oshu remained steadfast, his eyes never leaving Teal’c’s. It was then that Teal’c made the connection.
The high forehead, the sharp eyes that took in everything in a single glance — Oshu looked a great deal like a younger version of Ambassador Huang.
“Follow my command, Oshu.”
A moment more of traded glances, and then… Yu’s First Prime obeyed his master. With the Jaffa at his heels, Oshu departed through the column’s opening.
Teal’c raced to the column, but was too late. The wall had slid tightly shut. He tried to pry it back open but was unsuccessful. The column was now unmovable.
A tap on his shoulder and he turned. O’Neill raised a finger to his lips and gestured upward, toward the super-sized communications device overhead where Yu scowled down upon them. Daniel Jackson’s mouth was open, as if he wished to speak. Before he could say a word, Yu’s palm covered the display.
The image disappeared.
Teal’c’s mind reeled as he considered the implications of the Tau’ri ambassador’s ties to Lord Yu and Oshu. How could he not have seen the similarities?
“Teal’c, can he hear us?” asked O’Neill.
“As long as it is turned off, no.”
O’Neill lifted his rifle and aimed at the communications device. Bra’tac placed a hand on his arm. “Do not. If we destroy the device, Yu will send more troops. We must retreat.”
“We’re not leaving Daniel behind.”
Teal’c eyed the communications device once more to ensure it was turned off. “There is something more we must consider.”
“Like how the hell did their zats pack such a punch on the very first shot?”
“There is that as well, yes. But… “ He gazed upon his three comrades, each of their faces open to him, trusting of his abilities. It would be difficult to admit his failure, but he must.
“Having seen Lord Yu’s First Prime, I now know why Ambassador Huang looked so familiar. Remove the beard and they are identical. I should have realized this sooner. I have failed. For this I apologize.”
O’Neill placed a hand on his shoulder. “T, if you were a dictionary, failure wouldn’t even be a word. Besides, I don’t see it.”
“I do,” said Major Carter. “Same height, same face — ”
“Different ages,” Bra’tac observed. “But how is this possible? If Huang and Yu’s First Prime are related, that means Huang was not born on Earth. He could only have come through your Stargate.”
O’Neill shook his head. “I think we would have noticed, don’t you?”
“Unless Huang came through the Antarctica Stargate,” said Major Carter.
“Seriously?”
“Sir, we only found the gate a little more than six years ago. Before that, who knows what sort of traffic went through?”
“I did not want hear that,” muttered O’Neill.
“Sir, we know the Serpent Guard found in the ice was only a couple of hundred years old.”
“Carter!”
Major Carter persisted. “Remember that Medieval Christian village we found, the one terrorized by Sokar’s Unas? Daniel said they had to have been taken through the Antarctic gate because their religion was based on events post Egypt’s gate being buried.”
Teal’c remembered the experience clearly. If not for placing himself in a deep state of kelnorim, he would not have survived the Canon’s demon test. Instead, he would have drowned.
Nonetheless, one element of Major Carter’s theory troubled him. “If the gate in Egypt was uncovered in the early part of the twentieth century, would not Huang have traveled through it instead of the gate in Antarctica?”
“Possibly… but then Huang would be even older than he already is. We know Yu was aware of the Antarctica gate over three years ago when he demanded both gates be forfeited during treaty negotiations. How did he know it existed?”
O’Neill dropped his hands and frowned. “Because he used it.”
“Exactly.” Major Carter handed her P90 to Bra’tac and removed her handheld scanner from a vest pocket. “With Yu’s access to photonic energy, he could easily duplicate the right kind of electrical jolt to jump gates. Just like what happened to the colonel and me when we were thrown through the second gate.”
O’Neill waved at her scanner. “And you think you can find out the source of this jolt?”
“Yes, sir. Given time, I might be able to backwards engineer — ”
“Negative, Major. We’re here to get Daniel. Unless some miracle occurs — and based on the fact that our covert operation has been blown up with the rest of this terrace — I don’t see us having the time to study Yu’s gizmo.”
If Major Carter was disappointed, she hid it well. “At least we know Daniel’s all right.”
“Indeed,” Teal’c replied. “I had little doubt… until Yu’s Jaffa attacked us.”
“He’s a Goa’uld,” said O’Neill. “What did you expect?”
“In my previous encounters with Lord Yu, my life was never threatened. Why he captured Daniel Jackson remains to be seen, although — ”
“This wasn’t just a kidnapping,” said Major Carter. “Someone went to a lot of trouble to convince the president and his staff that Huang was a legitimate diplomat.”
“Enough trouble to almost get us killed.” O’Neill rubbed his neck, an unusual habit Teal’c had first noticed during their expedition through the maze. “Any idea why they pulled back?”
“None,” Teal’c said. It was a most curious tactic.
Major Carter adjusted the controls on her scanner and directed it toward Yu’s fortress. “What now, sir? I’m assuming, with Huang’s com ball disintegrated, plus what we’ve discovered so far — ”
“General Hammond communicated his approval of Plan C,” Teal’c reported.
“Yes,” O’Neill said. “So, if you wouldn’t mind, Major, I’ll take the proverbial command chair back. Not that you didn’t do a great job. You did. You were — ”
“Yes, sir.” Though her words were formal, Major Carter’s smile eased the moment’s discomfort. Truly, she had done an excellent job and Teal’c would gladly follow her again if the need arose.
“What is it you plan, O’Neill?” asked Bra’tac. “Yu must certainly know we plan to retrieve Daniel Jackson. He will try to stop us.”
O’Neill patted his rifle. “That’s where these come in. Siler stuffed enough C-4 and P90 magazines in Teal’c’s pack to take out Yu’s whole army.”
Major Carter looked up from her scanner. “We’ll need them. I’m pretty sure I’m out of rounds.”
Teal’c looked back toward the door, where he had placed the pack behind the now disintegrated statue. Nowhere amongst the debris could it be found.
“T… where’s the pack?”
“It is gone, O’Neill.”




Chapter Thirteen
   
Yu’s voice boomed across the throne room. “Explain what you saw, what was said, what took place.”
Daniel only half-listened as Yu’s four Royal Guardsmen retold what happened. He’d seen it for himself on the communication device. More importantly, for the first time in days, his head was clear. Seeing Jack, Sam, Teal’c and Bra’tac was… If Daniel had to compare his reaction to anything, it would be the equivalent of five cups of coffee. Given intravenously.
Yu stood by the jade statue at the back of the throne room, conferring with the Jaffa. With the Goa’uld’s attention elsewhere, Daniel studied his surroundings with fresh eyes. He’d need to be ready. He’d need to be able to do his part to escape when the opportunity arose, but one glance out the latticework lining the west windows confirmed his earlier doubts. The Stargate remained heavily guarded. In fact, he was fairly certain the guard had been doubled since his arrival. Three, possibly four dozen Jaffa surrounded the stone ring while a circle of energy cannons covered what he could only assume was the DHD.
If the gate had been guarded all this time, that meant Jack and the others had come by ship. Looking down at his bare feet, Daniel groaned at the idea of running barefoot. He’d do it, but it wasn’t going to be fun.
Heck, running barefoot in freezing temperatures would be the easy part.
Getting past Yu’s Royal Guard would be next to impossible. Even now, they took turns watching him… no, glaring was more the right term.
Now that Daniel had interacted with each of them, he knew enough to recognize their loyalties to Yu went far beyond normal blind obedience. These men — each cutting quite the princely figure in their cloaks of grey, green, blue and red—were highly intelligent, unique individuals. Oshu had a genuinely curious nature. Lao Dan’s kindness made him the most atypical Jaffa Daniel had ever met. Kong Qiu’s dedication to reason over emotion was almost admirable.
The fourth Jaffa, the one in the red cloak… Daniel had heard Yu call him Ying Zheng. The perfect name, all things considered. The original Ying Zheng, Emperor of China sometime around 225 B.C., had been far more infamous than the legendary Yu the Great. Sure, Zheng had been the original builder of China’s Great Wall, and the renowned terracotta army, and a massive national road system as well, but it had all been done at the expense of thousands of lives.
Ying Zheng had been a tyrant.
The current Zheng wasn’t much of an improvement in the personality department, either. Their brief encounter a few days ago when Daniel had tried to convince the Jaffa to let him go free had been proof of that. By the way Zheng hung on the Goa’uld’s every word, he was obviously devoted to Yu. Like a son to a father.
All four of them were, actually… And why only four and not six, or ten, or even twenty? Four seemed like a small number for a System Lord’s Royal Guard, and it wasn’t like they were brothers, even though they acted like it. Short, tall, lean, stocky. Each of them was physically different though all four were most definitely of Chinese descent.
He looked down at the Wéiqí board, its surface mostly covered in Yu’s black stones. Only a few groups of white were still in play. That and the first of Daniel’s four dragons. The one with gray eyes.
What was it with Yu and the number four?
Yu’s conference broke up, tearing Daniel’s attention from the board. As the guards began to file out of the room, he noticed the Goa’uld give a final pat to his statue, and then returned to his seat. He took up his bowl of stones with a casualness that belied the battle of mere minutes ago.
“You may now play your second dragon as you planned before our interruption.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Daniel furrowed his brow, utterly confused. Didn’t Yu have bigger things to worry about, like capturing Jack and the others?
“I am most serious,” Yu said.
“Okay…” He picked up the blue-eyed dragon and placed it on an open spot in the center of the board.
“My Lord?” Oshu approached the table. “Should we not keep the communication device engaged?”
Yu ignored his First Prime, plunking down a black stone to the left of Daniel’s dragon.
With a frown, Oshu tried again, speaking with a level of patience Daniel found rather remarkable, all things considered. “My Lord, if the Tau’ri have entered the — ”
“Do not speak to me as if I am some addle-minded idiot.”
Oshu blanched. “I would never, my Lord. I only meant — ”
“Enough! You,” the Goa’uld pointed at Daniel, “play your next piece.”
Daniel hurriedly placed a white stone on the board, next to his second dragon.
“And you,” the Goa’uld continued, pointing at Oshu, “do not disturb us again unless it is urgent. The game is not to be interrupted.”
With a bow, Oshu backed away from the table. “Perhaps my Lord would consider resting in the sarcophagus. It has been many hours since — ”
“Leave us,” Yu warned.
“Yes, my Lord.” Oshu glared at Daniel one last time and hurried out, his gray cloak flapping against his back.
His gray cloak.
Daniel looked once more at the four dragons, each one’s eyes a different color. Gray, red, green, blue… just like the Royal Guard’s different colored cloaks.
Yu dropped a stone in front of the second dragon. Half of Daniel’s mind focused on the game, dropping another white down beside the first. The rest of him tried to figure out how the pieces of Yu’s puzzle came together.
Four Royal Guards. Four colors. Four dragons. There was a connection. Daniel was sure of it. He just didn’t know how they were connected. Not yet, at least.
With a sigh, Yu laid a hand on the communications ball. “Not one of my four guards appreciates your presence.”
“I can understand why.” Daniel said calmly. He tried to feign disinterest in the guards’ animosity, the puzzle that defined Yu nagging at him.
“My reasons are my own.” He indicated the board by lifting his chin. “Play your next piece, Daniel Jackson. In doing so, be mindful of your dragons.”
Yu waved his hand over the communications device. As a mist gathered in its center, he nodded approvingly. “Yes… be mindful of your dragons because no one else will.”
* * *
“So much for Plan C,” said Colonel O’Neill. “Without ammo, we can’t stay here much longer, Carter.”
“I know that, sir.” Sam restarted her scanner for the third time. “One more minute.”
“Do I smell a Plan D… as in ‘get it done’? We’re getting through the alphabet pretty quick on this mission.”
“Possibly, sir. Photonic energy readings are through the roof… which simply isn’t possible. Not without some giant beam of light pouring down on top of us.”
Colonel O’Neill frowned. “Only light I see is that meek little sun poking itself up above the mountains. In other words, time’s a-wasting.”
“Just one more moment.” Finally, her scanner chirped. Sam thumbed the results screen, only half-surprised to see the detection needle once again pegged beyond normal bandwidth. Way beyond, into some frequency the scanner couldn’t even register.
Maybe she was too tired to read it properly. She raised the scanner closer.
The needle dropped down to zero.
“Okay, now I’m starting to think I need glasses.” Or a new scanner, she told herself. Though the colonel probably didn’t realize it, he was right about one thing. Sunlight should have registered at least a low degree of photonic energy.
In essence, all light contains photons.
“Keep at it,” the colonel said, patting her shoulder. “In the meantime… Teal’c, Bra’tac, our next objective is through that door. Scout ahead. I want to know what what’s inside and what we’re up against.”
“Understood,” Teal’c said.
Dropping the scanner to her hip, Sam watched the two Jaffa allies run toward the door. They scooped up two more of the modified zats on their way. Good idea, since that was pretty much going to be the extent of the weapons they had.
She looked back at her scanner. The needle pinned red again. “What the heck?”
“Carter?”
Sam lifted the scanner to eye-level one more time to be sure. The needle dropped to zero. “Sir, I think I know what’s going on.”
“That makes one of us. Care to share?”
She held the scanner out between them. The needle pegged. “There’s an enormously high level of photonic energy being emitted somewhere — ”
“Isn’t that why your dad gave us the pendants?”
“Exactly. Watch the scanner.” She flipped it out so he could see the display and then placed it against her chest, just above where her pendant hung. The colonel’s eyebrows shot up.
“The needle dropped to zero, didn’t it?” She raised the scanner to his chest and the same thing happened again.
“Neat trick.”
“The pendants caused that, sir.” She picked up one of the modified zats and ran the scanner over it. The needle went nuts, pegging both sides of the spectrum. “I can’t be certain, but I think — ”
“O’Neill,” Teal’c whispered over the radio. “The building’s entrance remains unguarded. We should proceed quickly.”
The colonel thumbed his radio. “Scout ahead. We’ll be there shortly.” He released the radio. “Talk on the way, Carter. Let’s move.”
“Yes, sir.” She pocketed the scanner.
“Bring your P90,” he ordered. “You might be out of rounds, but the Jaffa won’t know that. And bring one of those one-shot-and-you’re-gone zats, too.”
Colonel O’Neill led the way across the remains of the torn up terrace. Dead and dying Jaffa lay everywhere. “So what’s the deal with the zats?”
“Without taking one apart, sir, I’d have to guess they’re built of a composite similar to the pendants… except in reverse.”
“And reverse is good?” A wide gap in the floor brought them to a halt. The colonel pointed at the back end where a narrow strip of flooring had managed to survive the battle. They shimmied across and dropped down by the partially open door.
Sam knew she needed to make her point and make it fast. “Sir, something inside these zats not only filters out random electrical charges, like the pendants, but also acts as a conduit for some sort of massive energy source. A source I’d be willing to bet is somewhere close. The phase velocity of photons must be — ”
“Carter… just tell me how this helps. We’re low on ammo, we’ve got an enemy with far more powerful weapons — ”
“Sir, I think if we shut down the energy source, we can even up the odds. Their zats will revert back to normal issue. The chances of rescuing Daniel will be heck of a lot better.”
His weapon raised, the colonel nudged the door a bit more and peered inside. With a frown, he pulled his head back out. “Don’t be so sure, Major.”
When the colonel shoved the door open, Sam saw Teal’c and Bra’tac crouched beneath a silvery metal stairwell. Halfway up the stairs, an activated Goa’uld communications ball shimmered.
From inside its mists, Lord Yu looked on. Daniel was by his side.
STARGATE COMMAND
STATUS: GATE OPERATIONS SUSPENDED
APPROX 0730 HRS LOCAL TIME
3 JUL 03/2050 HRS BASE TIME
Jacob Carter transmitted an update to the Tok’ra council, asking… no, demanding to know what the hell kind of technology allowed Yu’s Jaffa to zat the snot out of anything with just one hit. The council denied any knowledge.
Jacob climbed the stairs leading to the briefing room. Half the time, he felt like the council had blinders on. The rest of the time, they just played at being dense. He knew because as a ranking member of the council, he’d played dumb to operatives plenty of times.
As my former hosts did as well, Selmak agreed. What an operative does not know can save the lives of others.
That doesn’t make it any easier, Jacob countered.
He stopped at the top of the stairs. The room was dark, save for some light streaming in from George’s office. Thinking his friend might be catching up on paperwork now that they couldn’t stay abreast of SG-1’s rescue mission, Jacob headed toward the door.
Until a movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. He stopped, turned toward its source.
It was George. Staring out the window, most likely down at the Stargate.
Probably making himself nuts, what with not knowing how Sam and the others were holding up. Well, he wasn’t alone. Every time Jacob was deployed on a mission for the Tok’ra, far removed from the S.G.C., he worried like a maniac about Sam.
He sighed. The not knowing really stunk.
“Jacob?” George turned from the window.
“How are you holding up?” Jacob joined him.
“I could ask you the same the thing.”
Jacob shrugged. “This isn’t my first barbeque… and it isn’t yours, either. I have to believe Sam will be fine. Otherwise — ”
“You can lie to yourself all you want, old friend, I know better.” George returned to looking out over the Stargate. He sighed. “You never get used to it. The waiting, I mean.”
“The burden of command,” Jacob said. He knew it too well. “Between Selmak’s memories, and my time as an Air Force General, I could share stories that would make your hair stand on end.”
As soon as his bald friend raised an eyebrow, Jacob gave an apologetic grin at the metaphor.
“The worst part,” George said softly, “is having to balance what’s right with what’s necessary. I swore an oath, and I’ll stand by it, no matter what, but having to send good men and women into an enemy stronghold, with their hands tied behind their backs. It’s just plain wrong.”
“Sneaking those P90s in their packs wasn’t exactly a hands tied behind the back course of action,” Jacob replied. “Not that I’m complaining, but is that bit of foresight going to get you into trouble with the president?”
“At the end of the day, this president’s only going to care about results — ”
“And protecting his rear end. Which is something you and SG-1 have done pretty damn well these past six-and-a-half years, George. Don’t forget that.”
“From your mouth to God’s ear.”
With that, George fell silent.
Jacob stood by his side, looking down into the gate-room below. It was practically abandoned with only a few guards on standby and a technician poking around by one of the neighboring monitors. The gate lay dormant, a silent sentinel, with answers to share, if only someone could figure out the right questions.
He wished that he could be that someone. Part of him felt like this whole fiasco was his fault. No wonder the council didn’t know about the modified zats. If anyone should, it was him. He’d been on Yu’s planet a good half a dozen times. If anyone should be taking the fall for this mess, it was him.
He told George as much.
“You can’t blame yourself. You didn’t know.”
Jacob snorted. “That’s easy for you to say, your kid isn’t out there — ”
George shook his head. “They’re all my kids, Jacob. It’s one of the privileges, and I’ll admit, downsides of command. I care deeply about each of them as if they were my own sons and daughters.”
“Even Jack?”
George chuckled. “Especially Jack.”
The lights flicked on.
“General Hammond?” Major Davis entered the briefing room from George’s office with two folders under his arm. A worried Dr. Frasier followed close behind.
“What is it, Major?”
“Sir, I’ve done some digging into Ambassador Huang.” As Davis handed George one of the folders, Jacob noticed the words ‘Top Secret’ stamped on its cover. “The president’s been informed and asked that I brief you as well.”
With a scowl, George took the folder. “Where is Huang now?”
“In the infirmary, General,” said Dr. Frasier. “He’s unresponsive, suffering from what I’d define as clinical catatonia. Whatever happened, it was enough to make him snap.”
Jacob thought about that for a moment. Huang had been fine. Arrogant and pretty damned pleased with himself, actually. Even in the early phases of SG-1’s battle with Yu’s Jaffa. Right up until the moment when… what? What happened to turn Huang from a self-righteous bastard into an emotionally wrought and frightened old man?
And yes, Huang had most certainly become frightened.
But why?
“Did you draw a blood sample for DNA analysis?” Jacob asked. Too much was still unanswered. About Huang. About those four bodies on P3Y-702.
About how it all tied into Yu.
“Blood’s been drawn,” Dr. Frasier said. “We should have results in a few days, though I don’t think they’re going to tell us anything we don’t already know. Huang’s not a Goa’uld, and he’s not Jaffa. Whoever he is, his genome’s beyond rare. It doesn’t fit with today’s population.”
“Even so, keep me informed once you have results.” George tossed the folder on the table. “Jacob, I assume we can count on Selmak’s assistance?”
“Not a problem.”
“What about Dr. Hopkins, sir?” asked Dr. Frasier. “He might be of more help.”
“I don’t see how,” George said. Jacob happened to agree with him. Working with Dr. Frasier made sense, plus she had a first-rate mind.
An open mind, Selmak added.
Amen to that, Jacob responded silently. If the doc didn’t understand something, she was the first to admit it. Hopkins, on the other hand, was a first-rate jerk. His high and mighty ‘I know better than you’ attitude would be a waste of time and breath.
Dr. Frasier must have been more tolerant of that sort of thing because she protested, “General, without Daniel here, shouldn’t we avail ourselves of Dr. Hopkins’ expertise in placing our findings in context? Ancient Chinese culture is his specialty.”
Jacob weighed in. “If he can control that ego of his. Hopkins makes the Tok’ra look meek in comparison.”
George pressed his lips together in that manner he had when he wasn’t happy. Finally, he said, “Let me speak with him first. Then I’ll make my final decision.”
“Fair enough.”
George turned to Major Davis. “Does the president intend to confront the Chinese for sending what, for all intents and purposes, appears to be a Goa’uld spy?”
“He already has, General.” Davis tugged at his necktie. A clear sign that he wasn’t looking forward to making his report. “The Chinese government was as surprised by Huang’s behavior as we were. Apparently, he was a last moment substitution when their previous ambassador suddenly took ill.”
“I’ll bet Huang had something to do with that as well,” Jacob said.
“Apparently, he did,” Davis said. “The Chinese found evidence of a biochemical virus in a vial stored in Huang’s apartment in Beijing. The same virus which afflicted the real ambassador.”
“But the Chinese have no explanation for Huang’s collusion with Lord Yu?” George asked.
“None at all, sir.” Davis tugged his tie again. Poor guy was a nervous wreck. “They’re shocked. Huang was a longtime member of the Chinese diplomatic corps. He’d been with them for over thirty years.”
Jacob felt his eyebrows shoot up. “A Goa’uld operative on Earth for at least thirty years… How is that even possible?”
“Right now we have no way of knowing.” Davis fiddled with his necktie again. “More importantly, they want him back.”
“The Chinese? I don’t think so,” George said.
“General, while they’ve formally apologized to the president for Huang’s actions, the Chinese government is claiming diplomatic immunity.”
Jacob couldn’t believe his ears. “They want him back?”
“The man’s a risk to the whole planet,” George said. “Don’t the Chinese understand that, Major?”
“They’re sending someone this evening.” Davis swallowed nervously. “General, for what it’s worth, the president has approved SG-1 to use whatever force necessary to retrieve Dr. Jackson.” He held out the second folder, the presidential seal splayed across its cover. “The orders are there, pre-dated to support your mission reports.”
Who was the president really trying to support, the S.G.C. or his own rear end?
George eyed the folder, but didn’t take it.
“Sir, I wish you would have told me what you had planned.”
No, he doesn’t, thought Jacob. Plausible deniability. It was the only way to protect everyone, the president, Davis, and most importantly, SG-1.
“General, we had no choice.”
“Oh, we had a choice, Major.” George turned back toward the Stargate. “Fortunately, we chose to act on it.”
Thank God they did. Jacob rejoined his friend at the window. With P90s, SG-1 might just have a fighting chance.
PLANET DESIGNATION: LORD YU’S
HOMEWORLD (P3X-042)
STATUS: SAR MISSION IN PROGRESS
APPROX 0745 HRS LOCAL TIME
3 JUL 03/2105 HRS BASE TIME
Three souped-up zats, Carter’s empty P90 and a quick glance at the three rounds left in his own rifle confirmed Jack’s suspicions.
They were screwed. A new plan was definitely in order.
Along with the others, he huddled against a chalky yellow wall, just behind the spiral staircase, staying out of sight of Yu’s latest round of Candid Camera. It was hot inside the building. Unzipping his jacket, he got a whiff of something musky. Almost like dead leaves burning.
While Teal’c and Bra’tac kept their eyes peeled on the door, Carter ran more scans, and Jack surveyed their surroundings. He’d seen his share of over-the-top when it came to Goa’uld décor, but this stairwell took the cake. Shiny thick metallic serpents formed the handrails, twisting downward to where their heads actually formed the steps leading up into the building, and down into God knew what. It was tough to tell, what with the massive metal side plates hanging from the steps, though he shouldn’t complain. Those same plates hid their asses from that damn Goa’uld telly ball.
As obnoxious as those devices were, Jack had to admit he’d felt a huge weight drop off when he saw Daniel alive and well… Okay, maybe not well. He’d looked pretty worse for wear. Still had his glasses, though no jacket, no tactical vest, and there was a helluva bruise on his forehead. Yu had probably stung him with one of those nasty hand devices.
But he was alive!
Jack wrote off his earlier fears to imagination… and maybe a little bit of guilt. There’d been no breeze, just his own mind playing tricks on him.
He leaned out from behind the stairwell. Yep, the device was still active. Yu’s smug face was bigger than life, and every inch as ugly, though both Daniel and the Goa’uld were paying attention elsewhere. They were facing each other and both seemed to have their heads down, looking at something between them. Something right below where the image cut off.
“Sir, this entire stairwell is made of silver,” Carter whispered. “Since silver’s the best thermal-electrical conductor there is, short of refined naquadah, I’m guessing if we follow these stairs downward, we’ll find the photon generator. If we can shut — ”
Jack slashed a finger across his throat. “Non-essential chatter only,” he whispered back. “Hand signals for the rest of it.”
Bra’tac shifted beside him. “Gestures may not suffice.”
Jack shot Teal’c a look, imploring him to keep Bra’tac quiet. Maybe there were times for a difference of opinion, but this wasn’t one of them. Teal’c turned toward Bra’tac, a raised finger to his lips.
Jack noticed a thin sheen of sweat glistening on Bra’tac’s forehead. He had pulled off his cloak, and Carter was unzipping her jacket.
“Why the hell’s it so hot?”
“It’s possibly a side effect of the photonic emitter being nearby.” Carter wiped an arm across her forehead. Heat must have been getting to her, too. “Sorry sir, there aren’t any signs for scientific — ”
“Use metaphors, Major.”
Carter held up one finger, a signal to give her a moment. Jack could only imagine how that big mind of hers must be spinning, searching for ways to technobabble in a round of charades.
Finally, she popped the empty magazine from her P90 and waved it in the air. It was empty.
Jack knew that already. “What’s your point?”
Carter stuck the magazine back in. “Well, sir, to use a metaphor, it’s about gambling.” She picked up one of the modified zats and gestured with it down the stairs. “The stakes are high, but we can even up the odds.” She jerked her chin toward the com ball. “Might be able to make it so that no bookie would take the bet.”
“A bit of Vegas action, Carter?” He smiled at her gambling metaphors. He knew from her earlier round of scientific mumbo jumbo that she meant take out the generator. “Okay, I’ll bite. What do you have in mind?”
“We need to double down, sir.” She pointed down the darkened stairwell. “Take out all opposing bets.” She chopped her hand across, the signal to attack, or in this case, demolish.
Take out the generator and even up the odds. It made sense to him, but Teal’c and Bra’tac had their eyebrows raised, clueless. Jack recognized metaphors and Jaffa weren’t going to mix. Fortunately, they’d been through enough with SG-1 to have learned basic military signals. Hopefully, the two would follow his lead.
First thing up, get rid of their peeping Tom… or in this case, Yu. Then race like hell for the generator.
Jack pointed three fingers toward himself.
On the count of three…
He pointed at their zats, and then jerked a thumb over the side rail toward the com ball.
Shoot that damn device down…
He whirled one finger in the air.
Then follow us…
He pointed down the stairs, paused, and then chopped his hand across his throat again.
Down the stairs, shut the thing off, and…
Bra’tac shook his head.
Jack raised both hands in question. What?
Bra’tac pointed up the stairs.
Now it was Jack’s turn to shake his head. He ran through the plan again. He pointed down the stairs, at the three zats, and —
Bra’tac grabbed his hand and turned his finger upward. “Our objective lies above, not below.”
Jack sighed. This wasn’t the best time for the old man to be stubborn. “We’re not going to get to our objective if we don’t change the situation.”
“I, too, wish Daniel Jackson free,” Bra’tac whispered, “but there are multiple objectives… or have you forgotten that there are others here of value as well?” He placed a finger on his forehead’s gold tattoo.
Bra’tac still wanted to free Yu’s Jaffa.
“We’ll get to them,” Jack promised. “After we take care of more pressing matters.” He raised his hand, beginning to review the instructions once again when Bra’tac slapped his hand down.
“No.” Bra’tac pointed at himself, and then at Teal’c. He then walked two fingers in the air, the sign for going mobile. Then he pointed up the stairs.
At least he’d picked up some signals in his time amongst them. If they got out of here alive, Jack knew he’d have to sit Bra’tac down and teach him the full gamut.
Still, Bra’tac’s idea was too risky. “Not going to happen.”
Bra’tac folded his arms with a grunt. Beside him, Teal’c frowned, clearly miserable.
And Jack had a pretty good idea why. He searched Teal’c’s face, then Bra’tac’s. His gaze returned to Teal’c’s. “You okay with this?”
“Both objectives are indeed of critical importance.”
Jack sighed. “See now, that wasn’t the answer I was hoping for.”
Teal’c bowed his head. “Our resources are limited, our needs many. Should we not each follow those ends which will further ensure the success of our objectives?”
“T, we’re talking about Daniel,” Jack pleaded, striving to keep his voice low. “He’s not an objective.”
“I owe Daniel Jackson my life as well as the life of my son,” Teal’c replied, “but he would want us to pursue the greater cause of freedom, not simply his release. Do you not feel this way as well?”
Of course Jack did. He was in it for the long haul. He wanted to kick every Goa’uld’s butt from here to kingdom come… That is, after they got Daniel back. If that made him less than perfect, so be it.
He checked his watch. Too much time was passing, arguing over what to do and how to do it. “Fine,” he whispered. “We’ll do it your way. Stay in contact, two clicks on the radio every fifteen. But first, we’ve got to take out — ”
“Done.” Bra’tac jumped up and zatted the com ball.
Jack leaped to his feet just in time to see the thing disappear in a puff of smoke. “You could have waited,” he complained.
Bra’tac grinned. “Why wait when the bridge can be easily crossed alone?”
Forget the hand signals, Bra’tac needed to learn a new cliché or two if they got out of there.
No. Not if… when. What happened to the old O’Neill brand of positive thinking?
Jack didn’t even want to think about answering that question. “Have fun, kids. And mind the curfew. Obviously, if you see any sign of Daniel — ”
“I will notify you immediately,” Teal’c said. “Of this, you can be sure.”
He patted Teal’c on the shoulder. At least he had his priorities on straight.
As the two Jaffa ran off, Jack flicked on his P90’s tactical flashlight and aimed it down the staircase. With a nod toward Carter, he said, “Let’s move out.”
* * *
Three flights down, Colonel O’Neill lifted his hand, palm out.
Sam stopped. “Sir, there are no com balls in sight.” To prove her point, she aimed her P90 light across the ceiling. “We’re clean.”
“Speak for yourself. I’m sweating like a pig.” He sank down on a step, put his P90 between his legs, and stripped off his vest. “Can that scanner of yours tell us if it’s going to get any hotter?”
She glanced down at the meter. The needle was off the scale. “At this point, I can only tell you we’re going in the right direction.”
The colonel rolled up his jacket and strapped it to the back of his vest. He threw his vest back on. As he picked up his rifle, two clicks came in over the radio. Teal’c. Sam hated the idea of them splitting up as much as the colonel. In the end, though, she had to believe Teal’c and Bra’tac would succeed.
She handed him the scanner and took off her jacket as well. It helped, but only so much.
“What’s the deal with the heat?” he asked.
“It’s actually not hot, sir.”
“Like hell it isn’t.”
Shrugging her vest back on, she touched the wall. It was cool to the touch.
The colonel copied her motion. “So now we’re hallucinating a heat wave?”
“Not hallucinating. Absorbing. Photons are pure energy. They don’t contain heat. At least, not as we think of heat.” She picked up her rifle and stood up. She was ready to head further down.
“We’re sweating, Carter.” The colonel took lead again, aiming his rifle’s flashlight down the spiral staircase. “It’s hot and all I can think about are tall, cold glasses of lemonade. Feels like heat to me. Too much of it.”
Sam kept her light aimed toward the walls and ceilings, searching for any more of Yu’s communication balls. So far, they’d seen none. “That’s because when an atom absorbs photonic energy, the result is heat. Our bodies are made up of atoms. Therefore, the more absorption — ”
“The more heat. I get it.” He stopped and touched the wall again. “I’m not a brainiac, Carter, but isn’t everything made of atoms?”
“That’s the part I can’t figure out, sir. By all rights, the wall should be, yes. So should our rifles, but they’re not.” She placed her palm on her holster. The modified zat was warm. “This doesn’t make sense.”
“And this changes things how?”
Sam shook her head. “I don’t think it does, sir. If anything, it further confirms that finding and shutting off the emitter will also shut down Yu’s weapons.”
“Good because the sooner we get that photon gizmo shut off, the sooner we can grab Daniel and get the hell out of here.” He picked up the pace, taking the steps down two at a time. “Think of it as a puzzle to solve.”
Sam jogged down the stairs behind him. “A puzzle, sir?”
“Something to figure out on the long trip home.”
“Yes, sir,” Sam replied skeptically. She touched the warm zat again. Unless they could take the photon emitter with them, she suspected this was one puzzle that wouldn’t get solved.
Suddenly, the colonel stopped. “Hold up.” He put a finger to his lips.
She followed the trail of his flashlight as it swept across what appeared to be an end to the stairs. A black tiled floor was at the bottom, no other features around it discernable in the darkness. With her own flashlight aimed at ceiling level, she crept down the stairs beside the colonel in silence. There was no sign of a com ball, or any other visible trouble.
As they stepped off the stairs, a wash of multi-colored light flickered to life.
In frustration, she turned her attention to the room. Five doors lined the far wall, each one covered in translucent panels of red, green, blue and grey geometric shapes. Triangles, squares, rectangles slid back and forth within each door. Seven to a panel. There were no handles, no apparent ways to open any of them. Nor were there any other exits. The remaining walls were just solid rock.
“Remember what I said about puzzles, Carter?”
The colonel swung his rifle across the top of the doors, its flashlight illuminating four carved stone heads jutting out over the doorframes. They looked like gargoyles. Fangs protruded from their bulging jaws. Thick eye ridges eclipsed round, animalistic eyes. Behind each of their heads, a trio of blades stuck out from their spines.
The colonel lowered his rifle. “Tell me if I’m crazy, but those look a helluva a lot like that funky statue — ”
“At the burial site on P3Y-702.” Sam swallowed. “The planet where Yu grabbed Daniel.”
The colonel raised his rifle again, this time across the back wall. “Any idea which door leads to this photon thing?”
“Only one way to find out.” She took out her scanner and approached the doors. “Sir, the needle’s pegged way off into the hot zone.”
“Uh, Carter?”
She knew the colonel hated to hear her speak in technical terms, but it was important he understood. “Sir, no matter which door I hold the scanner up to, the result’s the same.”
“Carter?”
“Sir, I’m sorry. My scanner’s next to useless. Somewhere behind one of these doors is the photon emitter, but there’s no way to know which one.”
“Carter,” he hissed, “I need you to shut up. Please.”
“Excuse me, sir?” She turned around, surprised at his sudden impatience.
Colonel O’Neill aimed his rifle’s flashlight at the top of the wall opposite the doors. Sure enough, an activated com ball hovered right below the ceiling. Within its murky display, Lord Yu stared down at them, beaming in apparent glee. Beside the System Lord, an obviously exhausted Daniel minutely shook his head. A silent warning to stop. Don’t even try to communicate.
“Well, crap,” the colonel mumbled.
For once, Sam had to agree.




Chapter Fourteen
   
Teal’c silently led Bra’tac up stairs, around corridors, and through doorways, into the highest reaches of the System Lord’s fortress. He had been here twice before, once as a prisoner and once as a welcome guest. He remembered the layout well.
Too well.
Whenever possible, he avoided the main passageways, knowing stealth was the only true weapon they possessed if they hoped to safely recruit Yu’s Jaffa to their cause. To do so would help not only swell the ranks of the Fifth Column, but might also increase their chances of freeing Daniel Jackson.
Twice they came upon Goa’uld communication devices. They were dormant, their shimmering skins blank. Though he knew Bra’tac would be satisfied with whomever they could find, Teal’c had his sights on a higher goal: Yu’s First Prime. Oshu could be swayed, he was certain. Had Oshu not hesitated during the battle on the terrace? Had he not wished to collaborate before, wishing to join forces so that they might fight Anubis?
Indeed, if the First Prime could be convinced, many of his army would follow.
There was also the matter of Ambassador Huang. Oshu’s resemblance spoke of duplicity, but again, his past behavior spoke otherwise. It was Teal’c’s hope that the First Prime would be forthcoming with answers. In the past, Oshu had carried himself honorably, though that honor was often blinded by faith in his false god.
They reached the widest floor of the fortress, only two levels below Lord Yu’s throne room, when the stairwell they climbed came to an end. A corridor lined with simple, wooden doors lay before them, another staircase leading upwards at the far end. There were no garish decorations as Teal’c had seen in many other System Lords’ domains. No gold foiled walls or loud banners with Yu’s sigil. The only trappings were well lit braziers; placed between the doors to light the way.
A door opened and a dozen Jaffa entered the corridor. Though they headed in the opposite direction, Teal’c pulled Bra’tac back within the stairwell. He checked his watch, a recent gift from O’Neill, who had insisted he be armed with the very best available. The gift had not been without irony, as Teal’c may never have noticed the Tau’ri all those years ago in Apophis’ prison, if not for seeing O’Neill’s watch.
Jaffa never used timepieces. They were trained from an early age to measure time by feel, by listening to their heart, to their life’s blood.
Teal’c pressed the lower left button. The numbers switched, showing it had indeed been fifteen minutes since he’d last checked in. As the Jaffa’s footsteps faded down the corridor, he clicked the radio twice to indicate all was well.
Another door opened and closed. The Jaffa were gone.
“More of O’Neill’s Morse code?” asked Bra’tac with a frown.
Teal’c knew this was not the time or place to discuss Master Bra’tac’s misgivings. Instead, he replied, “Simpler, but with the same purpose.”
He peered out into the corridor. It remained empty. “We must hurry. Once Major Carter has turned off the photon emitter, there is every possibility Lord Yu will be made aware of our presence.”
Bra’tac grasped his forearm. “You are sure this Oshu can be swayed to our cause? As First Prime of Apophis, I battled long against Yu’s Jaffa. We were sworn mortal enemies, and yet, I had never met this Oshu until today in battle.”
Teal’c bowed his head. “I can only be certain that our path is just. Oshu is amongst the most honorable Jaffa I have known. He will hear our case and act fairly. Of this, I am sure. We must also find out what he knows of Ambassador Huang.”
When Bra’tac did not release his arm, Teal’c raised an eyebrow in consternation. “You have your doubts?”
“Of a fellow Jaffa, no. I trust your heart to know what our brothers feel.” Bra’tac stepped closer, his eyes searching Teal’c’s. “My concerns lie elsewhere.” He glanced down at the watch.
Teal’c sighed. He had hoped Bra’tac would know this was not the time for such a discussion. “Was it not you that once said that we should learn from those differences we have with the Tau’ri? That those differences bond us together, make us stronger.”
“And so I did.” Bra’tac dropped his hand. “But while these differences have given each side much strength, I cannot wonder if the side effect of such a bond has caused weakness as well. I know that O’Neill is your friend — ”
“He is more than friend. We are as brothers.”
“O’Neill may be brother to your heart, Teal’c, but the Jaffa are brothers of your flesh. The flesh that gave you life.”
“My heart and flesh remain dedicated to freeing all Jaffa from the Goa’uld. This has not changed.”
Bra’tac shrugged. “I do not doubt your words, though you must recognize… your time with the Tau’ri will come to an end one day. You know this to be true.”
Indeed, Teal’c had considered this often. He said as much.
“When that day comes,” Bra’tac countered, “you must be prepared to put aside such things as timepieces and foolish codes, or empty ceremonies such as this master chief sergeant honor bestowed upon you.”
“Chief Master Sergeant — ”
“Do not play at words with me,” Bra’tac said with a scowl.
“I do not,” Teal’c insisted. “My time amongst the Tau’ri has strengthened my resolve, not weakened it. I do not dispute the Tau’ri’s imperfections. They rarely live up to their ideals and yet… they dare to dream. To hope. It is what makes them strong.”
Teal’c searched his old friend’s eyes, trusting that the depth of his feelings would be clear. “Can we ask no less of ourselves than to dream of a day when timepieces, codes and honors are bestowed amongst our people freely?”
Bra’tac grunted. “First we must show our people the path to freedom, Teal’c. Come, we shall appeal to those warriors amongst Lord Yu’s ranks who dare such a dream.”
A door slammed shut. A single set of footsteps echoed through the corridor.
Teal’c leaned out to see their source.
A single Jaffa strode purposefully through the corridor toward the stairwell at the other end. Though Teal’c could not see his face, he recognized the small man’s gait as well as the grey cloak flowing from his shoulders. It was the cloak of a First Prime.
With Bra’tac close behind, Teal’c crept along the corridor. Halfway down the hall, Oshu paused. He tilted his head, as if he’d heard some errant sound. When he turned back, Teal’c and Bra’tac slid within a doorway and waited.
Soon the First Prime resumed his pace. Once the sound of his footsteps confirmed his climb of the staircase and on to the floor above, they hurried to follow. Halfway up, muffled voices drifted downward.
Teal’c stopped and held up his hand for Bra’tac to do the same. Cocking his head, he listened. Four distinct voices could be heard. Barely.
Teal’c removed the modified zat from his holster. Bra’tac did the same and they progressed up the stairs slowly, their steps silent. Once they reached the top platform, the voices became clearer.
“…No good can come of permitting these intruders within our home. This is not right.”
“To see what is right, and not to do it, is want of courage or of principle. Have you neither, Zheng?”
“Do not spout philosophy of which you understand so little,” said the first voice. Zheng, Teal’c presumed.
A stone’s throw beyond their position, the glow of a single flame cast a broken shadow against the left wall. With Bra’tac beside him, he moved in further.
Soon they came in sight of an area marked by slatted wood screens extended from the corridor’s wall to create a room of sorts. Four Jaffa stood within, their backs turned away. Each warrior wore a cloak denoting a high rank though Teal’c had never seen such a variety of colors. Red, green, blue and grey, it was an odd break with Jaffa tradition. The shortest of the four wore the grey cloak. It could only be Oshu.
“I must side with Zheng, brothers,” spoke the Jaffa in the green cloak. “A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work is done, his aim fulfilled.”
The Jaffa in red laughed. “Enough quotes of our past. The Tau’ri are already here, Lao Dan. You’ve nothing left to prove.” From the deep timbre of his voice, Teal’c assumed this was the Jaffa who spoke earlier. Zheng.
“Cease your arguments,” Oshu ordered. “Our master requires we follow his instructions. Nothing more, nothing less. Consider this an exercise in patience, for the day Anubis attacks will make this seem as nothing.”
Teal’c pulled Bra’tac behind a brazier. “Swaying these warriors’ minds may prove most difficult.”
“Then we must appeal to their hearts.”
“Allow me to contact O’Neill first, let him know our intentions.” Teal’c reached for his radio.
Bra’tac grabbed his hand. “No,” he whispered. “The sound may alert others.”
“I will send Morse code. A series of clicks.”
“Enough of codes.”
“I know you are driven to free all our brothers, but what of Daniel — ”
“Die free, brothers!” Bra’tac leapt to his feet and strode boldly toward the Jaffa. “Renounce your false god and join our cause of freedom for all Jaffa.”
The metallic clink of four zat’ni’katels instantly reverberated against the stone walls. Before Teal’c could engage his own weapon, Zheng rushed from the chamber and fired.
Bra’tac dropped and rolled sideways, out of the line of fire. As the brazier behind him disappeared, he swung out with his leg to trip Zheng, but Yu’s warrior was too quick. Zheng grabbed his leg and twisted.
Bra’tac was thrown to the floor and his zat skittered across the corridor. In two quick strides, Zheng kicked it out of reach. The Jaffa pointed his weapon at Bra’tac’s head.
Teal’c took aim. “Do not fire. I have one of your modified weapons and am prepared to use it.”
The three other Jaffa approached. Teal’c attempted to catch the eye of the First Prime, but Oshu refused to return the look. It made no sense. Oshu had been an ally in the past.
Why not now?
“Two sholvahs,” Zheng sneered. He planted a foot on Bra’tac’s stomach. “We are more fortunate than first believed, brothers. Lord Yu will be most pleased.”
“We offer you freedom,” Bra’tac grunted under the weight of Zheng’s foot. “The chance to shed the chains Lord Yu has placed upon you. Does that not mean anything to you?”
Oshu shut down his zat. Still he would not look at Teal’c.
The blue-cloaked Jaffa followed suit. “We wear no chains in devotion to our lord.”
“Your god is nothing more than a parasite within an old man,” Teal countered. “Help us rescue our Tau’ri friend and then join our alliance.”
Footsteps pounded from the stairwell behind them. Many footsteps.
Teal’c recognized the sound. It was the thud of armored boots. Many of them.
Zheng raised his weapon. “Your words have no meaning here, sholvah.”
The march of footsteps filled the corridor. Teal’c glanced over his shoulder to see a full squadron of Jaffa soldiers run toward them.
Oshu held up a hand. The squadron halted beyond the chamber’s far wall.
Zheng waived his weapon in Bra’tac’s face. “There are four of us and two of you. Shall we see who can shoot the other first?”
“Enough!” Oshu strode up to Zheng and pushed down his arm. “Our lord will decide what is best to do with these intruders.”
“Take them,” Oshu ordered the soldiers.
“No.” Teal’c aimed his zat directly at Oshu. “We were once allies. Have you no honor?”
“More than you know,” Oshu said softly. Finally, he met Teal’c’s eyes. “Drop your weapon and you may live to see a new day.”
“Do not!” Bra’tac grabbed hold of Zheng’s ankle and shoved upward. Zheng toppled to the ground.
Between one heartbeat and another, Teal’c recognized he would need to kill Oshu if there was to be any chance of escape. He fingered the zat’s trigger.
The First Prime knocked the weapon from his hand before the next heartbeat could fall.
“Use O’Neill’s code,” Bra’tac shouted. “Do it now.”
As the Jaffa pressed in, Teal’c had barely enough time to thumb the appropriate clicks and dashes for SOS before his radio was taken.
* * *
Dot-dot-dot-dash-dash-dash-dot-dot-dot
Jack listened to his radio, hoping for more. Nothing. Not even static. He glanced at Carter. She’d heard it, too. Meanwhile, the colored shapes kept shifting back and forth along the door panels and Yu got his rocks off by watching them… do absolutely nothing.
Carter turned away from the com ball. “It’s Teal’c, sir,” she whispered. “Sounds like they’re in trouble.”
“Ya think?” Jack whispered back. Of course they were in trouble. Why should any element of this mission go according to plan? He kept his face neutral, searching Yu’s and Daniel’s mugs for any sign they might know what was going down with Teal’c and Bra’tac.
“Sir, we need to help them.” That was Carter, always wanting to jump into the fray. He liked her attitude, but no. Not this time.
“Negative, Major. You said it yourself. The best way to rescue Teal’c, Bra’tac, and Daniel is to shut that emitter down.”
“What about…,” she jerked her chin up toward the com ball.
“Leave it.” Jack dropped his voice. “Short of a radio, it’s the best we’ve got for making sure Daniel’s still in one piece.”
Carter managed a half-smile. “Yes, sir.”
Jack turned toward doors. The colored shapes were damn bright. Enough to make him want to put on his sunglasses. He might need them if what he had planned had any chance of working.
“Any way to open one of these things up? I don’t see any way in.”
“No, sir. No knobs, no handles. At least, not that I can see.”
He pointed toward her scanner. “But you’re sure that photon emitter thingy is behind one of these panels?”
She frowned. “Yes, sir, but — ”
“But nothing. Weren’t you the one who said we needed to even up the odds?” He reached inside a vest pocket. “I’ve got just the ace up my sleeve.”
“I didn’t know you were a betting man, sir.”
“Good gambles pay off, thanks to Siler.” He pulled out a chunk of C4, keeping it out of sight against his chest. Yu had been around the Goa’uld water cooler enough to probably know what it did.
“Colonel, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You’ve got a better idea?” From another pocket, he retrieved a detonator and jammed it into the plasticized block. “Teal’c’s in trouble. Daniel’s in trouble. Hell, everyone’s in trouble and we’re holding the cards. Give me another option.”
Carter looked back at the doors. “Sir, if you set that off, the explosive could trigger a cascading effect when combined with photonic energy. It’s a pretty safe bet the result could be catastrophic.”
“Are you sure?” The C4 itched in his hands, begging to do its job. Jack would like nothing more than to oblige. He’d had enough of playing cat-and-mouse with Yu and his minions.
Carter shook her head. “There’s no way to be sure, although…”
She fell silent, staring at the door.
“Well? What?”
“Don’t you see it?” She pointed at the shapes sliding back and forth. “Triangles, rectangles, trapezoids. I don’t think these are merely decorations.”
Jack glanced back at the com ball. Daniel looked like hell warmed over. They needed to get to him before there was nothing left to get.
Still… Carter was right. Their best chance at breaking out of this snake nest was shutting down the emitter. Otherwise, the chances of ending up zatted into oblivion were too high.
He checked his watch. “Five minutes.”
“Sir?”
Jack felt Yu’s eyes follow him as he walked underneath the com ball. “You’ve got five minutes to figure out how to get in there.”
He sat down on the bottom step, the C4 still in his hand. “So help me god, Carter. If I have to, I’ll blow those doors, even if it’s the last thing I ever do.” He glared up at the com ball. “Enough of Yu’s games already.”
* * *
Not for the first time, Daniel wondered if he’d been telepathic when he was ascended. A trick like that would come in handy, especially now as he watched Sam through the communications device. Those colored shapes represented one of the oldest Chinese puzzle games in Earth’s history.
He glanced at his captor. “Those patterns on the doors, those are tanagrams, aren’t they? To solve the puzzle, you have to form a specific shape with all seven pieces.”
“With no overlapping,” Yu said, looking up from the display. “I am disappointed in your great Colonel O’Neill. He gives up too easily.”
Daniel kept his mouth shut. He knew Jack well enough to know he’d never figure it out. But Sam would. She could do this kind of thing in her sleep. Jack would sit back, let her solve the thing and then he’d push on to the next step.
Whatever complaints Daniel might have about Jack, he knew his friend, and even with their recent arguments, he still very much considered Jack a close one. Daniel knew Jack would never give up. If he did, he wouldn’t be here, trying to rescue Daniel. What didn’t make sense, though, was why Yu put up a complex puzzle outside a set of doors in his own fortress. Why go to the trouble?
Yu turned back to the Wéiqí board. He plunked down a black stone in the center. Glimpsing at the board, Daniel realized the Goa’uld was only one stone away from capturing a dragon.
Not that it mattered. He looked back at the com device.
Come on, Sam.
“Play,” ordered Yu.
Daniel watched as Sam walked back and forth, the tanagrams continuing to slide across. Granted, Yu had a near obsession with anything of Chinese origins, but why put something so complex in such a remote place? It wasn’t like Yu went down there. At least, he hadn’t in the past few days while Daniel had been held prisoner.
Unless… he didn’t have those puzzles installed for himself, but for someone else.
“Do as I say, human. Play your move.”
Daniel picked up his third dragon, its heavily lidded red eyes staring off into some distant point. Looking back at the display, he noticed four Zhenmushou statues affixed above the door panels. They looked exactly like the gargantuan version found on P3Y-702… right next to those graves.
The statue he’d shot at when Jack pushed him too hard.
There’d been four graves, actually. Did Yu have something to do with those graves or was that simply a coincidence?
Daniel placed his dragon on the center of the board, next to its cousin. He turned back to the display. Sam had stopped in front of the far right panel, and yet…
Yu wasn’t watching. He was caught up in the game, a definite frown on his face. It was as if he was disappointed in what was happening — or not happening — on the display.
That’s when Daniel realized what this, all of this, was about. “You’re disappointed in Colonel O’Neill.”
“He does not even try to solve the puzzle!” The Goa’uld waved a hand dismissively at the communications device. He dropped a stone down next to Daniel’s third dragon.
“You expected him to find it, didn’t you? That’s what all this is about.”
“Play your next move.”
“You wanted them to find those doors,” Daniel pushed. “You wanted Jack, you wanted all of us to come here. For some reason. Some purpose.”
“Play!” Yu’s eyes flashed in warning.
“My god… I’m your bait, aren’t I?”
“Be mindful of your dragons,” Yu warned. “In another few moves, they will have all been taken.”
“Why?” Daniel demanded. “What was so important that you — ?”
The doors burst open and Oshu stormed in. He bowed hastily.
The Goa’uld regarded his First Prime bitterly. “You dare interrupt?”
“My lord. We have captured the sholvah.”
Daniel whipped around to see Teal’c and Bra’tac marched in by the rest of Yu’s Royal Guard. He exchanged glances with them both. As much as he was happy to see them, it was clear they’d gone through a lot to reach him. Teal’c’s lower lip was split in two, and Bra’tac was in worse shape. His chain mail skirt had been torn, his cape ripped, and his left eye was swollen shut.
“Daniel Jackson,” said Teal’c. “It is good to see you.”
“Uh… you too.” He gestured toward the display of Sam standing in front of the tanagram doors.
Teal’c’s eyes widened.
“Bow before Lord Yu,” Zheng ordered.
Teal’c and Bra’tac threw back their shoulders in defiance. Zheng spun around and kicked the backs of their knees in quick succession.
The two rebel Jaffa crumbled to the ground.
“Hold!” Yu rose from his seat. “Bring them to me.”
The Royal Guard complied, dumping them both on the other side of the game board. Daniel fought the urge to help them, knowing Zheng would snap him in two if he dared try.
Yu grabbed Bra’tac’s collar. “The System Lords have your teachings to thank for all the troubles we have met at the hands of the Tau’ri and your little Jaffa Rebellion.”
Bra’tac lifted his chin. “I do not fear you.”
“No, I do not believe you do. For it is said the soldier’s disposition is to offer resistance when surrounded, to fight hard when he cannot help himself — ”
Just as Daniel recognized that Yu was again quoting The Art of War, Teal’c lunged for the Goa’uld’s throat.
Yu’s ribbon device hand flung upward, blasting both rebels across the room. They hit the far wall with a thud and fell to the floor. Teal’c immediately sat up, but beside him, Bra’tac lay still.
Daniel prayed he was only unconscious.
Before Teal’c could get to his feet, Zheng kicked his back, felling him once more.
With a satisfied grunt, Yu sat down. He picked up his bowl of stones and dropped down another stone onto the board. “Teal’c, your teacher may have taught you much, but know this…”
From the center of the board, Yu snatched up two of Daniel’s dragons. “It is equally important for the warrior to obey promptly when fallen in danger. To do otherwise will gain him nothing.”
The Goa’uld tossed the carved jade pieces into his bowl. Daniel couldn’t care less. Not about the game, not about any of it.
Now that he knew he’d been used by Yu, used as bait to get Jack there — for whatever reason — Daniel felt a pang of guilt. If he’d just allowed Jack to have his moment on P3Y-702, if he hadn’t stormed off like a petty, self-centered idiot, none of this would be happening. Yu never would have captured him and Jack and Sam, Teal’c and Bra’tac… They’d be safe and unharmed.
Watching Jack and Sam on the display, he tried hard to stay hopeful.
It was far from easy, knowing he’d placed his friends in jeopardy.
* * *
Refusing to give Yu’s image on the com ball even a moment’s glance, Jack flipped open his watch cover. Five minutes had passed and Carter still hadn’t figure out the door panels. She just stood there, watching the shapes slide back and forth like a canted kaleidoscope. It was a meaningless exercise as far as he was concerned.
The hell with it. If Carter couldn’t figure it out, no one could.
He climbed to his feet. “Time’s up.”
Keeping her back to the com ball, she gestured for him to join her. Jack did so, raising an eyebrow in her direction. “Carter?”
“Sir,” she whispered. “I think there’s a pattern to how these shapes go together. If it works — ”
“I get it.” He stuck the C4 back in a vest pocket. “Be ready to jump before old Yu realizes we’re on to him.” He raised his rifle. “Ready when you are, Major.”
Raising her left hand, Carter stepped over to the far left panel. A yard-wide blue square slid by. She laid her palm on it. The square froze in place.
He flashed her a smile. “Nice!”
“Just getting started, sir.” A green triangle made its way over. As it bumped against the square, she tapped it.
A shower of sparks erupted.
Jack yanked her back. “You all right?”
Carter rubbed her hand. “I think so, sir.”
He grabbed her palm. It was red where she’d taken a hit. “So much for that idea.”
“I’m fine, sir. Really.” She stepped over to the far left panel again. “There are a couple of other possible permutations I’d like to try. Maybe it’s a case of placing all the same shapes together in the same panel.”
He stepped back. “Permutate away, Major. But no more shocks, ok?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’d say take your time, but at this rate, Yu’s Jaffa will be breathing down our necks any moment.”
With a nod, Carter fixed her eyes on the panel. The blue square was still locked in place. Brow scrunched up, she raised her palm up and waited.
A red square slid over. She put out her hand…
A bolt of electricity shot out from the square, enveloping Carter’s arm in a spidery web of heat.
“Carter!”
* * *
Daniel tore his eyes away from the communications device as Jack yanked Sam away from the panel. She was standing, but Daniel wasn’t sure how much more she could take. There was no way to tell from the display exactly how strong the current was that ran from the tanagrams. Their backs still to the display, they spoke too softly for him to hear them.
Held in place by Zheng and Lao Dan, Teal’c glowered at Yu under hooded eyes. Daniel recognized that look. If his Jaffa friend got free, even for a moment, Yu’s neck would be snapped in two.
And Bra’tac was still unconscious. Even more reason for Teal’c to want to do damage.
Daniel forced himself to look back at the display. Sam was trying a third time with Jack hovering next to her, ready to pull her out.
Next to him, a seemingly disinterested Yu turned away from the com device and plunked down a stone in the bottom quadrant, next to the first dragon Daniel had played. The Goa’uld scooped up the jade piece and tossed it in the enameled bowl with the others.
On the display, Sam raised her hand, reaching for a smaller grey triangle this time. Though Daniel knew tanagrams didn’t work that way, and knew what was to come, watching her get shocked a third time was still hard.
Yu stuck the fourth dragon in Daniel’s hand. “He will conquer who has learnt the artifice of deviation. Such is the art of maneuvering.”
Daniel clutched the dragon, half-tempted to throw it across the room. On the display, Sam took another shock.
He couldn’t let her do it again.
“Please… you’ve got to stop this,” he begged Yu. “Stop hurting my friends. Stop throwing quotes out from a world you can’t possibly care about.”
The Goa’uld’s eyes lit up. “Never question my loyalties.”
“Your loyalties?” Daniel threw the dragon to the floor. “Since when are the Goa’uld loyal to anyone or anything, but themselves?”
“Pick up your dragon, Daniel Jackson. It is your last opportunity.”
“Last opportunity for what?”
“Play,” Yu warned, the boom in his parasitic voice deep and rumbling. “Play or I shall find a better method to motivate you.”
Daniel blew out a shaky breath. “And if I win?”
Yu bowed his head. “The game ends.” He waved a hand over the communications device and the image of Sam standing in front of the tanagram panels fell silent.
Daniel picked up the dragon. If the only way to end this nightmare was to win the game, he’d do it, though with three dragons gone, and half his pieces lost to Yu already, he didn’t have a clue as to how.
* * *
 “That’s enough, Carter. Stand back.”
The colonel wouldn’t get any argument from Sam. Both of her hands had suffered enough electrical burns to make her leery of trying any more variations. Stepping back from the panels, she looked at the com ball.
Teal’c was there. With Daniel and Yu.
“Sir,” she whispered, tilting her head toward the image.
He glanced up. “Great. Wonderful. Terrific.”
He turned back toward the panels and ripped open a velcro vest pocket. “Where the hell’s Bra’tac?” he whispered.
Sam took another peek. “I don’t see him, sir, though that doesn’t mean he’s not outside of the image’s display.”
Positioning her back to the com ball once again, she watched as Colonel O’Neill jabbed the detonator into the block of C4.
“We’ll take cover up on the next flight of stairs,” he whispered. “Ready on my mark.”
As Sam stepped away, the colonel looked back and forth at the panels. “Where the hell do I put this thing without getting Yu’s idea of shock treatment?”
She pointed at the original blue square still locked into place. “That’s probably your safest bet, sir.”
“You’re sure, Carter? Kentucky Fried Colonel isn’t really in the job description.”
Sam snorted softly, once again thankful for his sense of humor. If nothing else, his ability to make her laugh kept her going when the going got tough, to coin a really bad cliché. “I’m as sure as I can be, sir.”
“That’s good enough for me.” With the C4 in hand, he reached out toward the panel…
And stopped.
“Oh, for crying out loud.”
“Sir?”
“Take this.” He gently handed her the C4, mindful of the burns on her hands. “Step back. No point on both of us becoming extra crispy.”
“Colonel?”
“Give me a second.” He stepped up to the far left panel and waited.
Shapes slid by, green, red, blue… The colonel palmed a grey triangle and fixed it above the blue square.
Nothing happened. No shock. No blast of energy.
A green trapezoid swung close. He tapped the shape and it fell into place below the square. When a larger red triangle floated by, he raised his other hand up and spun the shape upside down. He slid it in beside the grey triangle.
The panel solidified into a solid blue.
“One down, three to go.”
Sam wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or not as Colonel O’Neill whisked the different colored shapes from one door to another in rapid succession. As he completed each panel, it became a solid color. The second one turned green. The third one, blue.
He slid the final shape on the far right panel into place. As it turned grey, the central door swung open.
* * *
Daniel stared at the board, barely able to concentrate. It was hopeless. How could he beat Yu at a game he’d obviously played for centuries?
Worse, for all he knew, Yu had told the truth about creating the game. It was impossible to figure out what was fact and what was fiction with a Goa’uld — especially Yu, who knew far more about ancient Chinese history than Apophis had known about ancient Egypt.
Daniel scanned the board, searching for some opening, some way to turn things around. If Yu told the truth, his friends’ lives, and his own, counted on how he played this next round. The upper left quadrant was empty, occupied by a solitary white he’d placed there days ago. If he put his dragon down next to his original stone, he’d have five spaces covered.
It wasn’t a win, but it was a start.
He looked up from the board, expecting Yu to make some sort of comment.
But the Goa’uld wasn’t paying attention. He’d turned away from the game, his full attention devoted to the communications device.
On the display, Jack — of all people, Jack — had solved the tanagrams.
Daniel snuck a glance at Teal’c. Neither of them dared react visibly. Bra’tac was still knocked out and the four Royal Guards hovered too close by, ready to mete out punishment.
But as that central door swung open for Sam and Jack, Daniel felt a small spark of hope.
He turned back to the board and told the Goa’uld, “It’s your turn.”
* * *
Switching his P90’s flashlight back on, Jack gestured for Carter to follow suit.
“Sir… how did you know?”
“Simple, Major,” he said with a smile. “Ask Siler to buy you a Gameboy when we get back. Best training tool, bar none.”
With Carter at his back, he aimed his rifle’s light into the dark room beyond the open door and entered.
The door slammed shut behind them.




Chapter Fifteen
   
STARGATE COMMAND
STATUS: GATE OPERATIONS SUSPENDED
4 JUL 03/0130 HRS BASE TIME
   
George almost welcomed the knock on his door. He’d been doing too much woolgathering while he waited for any word on SG-1’s mission status. That and drinking coffee as fast as Lieutenant Simmons could bring it.
The knock came again and he looked at his watch. ‘Almost’ was definitely the operative word, considering the discussion he was about to have.
He stacked the two folders on his desk. “Enter.”
Simmons cracked the door open, another cup of coffee in hand. “General, I have Dr. Hopkins to see you.”
George waved Simmons in and took the cup with a thanks. “Show him in, Lieutenant.”
“Should I bring him some coffee as well, sir?”
Setting his cup down, George replied, “Somehow I doubt he’ll be staying that long.”
Six-feet-four of bluster stormed in, stopped short of the desk and crossed his arms. “You wanted to see me?” asked Hopkins.
“I did. Have a seat.”
Hopkins threw himself into a visitor’s chair. “Any word on Daniel?”
“Nothing I can share.”
Hopkins narrowed his eyes. “Can’t or won’t?”
George refused to take the bait. He spread the two folders out, but kept them closed. “I have two letters here, Doctor. Two options I want to discuss with you.”
“Because?”
“Doctor Frasier is of the opinion that you could be an invaluable asset to this command.”
“She’s a smart woman.”
George bowed his head. “Yes, she is. As is every other person here under my command. Both civilian and military.”
Hopkins waved a hand at the folders. “Let’s stop the chatty-chatty, yeh? Talk to me about these options.”
George opened the first folder and handed the letter to Hopkins. “Option number one.”
The doctor scanned the letter. “This is a termination letter. Did Colonel O’Neill put you up to this? I know that man hates me. The feeling’s mutual. But this,” he waved the paper in the air, “this is the thanks I get for — ”
“For doing your job.”
The man opened and closed his mouth, clearly irate. George sat back and waited; half hoping he’d never get around to discussing the second letter. He had no patience for arrogance. Not here. Not anywhere.
“Unbelievable,” Hopkins said with a shake of his head.
Before George could stop him, the doctor snatched up the eagle statue from his desk and hefted it in his hand. “You American military folks really love your eagles, don’t you?”
“The eagle is this nation’s bird, Doctor.”
“Yeah, man, but you Air Force types can’t get enough of it. It’s on top of your flag posts.” Hopkins pointed toward George’s shirt. “Bloodfire, you’ve got one pinned to your chest, man! They’re everywhere.”
George fought the urge to throw Hopkins out there and then. “What’s your point?”
“I’m an archaeologist. I study the past because I… me, personally… I need to understand why cultures rise and fall.”
“And you think there’s no place for that in the military.” It was a statement, not a question. George knew how this man’s mind worked.
Hopkins patted the eagle’s head. “You know, the Roman Empire carried these eagles for 1,200 years, and then poof! They collapsed like the insides of a coconut hung on the tree too long. The Americans have used it for what? Two hundred years and I’ll bet you there’s no chance we’ll last half as long as the Romans did. And let’s not forget the Nazis.”
“I’m really not interested in a history lesson.”
Hopkins put the eagle back down on the desk. “Oh, but you should be, General. You might learn something.”
Hopkins stood up and walked around the office. George watched as the man took in the medals, the photos, a model of the F-105 Thunderchief he’d flown in the war. What the man was looking for, George hadn’t a clue, but Dr. Frasier asked him to hear Hopkins out and he would. Then he’d throw him out on his ass.
Finally, Hopkins turned back to face him, flashing one of those obnoxious superior grins of his. “You know why I became interested in Chinese history?”
George splayed his hands on the desk, his patience nearly spent. “Look, Doctor, I — ”
“Believe it or not, it’s because of the eagle. As a bird unto itself, it’s a nothing. It’s only when combined with other animals — with the ox, the serpent, the tiger, and so much more — that it becomes legendary. Powerful. The mythical dragon. A creature far more powerful and enduring, like Ancient China. In one form or another, the Chinese Empire prevailed for almost 3,500 years!”
“Are you finished, doctor?”
Hopkins looked down at his hands. “I suppose I am. I’m finished here, at any rate.”
George sat back in his chair for a moment. For all of Hopkins’ intellectual swagger, the man did remind him of another archaeologist’s single-minded passion.
And it was passion. Underneath all that bluster, all that arrogance, there was a fine mind. One that was needed here at the S.G.C. The question was, could Hopkins see past his own nose to use it?
George put the termination letter back in its folder. “I have another option I want you to consider.”
Hopkins’ head shot up. “You’re jesting. After everything I just said?”
“Because of everything you just said.” He opened the second folder and handed over the enclosed letter.
“What is it?” Hopkins grabbed it like a dog grabs a bone.
“It’s a non-disclosure statement. You’ll sign at the bottom.”
Hopkins raised an eyebrow. “I signed one of these already.”
“Not like this, you didn’t. By signing this agreement, your classified level would be heightened to a far greater extent than it is now.”
“No more need-to-know?”
George raised a hand. “There will still be circumstances where you’ll be kept out of the loop, but those will be fewer and further between.”
Hopkins put the letter down on his lap. “I don’t get it, man. Why the offer? Is this one of those ‘because my country needs me’ cards?”
“More like your world needs you. We need your view of the past, just like we’ve needed Dr. Jackson’s.”
Hopkins frowned. “A lot of good it did Daniel.”
“You remind me of him.”
“Of Daniel?” Hopkins shook his head. “I don’t see myself strapping on a gun and playing the brawny, gung-ho type with an SG team, General. I’m sorry.”
George smiled. “Trust me, that’s about as far from Dr. Jackson’s role as it gets. Sure, he’s taken part in missions where brawn was needed more than brain — ”
“Now you’re throwing my own words back at me.”
“Hear me out. When Dr. Jackson first joined the program, a part of him was like you. History, mythology, archaeology, that was his bailiwick and he reveled in it, but more importantly, he saw it as a means to an end.”
“What is it with you military types? Archaeology doesn’t have an endgame. You’re no different than Colonel O’Neill. All tactics and strategy. Fire the guns and let the past be damned.”
Hopkins threw the nondisclosure statement onto the desk. “If O’Neill’s your idea of an ‘A-1’ shining representation of the S.G.C., then maybe I shouldn’t sign that letter.”
“Before you sign anything,” George said, getting up from his desk, “Come with me into the briefing room. I want to show you something.”
He grabbed his coffee and led Hopkins into the briefing room and over to the windows above the gate-room. Down below, Sergeant Siler and Lieutenant Wood tinkered with a MALP, prepping it for the next mission on the roster. Otherwise, room was empty. Too empty for George’s tastes. He enjoyed the activity, the teams returning with excitement written all over their faces plain as day. With SG-1 still missing, however, he’d felt it prudent to pull back any missions from possible Goa’uld territories, allowing only probes to be sent out to addresses from the Ancient depository.
He took a sip of his coffee. It was lukewarm. Beside him, Hopkins shuffled his feet impatiently.
“Uh, General, I’ve seen the Stargate before. I was on the mission where Daniel got captured.”
“Then you’ve seen firsthand what the Goa’uld are capable of, Doctor, but still, it’s not the same thing as what Dr. Jackson went through.”
“Thanks to your need-to-know policies, I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. Daniel was pretty tight-lipped about how he started so don’t worry, he didn’t sell you out.”
George turned to Hopkins. “Dr. Jackson was the one who deciphered the gate addresses. If it wasn’t for him, none of this would be possible. I wasn’t here at the time, although, from what I understand, he was very much like you. Going through the Stargate was purely about exploring history. He couldn’t care less about the rest.”
“So what changed?”
“His wife was taken by the Goa’uld.”
Hopkins eyes widened. “I didn’t know he’s married.”
“Was, Doctor. She’s dead now.” He stared down into his half-empty cup, the memories of Daniel’s grief a bitter counterpoint to the cold coffee.
“I didn’t know,” Hopkins said. “I’m sorry.”
George set down the cup on the window’s edge. “Sha’re’s capture, and eventual death, motivated Dr. Jackson to see the bigger picture. To find ways to relate our world’s history to the twisted mess the Goa’uld stirred up when they took humans from this world thousands of years ago.”
He pointed toward the gate. “Though we’ve cracked the galaxy wide open, there are a lot of questions out there that still need answers. This is why we need people like you, sifting through the past to protect the future. The answers you find might help save this planet if the Goa’uld ever try and attack again.”
“Again?” Hopkins whispered. “We were attacked before?”
“Almost. Sign that non-disclosure agreement and you’ll be able to find out what happened, but in a nutshell, Dr. Jackson’s efforts were critical to stopping Apophis’ invasion fleet because he pushed and prodded until finally, someone paid attention.”
“I… I had no idea.” Hopkins put a hand to his head. “Who was smart enough to listen?”
“That would be Colonel O’Neill.”
PLANET DESIGNATION: LORD YU’S
HOMEWORLD (P3X-042)
STATUS: SAR MISSION IN PROGRESS
APPROX 1240 HRS LOCAL TIME
4 JUL 03/0200 HRS BASE TIME
A long, dark tunnel. Check.
Sweaty walls that stank of musk and grime. Check.
A Goa’uld com ball with Yu’s big, fat face glaring down at them. Check.
“What is it with Goa’uld and their secret hidey-holes, Carter?”
When the major didn’t answer, he swung his light toward her. Carter held her scanner up close, its white glow bouncing off her face as she bit her lower lip.
That look again. “Any luck?”
“None, sir.” She flicked the thing off and stuffed it into a vest pocket.
Raising her rifle light up, she pointed toward the far opposite end of the tunnel. Darkness swallowed up the light’s tail.
“It’s too damn big,” he said, glancing again at the com ball. Yu stared right back. Daniel, on the other hand, focused on something between him and the Goa’uld, right below frame.
What the hell was he doing? Playing mahjong?
Whatever it was, Jack had seen Daniel at it earlier, but not as intensely. Or as pissed off. In the background, Teal’c was trying to wrench himself free of two overdressed Jaffa.
And here Jack was, playing hide-and-seek in a Goa’uld dungeon. He turned away from the com ball and whispered, “Find that emitter, Carter.”
“I’ve been thinking, sir.”
“In this case, I’d say that’s a good thing, right?”
“Take a look at the floor.” Carter turned her rifle downwards.
Etched in silver on the black flooring was a serpent’s roiling body. The thing ran the length of the tunnel… or at least as much of it as Jack could make out with his flashlight.
“Fancy Goa’uld tiling. So?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s silver, sir. If we follow its path, it might lead us to the emitter.”
Jack bent down and examined the etching. He rubbed a finger along the snake’s scales. Metal flakes came off. “Gives a whole new meaning to follow the yellow brick road, doesn’t it?”
“It’s not exactly brick, sir — ”
“A joke, Carter. Where’s your sense of humor?” When he saw her frown, he stood up, knowing full well that his ability to give pep talks sucked. Badly. So instead, he tapped her on the shoulder, hoping it was enough to see her through whatever came next.
“Let’s go.”
Rifles up, they went further into the seemingly never-ending tunnel. Carter took the left, him the right, their flashlights sliding along the walls and floor. After awhile, Jack wondered if the tunnel would ever end.
Every twenty yards or so, another one of those damn Goa’uld telly balls popped in, emitting a soft brown light from the center of the ceiling, along with another image of Yu. Part of Jack knew that slime-bag was setting them up for something, but there was no other choice. Shutting off that emitter was their only hope, the holy grail, their ticket out of there, and every other damn cliché in the book.
Shut it down and they could get to Daniel, Teal’c and Bra’tac without being zatted off in a single shot. If they didn’t shut the thing down, they were screwed.
Not that he’d admit that aloud.
They’d advanced a good hundred yards when the walls began to bow outward. Another twenty yards, and they came along a row of five red statues on top of a flat pedestal. All teeth and bulging eyes, they looked exactly like the gargoyles on the panels outside. Except bigger. Each one had to be at least seven or eight feet in height.
“Great.” Jack slid his flashlight across their gnarly faces. “More of Daniel’s zen moo shoo critters.”
“Exactly like the one on P3Y-702,” Carter said. “Sir, I think it’s possible Yu is connected not only to that planet, but to those four graves as well.”
“Yeah, that’s looking likely. The upside is,” he said, tilting his P90 up toward the ceiling, “that the last of the com balls.”
As he swung his light down toward their silvery snake trail, a movement over by the statues caught his eye. He turned toward them, aiming the light between the first three and then the last two.
Nothing.
Carter stopped just ahead of him. “Sir?”
He turned back to her. “It’s too damn hot in here. I’m starting to see — ”
A cool breeze blew across his neck.
Just like it did in the maze, and then again on Yu’s terrace outside, right before the Jaffa attacked.
But they weren’t outside, Daniel was alive, and —
The breeze rushed by again.
Somehow, something or someone was trying to warn him.
“Carter, get down!”
A deep, wet growl erupted from the statues. Before Jack could swing his P90 over, the central figure leapt from the pedestal with lightning speed.
He shot it once, twice, three times. Used all the ammo he had left.
The thing kept on coming.
“Sir!”
The creature collided with Jack, throwing him face down to the ground, his rifle gouging into his stomach. Wet, sharp claws seized his arms. He tried to twist around, to see what had him pinned, but couldn’t budge. The creature weighed a ton. It jabbed a knee against his back and growled again.
Hoping to catch it off guard, he went limp. The pressure from the creature’s knee lightened up. Jack rounded his back and pushed up.
The knee came down again, hard. His rib cage would shatter if the thing put any more weight on him. He gasped for air, squirming to get free, but the creature tightened its grip on his arms. Jack’s skin burned as its claws began to dig in.
* * *
 “O’Neill!” cried out Teal’c.
Daniel whipped his head up from the game board. In horror, he stared at the silenced com ball. The creature attacking Jack in front of the statues… Daniel quickly realized it wasn’t a Zhenmushou. Its ears were too low, its skin too mottled.
It was an Unas. A primeval specimen as far removed from his friend Chaka as modern man was from the Neanderthal. Unlike Chaka’s more pronounced horn ridge, this creature’s horns were abbreviated, shorter, though twice as many in number. Additional ridges ran along its jaw line, its arms, and its chest, emphasizing sheer bulk over any sort of evolved physicality.
Daniel tore his eyes away to glance at Yu. He saw the glint of expectation on the Goa’uld’s face, and knew.
Jack didn’t have a chance.
* * *
 “Shoot the damn thing!”
“I’m out of ammo and the modified zat could disintegrate you as well as the beast.” Sam scanned the tunnel for something, anything to help fight against the creature as it held Colonel O’Neill to the ground.
“Shoot it — ”
With a howl, the Unas back-fisted him across the side of his face.
“Sir!”
“Do it, Carter,” he groaned.
The Unas raised a hand, a paw, whatever. She didn’t care. All she knew was that those claws would eventually rip the colonel’s back to shreds if she didn’t do something and do it fast.
Her hands fell to her utility belt. She had the modified zat and she had a knife.
They’d have to do.
She laid her P90 on the ground, aiming it directly at the Unas. The creature turned toward her, claws still raised. A grazed bullet wound on its forehead oozed green blood onto its horns. The rifle’s light coruscated within its dark primordial eyes.
Yanking the zat from her holster, Sam mustered up a healthy dose of bravado. “Hey, ugly. Watch this.”
She zatted the statues. An electric arc enveloped them into oblivion.
The Unas howled again, but it didn’t budge from the colonel’s back.
Damn it. “Not impressed, huh?” she yelled.
Swiping downward, the Unas ripped the back of the colonel’s vest open. He let out a strangled cry of pain.
“No!” Swallowing down her fear, Sam unsnapped the scabbard on her belt and pulled out her knife. There was no other choice. It was this or let the Unas kill Colonel O’Neill.
As the Unas raised its arm again, she dashed sideways. “Over here,” she called out, hoping to stop it from attacking the colonel again.
She got her wish. The creature dropped its arm and began to turn toward her.
At a dead run, she leapt onto its back and plunged her knife in. A gush of green blood splattered across her neck as the creature shuddered. It flailed its arms, trying to reach behind to knock her off. Dropping her zat to ground, she used both hands to hold on tight.
The Unas flung itself back and forth, but Sam kept a hold of the knife. As it turned around, she saw the colonel crawling toward the zat.
The Unas whirled halfway around again, blocking her view.
“Carter, I’ll get the zat. Jump off!”
She let go of the knife and, as she dropped, she tucked her legs in to roll out of the way. The Unas spun around and grabbed her right arm.
“Carter!”
It lifted her from the ground, sending excruciating pain down her shoulder and into her arm. She tried to kick out, but the Unas held her too far away from its body.
It jerked her higher and she felt her arm wrench out of its socket. A wave of nausea hit her. She forced herself to stay focused, to push past the pain. She kicked out again, her foot connecting with the creature’s chest. The Unas raised its head back and howled.
Then it threw her across the tunnel. As Sam’s head connected with the floor, she heard a crack.
* * *
The communications device made it abundantly clear that O’Neill could barely stand and Major Carter… She remained motionless, unable to protect even herself.
Teal’c had seen enough.
Something had to be done before his friends suffered more.
With his arms held tightly by the two Jaffa, he knew he’d have only one chance to break free. Lifting his left leg swiftly back, he brought it down to smash on the heel of Zheng’s booted foot. As the Jaffa stumbled forward, his grip on Teal’c’s arm’s loosened.
Teal’c wrested his arm free. Twisting sideways, he slammed his palm into the other Jaffa’s throat. Lao Dan staggered back, dropping his hold on Teal’c’s arm.
Zheng shot up and lunged for him, but Teal’c drew back and drove a fist at the Jaffa’s chin. Zheng collapsed where he stood. Finally free, Teal’c lunged forward to attack Lord Yu.
The telltale sign of an enabled zat’nik’tel froze him in his tracks. He spun around.
Oshu aimed a zat directly at the still unconscious Bra’tac. For one brief moment, Teal’c found himself wishing his former mentor still carried a symbiote so that he would recover more quickly.
“You must stop,” said Oshu, his voice a deathly calm. Teal’c met Daniel Jackson’s eyes, silently appealing for help. His friend’s face was dark with pain.
“Don’t do it, Teal’c. Jack wouldn’t want us to risk our lives.”
Lord Yu laughed. “Jack. An appropriately crude name for the mighty leader of your team. Should I have more faith in his ability to prevail than either of you?”
Rough hands shoved Teal’c to his knees. He spit at the Goa’uld. “You know nothing of faith.”
Oshu whirled toward him, his weapon raised. “Do not speak, Sholvah!”
Teal’c struggled beneath the weight of his captors, but he would not be silenced. “Or what? Your master is a coward who sends old men and vicious creatures to do his bidding. He has no honor.”
“Silence!” The Goa’uld’s eyes flashed white, the parasite within no doubt writhing in fury. As his eyes returned to normal, Lord Yu placed his palms upon his thighs.
He sighed. “Teal’c, your anger blinds you to the truth. My reasons for bringing all of you here are honorable. Of this you can be sure.”
Teal’c glanced at the communications device, at the Unas raising a P90 over its head as it loomed over a motionless Major Carter. The zat’nik’tel lay inert by her side. O’Neill threw his own P90, but the beast caught the rifle in its other hand.
And yet, Teal’c could do nothing. Nothing but speak what might be his last words, the only weapon he had left.
“You know nothing of honor. Not now, not ever. If you did, you would not have fallen back on your promise to attack Anubis at Vis Uban.”
The Goa’uld’s eyes flashed again. “Do not pretend to understand the dire nature of Anubis and his armies.”
“Oh, but I do understand,” Teal’c said with a deliberate smile. With one more thrust he would drive his point home. “I will die free, but you… You are weak and you are old. You will only live long enough for Anubis to find you. When he does, he will tear this fortress down around your ears.”
* * *
The Unas stood over Carter, swinging a P90 above its head. The light from the rifle splayed across the ceiling, lighting up the tunnel.
If the thing hit her, she’d be good as dead.
As far Jack was concerned, he would be, too.
Even if he figured out a way to escape.
Pushing aside the white-hot pain across his back, he pulled out his knife. Repeating Carter’s jump and plunge routine wouldn’t work, he knew that. The Unas was too damn strong. It’d throw him aside like a sack of potatoes. Instead, Jack shifted his weight on to his back leg, raised the knife above his head, and threw the blade at the creature.
A direct hit to the lower back.
The Unas dropped its arm, howling in pain. Both P90 flashlights were pointed downward now, lighting up the ground like a disco floor.
A glint of metal a few yards to Jack’s left got his attention. Carter’s knife.
He snatched it up and waved it at the Unas. “Get away from her, you bastard.”
The Unas turned toward him and growled again, the com ball light from above illuminating the two teeth jutting down from its slimy upper lip.
On the ground behind it, Carter groaned. A wave of relief washed through Jack. She might be in pain, but she was alive.
For the moment.
Without another thought, Jack flung the second knife at the Unas, aiming for his throat. It missed, skittering to the floor. With a snarl, the creature raised one of the P90s in the air, turned around and clubbed Carter in the side.
She screamed. The sound tore through Jack far worse than the Unas ever could.
“You sonuvabitch,” he yelled.
The creature turned around again to face him, its lips curled in what Jack would swear was a grin. A sick, twisted grin.
He clenched his fists, resenting the powerlessness he had to do anything to save Carter. To save any of his team. He’d screwed up big time. First with Daniel, then letting Teal’c and Bra’tac go off half-cocked, and now…
He swallowed down that thought, locked it in a room and threw away the key.
With a snarl, the Unas raised both P90s toward Jack, as if challenging him to come get them. If he had to throw himself at the creature to save Carter, he would, but he’d lived the past six years by refusing to give up and he wasn’t about to do so now. All he needed was a weapon, something he could use to turn the tide.
The Unas dropped its arms to its side, the rifle lights spilling over Carter gasping in pain…
And the zat on the floor next to her.
Getting to it would be impossible unless Jack could somehow get the Unas to move off. Distract it somehow.
A breeze wisped across his neck again. If it was Oma Desala, Daniel’s little guru was out of luck. Besides, he knew she wouldn’t interfere. It was too far below her pay grade. Daniel had tried and got kicked out of the Ascended Beings club.
Not that he wasn’t grateful for Oma’s whole Abydonian ascension bit, but…
Abydos.
Oma had ascended the whole damn planet.
Including Skaara.
Was it possible that he was there, even now?
Jack whipped out his… correction, Skaara’s old Zippo. “Hey, ugly, wanna see something?”
Clink.
The Zippo lit up, old reliable that it was. Jack waved it around, the flame sputtering, but staying true.
The Unas weaved its head back and forth, its eyes following the lighter.
Jack crouched down. “Okay, this is good. I’ve got your attention. Now lets try — ”
He tossed the lighter to the tunnel’s center. It skittered to a stop just beyond the com ball, the flame still going.
The Unas took a step toward the Zippo and stopped.
Jack raised his hands. “Go on. It’s all yours.”
With a grunt, it stomped over. Looked down at the flame and then nudged it with a foot. It began to reach down.
Jack dove for the zat, swung it up and fired.
The beast, the P90s and the com ball overhead all lit up in a blue blaze.
Then the tunnel darkened, except for the Zippo.
Its flame kept burning.




Chapter Sixteen
   
A groan echoed in the near black tunnel. “Sir?”
Carter.
Jack shoved the zat in his holster and grabbed the still lighted Zippo off the ground. He hurried to her side and kneeled over her, the cut skin along his back stretching tight with his movement. A painful souvenir thanks to a now disintegrated Unas. He bit off a gasp.
“Colonel, are you all right?”
“Am I all right? Let’s worry about you for a moment.” He held the lighter up to get a good look at the damage done by the thing. The Zippo didn’t make for the best lighting conditions, what with the way his damn hand shook. He tried to steady his hand as he examined her head to toe.
No luck. Too damn much adrenaline pumped through him.
He switched hands though it didn’t make a bit of difference, especially once he got a good look. She had a helluva gash across her forehead, the cut deep enough to show white flesh underneath. Her right arm was twisted at an odd angle and a thin sheen of sweat covered her very pale face. She had to be in a boatload of pain.
“Geez, Carter…” His throat closed shut, unable to say any more. He’d made a mess of things, from beginning to end, and now she was paying the price.
She tried to sit up, but he put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from moving. Lifting her good hand to her head, she inhaled sharply. “Hit my head… when I fell.”
Forcing his hand to simmer down, he held the lighter closer to her face. Her pupils were dilated though the lighter could have been the cause. No way to tell.
She grimaced, the muscles on her neck bunching up in effort. A moan escaped her and she fell limp. “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t move my right arm.”
“Major,” he said, pushing himself to speak, “if anyone’s owed an apology around here, it isn’t me.”
“Sir — ”
“Save your strength, Carter.” He sat back on his heels, trying to hoist up the old O’Neill bluster that had disintegrated right along with that damn Unas.
“Sir — ”
“We’ll get out here. We’ve dealt with worse.” A lie, but it sounded good.
With a wince, she shook her head. “Sir, my shoulder… You need to relocate it before it swells.”
“More pain,” he said, keeping his voice as upbeat as he could. “That’s exactly what I want to put you through.”
“Sir, please…”
Carter was right. He’d had enough first aid training to know exactly what had to be done.
He laid the lit Zippo on the ground next to her bad shoulder. “It’s going to hurt like hell.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Ready.”
That made one of them. Hurting Carter was definitely not on his to do list.
Before he could think about it any longer, Jack swung his leg over and straddled her waist with his knees. He shimmied back enough to lock her hips between his legs, and then carefully bent her bad arm up in a ninety degree angle.
She hissed.
Jack steeled himself for what had to come next. With his left hand cupping her bad shoulder and his right holding the arm, he said, “Push against my thigh with your good hand. It’ll help counterbalance what I need to do.”
As soon her palm pushed against him, he began to rotate her arm and shoulder inward toward her chest. At first, he couldn’t feel any movement. He pushed a bit further and the muscles responded.
Carter bit her lip, but didn’t scream. Jack wasn’t so sure he’d have been able to do the same if the situation was reversed. A good scream could do amazing things to cut off pain.
Nine broken bones and a few concussions had made him an expert on pain… and screams. Plenty of screams.
“Okay, here comes the fun part.” Making sure he had a firm grip on her upper arm, he changed directions, rotating her lower arm and shoulder outward. When he got past the ninety-degree angle, he felt a pop in her shoulder.
Carter blew out a long breath. “Better… Thank you, sir.”
Relieved, he sank down beside her and rubbed his hands over his face until he noticed the lighter was sputtering. It was running low on fuel.
As he fished in his pockets for his plastic flask containing extra lighter fluid, Carter reached over and picked up the Zippo.
“Skaara’s old lighter,” she said softly.
He pulled the flask out. Flipping open the fueling neck, he said, “I’m going to have to blow this out to refill it.”
“In the dark?”
Jack shrugged. “I’ve done it before. This lighter and I go way back, even before I knew there was a Skaara — ”
“I miss him, too, sir.” She handed him the lighter.
Jack blew out the flame. Though the tunnel darkened, he schooled his face into a perfect mask. It was a habit he’d developed over the years to keep himself from thinking things he knew led to no good, including and most particularly thoughts of those he’d lost along the way.
Or had he? That breeze business still had him puzzled. Was some Ascended Being hanging out, getting their kicks watching him go through nine kinds of hell?
“Is that why you carry the lighter, sir? To remind you of Skaara?”
“Amongst other reasons,” he said gruffly, pulling out the Zippo’s inner case. “It certainly saved our butts today.”
He unscrewed the bottom. Carter had fallen silent. Not good considering the fact that she might have a concussion.
Or worse.
“Don’t fall asleep on me,” he said into the dark.
“Sorry, sir. I was trying to decide what I should carry with me.”
“Carry with you?” Jack guided the flask neck into the fuel hole with his index finger.
“Like your lighter,” she replied softly. “A lot of soldiers go into combat with some sort of memento. Something they carry to help them remember important stuff… You know, like memories of family… or friends.”
“And what did you decide on?”
“I haven’t yet. But I will.”
He smiled into the darkness. “Keep that optimism airborne, Carter. We still need to get out of here.”
“No, sir.”
He tossed the empty flask aside. “Excuse me?”
“I’m too dizzy. I’ll only slow you down.”
“Carter…”
“Daniel, Teal’c, and Bra’tac need help, sir.”
“Not an option, Major.”
Not at all.
Jack slammed the lighter together, thumbed the wheel and poof! The flame licked up excess fuel along the casing.
He glanced over at Carter. She was right. She looked like hell.
Using her good arm, she pulled herself up to a sitting position. “Colonel, you’ve got to shut the emitter down.”
“I’m not disagreeing with you, but with what?” he asked skeptically. “A zat gun and a lighter?”
“Sounds like a plan, sir.” Though Carter grinned, it was a pale shadow of her usual full-on smile.
“Yeah, well… it’s only a plan if you’re there to tell me what to do. Come on, Major. On your feet.” With his free hand, Jack pulled her up.
She swayed a bit but managed to keep upright. She put a hand to her head. “I would kill for a couple of aspirin right now.”
“Get us out of here and I’ll buy you a whole bottle.” He raised the lighter higher. “Seriously, we can barely see five feet ahead. How am we supposed to find this emitter thing?”
“Follow the floor, sir.”
Holding the lighter low, he walked a few paces toward the tunnel’s center until the flame glinted off the silver snake. Beyond it, something small and metallic reflected back. His knife. He picked it up and returned to Carter’s side.
“If I get the zat, you get this.” He pressed the knife into her good hand. “Of course, if Yu’s Jaffa come storming in, you could always bite them on the hand. You’re good at that.”
She gave him a wider smile. Not by much, but it did the job.
* * *
At Carter’s suggestion, Jack cycled the lighter to conserve fuel. They’d walk fifty paces and he’d snap the lid closed. Shoulder-to-shoulder, they’d go another fifty paces and clink, he’d flip the flame back on again to check their bearings. They never strayed far from the silver-etched snake, but it was slow going. He could tell Carter was barely able to keep up.
At first, he kept up a running dialogue to help her keep focused. After a while, he got the sense that his babbling wasn’t doing her any good so he shut up. She was breathing harder than she should be, and twice she’d stopped and asked to be left behind.
Which was never going to happen.
After she brought it up the second time, Jack responded by taking the knife out of her hand, sticking it in her scabbard, and then slinging her good arm across his shoulders for support.
One foot after the other, they followed that damn snake on the ground. In the silence between Carter’s short breaths, Jack played out in his head the different hoops Yu had made his team jump through. Obviously, Huang had been in on it, but with their link to home zatted into oblivion, he had no way of knowing what the hell that was about, except that it bugged the crap out of him.
Just what the world needed, Goa’uld insiders crawling around a superpower like China.
Then there was the Jaffa welcoming party. How the hell did Yu’s little minions detect a cloaked ship? Next up, the maze, the ‘oh so fun’ electrified door panels, a fricking Unas that looked way too damn much like that statue of Daniel’s from 702. And com balls arranged just so along the way. Jack wasn’t sure yet how all the pieces fit together, though he was convinced they did.
The Zippo case started to burn his hand again which meant it was time for another round of walking like idiots in the dark. He checked down by his feet to make sure the silver snake line was still there, and shut the lid.
“Sir…”
“Forget it, Carter. We keep going.”
“Up ahead. Do you see it?”
Jack looked up from the floor. A yellow light pulsed faintly in the distance. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. It was still there.
Pay dirt.
He stuffed the lighter into his vest, secured his hold on Carter and hurried toward the light. As they got closer, the outline of an arch in the wall became visible. A few feet back from the actual doorway, he stopped and whispered, “Can you stand on your own?”
She nodded, and then winced again.
He pulled out the modified zat and listened. No voices. Hopefully, that meant none of Yu’s Jaffa buddies were hanging around inside. There was a definite pulsating hum coming from inside, though. Hopefully, it was the emitter.
With Carter right behind him, Jack stepped through the arch and into a cavern flooded with light. They were immediately greeted by Yu’s image plastered on a hulking com ball hovering right in front of them. He stopped and gave the Goa’uld the finger.
But Carter’s attention was elsewhere. “Holy Hannah.”
Jack followed her line of sight. At the center of the room stood a cylindrical tank as big as a house and twice as high. On top, a blazing yellow sphere of light spun on its axis. Pockets of gas rippled across its surface.
He squinted and looked away, his eyes teared from staring at the thing too long.
“Your emitter, I presume?”
“Yes, sir.” With her good arm, she pulled out her scanner and thumbed a few buttons, and then a few more buttons. “I can’t believe this.”
“Let me guess. No readings.”
“Sir, I think we’re looking at a miniature sun.”
* * *
 “My lord!” Yu’s First Prime rushed up to the game table.
Daniel yanked his head up and glanced at the communications device as it showed Jack and a ragged, but very much alive Sam walk by with her scanner in hand. They were talking but the sound was off.
While Yu passively watched on, Daniel traded relieved glances with Teal’c. He turned back to the display.
The image rotated, tracking the two as they entered further into an overly bright cavern. The back of Jack’s vest was ripped open from when the Unas had attack, but there wasn’t any visible claw marks. Beyond them, Daniel could make out the outline of what appeared to be an enormous cylindrical tank, though its top and bottom were cut off from view. Bright yellow light pulsated toward the top of the metallic structure. Tubes ran down the tank’s sides, each carrying what looked like dense yellow plasma. Where the tubes ran down to, he couldn’t tell.
Sam and Jack headed toward the tank. Sam stumbled, and Jack immediately doubled back to her side. He put his arm around her and eased her to the ground, out of view of the communication device.
 Daniel crossed his arms, unable to do anything but wait and watch.
“You are concerned for Major Carter,” Yu stated in a tone way too matter-of-fact.
“Of course I am! If you — ”
Yu waved his hand over the com device. The display changed to a bird’s eye view, looking down on Sam sitting on the ground, a hand to her head. Jack hovered over her.
“She is an intrinsic part of your team,” Yu said.
“Yes, she is.”
“What of the sholvah, Teal’c?”
Daniel did not reply, but glanced at his friend, who sat beside the unconscious Bra’tac, his face dark with rage.
On the communications device, Sam sat slouched over her scanner. Jack was nowhere in sight.
“And then there is O’Neill.” Yu ran a hand along the com device again and the image shifted to its earlier straight-on view of the mysterious cylindrical tank in the cavern’s center. As Jack’s booted feet echoed across the cavern, Daniel realized the sound had been turned up. Jack circled the tank, a zat gun in his hand. He disappeared behind it.
Hoping Jack could hear him, Daniel opened his mouth to call out.
“He cannot hear you,” Yu said. “I have only enabled the incoming sound.”
“Then why the show?” Daniel asked impatiently.
“You have demonstrated a familiarity with Sun Tzu’s writings. Can you name the five qualities of a leader?”
Though military minutiae had never been Daniel’s thing, he tried to remember the relevant passage from The Art of War. He came up empty.
“Sorry,” he said sarcastically. “Not my area of expertise.”
“A mistake on your part,” Yu said with a frown. “The success of the competitive unit depends on five qualities in its leader. Bravery is first and foremost. Of this, O’Neill’s reputation is well known amongst the System Lords.”
Jack reappeared, running his hand along the tank’s walls. He tilted his head back and squinted. Bright yellow light pulsed across his face from whatever was out of view on top of the tank. With a scowl, he dropped his head and paused.
Daniel wished he could understand just what Yu’s intentions were and why he was showing Jack — and all of them, really — this cavern. What was in it that was so important?
On the display, Jack — being Jack — touched a tube. A burst of blue-white light raced down the tube and he jumped back, cursing. The tube reverted to its steady yellow glow.
The Goa’uld chuckled. “Intelligence is the second quality of a good leader.”
“Yeah, well, Jack’s never been the smartest — ”
Yu shook his head. “On the contrary, his demonstrated capacity for strategy and tactics has had much to do with the Tau’ri’s success, though he should be far stricter with his ranks.” He pointedly stared at Daniel.
“You mean me?” That was absurd. If anything, Jack’s relentless push for target practice was what started this whole mess.
No. That wasn’t true. As Daniel watched Jack continue to examine the tank, he realized he was lying to himself. Jack hadn’t started anything. Yu was the one who’d manipulated him. He’d manipulated all of them.
Which again begged the question. Why?
He glimpsed at his captor from the corner of his eye. Yu wrung his hands repeatedly, as if he was nervous. It was a first for the Goa’uld, leading Daniel to wonder what was in that cavern.
Yu must have been aware Daniel was watching him because he stopped and slid his hands into the opposing sleeves of his jacket.
On the display, Jack turned around. “Carter, got anything?”
“Working on it, sir,” Sam called out from somewhere off out of sight.
“You’ll figure it out.” He went back to studying the tank.
Yu grunted. “O’Neill is too lenient, but he does exhibit great abundance in the fourth quality of a leader.”
“Trust,” Daniel replied bitterly. The very thing which seemed to be in short supply with Jack since Daniel’s return.
“The warrior must trust his leader as well, if they are to succeed,” Yu said.
Daniel considered that a moment. He did trust Jack, when it came to military matters. It was the other issues —
“My lord!” Oshu jabbed a finger at the com device. Jack was poking at one of the tubes with the business end of his zat. “Permit me to stop the Tau’ri commander before — ”
“You will go nowhere,” Yu ordered, turning back to the Wéiqí board. The Goa’uld plunk down another stone by the last dragon. “The game must be played out. O’Neill must now demonstrate if he has the fifth quality required.”
Surprised at Yu’s sudden nonchalance, Daniel raised an eyebrow. “What’s the fifth quality?”
“Compassion.”
* * *
A throbbing hum echoed across the cavern as Jack returned to Carter’s side. She’d dropped the scanner on the ground and had put her head between her knees.
He put a hand on her good shoulder. “Don’t fall asleep on me, Carter. Frasier will have my hide.”
She groaned. “Nauseous, sir.”
“Stay put,” he assured her. “I’ll zat this thing bye-bye, we’ll grab our team, and then head back to the ship and that bottle of aspirin I promised you.”
“Yes, sir,” was the only reply he got. She didn’t even smile at his half-assed attempt at a pep talk.
Not good.
He stood up and studied the tank again. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the light on top.
A miniature sun? Even he knew enough to recognize solar energy would make the perfect power source. No care. No feeding. The thing just was, though how Yu managed to have something so insane in his possession was beyond Jack’s comprehension.
He walked back over to the tank and considered his options. The trick would be getting high enough up to zat it into oblivion. He could shoot out the tank and hope the power source went with it, but with Yu looking on, knowing his location, Jack knew he’d have only one shot to get rid of this thing before the Goa’uld and his sidekicks took him out.
There wasn’t any way to climb the tank. The sides were too smooth, and there weren’t any seams or bolts. Nothing to use as a hand or foot hold. He did, however, see some writing near the top. The letters sort of reminded him of the Ancient language, all square edges but narrow. He stared at them a bit longer and then gave it up. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d be able to translate the words, even if he could see them up close.
Ancient writing was Daniel’s thing.
Shooting out bad guys was Jack’s.
When they’d first entered the room, he’d seen a few random crates. Maybe he could pile them high enough to get closer.
He took a step back and his heels hit something. He looked down and for the first time noticed a slightly raised rectangular metal frame, maybe six feet in length. It held a black opaque panel in place. One of the tubes running down the side of the tank fed into one side of the frame.
“What the hell?” he muttered to himself.
Kneeling down, Jack ran a hand along a rubber-like seal which secured the panel to the frame. It was clean, almost too clean. Now that he thought about it, the entire cavern was pretty damn dust free. No easy task, considering how the whole thing was carved out of rock.
He tried pulling back the seal. It wouldn’t budge. Sliding over by where the tube fed in, he considered ripping the thing out. Maybe that would shut off the emitter. He grabbed hold of the tube, its yellow light turning blue again as he wrapped his hands around it. The tube’s temperature shifted from hot to cold as he tightened his grasp. Odd little side effect, but at the moment, he had bigger things to worry about. Bracing his feet against the frame, he tugged the tube toward him.
No luck.
He let go and the tube reverted back to its yellow pulsing light. Looking over at Carter, he considered asking for her help, but decided in her present condition, it was best to leave her alone. The only way out was up to Jack and he knew it.
That’s when he noticed the small hole to the side of the tube. Flipping end-over-end, he crouched down and looked more closely. It wasn’t really a hole, more like a depression on the side of the frame. A tear-drop shaped depression about the size of his thumb.
He’d seen that shape before.
“It can’t be this easy,” he mumbled as he reached under his t-shirt. He pulled out the jade pendant Jacob gave him to go through the forcefield. Same size, same shape.
He took the pendant off his neck and pressed it into the hole. With a whoosh, the panel slid back.
Inside, a young Asian boy opened his eyes.
“Uh… Carter?” Jack shot up. “We’ve got company.”
She stirred but didn’t raise her head.
“Wo meng?” The boy pulled himself up to a sitting position. He was dressed in a loose-fitting pair of white pants, but that was it. No shirt, no socks, no shoes.
Which made sense, considering how hot it was in the room.
As Jack peered back down at the boy, a sick thought occurred to him: Was this boy a future host for Yu?
Not if he could help it.
Reaching in, he grabbed the boy’s arm and pulled him out. “It’s okay. You’re safe.” He sat the kid down next to him.
“You wanna tell me your name?”
“Wo meng?”
Sounded more like a question than a name.
“Who the heck are you?”
Before Jack could stop him, the boy climbed into his lap and gazed up at him. Taking the kid by the arms, he held him back to get a good look.
The boy was human, maybe around nine or ten years of age. He had dark hair, a square jaw, and pitch-black pupils flecked with green around the edges.
Just like someone else he’d recently met.
“Holy crap.” The resemblance hit Jack like a ton of bricks. “You’re the spitting image of Huang.”
The kid clung to Jack as he clambered to his feet, repeating the same words over and over again. Whatever ‘wo meng’ meant, he was pretty sure it wasn’t Goa’uld. It sounded Chinese, though for all he knew, the kid was ordering takeout.
A tacky thought, but without Daniel around to translate, it was the best Jack could do.
Taking the boy in hand, he stepped back further from the tank and looked up at the top again. What the hell was going on here?
“Wo meng?”
Jack shook his head. “Good question, kid. I haven’t a clue.”
There were four tubes hanging down from the top. The kid’s panel had been attached to one of them. So where did the other three go?
Down the other side, nimwit.
With a good mental kick to the ass, he snatched the jade pendant off the panel’s side and ran around the tank, dragging the kid along with him.
Three more paneled boxes later, Jack found himself surrounded by four very young, and very terrified, Chinese boys. No two of them looked the same except for their white pajama pants. While the first kid was a ringer for Huang, the other three varied in height, weight, and even physique. One kid had a broad face, another one’s was narrow. The fourth kid’s big eyes practically bulged from his face.
Then the first kid ran over to Carter and wrapped his arms around her. As she raised her head, the boy began to cry.
That just broke the dam. All four of the kids started to wail.
“Sir? What’s happening… who are these boys?”
Jack hurried over to her and clumsily patted the kid’s head, trying to calm him down. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s okay.” He kneeled down. “We’re going to get out of here.”
“Wo meng?”
Jack raised his hands up, hoping it was the universal language for ‘not a clue.’
It didn’t help. All four kept wailing.
There was nothing he hated more than hearing kids cry.
Not because the sound was annoying, though at the moment it wasn’t helping with the thinking.
No. Jack hated hearing kids cry because they deserved better. Kids were supposed to be happy. They were supposed to play ball. Run around with a dog at their heels. Have good and happy times.
Like Charlie did before he died.
The kid who looked like he could be Huang’s grandson climbed into Carter’s lap and laid his head on her chest. She put an arm around him, but the boy kept on sobbing.
Within seconds, the other three joined them, wailing as if their lives depended on it. Jack pulled them down between himself and Carter. He tried to calm them down with shoulder pats and soft words, but the language barrier wasn’t helping.
Jack remembered a time it had been next to impossible to console his own son. It happened only a few months before the accident. While sliding into home base during a Little League game, Charlie had skinned off a good six-inch strip of the skin along the side of his leg. All the soothing words in the world did absolutely nothing.
Instead, coin tricks had done the trick, along with a whopping double scoop of chocolate ice cream.
Or, more precisely, distraction with a capital D.
Jack didn’t have any coins, didn’t have any food, though he did have something that might work. He ripped open his vest pocket and pulled out his Zippo.
Clink.
Four heads shot up in unison, their crying stopped.
Carter raised hers more slowly. “Sir?”
“Amazing what interests rug rats, huh?” Jack thumbed the wheel and the flame sparked up. A collective gasp ran through the gaggle of kids.
Snap.
He ran the Zippo through its paces a few more times, making sure they each knew how to operate it without burning themselves. Each time he flipped it open and ignited the lighter, their eyes shone with excitement.
The boys’ shared wonder reminded him of how thrilled Skaara had been when Jack introduced him to the modern miracle of the Zippo eight very long years ago.
One of the boys reached out and tugged Carter’s hair. She groaned.
“Still hurting, Major?”
“Sorry, sir… I’m — ”
“Don’t apologize.” He stood up. “It’s time to get out of here.” Handing off his lighter to the mini-Huang, he shooed them off Carter. They ran back over to the tank and sat down on one of the paneled boxes.
With the kids distracted, he could check out the emitter again, figure out how shut the damn thing off. Otherwise, any possibility of getting out alive was next to none.
Besides, he now had four kids to worry about, plus extracting his team. Both mattered. To use one of Carter’s gambling analogies, it was time to double down, all or nothing.
He pulled his zat back out from its holster and headed toward the emitter tank.
* * *
“Are those future hosts?” Daniel demanded, whirling toward Lord Yu. “My god, I almost forgot how evil your kind can be.”
The Goa’uld didn’t say a word. With stoic focus, he kept his eyes on the screen, his hands within the folds of his sleeves.
“Daniel Jackson,” called Teal’c.
Daniel turned toward his friend and team mate. Beside him, Oshu, Lao Dan, Zheng and Kong Qiu… All four of them watched the communication device, their faces each twisted in obvious anguish.
“Are those your sons?” Teal’c asked the Jaffa.
Startled, Daniel looked back at the image of the boys, and then back at the Royal Guard. Teal’c was right. Each guard strongly resembled one of the boys. There was nothing unusual about Jaffa having children; Teal’c had Rya’c, after all.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “Why lock your children up? I thought — ”
“They are not our sons,” Oshu announced.
“Really?” Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Then whose — ?”
“In a manner of speaking, they are mine,” Yu said gruffly.
Daniel glanced at the boys again. None of them looked even remotely like Yu. He said so.
Yu shook his head. “I said, in a manner of speaking.”
“So… they’re not yours?”
Yu glanced over his shoulder at the jade statue of the woman and children by the back screen.
Daniel noticed the Goa’uld’s almost wistful expression. Pieces of the puzzle that were Lord Yu began to click into place.
Yu turned back around and looked at Daniel. “My host’s son died long ago.”
“Explain,” Teal’c demanded from the other side of the room.
“In time,” Yu said. He slid a hand from the opposing sleeve and waved it over the communications device. “O’Neill…”
* * *
“…They are children. To harm their home would be unworthy of one such as you.”
Jack whipped toward the com ball. There was no sight of Daniel… or Teal’c, or Bra’tac. Yu’s smarmy face took up the whole display.
Raising his zat, Jack triggered the action. The head popped up, enabled and waiting. He aimed it toward the ground, in the direction of the closest paneled box. “Game’s over, pal.”
Yu’s beady little eyes got beadier. Clearly, Jack had pissed him off. Score one.
He stepped back. Turning toward the boys, he waved his arms to shoo them away from the tank and its four sleeping panels. The boys hustled over to the side of the room, the lighter passing back and forth between them.
Jack waved the zat at the com ball. “Here’s the deal. You let my people go or I’ll blow your little emitter to bits.” He aimed the zat at the nearest panel box. “Care for a demonstration?”
“Jack!”
“Daniel?” He glanced back, but Yu’s face still took up the entire display.
“Jack, just wait…”
Jack rolled his eyes. “Daniel, I’m trying to save your butt here. You wanna shut up while you’re ahead?”
When Yu didn’t say anything, Jack decided he had to press his point home. He grabbed one of the stray crates lying around and dragged it in front of the com ball.
“So what’s it going to be? You let my team walk, or…” He zatted the crate and it disappeared in an arc of blue fire.
Jack gave Yu his best shit-eating grin. “Oh, and while we’re at it, your Jaffa get to go free, too. It’s about time you did your own dirty work.”
* * *
Teal’c smiled as he stood beside the Royal Guard. It was good to hear O’Neill’s voice.
He walked over to Oshu and laid a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “Once we were allies. Thanks to the Tau’ri, we can be so again. Join us, brother. Leave this place and meet your brother Jaffa from across the galaxy.”
Oshu bent his head. “I cannot.”
Teal’c looked to Zheng, Lao Dan and Kong Qiu. “Surely, this is what you wish. To be free, to join the Jaffa Alliance.”
Zheng laughed. “You are a fool.”
“How can freedom for all Jaffa be a foolish endeavor?”
“Go,” said Oshu. “Ask our master’s Jaffa to join you. It will be their choice.”
“I do not understand.” Teal’c returned to Oshu.
“We are not Jaffa.”




Chapter Seventeen
   
“Oh, for crying out loud, will somebody please explain to me what’s going on up there?”
Daniel leaned in toward the communication device. “Just give us a minute, Jack,” he called out. “We’re trying to figure that out ourselves.”
He turned to Yu, hoping he’d finally get to the truth. “So… your Royal Guard… Not Jaffa?”
Yu grunted. “No. They are the descendents of my original Royal Guard.”
“How original?” Daniel placed his palms on his lap, hoping the non-aggressive posture would encourage the Goa’uld to speak freely. “I mean, depending on how much of your history really is tied to Ancient China, your Guards’ lineage could be incredibly old.”
Raising a hand toward the four men, Yu said, “Who you see before you are true descendants of their namesakes. Their forefathers wrote the Art of War, developed the philosophies of Tao and Confucius, and Ying Zheng… He was truly the most powerful emperor of China. After myself.”
Daniel’s mind reeled at the implications of what he was hearing. “The original Ying Zheng not only unified China, he built the Great wall… And the Terracotta Army.”
“At my behest.”
“I, uh, find that hard to believe. Four great historical figures of China… All influenced by you?”
“Believe it or not. Knowledge of the past does little to help the present, or the future which matters more.”
“Is that why you brought me… all of us here?”
“As my First Prime’s distant ancestor once said, ‘It is good to strike the serpent’s head with your enemy’s hand’.”
“You speak of Anubis,” Teal’c said, joining Daniel by the communication device. “O’Neill, it is good to see you.”
“Good to see you, too, buddy.” Jack pressed in close, his face becoming distorted in the display. “Does somebody want to clue me in on what the hell Yu’s talking about?”
“Indeed,” Teal’c said. “An explanation would be warranted.”
Lord Yu’s eyes flashed angrily. For obvious reasons, he couldn’t be very happy about receiving demands from a Jaffa. Daniel tried to be sympathetic though it wasn’t easy. Not when dealing with a Goa’uld.
Yu continued. “A thousand years ago, a great battle took place. I led many System Lords including Ra, Apophis, Cronus, and many others, against Anubis. He was destructive beyond reason and so it fell to us to destroy him.”
Daniel pulled off his glasses. “My understanding is that you did kill him, but somehow, he knew how to ascend.”
“So you said,” Yu replied. “It is no wonder the other Ascendants refused him entry, though I am troubled that he has retained partial knowledge of his time amongst them.”
“If you were still on Earth after Ra removed the Chappa’ai,” Teal’c said, “why did you then leave after winning such a battle?”
“Once the other System Lords learned Earth’s population had expanded, they began to covet it once more. There was talk of reclaiming the world to harvest hosts and slaves. I could not permit this. It was critical that China be permitted to thrive.”
“Hold on a moment,” Daniel said. He flung a hand toward the window overlooking the village below the fortress. “I don’t know about hosts, but you have slaves. I’ve even met some of them.”
“I have done what I must to survive. No more.” Yu slammed his hand down on the Wéiqí board.
Daniel’s solitary dragon toppled over as black and white stones scattered to the floor.
Yu clenched his fists. “Think back to the original Asgard Treaty summit. It was I who convinced the other System Lords to agree to the treaty. It was I who wanted Earth protected.”
“Of course,” Daniel replied. “That’s why you demanded we turn over the Stargates!”
“It was for your own protection. Without a Stargate, the System Lords were less likely to invade.”
“And the planet you took me from?”
“Kunlun,” Yu said with a sigh. “It was as far away from Earth as my fleet could travel. It was there that we discovered a city with many ruins. I believe the builders of the Stargates once lived there.”
Daniel traded glances with Teal’c. As much as it appeared that Yu was trying to ally with them in his own irrational, twisted way, sharing information about the Ancients with a Goa’uld of any stripe just wasn’t a good idea.
“Why do you think the Stargate builders once lived there?”
“When we first arrived, the last of my Royal Guard discovered technologies far beyond anything the System Lords had in their possession.”
“You spoke of your original Royal Guard,” Teal’c interjected. “What happened to them?”
“Shortly after we began rebuilding, a ring transporter was installed on the edge of the city — ”
Daniel sat up. “That’s the transporter you used to ring me up. There was a chamber there, with Ancient writing.”
Yu bowed his head and fell silent, as if the chamber’s mention had upset him.
“Daniel… ixnay on the — ”
He stuck his glasses back on and looked at the communication device. Off to one side, the four boys were huddled together, still playing with the Zippo. Meanwhile, Jack wore a hole into the cavern’s floor, pacing madly. Sam was still out of sight, but by the way Jack kept glancing off past the display, Daniel had to assume she was still in there.
And hopefully, still alive.
“I’m not giving away the store, Jack.”
“See that you don’t. And remind good old Yu there that I’ve still got one of his zats and my finger’s getting itchy. Very itchy.”
Yu returned his gaze to Daniel. “My guardsmen died instantly upon opening that chamber. It was as if some sort of plague had been locked within its walls, waiting to be released.”
He sighed again, a long and deep remorseful exhale. “Upon their deaths, I had them buried with great honor on a hill overlooking the city, a Zhenmushou placed above their graves to protect them, but I could not bear to lose this last tie to my… my host’s… homeworld. Using technology found on that planet, I had their bodies cloned.
“I then left Kunlun, bringing the technology with me so I might clone new guards as needed.”
“What of your emitter?” Teal’c asked.
Yu lifted both hands out. “The shields, the modified weaponry… All part of the technologies acquired from Kunlun.”
Daniel could see the wheels turn in Teal’c’s mind, as if the Jaffa was considering ways to duplicate these elements of Yu’s armament. He and Jack really were more alike than Daniel had ever considered before.
“You speak of fighting Anubis,” Teal’c pressed further, “yet only weeks ago we approached you to join the battle against him at Vis Uban. For what reason did you truly withdraw?”
“I was not prepared to place my Royal Guard at risk.” Yu looked over to his Royal Guard, a soft fondness on his face that Daniel found rather fatherly… for a Goa’uld.
“Yet you were willing to capture Daniel Jackson and put the rest of us at great risk,” Teal’c said with a frown. “Why?”
“I’d like to know the answer to that myself,” Jack yelled.
Yu bent down and picked up a fallen stone from the floor. “To test SG-1. To ensure you are ready for what lies ahead in the war against Anubis so that you may protect Earth.”
And there it was.
Daniel sat back in his chair stunned by the fact that a Goa’uld — a System Lord, no less — actually cared about Earth.
“Why the hell should — ?”
“Hold on a second, Jack.”
“Carter’s not doing too well here, Daniel.”
“Just… give me a moment.” He regarded the Goa’uld critically, and then he asked the question that had been burning inside of him for days.
“Tell me about your host… Who is he, really?”
Yu set the stone on the now empty board. “Knowledge is a dangerous distraction if not coupled with a warrior’s skills. You must be a soldier, as well as a scholar, if Earth is to survive.”
“I’ve had that drilled into my head quite a bit lately.”
“My host was a scholar as well,” Yu added. “That is, until Anubis tried to destroy China 4,000 years ago.”
“The great flood of China,” Daniel remarked out loud.
Pointing at the scroll on the screen which depicted the floods, Yu declared, “Together, my host and I saved China from annihilation. It took thirteen years and thousands of workers, but the country survived.”
Daniel pointed toward the statue of the woman and three children. “There’s a famous Chinese legend about your overcoming the floods. You’d been married only five days when the floods hit. You said goodbye to your wife, not knowing she was already pregnant. During your years fighting the flood, or so the legend goes, you passed by your own family’s doorstep three times — ”
“The first time I passed by,” Yu said, “my wife was in labor. The second time I passed, my wife had hold of my son’s hand as he was learning his first steps. The third time, my son greeted me, inviting me to come in for rest.”
“So it’s true?” Daniel whispered.
Yu bowed his head.
Daniel reached out and picked one of the dragons off the ground. His mind whirled at the implications of what Yu just told him. Other Goa’ulds had merely taken on mythic personas. If Yu was telling the truth, he’d really lived it.
“Daniel?”
He put the dragon on to the board and looked up at Jack. “Yeah?”
“Are you done with the little walk down Goa’uld memory lane?”
“Jesus!”
“No, Daniel. That slime ball planted a spy on Earth,” Jack waved his zat at the communication device. “Who knows how many years Huang was kicking around as an official Chinese diplomat? And oh, did I mention? He was practically a carbon copy of Yu’s First Prime. Forget it. I will never trust a Goa’uld.”
* * *
Carter barely stirred as Jack dragged another crate from the corner of the cavern. He dropped it dead smack in front of the com ball, triggered the zat and poof!
The crate disappeared into oblivion.
“I’m not buying it,” he yelled. “Not until all of us are far, far away from this stinking planet.”
On the other side of the cavern, one of the boys giggled.
Jack dragged another crate in front of the com ball. “I’ve got one more stipulation for that Goa’uld, too. The boys come with us. None of this serving a snakehead crap.”
He raised the zat again to shoot the thing to smithereens. A burst of white light to his left, a recognizable thrum, and series of horizontal rings chased down the floor.
The rings disappeared.
“Colonel O’Neill.” It was Yu, all alone with no Jaffa or fan-boy guards to watch his back.
Jack stepped between the Goa’uld and Carter. He aimed his zat. “Don’t come any closer.”
A sudden commotion broke out as the boys raced to Yu’s side. They took turns hugging him like he was their long lost uncle.
The sight made Jack’s skin crawl.
Yu plucked the Zippo out of the mini-Huang’s hands. From his pocket, he handed them each a lamp, no bigger than a fist.
“Leave us,” the Goa’uld ordered, pushing the kids toward the archway.
Jack leveled his zat directly at the snakehead’s face. “Not so fast. They’re coming with me.”
“These children are not yours to take, O’Neill.” The Goa’uld bent down and whispered in mini-Huang’s ear. When he finished, the boy nodded curtly and ran out the archway.
The other three followed.
Jack decided it was for best. Once he got done with Yu, he and Carter could grab the kids on the way out of this hellhole.
He shifted his zat from one hand to another. The Goa’uld was alone, unguarded. Considering the hell the bastard had put his team through, killing him would be a happy addition to the proverbial notches on Jack’s belt.
Clink.
Yu had flipped open the lighter. He thumbed the wheel and it lit up. “Primitive, and yet effective.”
“Earth technology at its finest,” Jack quipped impatiently. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”
“Several members of your team are still in the custody of my Royal Guard. If you kill me, neither they nor my Jaffa will allow you leave. My warriors are not blind in their loyalty.”
Snap.
“This tool you carry,” the Goa’uld held up the lighter, “does it serve another purpose?”
“What is this, twenty questions?” Jack tightened the grip on his zat. “Tell your guards to let my people go.”
“And then?”
“Then…” Then what? Leave those kids behind?
Jack glanced up at the over-bright sphere spinning endlessly atop the tank. “I could zat your toy. Make it go bye-bye. How does that sound?”
The Goa’uld didn’t say a word. He just stood there. No pompous overtures, no threats. Definitely not the behavior Jack was used to from a high-and-mighty System Lord.
Finally, the snakehead held out the Zippo. “Do you wish your ‘toy’ returned, O’Neill?”
Keeping the zat trained on Yu’s chest, Jack stepped close enough to snatch the lighter back. He hastily retreated, not wanting to be any closer than necessary.
A small measure of relief washed over Jack as he stuffed the Zippo back in his vest pocket. It was a dumb to feel that way about scratched up metal, springs and lighter fuel, but the feeling was his all the same.
“One last question,” said Yu… or rather, the host. There wasn’t faintest trace of a boom in his voice.
Jack tightened the grip on his zat, unsure what kind of game Yu was playing. “Ask.”
He gestured at the tank. “You wish to destroy my emitter?”
“I’d be stupid not to.”
“In doing so, you will destroy that which allows an old man his memories.”
“Like that matters to me.” Jack slid his finger toward the trigger. “Goa’ulds don’t deserve memories. All you snakeheads deserve is — ”
“Tell me then… if our memories are left behind, what reason will there be to oppose Anubis? To protect Earth?”
Before Jack could answer, a breeze blew by.
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Daniel stared out into the blue streaks of hyperspace, unable to shake the image of Yu’s Royal Guards bowing in farewell as the cargo ship had lifted off. Repeated offers of escape from Teal’c had fallen on deaf ears. The guards were content to remain behind.
It wasn’t just contentment, Daniel mused. Those four men were driven to stay with Yu. They knew they were cloned, they knew their leader was a Goa’uld, and yet, they believed in him. Completely.
More importantly, they believed in themselves.
“How goes the flying?” Jack asked, sliding into the vacant navigator’s chair.
“Uh… good,” he replied. “Beats staring at a Wéiqí game board for days on end.”
“Okay… whatever.” Jack fell silent.
Which was no surprise. Words and Jack didn’t always mesh.
But they mattered to Daniel.
Things needed to be said. The trick was easing his friend in that direction.
Daniel turned from the control globe and looked at Jack. “You know that chamber Yu mentioned? The one on Kunlun, I mean P3Y-702 — ”
“What about it?”
“Right before I was ringed up to Yu’s mothership, I got a halfway decent look at some of the writing.”
“And?”
Classic O’Neill stonewalling.
Daniel returned to the view out the window, his hands draped on the sides of the red control globe. “It was definitely Ancient lettering.”
“So?”
“We should go back and take a closer look.”
Jack sighed. Loudly.
“What’s wrong?”
“Truth be told, I’m not too keen on going back there… At least not for a while.”
Daniel glanced back over at him. “I honestly don’t think Lord Yu will come after us again, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“Blame it on bad memories,” Jack said, his voice low. “I was stupid… You know that, right?”
Daniel recognized a Jack apology when he heard one. He turned to face his friend and asked, “Hey, Jack?”
“Yeah?”
“When we get back, how about some more target practice?”
Jack sat back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “You bet.”
“But no flying objects this time.”
“Not even an MRE? How about turkey with mashed potatoes? Or how about diced turkey and gravy?”
Daniel laughed. “Especially not turkey.”
“Almost as good as fireworks,” Sam said, entering the cockpit. She stepped down between the chairs, smiling broadly.
“Fireworks?”
“As in happy fourth of July,” she explained.
“Wow… I didn’t even realize what day it was.”
“You’ve been a little busy,” Jack replied. “Carter, what part of ‘get some rest’ did you not understand?”
“I’m fine, sir. Daniel,” Sam looked at him, begging silently for help to get Jack off her back, “tell him I’m fine.”
“Nothing doing, Carter. Dislocated shoulder, concussion…”
Daniel turned back to the view out the window. From the sudden drop in conversation, he knew his two friends were having one of those ‘thousand words in an instance’ conversations which required no talk, just an exchange of glances. They were good at those.
Actually, the entire SG-1 team was pretty good at saying a lot without speaking.
Another set of footsteps entered the cockpit area. Daniel glanced over his shoulder as Teal’c stopped beside the central console.
“How’s Bra’tac feeling?” he asked. The Jaffa Master had barely been conscious when they’d climbed on board.
“He is resting comfortably,” Teal’c replied. “The tretonin heals us slower than our symbiotes once would, though even he cannot deny the delay worthwhile.”
“Very worthwhile,” Sam added.
“O’Neill, Master Bra’tac has expressed interest in learning Morse code upon our return.”
“Another convert!” Jack stuck up his finger up in a victory salute. “Chief Master Sergeant Teal’c, I leave it to you to teach him.”
Daniel groaned at the idea of Morse code spreading out across the galaxy. Forget trying to get Jack to say more than a few words. Thanks to him, Teal’c and the entire Jaffa Alliance, everyone would be banging at dots and dashes. Words would become obsolete.
Or maybe not.
A hand dropped on his shoulder. “I am pleased to see you are well, Daniel Jackson.”
“With no small thanks to you, Teal’c. Three days with a Goa’uld was a bit much.”
“Indeed,” Teal’c intoned. “I only wish I had recognized Ambassador Huang sooner.”
Daniel shook his head. “I don’t think it would have made much of a difference. Yu was determined to get our attention, one way or another.”
“Yet I do not believe we will hear from Lord Yu again. I doubt he can be called upon to assist in the battle against Anubis.”
“In a way, I think he’s already helped.” Daniel leaned back in his seat and considered what Yu had said to him about being a scholar and a warrior. With Anubis still out there, he knew target practice and research were the only way to prepare for whatever lay ahead.
“I’ve got a question,” Jack said. “What the hell does wo meng mean? Those clone kids of Yu’s kept saying it, over and over again.”
“Could be a couple of things,” Daniel said. “It sounds like an old Chinese dialect, though, so it would basically translate as ‘I dream.’ Sort of makes sense when put in context of the situation. I mean, you did wake them up.”
“Sir… what happened with Lord Yu?” Sam asked. “What made you decide not to kill him?”
“Good question, Carter.” Jack put a hand on the back of his neck.
When he didn’t say anything more, Daniel pushed him. “Jack?”
Some things needed answers. Especially when that something was Jack not acting like… well, Jack. Normally, he’d jump at the chance to knock off another Goa’uld, so whatever happened between him and Yu — it had to have been significant. Daniel had no way of knowing. The communication device had blanked out when Yu ringed down to meet him.
Finally, Jack just shrugged. “Contrary to popular opinion, not all battles have to be about winning.”
“Speaking of winning…” Daniel shoved a hand in his lower pant-leg pocket and pulled out the four dragons. He gave the red one to Jack, the grey to Teal’c, and the blue one to Sam.
“These are lovely, Daniel,” said Sam.
Jack held up his dragon. “Now you’ll have something to carry with you, Carter.”
“I already have something, sir.” She grinned at Daniel and he instantly understood what she meant.
Placing his dragon on the console, Jack asked, “You’re sure Yu isn’t going to be pissed when he finds out you took them?”
“He kind of gave them to me.”
“He told you to take them?”
“Maybe not in so many words.” Daniel glanced down at the one he’d kept for himself. “But I think he’d agree that I earned them.” The dragon’s green eyes reminded him of something Lao Dan’s ancestor had once said, and Yu had driven home.
Words were just words, but the father of Taoism had been right. A man who didn’t know where he’d been, couldn’t know where he was going.
Maybe he couldn’t remember his time as an Ascended Being, but as he looked at his friends, and then out at the stars streaking by, Daniel knew one thing was certain.
He was home.




CODA
   
STARGATE COMMAND
STATUS: SAR MISSION ACHIEVED
05 JUL 03/1620 HRS BASE TIME
   
Jack strode into the locker room, ready for a good, long hot shower. Hammond had gotten his debriefing, Frasier got her examinations, and Siler… well, Siler got a round of thanks for saving their butts with a few well packed P90s.
As he made his way over to his locker, Jack noticed yet another row had been installed. Hammond had said something about more SG teams so it only made sense.
He went over to take a peek at the name tags. Major Lyn, Captain Allen, Lieutenant Ford… Jack had spent a bit of time with each of them. They were perfect additions to the S.G.C.
The fourth member of the team’s locker was labeled: Kevin Hopkins, PhD.
Jack vaguely remembered him from the attack on P3Y-702. He was an old archaeology friend of Daniel’s. A bit high-handed, but if it made Daniel happy to have Hopkins around, it was fine with him. How the guy would fare on an SG team? Well, that was Hammond’s problem. Not his.
Sitting down in front of his own locker, Jack cracked the door. He took out the old Van Dyck cigar box and opened it up. A photo of Charlie welcomed him home.
He pulled out Skaara’s Zippo and placed it in the box beside the photo.
As he closed the lid, a breeze blew by.
* * *
The story continues in STARGATE SG-1: The Drift.
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Sneak Preview
   
Stargate SG-1:  Oceans of Dust
   
by Peter J. Evans
   
It was cold, up on the mountain. A frigid wind was whipping down off the high peaks, laden with powdered snow and sharp, stinging frost. As soon as Jack O’Neill stepped out onto the Stargate’s dais the wind hit him in the face, making him duck away from it and shield his eyes. The transition from the flat, filtered air of the gate room to this painful scour — with only the subjective tumble through the Stargate itself between them — took the strength from him.
“Whoa,” he gasped, blinking hard.
There was a sharp intake of breath next to him as Daniel Jackson left the gate and got a mouthful of the same jagged air that was battering O’Neill. “Okay, that’s cold.”
“Think it’ll wake you up some?”
Daniel cupped his hands together and blew through them. “Nature’s espresso.”
O’Neill would have preferred the real thing. He was no stranger to early starts, but being rushed through the Stargate in the small hours of the morning wasn’t really how he liked to begin his day. Not that he had any idea what kind of time he had just stepped into: no other world rotated at quite the same rate as Earth, or span at the same distance from its sun. All he could tell was he had left Stargate Command at three in the morning and had walked out of the gate into bright, if cloudy and bitterly cold, daylight.
There was another gasp behind him as Carter arrived on the dais, and then Teal’c followed her through, striding quickly across the platform and down the short set of steps to ground level. If he was surprised by the weather, he didn’t show it, but O’Neill hadn’t expected him to. “We should have sent a MALP,” he griped, starting down the steps.
“There wasn’t time,” Daniel replied. “Anyway, Bra’tac said that the conditions were okay.”
“I think he was lying.”
“‘Bracing’,” said Carter. He saw her shrugging unconsciously deeper into her uniform, trying to let her tac-vest take the brunt of the weather. “He said the climate would be ‘bracing’.”
“Gotta be a Jaffa thing.”
O’Neill felt the wind tug at his cap, and put a hand up to clamp it tighter onto his head. “Teal’c, this feel ‘bracing’ to you?”
“I had not noticed.”
“Figures.” Where the three humans were almost crouched against the wind, Teal’c was standing as upright and unconcerned as though he were indoors; his staff weapon held at vertical rest, his head tilted almost imperceptibly as he scanned the surrounding terrain.
O’Neill heard the grumble of the event horizon rise in pitch, and he glanced back in time to see the rippling mirror behind him fragment and spin away to nothing. The gate became an empty stone ring atop its dais, revealing nothing but gray rock and the pale, roiling sky.
In fact, apart from the sky and the mountain, there was almost nothing to see anywhere. To O’Neill’s right the ground jutted into a cliff, ragged-edged and brutally steep. To the left it fell away into what looked like an uncomfortably sheer drop. The two cliffs joined somewhere behind the gate, and splayed away from each other ahead, forming a narrow, roughly triangular step that curled away out of sight. Broken stone littered the ground, parts of the upper cliff that had shattered away and fallen onto the step, and everything around the Stargate was rimed with slippery frost. It was a monochrome place, lifeless and desolate and utterly dangerous.
Which told O’Neill much about the people who would choose this world as a place of refuge.
He saw Teal’c lift his head slightly. “What?”
“We are being watched, O’Neill.”
He had thought as much. “Up on the ridge?”
“And from the broken ground behind the Stargate.”
O’Neill resisted the urge to check. “Nice job. Good lines of sight, no chance of crossfire.” In such terms, the placement of the gate made a lot of sense. There wasn’t enough room around it to form a staging area, no space to rank troops or set up equipment. Anyone emerging from it could go neither left, right or to the rear — an invader would always be funneled forwards, while anyone on the cliffs above could rain fire down on them with impunity.
The Stargate had been set up in a killing zone.
Realizing that made O’Neill even more anxious to get out of the cold. “Teal’c, can we hurry this up?”
“Our instructions were to wait and allow ourselves to be observed.”
The wind gusted in a high whistle, spattering O’Neill with sleet. “If we wait much longer they’re going to be observing four popsicles.” He glanced up at the Jaffa’s impassive face. “Three popsicles and, well, you…”
“Very well, O’Neill.” Teal’c took a breath and shouted: the harsh, barking language of the Goa’uld.
An answering voice came from above, up on the cliff edge. O’Neill saw no-one. “What was that?”
“We are required to identify ourselves.” Teal’c called back, a barrage of syllables.
As soon as he had finished, men appeared.
They were Jaffa, that much was obvious. O’Neill counted ten up on the cliff top, their heads and staff weapons suddenly outlined against the scudding clouds, and at the sound of scuffling behind him he turned to see another half-dozen taking up position behind the gate.
All the new arrivals were holding staff weapons. Like Teal’c, however, they were carrying them upright, which O’Neill took as a good sign, just like the fact that none of them were in any kind of uniform. Most were hooded against the cold, some wore long robes that fluttered madly in the wind. He did spot a few items of what he had come to know as typical Jaffa armor and equipment, but on the whole, the men approaching him looked like people who had picked up whatever they could and run for their lives.
The Jaffa on top of the cliff began to descend, running down a set of carved steps so narrow and fractured that O’Neill had thought them just another crack in the stone. Within a few seconds, they had reached level ground and spread out into ragged formation a few meters away. It was all O’Neill could do to keep his MP5 slung and his hands low.
Finally, one of the Jaffa stepped forwards. He shrugged back the hood he had been wearing and raised a hand. “Teal’c!”
In response, Teal’c tipped his head. “Tek ma te.”
The hooded man’s dark skin was roughened by time, and a life in the service of terrible masters. He wore a skullcap, a neat white beard, and on his forehead the golden symbol of Apophis glittered in the meager light.
O’Neill let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.
Bra’tac stepped forwards. “Greetings. You are here sooner than I had hoped.”
“Couldn’t keep away.”
“Once we had your message, General Hammond wanted us here as soon as possible,” Daniel explained.
“Yeah…” O’Neill suppressed a shiver. “He was eager. Nice place you’ve got here.”
Bra’tac was perfectly capable of recognizing human sarcasm, although sometimes he chose to pretend he didn’t. Today, it seemed, he had no time for such games. “It may be harsh, O’Neill, but for the moment it is safe.”
“Perhaps no longer,” Teal’c replied. “If you have indeed found what you describe.”
“Which is why I contacted you as soon as I discovered the bodies.”
That was news. “Bodies?”
“Of course. The significance of the ship was hidden until I saw who had been at the helm.” Bra’tac turned away, into the wind. “Follow me.”
He stalked away. The Jaffa he left in his wake shifted into a kind of expectant line, waiting for O’Neill and his companions to follow. None of them, O’Neill noticed, had acknowledged Teal’c in any way other than suspicious glares, and some looked as if they would have been happier with their staff weapons leveled and open.
Teal’c made no comment on this, and O’Neill decided it would be churlish to bring the subject up. Maybe later, he thought. When things are a little warmer all round.
He set off after Bra’tac, trotting to keep up with the man’s long strides, Carter and Daniel falling in alongside him and Teal’c a few steps behind. A rearguard position. The fact that he thought this necessary made O’Neill feel even less comfortable than before, if that were possible.
Bra’tac reached the bottom of the stone steps and launched himself up them. Watching him, O’Neill winced slightly. “Okay, people. Don’t try this at home.”
“No intention, sir,” muttered Carter.
O’Neill reached the bottom step, hesitated, then planted his boot on it. Immediately he felt it slide fractionally, frost and loose grit on its surface forming a treacherous coating. He sighed, then saw Bra’tac frowning back down at him. “Hurry,” the Jaffa snapped.
“Fine…” O’Neill steadied himself against the rock on either side of the steps, and began to climb.
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