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This story takes place immediately prior to the Season 3 finale episode ‘Nemesis’.



PROLOGUE
 

Operation Desert Storm, Al Jouf Airforce base, 

February 4th, 1991

 

There was a friggin’ sandstorm in Saudi Arabia. Again. At least, there was in his little corner of it.

Dammit.

Major Jack O’Neill sprawled in the half-empty, echoing aircraft hangar that had been given to Frank Cromwell’s Special Forces black ops team for the duration, and tried to pretend the sand’s keening cry was in fact a symphony by Hector Berlioz.

He failed.

Sand was creeping under the hangar’s closed doors. It was sliding up his sinuses. In the last few hours it had worked its insidious way into every last crack and cranny of his bored, skinny body. He wasn’t even hungry, he’d eaten so much damned sand.

He bounced a little on his camp-bed, trying to get comfortable. A waste of effort, but it was something to do. Like an idiot he’d only brought one paperback with him, and he’d read it three times already. Not a single solitary skerrick of subtext remained, it was all supertext now. Heller’s satirical genius, his hidden meanings, his uncanny grasp of military madness, were all revealed, flapping in public like washing on the line. Yossarian, Major Major Major Major, Minderbinder, Cathcart and of course, Nurse Duckett — dear friends all, whose welcome was overstayed.

Dear God. It was a war. Why wasn’t he shooting at someone?

Because friggin’ Stormin’ Norman’s got a bug up his butt about Special Forces, that’s why. Which is fine, he can be a blind fool if that’s what blows his skirts up, but if he doesn’t believe we can do the job why the hell were our asses hauled to the Gulf in the first place?

It made no sense… but that was Washington for you. Sometimes he wondered who was running the Pentagon: the Joint Chiefs of Staff or a troupe of half-trained monkeys. And was this a day when you could tell the difference?

The hangar’s side door flew open and the storm blew in his swearing, sand-blasted best friend and fearless leader.

“Jesus Christ on a pogo stick, how do these damned Arabs live here?”

O’Neill grinned and swung his legs over the side of the camp-bed. “You really want me to answer that, Frank?”

Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Cromwell, tall and solid and dependable as the sun, scrubbed capable fingers through his close-cropped dark hair and spat sand onto the hangar floor. “No.”

“Because I can if you like.”

Frank gave him a friendly snarl, then stared around the hangar. “Where are the guys?” he demanded.

Meaning Dysart and Wang, the other half of their four-man team. “Playing poker with the pilots.”

“Heh. They’ll be sorry,” said Frank, and grinned. “Some hot blond lieutenant’s been clearing out the place. Poker, pool, you name it. Ah well. Their loss.” Unzipping his jacket he pulled out a sheaf of travel-worn envelopes and started sorting through them.

O’Neill leapt to his feet. “Is that mail?”

“Nah,” said Frank, tossing a letter onto Wang’s cot. “It’s a mirage, my friend. You’re imagining things.”

If he tried to snatch, Frank would stuff the damned mail down his own boxers. The guy could be a bastard like that. So he shoved his hands into pockets and waited while another letter was dropped onto Wang’s cot, then three onto Dysart’s.

A gleam of devilry was in Frank’s eye as he held out his hand. “Only one for you, Jack. Man, you’re tragic.”

If it was the right one, who cared?

Sarah’s handwriting was smooth and flowing, almost copperplate. Seeing it felt like her fingertips trailing down his spine. He let out a sharp breath.

Down, boy. Down.

He dropped back to his camp-bed and carefully eased open the envelope. It was very important he didn’t tear it. A photo slid into his hand. Charlie, brown eyes so huge in his puckish little face, cake-smeared mouth stretched wide in squealing delight as he stared at the teeny tiny Chicago Cubs uniform they’d bought him, with a mini-mitt and a signed baseball his six-year-old hands weren’t big enough to throw properly.

He’s six? Hell, last time I looked he was in diapers. Wasn’t he?

“What’s that?” said Frank. He hadn’t opened his letter, hadn’t even sat down. His wife was battling breast cancer and she wasn’t out of the woods yet. If something bad had happened there’d be a phone call, he wouldn’t find out in a letter from home, but…

Carol dying? It’s the only thing in the world that can scare him, I think.

He passed over the photo. “Charlie’s birthday party. Sarah and I organized the present before we shipped out.”

Jesus. Jesus. Was that only five weeks ago? Five weeks in this sandbox and it feels like a lifetime.

Childless Frank grinned at the photo. “Man, he’s a cute kid. Lucky for him he takes after Sarah.”

“Yeah, yeah.” It was a familiar refrain. “Screw you.” He read Sarah’s letter.

Love you… miss you… the party was fine… cake in the carpet, and up the walls… Carol’s had some bad days, but please don’t tell Frank… come home soon, we’re waiting…

Hollow with homesickness, he looked at Frank. His friend had opened his own letter at last and was reading it, slowly. The look on his face… damn… why did life have to suck? Why couldn’t someone like Saddam get cancer?

“Everything okay?” he asked, re-folding Sarah’s letter and sliding it next to his skin. It couldn’t stay there if they got deployed, but in the meantime…

“Carol says so,” Frank replied, his eyebrows pinched. “But I’ve been married to the damned woman for sixteen years. She oughta remember I can tell when she’s lying.”

Childhood sweethearts, known each other since Sunday school, Tennessee. How corny was that?

But then Frank’s a corny guy. A romantic with a heart bigger than Texas. Hell, he watches chick flicks. He cries in ‘St Elmo’s Fire’. I’ve seen him.

“Hey,” he said, and waited for Frank to pay attention. “Carol’s one tough broad. Has to be, staying married to you. She’ll make it.”

“Yeah.” Frank shook his head, cleared his throat. “Here,” he said, handing the photo back. “Sorry you couldn’t be there for his birthday, Jack. Hell, I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. Sarah bakes a wicked fine chocolate cake.”

“Yeah. She sure does.” Everything Sarah did was wicked fine. Greedily he stared at the photo, drank in the sight of his miracle child. They’d had such trouble conceiving… for a while there it had looked like Charlie was never going to happen.

God. It scares me sometimes how much I love him.

The photo slid beneath his shirt next to Sarah’s letter. His fingers caressed them: his family. They were his life, the reason he was breathing. The reason he was here.

“Jack…”

Something in Frank’s tone triggered alarm bells. They’d known each other a long time now, were tuned to each other’s every nuance and breath, the way a good team leader and his second in command needed to be. “What?”

Still holding his letter, Frank sat on the nearest camp-bed. Wang’s. His face was somber, his eyes serious and cool.

Oh crap. Here we go.

“It’s just a whisper,” Frank said, reading his mind. “Someone said someone else said they heard Horne say… you know?”

His heart was kicking his ribs. “But you believe it?”

Frank didn’t reply for a moment. Outside their flimsy shelter the sandstorm howled and raged. “There’s intel coming through,” he said, his voice lowered, as though the enemy could overhear them. “Looks like the Iraqis are using civilian air raid shelters as military bunkers.”

Bastards. Like every dictator in human history, Saddam treated his own people like crap. Less than crap. Threw them under the bus the first chance he got.

“So, what? They want us to go in? Confirm the intel? Or take out the bunkers?”

“Don’t know,” said Frank. “But my gut tells me we’re going to find out pretty damned soon.”

So. Despite Schwarztkopf’s well-known aversion to Special Forces going behind enemy lines — stupid jerk — they might actually get to do something useful after all. Well, hallelujah and pass the ammo, boys.

Frank’s booted toe kicked him gently on the shin. “There’s something else.”

He felt his belly roll queasily. “What?”

“The Brits have lost one of their SAS teams.”

“Lost?” He stared. “What do you mean, lost? When?”

Frank shrugged. “Recently. Three teams went out to take care of any mobile scud platforms they could find and only two teams came back. One of them’s dropped off the radar. No contact. Zip. Nada. Zilch.” He flicked his fingers. “They’re gone.”

“Gone as in laying low, or gone as in… dead?”

Another shrug. “Nobody knows. They could be fine, and their comm equipment’s snafu. They could be mummifying as we speak. Or — ”

“Or the Iraqis nabbed them.”

Silently they stared at each other. It was every soldier’s worst nightmare: the thought of getting taken by Saddam’s Republican Guard. Forget the Geneva Convention, those guys played rough. Worse than rough. They’d rape anything that moved. They tortured kids in front of their parents, parents in front of their kids. They were… barbaric.

Sarah… Charlie…

Frank kicked him again, less gently this time. “Hey. Get your head straight, Jack. We’re here to do a job, and if we’re sent in I can’t have you carrying them on your back. I need to know you’re a hundred percent with me. Is that clear?”

Frank didn’t often reprimand him. Didn’t often need to. It stung, but it wasn’t undeserved. “Yeah. Clear. Sorry.”

“Hey.” Frank’s scowl relaxed. “It’s cool.”

The thought of letting his friend down was enough to make him sweat. He knew his job. He was friggin’ good at his job. He was so good at his job sometimes that scared him, too.

But things can go wrong. And I don’t want to get him killed.

“Jack — that intel. Let’s keep it between us, for now,” said Frank. “There’s nothing official yet.”

But there would be. Frank’s nose for a mission was the best in the game. “Which SAS team is it? Do we know them?”

“Bravo Two Zero. We bought Chris Ryan a beer, remember?”

Hell, yeah. And Ryan had slaughtered him at darts. Why that should make it worse he didn’t know, but it did.

“You worry about it much?” said Frank. “You know. Getting taken?”

It was the unwritten rule: you didn’t talk about that kind of thing. Talking about it brought it too close for comfort. But that was Frank; shouting what the angels feared to whisper.

He shrugged, frowning. Stared at the scuffed and oil-stained floor. “Sure. Some.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“A lot?” he said, after a moment, and looked up.

“Enough.” Then Frank shook his head. “But here’s the thing, Jack, and you can take this to the bank. So long as I’m leader of this team, none of you get left behind. If I have to shoot you myself I won’t let the bastards get their hands on you.”

He felt a little of the weight slide from his shoulders. “That’s a promise?”

“It’s a promise.” Then Frank grinned. “But hey. It’s not one I’ll have to keep. We’re too good for those bastards to catch us.”

He wondered if Chris Ryan and the rest of Bravo Two Zero had made the same bold, foolhardy declaration… but he kept that thought to himself. “Yeah,” he said. “You got that right.”

And then the hangar’s side door blew open again and it was Wang and Dysart, bemoaning their crappy luck at the poker table. He and Frank exchanged swift, complicated smiles… then joined forces to mock their team-mates, mercilessly.

Two days later they shipped out for Baghdad.



Chapter One
 

Janet Fraiser was in the concrete cubicle she laughingly called her office, reviewing the bloodwork results on SG-6, when Sergeant Harriman’s voice blasted through the base’s intercom.

“Medical emergency! Medical team to the gate room! Doctor Fraiser, please report!”

She was too much the seasoned professional to leap up from her desk, sweating and swearing, but she wanted to. Oh, how she wanted to. It was the fourth emergency call to the gate room in twelve days.

Just when I thought the worst was over. Hell, I’m so damned sick of this…

With over-practised ease she grabbed her stethescope from its hooks by the door, pulled on gloves from the dispenser beside it, collected her response team from the infirmary with a quick “Soup’s on. Move it.” and made her brisk way to the latest catastrophe. At least she knew for certain it wasn’t SG-1 this time. SG-1 were safely in the briefing room giving General Hammond the run-down on P4J-992, where miraculously not one of them had so much as stubbed a toe.

Thank God.

She ran through the potentials in her head as she threaded through doors and corridors at something close to a jog. SG-10 were on a diplomatic run, SG-5 were bored spitless on P9C-446, guarding an archeological dig. So that only left — 

SG-8. The scene in the gate room was grim. Major Jake Andrews, recently promoted to team-leader, sprawled unconscious on the gate ramp, his right forearm attached to his elbow by two sinews and a prayer. From the damage to his clothing it looked like there was some kind of penetrating belly wound too. Things that should be inside — like blood and intestines — were outside. The slicing wounds were sharp, clean, from some kind of machete maybe. Captain Ariel Lee slumped beside him, her slim brown hands clutching at the broken arrow-shaft protruding from her left thigh. Her team mates, Lieutenants Esposito and Brackley, bled from a profusion of nasty lacerations to their faces, arms, chests and legs. More blade work, like Andrews, but at least it didn’t look life-threatening. The lieutenants supported each other unsteadily as they gasped for air.

“Why wasn’t this wound secured before you came back, Captain?” Janet asked Lee as she dropped to her knees on the ramp beside Jake and opened the first response box. Damn, damn, where was the — yes. Her fingers pulled out the tourniquet, and she hauled it tightly into place just above Jake’s elbow. The pulsed flow from the severed arteries was sluggish, easy to compress, the tourniquet a bandaid gesture after the fact. Her hands felt gently, deftly for evidence of a chest injury to go with the belly wound, for a neck or head injury from his unprotected fall through the gate onto the ramp. It would be so easy to miss something, and they were in too much trouble already.

The major’s fatigues were drenched to a soggy scarlet. Class IV shock — greater than 40 percent volume loss, he was almost exsanguinated. “Get him on oxygen and put a couple of i/vs in him if you can,” she said to Liz Gardiner, her chief nurse. “We’ve got to bring his pressure up. If you can’t get an i/v in we’ll cut down and get central access in the OR.” Turning to Tim Webber she added, “I want that gurney now. Then notify the OR we’re coming in hot and they need to start scrubbing for a dirty abdomen. Then call the blood bank and radiology and warm up the rapid infuser.” She arranged the bloody, cooling, inanimate remains of Jake’s forearm beside him. Blood dripped through the ramp grating to the concrete floor below. “The arm can wait.”

Ariel’s teeth were chattering, her eyes blank with shock and pain. She looked like she was trying to remember how to speak. “Sorry, Janet. Sorry,” she muttered. “No time for a tourniquet. If we’d stopped running we’d be dead.” All the color had drained from her face. Rob Cheung was working on her; she didn’t seem to notice him. “I’m sorry. Doctor Fraiser, please…”

Please, please, don’t let him die. It’s what they always asked. What she could never promise. There was blood on her hands now, way past the edges of her gloves. “He’s a fighter, Captain,” she said, and knew it wouldn’t be enough. She was going to lose Major Jake Andrews. She’d seen too much impending death in the last three years to believe he’d survive his dreadful injuries. His trauma score was too damned high.

Rage was squeezing her, brutal as a wifebeater’s fist. She looked at Liz, who was taping down the second saline bag’s canula. “Okay. Let’s go.”

As she and the rest of her team got Andrews and Ariel onto their gurneys she caught a sideways glimpse of General Hammond and Jack O’Neill, hovering on the edges of the bloodbath. Needing to be there, but knowing when to stay back. Sam, Daniel and Teal’c had remained in the control room. Like Sergeant Harriman they watched through the window, as though plated glass could shield them from grief.

“Doctor,” said the general, his round face drawn tight with all the things he couldn’t let himself say or feel.

“I don’t know, sir,” she said, although she did and so did he. “I’m sorry, we have to — ”

“Go,” said Hammond. “Godspeed. Keep me informed.”

“Good luck,” Jack added, even though he knew too that all the major’s luck had run out.

Leaving Jeff to deal with the walking wounded, she and Liz raced Jake Andrews to OR 1 with Trinni and Rob rushing Ariel Lee close on their heels for OR 2. Kate Dokic and Bill Warner were the other surgeons on duty. Kate took Ariel and Bill scrubbed in with her for Jake.

As the anesthetist put in the tubes and connected wires and pumped warmed red blood through the places it was meant to flow, her eyes met Bill’s across the major’s blanched, barely breathing body, and what she felt was reflected in his face. Jake was almost out of time. But they were professionals and this was one of their boys. Nobody was giving up till the flatline had sung.

Which it did, twenty minutes later. She wanted to weep.

“There was nothing else we could’ve done, Janet,” said Bill afterwards, once the machines were switched off and the carnage was decently shrouded beneath a green sheet. “He was dead before he stepped into the wormhole.”

She nodded, vaguely aware of a crushing headache happening to someone, somewhere. “Yeah. I know.”

He was a good man, Bill Warner. A lot of surgeons would’ve transferred to Outer Mongolia rather than continue in Stargate Command if they’d been him, the last couple of years. But Bill just shrugged, and smiled, and put in another i/v. Removed another spleen. Packed another liver. Splinted a couple more fractured fingers. Refused to give up.

He squeezed her shoulder. Giving comfort. Getting it. “You going to see Hammond?”

“After I’m done here and I’ve checked on the others.” She glanced at the wall clock. “Your shift ended an hour ago. You should think about heading home.”

“Yeah,” he said, nodding. “I will.”

But she knew he wouldn’t. At least not until, like her, he was certain the rest of SG-8 were dealt with.

“I’ll finish up and file the paperwork,” he added. “Don’t keep the general waiting.”

By ‘finish up’ he meant tidy Jake Andrews’ gaping wounds, so that when his team-mates came to say their goodbyes they’d take away with them an image not entirely horrific.

Throat aching, eyes burning, she managed a brief, small smile. “Okay. Thanks, Bill. I appreciate it.”

She left him with Jake in the silent operating room and went to see how Ariel Lee had come through her surgery.

“It could be worse,” said Kate Dokic, who was still new enough to the SGC after four and a half months to be visibly rattled by what came back through the wormhole. “No arterial or nerve damage, which is some kind of miracle since the arrowhead nicked the femur. She’ll be out of rotation for a while but she’ll be fine, eventually.”

Still stupored by anesthetic, Ariel snored softly in the recovery room. Under the light blankets the bandage on her wounded thigh was bulky.

Janet pressed her fingertips to the captain’s wrist, feeling for the blessed reassurance of a pulse. I’m sorry, Ariel. I couldn’t save him.

“I hear things didn’t go so well for you,” said Kate.

The pounding in her head was vicious. “No. No, they didn’t.”

“Damn,” said Kate, and dragged long fingers through her short red hair. “That sucks.”

No kidding.

But she didn’t say so aloud. Flippancy was Kate’s armor of choice, just like it was Jack O’Neill’s. People coped how they coped. There was no one right way.

“Janet, I’m sorry,” Kate added. “It’s been rough lately.”

That was one way of putting it. Two fatalities. No — Jake made three. Four near-misses. Two significant spinal injuries, one almost certainly due to end in paraplegia. A broken arm. A broken pelvis. A compound tib-fib fracture. One whole team down with hemorraghic dysentery. Three-quarters of another team in lockdown isolation with some weird alien ’flu. Altogether, five team leaders lost or out of action.

Come on already, universe. Cut us some slack.

“Is it always this bad?” said Kate. Her eyes were apprehensive, as though she was having second thoughts about accepting this job.

“No. Not always. Actually, not ever.” Janet patted her arm. “Not since I started here. Like you say. It’s just a rough patch.”

In the same way that the Great Depression was a minor financial inconvenience.

“Okay,” said Kate, not sounding convinced. “If you say so.”

“I say so. Now, I have to see Hammond,” she said. “We’ll debrief with Bill in the morning before finalizing the reports. Okay?”

Outside in the main infirmary Lieutenants Esposito and Brackley sat side by side, Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Their cuts and bruises had been patched. They looked at her face and knew they’d lost their team leader.

“What about Ariel?” said Jenny Brackley, her eyes too bright and her breathing uneven. “Can we go and sit with her until she wakes up?”

She nodded, gravely. “Sure. Just be nice and quiet.”

“And Jake?” said Esposito, his voice unsteady. “What about Jake?”

She rested her hand briefly on his tense shoulder. “You can see him a little later. Doctor Warner will tell you when.”

“Okay,” he said. “Thanks, Doctor Fraiser.”

“Yeah. Thanks,” said Jenny.

“You’re welcome,” she told them, though why they should feel grateful when she’d failed to save Jake Andrews for them she couldn’t begin to explain.

She left them still sitting there, Tweedledum and Tweedledee, looking for a way to summon the strength to move. Changed out of her stained scrubs into a neat and tidy uniform and took herself off to see General Hammond.

 

He was in his office, talking with Jack. “Come on in, Doctor,” he said, seeing her hesitate in the doorway. His voice was tired, his eyes glazed with grief.

“Screw it. We lost Andrews, didn’t we?” Jack demanded, as though he didn’t know the answer. His voice was ugly. Loss always did that to him. Made him angry. Unpleasant.

She stepped over the threshold, looking at Hammond. “I’m sorry, sir. It wasn’t just the traumatic near-amputation. His liver was cut in two.” And his upper intestine and his spleen, but they didn’t need to know every last grisly detail. “Maybe, if there’d been a doctor on hand, someone whose only job is to identify life-threatening injuries and can, I don’t know, apply a tourniquet under fire. Someone like that might have made a difference to Major Andrews.”

Hammond glared. “You don’t know that for certain.”

“Actually, sir — ”

“Doctor Fraiser, we’ve discussed this ad nauseum. The Pentagon’s position remains the same. No medical personnel on the SG teams. There aren’t enough of you, and you’re valuable here.”

“Not every team, sir,” she said, because stubborn was her middle name. “As we’ve discussed, just the first contact missions.”

“Doctor, I’m aware of your opinion on this. So is the Pentagon. The answer is no.”

The Pentagon was full of idiots. When the hell was someone going to listen? I bet they’d say yes if they were the ones going through the Stargate…

But antagonizing Hammond wouldn’t help her case. “Yes, sir.”

The general pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “How is the rest of SG-8?”

“They’ll make a full recovery, sir. Captain Lee won’t be fit for duty for a few weeks, though.”

“Crap,” said Jack and scrubbed his hands across his face. “General…”

“I know, Colonel,” said Hammond. “You don’t need to tell me.”

“This brings us down to eight functioning teams,” said Jack, not listening. “With not enough team leaders to go around.”

“I know,” said Hammond. “Are you under the impression I’ve been asleep at the wheel?”

“Sorry, sir,” Jack muttered. “Of course not. I know you know. And you know that I know that — ” He stopped. Sighed. “I’m just going to quit while I’m ahead, if that’s all right with you.”

“I insist,” said Hammond, glaring again. Then he shifted his gaze. “Was there anything else, Doctor?”

She shook her head. “Nothing that can’t keep for the moment, sir. If you wanted to stop in and see Captain Lee, she should be alert enough to talk by 2100.”

Hammond glanced at his watch. “Good. I’ll do that. In the meantime don’t let me keep you. You either, Colonel. We’ll finish that mission debrief at 0830 tomorrow. For now I’ve got some phone-calls to make.”

Jack pushed to his feet. “Of course, General. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“You certainly will.”

Janet nodded, in lieu of a salute. “Thank you, sir. I’ll be in my office if there’s anything else you need to know.” Or if you need to talk. Or share a fortified coffee. It wouldn’t be the first time, after someone had died.

A little of the bleakness eased from Hammond’s eyes. “Thank you, Doctor. Close the door behind you on your way out.”

She and Jack retreated to the briefing room, quietly, exchanging a look as she pulled the office door shut.

“This is crap,” he said, staring through the glass map-panel at the general. Hammond hadn’t reached for the phone, he was just sitting motionless, staring at his clasped hands.

“You are so right about that,” she replied. “Colonel, I’m sorry. About Jake. Major Andrews.”

Jack shoved his hands in his fatigue pockets. He looked pressured, and secretive with feelings he rarely expressed. He and Andrews had bonded over The Simpsons. Drove the base half-nuts with their Marge-and-Homer routines.

God, I’m going to miss that.

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”

His voice sounded calm, flat, but by now she knew better. “I liked him,” she said. “He was a good guy.”

“Everyone here’s a good guy,” said Jack, edgily. He hated platitudes as much as clichés. “Even when they’re a pain in the ass they’re still a good guy.” He looked away, pretending sudden interest in the clock on the wall. “We’ve lost too many good guys lately, Janet.”

“We certainly have,” she agreed… and was angry to hear her own voice cracking round the edges, like lake-ice that proved too brittle to bear the weight of more sorrow.

Jack heard it, of course. “Hey…” He looked back at her, his expression softening. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I’m fine. I have to go. I’ll see you and the rest of SG-1 tomorrow at 1700 for your pre-flight physical.”

“Ah. Yes. I can hardly wait.”

She gave him a look. “If memory serves, PX8-050 has a gravity 15 percent above Earth normal, yes?”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Yes.”

“Then you’d better pray that knee of yours is behaving itself or this is one mission you’ll be sitting out. Okay?”

“Oh, come on…”

She managed a tight smile. “Don’t even think you can charm me, Colonel. Or bully me. Or cajole. I am impervious to your machinations. At 1700 sharp tomorrow I’ll be stress-testing your sorry joints and that’s the end of the discussion. Get a decent night’s sleep, sir. You’re going to need it.”

She could feel his chagrin behind her, like heat from a glowing fire. “You know what you are, Doc?” he called after her.

“A damn fine physician and a superior chef,” she called in reply as she reached the briefing room door. “And don’t you forget it. 1700! Don’t be late!”

 

He wasn’t late. But he also wasn’t going to PX8-050.

After a horrible day of debriefings and report-writing, and setting up counseling sessions for the surviving members of SG-8, and finding out that she’d been right, dammit, about Captain Meyers’ probable paraplegia, and filling out the reams of paperwork that a death-on-duty generated, she’d actually looked forward to SG-1’s pre-mission physical. With both her and the team’s schedules of late erratic, in the past fortnight she’d hardly laid eyes on them to say more than ‘Hi!’ and ‘Bye!’ So even though this was business, she enjoyed their company…

… right up to the moment Jack climbed on the leg-press machine. With the strictly medical portion of the program dealt with they’d moved on to one of the base’s gyms, where she could double-check the team’s tolerance for an extra 15 percent weight-bearing pressure under duress. Teal’c, of course, barely noticed the difference. Sam and Daniel huffed and puffed a bit but she was prepared to pass them fit for mission status.

It was Jack who proved to be the fly in the ointment.

“Okay, Colonel, I don’t think so,” she said, seeing the sweat pop on his forehead and the ominous shaking in his quadriceps as he worked the machine. “We’ve got our answer.”

“No, we haven’t,” he grunted. “I can do this. Just need to warm up.”

“No, you don’t,” she retorted. “Stand down, Colonel. That’s an order.”

Nothing pissed him off harder and faster than her giving him an order. He hated being outranked by the framed degrees on her office wall.

“I said I can do this!” The look on his face was dirtier than mud. “So back off and let me — ”

“Jack, stop being a macho moron,” said Daniel at his most helpful. “One more rep and your knee’s going to pop like a pretzel.”

Jack glared at him balefully. “And if you call me a moron one more time your nose is going to pop like a pretzel. It’s going to gush like Old Faithful. It’s going to — ”

Time for the doctor to insist. “Okay, time out! Colonel, I’m sorry. I’m not passing you fit.”

Dripping sweat and grimacing, Jack eased off the machine and stood, his expression daring her to notice he was favoring that knee. Tried to use his superior height to intimidate her. “Doctor Fraiser — ”

“No,” she said. “And that’s final.”

“There is nothing wrong with my damned knee!”

The latest volume of his medical file was sitting handily on a nearby weight bench. Janet sifted through it, extracted the last MRI of his trick knee and waved the flimsy under his nose. “And lo! A picture worth one thousand words! Read it and weep, Colonel. You’re grounded.”

He snatched the flimsy from her and glared at the incontrovertible evidence. “Crap.”

“Your eloquence never fails to move me, sir,” she said, with mock severity.

“I do my best,” he murmured, still staring at the MRI. “Okay. You win. I’m staying behind. This time.”

And that’s why he was pushing so hard, she knew. Because he dreaded the day he was grounded permanently. Where Jack was concerned it wasn’t the years, it was the mileage… and his body had clocked up one hell of a lot of miles. “Of course, sir,” she agreed. “This time. You’re fine when off-world conditions are Earth-equivalent.”

Which stretched the medical facts a little… but she was prepared to do that still, for a while.

“Sir,” said Sam, carefully insinuating herself into the conversation, “the mission’s just not crucial enough for us to risk losing you to a significant injury. According to the MALP and UAV telemetry 050’s probably going to be a bust. My guess is we’ll be home again, empty-handed, a couple of hours after we deploy.”

“Really?” said Jack, dripping with sarcasm now, along with the sweat. “Hanging up a shingle as a psychic now, are we?”

Sam sighed. “No, sir.”

“Good,” he said, glowering. “Because — ”

“Major Carter is correct, O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “Had SG-4 not succumbed to illness we would not be going to this planet.”

“Since when are you a mission snob, Teal’c?” Jack demanded. “We go where we’re sent, no questions asked.”

Which was funny, really, given Jack’s relentless questioning of everything, but luckily no-one was silly enough to laugh.

“Sir, it’s not snobbery,” said Sam. “With the latest round of personnel changes, technically SG-4’s still a new team. This mission would’ve been perfect for them.”

“Which isn’t the same as saying we’re too good for it,” Jack retorted. “I’m surprised at you, Major.”

Sam looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to imply…” She squared her shoulders. “Of course every SGC mission is intrinsically valuable. And I suppose it’s possible the telemetry’s wrong and we’ll find something useful on 050.”

“Exactly.”

“And while we’re gone,” said Daniel, grinning, “you’ll be able to catch up on all those reports.”

Jack scowled. “Which reports?”

“The reports General Hammond keeps dropping anvil-sized hints about. The reports — ”

“You’ll be eating if you don’t shut up,” said Jack, then raised his eyebrows at his team. “And? So? What are you waiting for, written invitations? Get your gear on and report to the gate room. I’ll go tell Hammond I’m sitting this one out.”

“Yes, sir,” said Sam, and led her team’s exodus from the gym.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine, Colonel,” Janet said quietly. “It does seem like a perfectly straightforward mission.”

“Famous last words,” he grunted, watching them leave. “Are you trying to jinx them?”

Well, that was a nasty thing to say. She plucked the MRI flimsy from his fingers and tucked it back into his file. “Of course not. I don’t choose the missions or the teams. I just get to pick up the pieces when everything goes to hell.”

He looked at her. “Sorry. I didn’t mean — ” He shoved his hands back in his pockets. “How’s Lee doing?”

“She’s fine. Considering.”

“And Esposito? Brackley?” he persisted.

“They’re fine too. Colonel — ”

“I know,” he said. “You’re just doing your job.”

“That’s right.” She hesitated, then added, “When you saw the geophysical readout from that planet you must have known — ”

“I did. But haven’t you heard? ‘Optimist’ is my middle name.”

“Since when?” she called after him as he headed for the door.

He didn’t answer. She smiled to herself, collected her bits and pieces of paperwork and went back to her office where the mission status report awaited her completion and signature.

 

O’Neill found the General in his office, glued to the phone. Hammond waved him in and pointed to the empty chair, still talking.

“Yes, Scott. — Yes, I agree. — That was my impression as well. — Yes. Good. — No, no. I appreciate you’ve got some hoops to jump through. Come back to me when you can. Goodbye.”

“What was your impression, sir?” O’Neill asked, as Hammond replaced the receiver. “If I may be so bold as to enquire.”

“Am I imagining things,” said Hammond, “or are you supposed to be getting ready for a mission to PX8-050?”

In other words mind your own damn business, Jack. “No, sir, you’re not imagining anything. I was scheduled to visit good old 050 but our doughty Doc Fraiser’s put an end to that dream.”

“Ah. Well, I didn’t think your knee would stand up to it,” said Hammond. “And be honest, Jack. Neither did you.”

“No. But you know me, sir. Hope springs eternal.” He cleared his throat. “At the risk of being court-martialed for presumption, General, I’ve given Carter, Daniel and Teal’c the go-ahead to romp through the Stargate without me this time. Pending your approval, naturally.”

“Naturally,” said Hammond, dry as a martini. “Though why you should give a rat’s ass about being court-martialed at this stage in your career I really don’t know. It’s certainly never stopped you before.”

They shared a brief smile. “Well, sir, I thought I’d try turning over a new leaf.”

“That’ll have all the charm of novelty,” Hammond murmured. Then he relented, and stood. “Let’s go bid your team bon voyage, shall we?”

After three years working out of this base O’Neill had lost count of how many times he’d watched the Stargate open. And yet, just like the majestic flight of the native American UAV, the sight never got old. The seventh chevron locked and the wormhole blossomed into existence. Something from nothing. A miracle that defied belief or explanation… no matter how many times Carter tried to explain.

“Sir!” she said smartly, presenting herself to Hammond. “We’re ready to go as soon as you give the word.”

Hammond always found a smile for Carter, no matter how tough life was, no matter how many crises he was juggling at once. “The word is given, Major. Take your team and have a good look around. I know the telemetry wasn’t promising but we both know telemetry doesn’t always tell the full story.”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “Colonel — ”

He nodded. “Have fun, Carter. Don’t let the kids get into any trouble. And if Daniel’s struck with the sudden urge to explore any mysterious caves or unexpected ruins I am ordering you to sit on him until it passes. Capisce?”

“Capisco,” she said, grinning. “Have fun with your reports.”

“Oh come on,” said Daniel, mock-complaining. “It’s been months since I got lost in a cave. And anyway, it only happened the once.”

“Once was sufficient,” said Teal’c. “O’Neill, we will return.”

“You have to leave first,” he pointed out. “So scram. Skedaddle. You’re costing us a fortune, leaving the wormhole on like this. Use it or lose it, boys and girl.” He waved his hands at them. “Shoo!”

It was a cruel wrench, watching them step through the gate without him. Who cared if this was a standard recon mission meant for the newly re-formed SG-4? His team had no business going anywhere without him.

“They’ll be fine, Jack,” said Hammond, clapping him on the shoulder.

“I know they will, sir,” he said as the wormhole disengaged. “Our run of bad luck can’t last forever, right?”

The minute the words were spoken he wished he could call them back. The warmth in Hammond’s eyes chilled and his shoulders settled a little, as though remembering the heavy weight duty had placed on them.

“I certainly hope not,” he replied. “But even if it has ended, Jack, there’s still the fallout to be dealt with. We’ve got some… interesting… decisions to make.”

Something in the way Hammond said that set off his alarm bells. “Ah — sir?”

But Hammond shook his head. “Not yet, Colonel. But… soon.”

“Yes, sir,” he said after a heartbeat’s hesitation.

Hammond departed the gate room, and O’Neill watched him go, frowning.

Crap. What now?



Chapter Two
 

One of the screwiest things about Gate travel was trying to keep the time zones straight. Basically it was impossible. A day on some planets lasted nearly forty-eight Earth hours. On others there was hardly any day at all, just hours and hours and hours of night. Some gates weren’t on planets, even, they’d been placed on moons, which meant more screwy timekeeping. gate travel hangover made airline jetlag look like a picnic.

SG-1 had gated through to PX8-050 just after 1600 Earth time to arrive shortly after dawn local time. That meant it would more than likely be midnight or later in the base before a peep was heard from them. Assuming they didn’t run into trouble, of course.

O’Neill, slogging his way through his belated mission reports, kept slapping that thought away like it was a persistent mosquito.

Damn. They went without me. They shouldn’t do that.

He was prepared to stay on base all night if he had to, until he knew his people were okay. God knew he had the paperwork to keep him going for that long. But Janet Fraiser tracked him down to his corner of the almost empty commissary, gave his half-eaten piece of pie a pointed look and damn well pulled rank on him. Again.

“Colonel, it’s really very simple,” she said, hands thrust into her lab coat pockets. “We can’t afford you getting over-tired. It’s bad enough that Washington politics means SG-1 had to cut short their mandatory post-mission downtime to cover SG-4’s slate. But if you don’t use this chance to fully recover from your last two missions there will be physical repercussions and the SGC can’t afford to lose another team leader. You know that. So why are you giving me a hard time?”

“Because all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,” he said, promptly. “Come on, Doc. Everybody needs a hobby.”

With an impatient sigh Fraiser pulled out the chair opposite and shoved herself into it. “Colonel, please. Don’t argue with me. Go home. Sit in front of the tv for an hour or two, eat something with more to recommend it than calories and food coloring and forget about this place for one damned night.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Forget my team?”

“No, of course not,” she said, with another look. “But that doesn’t mean you need to sit around here convincing yourself they’re coming back on stretchers just because you’re not with them.”

Hell. What did I do, hang a sign around my neck?

She tapped her discreetly manicured fingernails on the table between them. “And you need to forget about the rest of it too, Colonel. The dead are beyond our help and the survivors have to find their own way back or they’ll end up diminished and doubting themselves. Nobody knows that better than you.”

When the mood was on her, Janet Fraiser wielded words like a scalpel. He scowled. “Thought you were a paid-up member of the Touchy Feely brigade?”

“My dues go to the Tough Love Club, of which you’re the cuddly mascot, I believe,” she retorted. “Right now we don’t have the luxury of worrying ourselves sick. We’ve got a base commander who needs us to keep it together. And if you don’t rest your mind, Colonel, even for a lousy twelve hours, sooner or later you’re going to burn out.”

Crap. She was seriously worried about him. He hated it when she seriously worried about him. Nobody did worry like Janet Fraiser.

She looked up. “Please, Jack,” she said, very softly. “Go home and get some rest.”

And why was it worse when she didn’t pull medical rank on him?

Defiant, he forked up what was left of his cherry pie — his third piece but he wasn’t telling her that — and shoved it into his mouth.

“Fine,” he said, around the sticky pink goodness. Letting her know he felt put-upon and was only doing her a favor because he was such a good guy. The fact that he was so tired his eyeballs had turned into lumps of burning coal had nothing to do with it. “I’ll go.”

Her face lit up, briefly. “Excellent.” She stood, brisk and professional, as though she hadn’t just let the human Janet off her strict military leash for a moment. “Don’t let me see you back here before — ” She checked her watch. “It’s 2115 now. So — 0900 tomorrow. Better yet, 0930. Clear?”

He gave her a mock salute. “Ma’am, yes ma’am.”

She gave him yet another pointed look, turned to go, then turned back. “I’m sure they’re fine, Colonel,” she said quietly. “Sam, Daniel and Teal’c are the best. And given everything that’s gone wrong around here lately it’s easy to spook ourselves, or start believing that off-world missions can’t be anything but dramatic and dangerous. That’s not the case.” She nodded at his paperwork. “You’re not dragging your heels on those reports because you’re inefficient or undisciplined. You’re dragging them because the missions aren’t any fun to write about. They were boring. We can do boring here, too. Don’t forget that.”

He watched her leave the commissary, his jaw metaphorically dropped. She had the most uncanny knack for sticking her finger right on a pulse…

Suddenly he was exhausted. Home. Home and pizza. Home and Chinese. Home and anything not cooked by the Air Force or himself. Home and something mindless on the idiot box. And beer. Cold beer.

After calling ahead to place a late order with the Dragon Palace he changed into civilian camouflage of jeans and sweatshirt, signed himself off-base and escaped into the normal world. Sometimes it made him feel like the alien. All those people with no idea what was happening in the great big scary, incredible, amazing galaxy. Tonight, though, all he could feel was relieved beyond measure that the regular world was there, still there, and bumbling along in its glorious innocent ignorance.

Just as he was diving headfirst into sauce-soaked potstickers someone uninvited knocked on his front door.

“Oh, for crying out loud!” he muttered, and went to see who’d so lost interest in living that they were on his doorstep harassing him at 2207. PM. At night.

“Sorry, Jack,” said General Hammond. “I know it’s late, but can you spare a few minutes?”

Oh crap. Oh crap. “SG-1, are they — ”

“No!” said Hammond, lifting his hands. “I’m sorry. The team’s fine. Major Carter radioed in before I left the base to say they were staying a few more hours to get soil and plant samples. Everything’s fine. The mission’s going to plan.”

As the potstickers stopped doing the rumba in his stomach, he stepped back. “Oh. Good. Then — come in, sir. Want Chinese?”

“Chinese?” said Hammond vaguely, as though he wasn’t entirely familiar with the concept.

O’Neill waved the general down the stairs into the living room. God, he looks beat. “Yes, sir,” he said, heading for the kitchen. “You’d better. I always order too much. Carter’s renamed my fridge the The O’Neill Laboratory. She says I should apply for funding.”

“Ha,” said Hammond, wearily amused, and lowered himself into an armchair, still in uniform but looking crumpled. Not a good sign. Hammond was Old School; probably he really did spit on his shoes when he polished them.

O’Neill shoved a bit of everything into a bowl, finished it off with a splosh of dipping sauce, shoved a fork in it and joined Hammond.

“Here you go, sir. Dig in. Did you want a beer to wash it down?”

“Thanks,” said Hammond. “And yes. A beer would be appreciated.”

They ate in companionable silence, with a re-run of Cheers droning in the background. Eventually Hammond put his emptied bowl to one side and relaxed against his armchair’s cushions.

O’Neill considered him. “Better?”

“Better,” Hammond acknowledged. Then he balanced his beer bottle on his knee and sighed. “Jack, the SGC is in a tight spot.”

“We’re going through a rough patch, sir, yes,” he said, chasing the last stubborn grains of fried rice with his chopsticks. “But we’ll survive. We always do.”

“We might not this time,” said Hammond. “Not without taking a few drastic steps.”

To hell with the fried rice. He put aside his bowl. “What kind of drastic steps, sir?”

Instead of answering, Hammond took refuge in his beer. O’Neill felt his skin prickle. Oh, crap. I’m not going to like this.

Hammond put down the emptied beer bottle. “Have you ever crossed paths with a Colonel David Dixon?”

He thought for a moment then shook his head. “No, sir. I don’t think so. Why?”

“Colonel Dixon was Frank Cromwell’s second in command at the time of the black hole incident,” the general said at last. His blue eyes were steady and promised no compromises. “After Cromwell’s death he took over the Pentagon strike team.”

Frank Cromwell. A name that could punch a hole right through him, if he let it. A memory he’d buried fathoms deep, and for good. Frank’s face as the wormhole swallowed him. Fear and disbelief and shocking, endless pain…

“No, sir,” he said. “I’ve never met Dixon.”

And I don’t want to. Cromwell. The black hole. Iraq. Don’t you make me dig it all up again, George. I’m too old for that crap.

If Hammond could read his mind this time, as he read it so often, he didn’t show it. “Dixon was on emergency leave when Cromwell and his men were deployed here. There was no need for him, the rest of the team was available, so he wasn’t recalled. Not until Cromwell was killed and he had to assume the strike team’s leadership.”

Yeah. You said. And this is my problem because…?

“Jack,” said Hammond, “Doctor Fraiser is adamant it’ll be a minimum of six weeks before Riley, Adams and Keffler are fit to return to full field duty. In the meantime I’ve got to find acting replacements for them and plug the holes in their teams. I’ve got to permanently replace Jake Andrews, Natalie Larke and Manny Dominguez. There’s going to be a lot of robbing Peter to pay Paul around the SGC and the upshot is we lose team numbers overall.”

“Yes, sir,” he said. He’d eaten too much moo shu pork. His guts were rebelling. “I know. But six weeks isn’t that long.”

Hammond pulled a face. “Jack, in politics six weeks is a lifetime. The midterms are coming up and the President’s approval ratings are flat. He’s vulnerable to the kind of backroom manouverings that make Washington such a cesspool.”

“Yeah, but what’s that got to do with us?”

“More than you realize,” said Hammond. “More than I like. I’ve heard whispers there’s a push for a Stargate oversight committee, designed to monitor the risk and expenditure versus rewards of the program. Our recent losses are not going to look good on a balance sheet. Every person on this base represents a substantial investment of government money… and in the last few weeks we’ve seen a lot of money lost.”

O’Neill watched his hands clench into fists. “Yeah. Because that’s what’s really important, here. The loss of government money. Screw the individuals, screw the fact Jake Andrews just got engaged and Natalie Larke was awarded her doctorate last month, screw — ”

“Jack!”

He let out a harsh breath. “Sorry, sir. I know. It’s the politicians, not you.”

“And it’s the politicians I answer to,” Hammond said, his voice still sharp. “Which means sucking up my personal feelings and remembering this is a game for pragmatists. However distasteful we may find it, Colonel, the reality is we need consistently good results from the field in order to justify our expensive existence. And without strong SGC teams out there our quota of good results will be significantly decreased.”

“Yes, sir. But you said there were only whispers of an oversight committee, so — ”

“Whispers from a source that mean they’re the same as orders in triplicate,” said Hammond flatly. “It’s happening, Jack. It’s not just the financial angle, although that’s significant. The foothold scenario we experienced earlier this year — ”

“A scenario we sorted out on our own,” he pointed out. “No need for any Pentagon strike teams.”

“Only because Carter contacted Maybourne,” said Hammond, wryly. “And he was playing his own brand of politics. Trust me, Jack — if she’d called anyone else the strike team would’ve been deployed.”

And that was true enough, dammit. “But even so, sir — ”

“Jack, people were spooked. Hell, I was spooked. It was a damn close thing and you know it. This whole business of an oversight committee — it was only ever going to be a matter of time. To be honest with you I’m surprised it’s taken Washington this long.” With a grunt Hammond pushed out of the armchair to restlessly roam the carpeted space between steps and curtained French doors. “The Stargate program has snowballed. Before our eyes it’s turned into something huge and complex with political ramifications that frankly scare me to death. I can’t control them. I don’t think I even understand them all. What I do understand is we have to perform at peak proficiency. We no longer have the luxury of taking six weeks off while we lick our wounds. Our profile’s grown too big. Week in and week out, regular as clockwork, we have to provide tangible results to our political masters… or we will be in serious trouble.”

O’Neill sighed. Hammond was right, but it made him sick. “Maybe we should just save the planet from annihilation a couple more times, sir,” he said, picking at a torn spot in the knee of his Levis. “I’m free this weekend, the team and I could — ”

“Jack,” said Hammond, and rested his fists on his hips. “That’s not helping.”

He subsided. “Sorry.”

“Anyway,” Hammond added, and returned to his chair, “in light of this and our current personnel crisis, I have to do whatever’s necessary to protect the viability of the SGC. Which brings us back to the question of the strike team and Colonel Dixon.”

“Let me guess,” he said. “You want to bring them in to plug the holes in our roster?”

Hammond nodded. “Exactly. As it happens I was already in discussions to do something like this before our people started dropping like flies.”

He was? He’d never mentioned it. “The Pentagon wants to send the strike team on field trips? How very… enterprising of them. Sir.” Because hey, we’ve got nothing better to do than take amateurs sight-seeing.

“Nobody knows better than you, Jack, that reading about the SGC and living it are two very different things,” said Hammond, frowning. “I wasn’t happy that Frank Cromwell could come in and take over in an emergency having never set foot on the base, let alone through the Stargate. As I recall you weren’t too happy about it either.”

No. He wasn’t. But since the black hole incident he’d been able to shove the fact of the strike team’s existence to one side and pretty much forget about them. Forget about Frank. Nostalgia was way over-rated.

“There’s more,” said Hammond, watching him carefully. “Even though Dixon and his men are up-to-date with what’s been happening in the SGC, and even though they are top-notch Special Forces operatives with all the necessary security clearances, I’m not going to turn them loose the moment they get here. They’ll be going out as observers with established teams first, one mission each, on their own, so I can assess them and their value to the SGC.”

Okay. I should’ve seen that one coming. “And you want me babysitting Dixon.”

Hammond’s eyebrows lifted. “Of course. Assuming he makes the grade — and I imagine he will, his record’s impressive — your assessment will help determine which SGC team to give him.”

“That still only gets us one team back in rotation, General.”

“I know. But Dixon’s second in command, Major Logan, is another possibility as a temporary team leader. If he agrees to the secondment, that is. We’ll have to play it by ear, Jack. Who knows? Fraiser could be wrong, our own people could be back on deck faster than she anticipates.”

Not likely. They could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times Janet Fraiser had been wrong, and the general knew it.

“Jack…” Now Hammond’s voice was gentle. “We never really talked about you and Frank Cromwell.”

He kept his gaze firmly fixed on the rip in his jeans. “No, sir, we didn’t.”

“I’m not interested in prying,” Hammond continued. “Your private life is private and I respect that. But allow me to say this: I realize Cromwell’s death was very hard for you. And I understand having Colonel Dixon on base might well be uncomfortable, even after so long. That’s why I came over here tonight, so we could talk about this… unofficially. As friends.”

As friends. O’Neill looked up, surprised and moved. Hammond had never been so blunt before. He really must be desperate. “I appreciate that, General.”

“I have every confidence the SGC will weather this latest storm,” said Hammond. “If the last three years have taught me anything it’s never to underestimate the courage, strength and resourcefulness of the people under my command. But if bringing in this Pentagon strike team means we weather the storm faster, with less collateral damage, then I don’t have a choice. I have to do it. Even if that means putting you in a difficult position.”

He nodded. “Of course you do, sir. The SGC comes first. What, you think I don’t know that?”

Hammond’s smile was gently wry. “No. But I didn’t want you to think I was taking you for granted.”

“Okay,” he said, after a moment. “For the record, I would never think that. But also for the record? If taking me for granted is what you need to do to get the job done, then take away. With my blessing.”

Silence fell between them, then, crowded with complicated feelings that two lifetimes of military service would not allow to be spoken. Not that speaking was necessary. In fact most times words only got in the way.

O’Neill sat back. “Soil samples? Carter’s after soil samples now? Oy vez mamma mia.”

“And plant samples,” said Hammond, grinning. “Let’s not forget the plants.”

He pulled a face. “She talks to them, you know. She talks to plants. Shouldn’t that, I don’t know, disqualify her from romping in alien pastures picking flowers?”

“Now, now,” said Hammond reprovingly. “That’s just sour grapes because the last plant samples she gathered — over your vigorous complaints, if memory serves — look like they’re turning the world of pharmacology on its head.”

“Oh. Yes. That,” he said, and rolled his eyes. “Well if you’re going to count that as an excuse for her to run around the galaxy impersonating Maria von Trapp…”

Laughing, Hammond stood. “I should head home. It’s late and tomorrow’s a busy day.”

He stood too. “When do Dixon and his team arrive on base, sir?”

“Nothing’s finalized, but if it’s going to happen I’d say within forty-eight hours,” said Hammond, heading for the door.

Walking with him, O’Neill felt an unwelcome twist in his gut. “The sooner the better, sir, if this oversight committee crap is as real as you say.”

Some of the warmth died out of Hammond’s face. “Trust me. It is. I’m going to have to sit down and re-evaluate the mission slate, Jack. We’ve got some fancy juggling to do in the next few days. I’d appreciate your input on that.”

“Of course, sir. Whatever you need.”

“What I need is those incomplete missions reports completed, Colonel,” said Hammond, only teasing a little bit. “On my desk by 1100 tomorrow, understood?”

O’Neill stared. Y’know, he’s like a dog with a bone. He needs to learn to let go. “Understood.”

“Good,” said Hammond, nodding. “Thanks for the meal and the beer, Jack. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Yes you will, sir,” he said, and watched until the general’s car had pulled clear of the driveway. Then, unsettled and restless, he returned to the television and what turned out to be a marathon-rerun of Cheers season three.

He fell asleep in front of it, to wake just after dawn with a cricked neck, an MSG hangover and a tedious sensation of impending doom.

 

Returned to the SGC by a whisker past 0800, he looked with sour disfavor at his paperwork-cluttered desk.

Homework. It’s like homework. I’m too damned old for homework.

He had till 1100. Three whole hours. That was a little time up his sleeve. And there were sick people in the infirmary, after all. It was his duty, wasn’t it, to go cheer them up?

And if it wasn’t before it’s going to be now.

“Hey, here’s trouble,” said Janet Fraiser as he sauntered through the infirmary doors. “Something I can do for you, sir?”

Hands shoved in his pockets he waggled his eyebrows at her. “Ask not what you can do for your colonel, ask what your colonel can do for you.”

“Ah.” She clipped the pen she’d been using onto the clipboard in her other hand, put that on top of the medical gizmo she was playing with and tipped her head a little to one side. He knew that look. It said: Don’t try playing me, buster. I know all your moves.

She didn’t. But she did know most of them… a fact that sometimes he relied on, sometimes he resented… and all the time knew he couldn’t escape.

“Just dropped in to say hi to your patients,” he said. “If that’s all right with you.”

She grinned. “Boy, those reports have really got you cornered, haven’t they?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied loftily. “You must have me mixed up with some other dilatory colonel.”

Still grinning, she waved a hand in the direction of the base wards. “Visit away, sir. With luck you’ll scare a few of them back onto their feet.”

She did that a lot. Called him sir. When they both knew she had the drop on him, day and night. She followed his orders when it suited her medical agenda to do so and blithely countermanded him whenever that suited her better. She was a pint-sized autocrat, a dictator in four-inch heels. She was the best damned doctor the base would ever have and she could countermand him every day of the week and twice on Sundays.

The trick was not letting her work that out.

With a last smirk he headed for the sick people, only to be stopped by her gentle voice. “Colonel… I’ll be in my office when you’re done, if you want to talk.”

Damn the woman. She always knew when he had a bug up his butt, she had some kind of radar, and it never failed. But he had no intention of talking to her about this one, about Cromwell or David Dixon or sleeping dogs stirring out of their dreams. So why in hell did he give her the chance to see something was bugging him?

Damned if he knew. And double-damned if he was going to let her ferret out the truth. And anyway, there was nothing to ferret out. David Dixon used to work with Frank Cromwell. Big deal. So what? A lot of people used to work with Frank Cromwell. He’d been in the military a whole lot of years.

What do you want? You want me to forgive you? Is that it?

Yeah. I guess I do.

He threw Fraiser a smile over his shoulder. “Thanks, Doc. I’m fine.”

 

Ariel Lee was pretty depressed, which was hardly surprising. He sat with her for a while remembering Jake Andrews, who’d been her friend since basic training.

“I was going to be a bridesmaid at his wedding,” she said, her eyes bright in the base’s harsh fluorescent lighting. “Me in baby-pink satin, there’s a laugh.” Her fingers twisted in the sheets. “I haven’t seen Mandy, yet. She was hysterical on the phone. I don’t know what to tell her when I do see her. God, Colonel. What do I tell her?”

“You tell her the truth,” he said softly. “That Jake was a hero. That he loved her. That a lot of people are sorry he’s dead.”

A tear slipped onto her cheek. “He hated lying to her. It really tore him up inside. He was even thinking of…” She sniffed. “You know.”

Oh, yeah. He knew. He remembered what it felt like, telling lies to his family. Keeping terrible secrets. Shutting them out of his life. Bad enough when the secrets were just about Earth. He could only imagine how hard it was for the Jakes of the base, who had to hide truths the size of galaxies.

Marriage and the Stargate: not a match made in heaven.

After Lee he visited with the other people stuck in the windowless concrete limbo that was the SGC infirmary: Mike Powell, Ed Mason, Sharon Roskovitch, Mick Coburn, Felicity Samson. They were all ridiculously pleased to see him, eager to know what was happening out there while they were stuck in here. He told them what he could, played the optimistic cheerleader, threatened them with dire repercussions if they didn’t get off their butts and back to work.

They made fun of his trick knee, and he let them.

“Thanks for stopping in,” said Janet, waylaying him as he took his leave of the infirmary. “It means a lot to them, that you take the time.”

She was always professional, always immaculate, even in the midst of a crisis. But he knew her well, now, as well as she knew him… and beneath the consummate professional was a sensitive woman in pain.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

“I’ll tell the truth if you will,” she countered. “Has something happened?”

She was such a hard-ass. “I’m fine,” he said again.

The glint in her eyes said she heard the lie, but she didn’t challenge it. “Okay. Well, I’ve got work to do. I’ll catch you later.”

That was another thing about Janet Fraiser; she almost always knew when to push and when to back off. “You didn’t answer my question,” he said, pushing a little himself for a change.

“I’m sad,” she said, after a moment. “And I’m angry. And I know we did our best. And I know our best isn’t always good enough. Sometimes you lose. And I hate that.” She sighed. “I’m fine.”

He let her see his doubt. “Yeah?”

“I’m as fine as you are,” she said sharply.

Ouch. “Then we’re both hunky dory,” he replied, and kept on walking.

Break your ankle, Dixon. Crash your car. Get heatstroke. Anything. Just… don’t come.



Chapter Three
 

“So, Dixon,” said General Scott McCreary. “That’s the mission, in a nutshell.”

David Dixon, Colonel, Air Force Special Forces, Pentagon strike team leader, nodded slowly and hoped his face was suitably blank. “Yes, sir. I understand, sir.”

He was being seconded to the SGC? Handed over like a piece of spare equipment? Surrendered to the tender mercies of one Colonel Jack O’Neill? Still…

I’m going through the Stargate? Okay. Breathe, Dave. Breathe.

“It’s not mandatory,” McCreary added. “You can turn this one down if you want to.”

That made him blink. “Ah — I can?”

His boss nodded. “I know the military’s not a democracy, and if this was a normal, ordinary kind of mission I’d put your butt on a transport and not lose a moment’s sleep. But this is different. I’m not going to order you — or your men, for that matter — to turn intergalactic traveler.” He snorted. “You know, just saying that makes me feel ridiculous.”

Dixon swallowed a smile. He had a lot of time for Scott McCreary. “Yes, sir.”

“It doesn’t make you feel ridiculous, Dixon?” McCreary’s ice-gray eyes squinted. “You don’t feel like an idiot, thinking of yourself as an intergalactic traveler?”

“Well… the thing is, sir, I don’t think of myself like that. I doubt I’ll think of myself like that if I do take the assignment.”

“You’re turning it down?”

“I didn’t say that, sir.”

“George Hammond needs you, Dave,” said McCreary, spatulate fingers drumming his Pentagon desktop. “You and your team. His people have taken one hell of a beating the last few weeks. They’re still standing but they’re rocky. Hammond’s a good man. One of the best. I want us to help him out if we can.”

Dixon knew as well as McCreary did the kind of beating the SGC had been taking lately. They both read the classified mission reports. It was… odd… experiencing the disasters from a distance. He’d never met the dead and injured SG team personnel but still… After reading about them and their fantastic exploits for so long it felt like he knew them. He grieved for them as though he had. As he’d grieved for Frank, lost to the voracious and unforgiving Stargate.

He nodded, cautiously. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

“Is it O’Neill?” McCreary asked abruptly. “Is the idea of working with him the problem?”

A simple question, with an answer so complicated he didn’t know where to begin. “No, sir. I have no problem with Colonel O’Neill.”

McCreary shifted in his chair to stare out of his office window at a bug-eyed helicopter whop-whop-whopping its way through the sky. Off to the White House, possibly. Or Arlington. Or Andrews. Somewhere. “O’Neill’s a maverick bastard but he’s a genius at what he does. And he didn’t get Frank killed, Dave. The investigation was clear on that.”

The investigation had been crystal clear. Frank Cromwell died in the line of duty, no ifs, ands or buts. He died a hero, saving the planet from a black hole. He died a victim of dumb bad luck. It could as easily have been O’Neill’s harness rope that was cut by the flying glass. It could’ve been Jack O’Neill who died. It nearly was. Frank’s death was random chance. It was one of those things.

“I know, sir,” he said. “O’Neill wasn’t responsible.”

McCreary sat back, his attention diverted from the normal world beyond the window. “But you still blame him.”

“No, sir, I do not.”

Unreasonable, passionately defended grudges are Jack O’Neill’s hobby, not mine.

“I understand it’s a big ask, Dave,” said McCreary. “If you wanted to be part of the Stargate program you’d have put your hand up for it long ago. God knows if you did they’d take you in a heartbeat. They’re crying out for people of your caliber.”

“Thank you, sir.”

McCreary considered him, curious. “Why haven’t you? Put your hand up, I mean.”

He shrugged. “I’ve never been that interested in outer space, sir.”

“But you took this assignment. Standby strike team to defend Cheyenne Mountain from — God help us — alien incursion.”

“Yes, sir. But that’s different.”

“I guess it is,” said McCreary. “Is it your wife? Is that why you’re hesitating now? I mean, I know you’ve only been married six months. The bloom’s not off the rose yet. I get that.”

Scott McCreary had been married five times; he could be forgiven a certain level of cynicism, a teaspoon of tactlessness. Dixon nodded. “Not yet, sir. No. There’s still a bit of the old bloom left.”

“So that’s the problem? That’s what’s holding you back?”

It was part of the problem. It wasn’t all of it. But it was easier to say ‘yes’ than try to explain to his bluff, uncomplicated general what, exactly, had him thinking twice about this mission.

Maybe I do blame O’Neill for Frank. Maybe I’m better at holding a grudge than I realized.

He nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m afraid so.”

McCreary wasn’t pleased but he wasn’t a tyrant, either. “I understand your caution, Dave. I do. Take tonight to think about it. Give me your answer first thing in the morning. If it’s yes, you’ll hop a transport to Peterson then get taken to Cheyenne Mountain. If it’s no…” He shook his head. “I’ll be honest. I hope it’s not.”

So, no pressure. “And my men, sir?”

“I’ll be talking to them in due course. But I don’t want you and your team discussing this among yourselves, Colonel. Consider our conversation privileged. If any of you come on board I want it to be for the right reasons.”

In other words, team loyalty could be taken too far. It was a fair point. Cold feet, regrets and second-guessing could get people killed.

“Yes, sir.” Dixon shifted in his chair. “You really want me to do this, sir. Don’t you.”

McCreary looked uncomfortable. “Yes.”

“Can I ask why? I mean, I get the feeling it’s not just because General Hammond’s a good man.”

Again, McCreary’s gaze shifted to the window. “You’re right. It’s not.” He sighed. “Dave, this fine country of ours has been cursed with politicians who’ll do the wrong thing, knowing it’s the wrong thing, just to damage an opponent. Or to further their personal agendas. Or both. Now you and I will die for the bastards if we have to because that’s the game we signed on for. But there’s no fine print in the contract saying we can’t stick a spoke in their slimy, self-centered, self-serving wheels when the chance is offered.”

“And this is a chance, sir?”

“It’s a very big chance. Earth needs the SGC, Dave. And right now the SGC needs you.” McCreary shook his head. “I know. I sound like a military recruiting poster. But it’s true.”

Dixon sat in silence, considering. If he closed his eyes he’d see his wife’s face. Lainie. The love of his life, the prize he’d never thought to win. If he stepped through the Stargate he might never step back again. He could die out there, in space, on an alien rock a million light years from home.

Somehow that’s different from dying on Earth. Dying is dying, but still… it’s not the same. Right now I don’t tell her things, but that’s not the same as lying. If I do this I’ll be lying every day. And I could die out there, at the ass-end of the universe, and they might have to leave me behind. Lainie would bury an empty coffin.

The thought was horrifying. To put her through that… how could any man who loved his wife put her through that?

But I put her through the chance of my death every day as it is. I could be deployed to the Middle East or some other disaster zone tomorrow and get killed the day after. She knows that. She knew what she was getting into when she said ‘I do’. If I start cherry-picking assignments now, where will it stop? I owe McCreary. And I owe Frank. When he found out Jack O’Neill was in trouble he broke landspeed records to get to him. He threw his life down that black hole because Jack O’Neill was prepared to throw his own life down there first.

Frank thought he owed Jack O’Neill… and I know I owe Frank.

“Sir,” he said. “I’ll go.”

 

George Hammond replaced his telephone receiver and spent a moment staring at the pile of completed mission reports O’Neill had delivered to him at 1058. Now it was 1127 and possibly, hopefully, life had just taken a turn for the better.

Or at least the not so bad.

So it’s yes for Dixon. Maybe for his whole team if we’re lucky. We’ve plugged our thumb in the dyke, at least for a while. Provided I don’t lose anyone else. Please God, don’t let me lose anyone else…

Even as he throttled the fear, the base alarm sounded and Harriman’s calm voice boomed through the speakers.

“Unscheduled incoming wormhole. Unscheduled incoming wormhole.”

Jack beat him to the control room. He nearly always did. Almost as though he had some kind of sixth sense that alerted him to the gate’s activation a split second before it chevronned to life.

“It’s all right, General,” said Harriman, glancing round. “We’ve got SG-1’s code.”

He nodded. “Open the door then, Sergeant.” Not that Harriman needed telling, of course. It was just their little ritual, the comfortable commonplace that was their touchstone in a strange and often outrageously unpredictable world.

Harriman flashed him a smile and hit the iris control.

Jack, standing silently, couldn’t quite mask his tension. He wasn’t the only one. Until SG-1 emerged unscathed through the wormhole there was still the chance — the gut-twisting chance — that here was another mission ended in gloom and doom.

They came through the wormhole unscathed, arguing… and soaking wet.

“Daniel, I don’t want to hear it!” Sam Carter, unusually short-tempered. Almost, dare he suggest it, channelling Jack O’Neill.

“Oh, stop trying to be Jack!” Doctor Jackson, of the same opinion. “It was one ravine. I’m telling you, Sam, that rock formation wasn’t natural. Someone carved it and — ”

“And if you’d bothered to look up, Daniel, you’d have seen that weather system sitting on top of the valley!” Sam retorted, squelching ahead of him down the gate ramp, barely hampered by the bulky sample-cases she was carrying. “Do the words ‘flash flood’ mean anything to you?”

“Flash flood,” said Doctor Jackson, scornful. “It’d barely started raining. I had plenty of time.”

With an amused glance at Jack, who was rolling his eyes, Hammond leant into the microphone. “Welcome home, SG-1.”

Sam almost hid a wince. “Oh. General,” she said, nodding. “Er — thank you.”

“General Hammond, we have to go back!” called out Doctor Jackson. “It’s really important. Tell him, Teal’c! You saw what I saw.”

Teal’c, at the foot of the ramp, looked bored beyond description. Raindrops glistened on his scalp. “No.”

The good doctor stared as though he’d been stabbed in the back. “What? Oh, come on!”

“Welcome to my world, sir,” Jack muttered under his breath.

“Let’s make it a short stay,” he suggested, then said to the team, “Dry yourselves off then come up to the briefing room, SG-1. Your post-mission physical can wait.”

“Sir?” said Jack, as SG-1 dripped their way out of the gate room. “Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? No. We’ve just got a few things to discuss.”

Jack stared at him for a moment, then comprehension lit his eyes. Behind it was a great deal of wariness. “Dixon’s a go?”

He nodded. “He’ll be here Thursday, by 1030. Possibly the rest of his team by 1300 Friday. Which means you and I need to look at the mission roster today, because Fraiser wants you on stand-down tomorrow.”

For a long moment Jack said nothing, just stared at the floor, hands shoved deep in his pockets, seemingly oblivious to everyone and everything. Then he looked up, his face and his eyes utterly unreadable.

“Yes, sir.”

The fact he didn’t argue about the day off was telling. Unnerving, even, given the colonel’s impatience for anything that smacked of mollycoddling. Hammond felt the smallest frisson of nerves.

He’ll never admit it, but Cromwell’s a pandora’s box. I just hope I’m doing the right thing.

When the rest of SG-1 joined them in the briefing room he broke the news. As usual it was as good as impossible to gauge what Teal’c was thinking. Doctor Jackson stared at the table, leaning on his folded arms, eyebrows low in a frown. Sam flicked a single glance at Jack then pokered up just like he remembered Jacob doing in the past. She was her father’s daughter, all right.

“Well, sir, whatever assistance you need in reworking our current mission slate from a scientific viewpoint, I’m available,” she said.

“I was counting on that, Major. It means you won’t get quite as much post-mission downtime as Doctor Fraiser might like, but…” He shrugged. “Needs must.”

“Of course, sir. And I’m fine. Even with the extra gravity quotient PX8-050 was hardly strenuous.”

“No?” said Jack, speaking for the first time. “You mean you’re not worn out from all that flower picking? Carter, I’m shocked.”

She gave him a look. “Not flowers, sir. Botanical specimens.”

Hammond cleared his throat, forestalling any lively discussion. “Is there anything I need to know about the mission before I read your reports?”

“Apart from the really really amazing rock carvings, sir?” muttered Doctor Jackson. “Which I wasn’t allowed to examine? No. Nothing.”

He swallowed a smile. “In that case, we’re done here. See Doctor Fraiser for your post-mission medical. Provided you’re cleared, Doctor Jackson, you and Teal’c are on stand-down until 0900 Thursday. Major Carter, once Doctor Fraiser’s given you the all-clear take a four-hour break then re-evaluate the current mission slate. We’ll discuss your recommendations at 1630, after which time you’ll be off the clock too.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Colonel?” he added, standing. “We’ll continue in my office.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jack, and shoved his chair back. “Welcome home, kids,” he added to his team. “Play nicely while I’m with the principal. No picking on Carter, Daniel, just because she burst your bubble. I mean, it’s not like you’re not used to having your bubble burst, right?”

“Colonel,” Hammond said again before war could break out. “Let’s go.”

 

“Hey. I thought you were supposed to be re-evaluating team assignments?” said Daniel’s cheerful voice from the lab doorway.

Sam held up a finger, keeping her eyes on the mass spectrometer readout. “ — seventy-two — seventy-three — seventy-four — damn.”

“Ah — not that maths was ever my strong suit,” said Daniel, “but I think seventy-five comes next.”

“No,” she sighed. “What comes next is Game Over, Back to the Drawing Board, Forget about Collecting a new Patent you Loser.” She shoved the readout away. “Oh, well. It was always going to be a long shot.”

Daniel came a little further into her lab. “What was?”

“That bizarre tree sap SG-12 found on G3D-221. Initial tests revealed some amazing adhesive properties but the mass spec and gas chromatograph test results show unacceptable levels of — ” She stopped. “Daniel, your eyes are glazing over.”

He grimaced. “Not on purpose. Why aren’t you — ”

“Because I’m still waiting for some UAV data. Why do you care? Why haven’t you gone home?”

“I’m going, I’m going.”

“Yeah, it looks like it. Daniel, did you want something?”

“Ah, no. Not really,” he said, picking up a page of readout and pretending it made sense. “Only, you know, to say sorry about the temper tantrum.”

The nasty little knot of tension in her gut unraveled itself. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how pissed she’d been at him. “It’s okay. You were disappointed, I get that. And we will go back. You were right, those rock carvings could be important. They’re just not important enough to drown for.”

He grinned, ruefully. “Yeah, well, maybe. Anyway, I really am sorry.” Then the grin faded. “So. What do you make of this strike team thing?”

Ah hah. The real reason for his visit was revealed. Not that the apology wasn’t sincere. Daniel was sincere the way the sun was hot. But his sensitive emotional weather-vane always pointed Due O’Neill… and not surprisingly, given Hammond’s announcement, she suspected it was now oscillating between ‘poor Jack’ and ‘run for the hills’.

“I think it’s a good idea. God knows we need the help.” She pulled a face. “You got the memo? About Jake’s memorial service?”

“Yeah. I’m starting to hate the sight of my good suit.”

She knew how he felt.

“Anyhow,” Daniel added, visibly derailing incipient grief. “The strike team. This Colonel Dixon, joining SG-1. You don’t think — ”

Oh boy. “Daniel, no. What’s the point? Dixon’s coming. The colonel’s going to react the way he’s going to react and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Daniel stared. “You’re not worried?”

Idiot. Of course she was. The black hole incident and its aftermath had left scars on all of them. The colonel’s silent reaction to losing Frank Cromwell had been… frightening. Almost out of character, for all she truly understood of his character. Daniel had said it was like stepping back in time to the awfulness of his first encounter with the Stargate — and a Jack O’Neill determined to erase unendurable pain with death. Okay, a lot of water had thundered under the bridge since then, but even so…

“I’m concerned,” she admitted. “But the colonel is far too professional to let his feelings interfere with base operations.”

“I know he’s never really dealt with what happened to Cromwell,” said Daniel flatly. “And I know having Cromwell’s former second in command here is going to stir up some muddy waters. What I don’t know is what to do about it.”

She leaned across her lab bench. “You do nothing, Daniel. We do nothing. It’s none of our business.”

Daniel kicked the bench, gently. “Yeah. I guess.”

“Stay out of it,” she said, nerves making her severe. “Please. For all our sakes, Daniel. Leave it alone.”

With a flickering secretive smile Daniel started tidying together her scattered sheets of readout. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Daniel…”

He held up his hands as though surrendering. She wished she could believe the gesture. “I said okay, Sam,” he protested. “And now I’m going home. Don’t work too late. Have a good day off tomorrow, and I’ll see you Thursday.”

“Yeah. Thursday,” she said, and watched him leave.

Dammit, Daniel. Don’t you do anything stupid…

 

Halfway through Fall the late afternoon sunshine contained a particular grandeur. All around, the leaves of the turned trees burned fiery in its golden glow. Colorado was a beautiful state full of wonders and miracles. Daniel slumped in his car, scowling at nature’s glory even as his fingers still clutched the wheel and his shoulders ached from sitting too long in one place. Maybe Sam was right. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. But on the other hand…

It’s never too late to do more harm than good.

He nearly jumped through the roof when his cell phone erupted into life. Fumbling, heart banging his ribs, he yanked the damn thing out of his pocket.

“Yeah? Hello. Yeah?”

“Hey, Daniel,” said Jack’s radiophonically distorted voice. “Watcha doin?”

Oh crap. He scrunched down in the driver’s seat, wincing as a kneecap collided with the dash. “Hey, Jack. Nothing much. You know, just… hanging out. What about you?”

“You’re not busy?” said Jack, ignoring the question. So typical.

Heart still booming Daniel risked another look at Jack’s house, which he could comfortably see despite being parked four doors back. “Ah — no. Not so much. A whole day’s stand-down. Time to relax.”

“Uh-huh,” said Jack. “Yeah. Only you’ve been sitting out there for nearly half an hour. I was thinking you might need to pee.”

Daniel dragged his free hand down his face. “Oh. Yeah. About that…”

One of Jack’s front curtains twitched aside and there was the man himself, phone pressed to his ear. He waved, smiling. It was how sharks smiled, sizing up lunch.

“Yeah. Okay,” he sighed, defeated. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

Jack’s front door was unlatched when he reached it. He pushed it open and went inside. Jack was in the sunken living room, sneaker-clad feet propped on the coffee table, perusing a newspaper like a titled man of leisure.

“Oh, look,” he said, not taking his eyes from the front page. “It’s Daniel Jackson, Secret Agent. Who just scored a big fat zero on his surveillance assignment. Tsk tsk.”

He folded his arms. “I wasn’t surveilling you.”

“No? You could’ve fooled me. You know, if you were any good at it.”

“Jack, I wasn’t spying on you! I was — I was — ”

Now Jack looked up. His eyes were glinting. “I’m all ears, Daniel. Do tell. You were what?”

Daniel dropped into the nearest armchair. “Working up the nerve to knock on the door.”

Jack blinked. “Why? Did you think it was going to bite?”

“No, but I thought you might.”

Another sharky smile. “Good thinking, 99.”

Okay. Yeah. So this was a bad idea… “Actually, I think I would like to pee. Do you mind?”

Jack looked back at the newspaper. “Mi casa es su casa.”

He returned from the bathroom to find that Jack had abandoned the newspaper and was standing by the French doors, staring into the garden, a cold beer in hand. He lifted it. “Did you want one?”

“No. No, I’m good.”

Jack sighed. “What you are, Daniel, is a pain in the butt. Don’t tell me, let me guess. You drew the short straw. Again.”

“No, actually. No straws this time. Just me.”

“Being you,” said Jack. “So. What do you want?”

He didn’t sound very friendly. Surprise, surprise. Sometimes it felt like simple friendliness wasn’t a big part of their friendship. At least not the kind of easy, uncomplicated camaraderie that other people enjoyed. Him and Sam. Him and Teal’c. Even Jack and Teal’c. They got along like bread and butter.

But me and Jack? We’re bread and barbed wire.

At least that’s what it felt like sometimes. Whenever they butted heads over their diametrically opposed life philosophies, or he was getting in Jack’s face for Jack’s own good. Like now, for example. So. Ask a blunt question, get a blunt answer.

“I’m worried you’re going to end up going medieval on David Dixon’s ass.”

Jack choked on a mouthful of beer, nearly spewing it into the air. “What?”

“You heard me,” he said, and sat down again. “Look. Can we talk about this? Like grownups?”

Jack kept his back resolutely turned. “Says the man who skulked in his car for half an hour, too afraid to knock on my door.”

“Yeah. Okay. That was dumb.”

“Ya think?”

“I was formulating an approach. Working out the best strategy to get the conversational ball rolling.”’

“There is no ball, Daniel. There is no rolling. There’s nothing to talk about.”

Daniel let his head fall back against the chair. “Yeah, Jack, there really is. I might not’ve been here for the actual black hole-sucking-the-earth-down-its-gullet extravaganza but I was around for the sequel. And having seen that movie once, I gotta tell you I’m not particularly interested in a rerun.”

Jack threw a scorching glance over his shoulder. “Daniel, you’re full of crap.”

“Am I?”

“Didn’t I just say so?”

“I don’t care what you said. It’s what you don’t say, Jack, that gets you into trouble.”

“Okay,” said Jack, and turned away from the French doors. “Did you, I don’t know, fall over in the driveway and give yourself concussion?”

“Not that I noticed. Jack, please don’t stand there and tell me the idea of Colonel Dixon joining SG-1, no matter how briefly, hasn’t rattled you. Please don’t tell me that one point five seconds after Hammond told you he was coming you didn’t flash back to the moment Frank Cromwell died. Don’t stand there and tell me that because I have known you too long and saved your ass one time too many to put up with that kind of insult.”

Slowly, so slowly, Jack lowered the beer bottle from his mouth. “Daniel…”

He leaned forward, relentless. “I’m not asking you to spill your guts, Jack. I’m not that stupid. I just want you to face up to what you’re feeling. In the privacy of your own head, admit that Dixon’s secondment to the team is going to stir up some really bad memories. Admit it and deal with it. Because we both know what happened the last time you went trekking in the Land of Despair.”

The crucible of Abydos. A Jack hell-bent on self-destruction. Pain like a supernova, scorching everyone in his orbit and obliterating his world. Okay, Cromwell wasn’t Charlie… but he’d been the next worst thing.

A muscle leapt along the side of Jack’s jaw. “That was a long time ago, Daniel.”

“And this year the leopard’s looking good in stripes,” he retorted. “Jack, how you deal with things is your business. I’m not telling you how to live your life.” He stopped and thought about that. “Yeah. Okay. I am. But — ” He raised a finger. “Only because what you do these days affects me and people I care about, oh, and the universe at large, and I’m not interested in getting caught in the crossfire between you and Dixon. And because, God knows why, I care what happens to you.”

Jack took another slug of beer. “There is no crossfire, Daniel.”

“Give it time.”

“You sound damned sure.”

“Ah — how long have I known you?”

“Right now I’m thinking too long,” said Jack. His smile was brittle. “Daniel, you’ve wasted your afternoon. I have no problem with David Dixon. In fact I’m grateful he’s coming, given how short-handed we are.”

He felt himself blink. “You’re grateful?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not worried he’s going to try and talk to you about Cromwell? About what happened last year? You’re not worried he might have… I don’t know… issues?”

With an impatient sigh Jack put down his half-emptied beer bottle on the nearest side table. “No, Daniel. David Dixon is a professional soldier. I am a professional soldier. Professional soldiers live in the present. We focus on life-and-death matters of immediate concern. We leave the navel-gazing and the hand wringing and the frolicking down Memory Lane to people like you.”

Well, it wasn’t surprising but still, it stung. “People like me?”

“Yeah. Academics.”

He said the word as though it were an obscenity. And to Jack it usually was, particularly at times — like this one — when irritation became anger. Swallowing resigned disappointment, Daniel stood.

“Okay. I had something to say and I’ve said it, so I’ll go. Unless there was anything you wanted to add?”

“Right now,” said Jack, “the only thing I feel like adding is my boot to your butt.”

He shook his head. “Yeah. This went well. I’m really glad I dropped by. Have a nice evening, Jack. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at the memorial.”

Was that a cheap shot? He couldn’t tell. He was too busy being pissed at Jack, who refused to recognize a helping hand when it was shoved in his face.

But then he did feel bad, because the combative light was gone from Jack’s eyes. Instead he looked tired and sad. “The memorial. Yeah.”

Daniel pulled a face. “Way too many.”

“Yeah. So Daniel, when I say I welcome help from any quarter believe I mean it. Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay.” He headed for the door, but stopped and looked back when Jack spoke again.

“I’m fine, Daniel. Honestly. But… thanks for asking.”

It was a huge concession. Not one Jack made lightly or often. It was his ability to admit fault in the midst of utter bastardry that kept their volatile friendship alive.

He nodded. “You’re welcome, Jack. I’ll see you tomorrow.”



Chapter Four
 

Jake Andrews had been a popular man. Gregarious, cheerful, the first to volunteer and the last to give up. The gate room was crowded for his memorial service. At least one representative from every available team and every SGC department stood strictly to attention in immaculate dress uniform, stoically determined not to break down. Some were more successful than others. The service was piped through the base for those who couldn’t physically attend.

Janet Fraiser, representing the medical staff, pristine in her dress blues, held her grief at bay as General Hammond spoke briefly, eloquently, on the making and receiving of great sacrifices. So many services of late, yet he always found something important to say. Ariel Lee, on crutches, delivered the eulogy and with Lieutenant Esposito sent a wreath through the shimmering, hungry wormhole.

A small distance away Janet could feel Jack’s muted angry sorrow, Sam’s struggle for composure. Close beside Sam stood Daniel. How must he be feeling, yet another funeral service so soon after burying Sha’re? Teal’c betrayed nothing, but she knew he felt Jake’s loss keenly.

We can’t keep doing this. We can’t keep saying goodbye. Either we’ll go numb… or we’ll fall apart. Either way it’s disaster.

To her surprise and cautious approval Colonel David Dixon attended the service, standing at the rear of the gathered group. Discreetly watching him, Janet wondered if he was having second thoughts about his temporary assignment to the base. It was impossible to say. Nothing but sorrow showed in his expression. A tall man, physically imposing, he had a nice face. Not handsome, not precisely, just… nice. Steadfast. Dependable. Something unexpectedly gentle in his eyes.

Interesting. Not what she’d expected from a man who’d chosen Special Forces as his life. She was sorry she’d missed out on conducting his preliminary physical. Bill Warner had taken care of it while she’d been on shift at the hospital.

Still. There’ll be time to talk with him sooner or later. And I will. I want to know what makes him tick. I want to know if he’s holding a grudge over Cromwell.

Not that she had any reason to think it. Probably she was just being over-protective. Suspicious. Possibly, maybe, insubordinate.

But even if I am, so what? It doesn’t count when it’s only in my head. And anyway, I’m the doctor. Jack’s one of my patients. Being protective comes with the territory.

The memorial service concluded. The wormhole was disengaged. Shaking herself free of sorrow, Janet got back to work.

 

“Colonel Dixon?”

Wrenched from the sour memories of Frank Cronwell’s memorial service, Dixon turned. “General. Yes, sir?”

Hammond had himself well in hand, but what that was costing him showed in his light blue eyes. What had McCreary said? Hammond’s a good man. One of the best. It was the impression he’d got reading all those mission reports full of unconscious heroism and ruthlessly restrained humanity. At the heart of each and every one, even O’Neill’s, was the need to satisfy General George Hammond; every officer, noncom and airman on this base, so eager not to let the man down. Of course it was possible he’d misread the reports. Few C.O.s could inspire that kind of loyalty.

Looking in Hammond’s weary face now, though, after hearing him speak, he realized he hadn’t misread anything. Now he’d seen the general in action it was clear the reports had told only half the tale.

He’s one hell of a leader. This base, this program, hell, this planet, is lucky to have him.

“If you have a moment, Colonel?” said Hammond, his Texas twang muted, his courtesy distinct. A real Southern gentleman… but nobody’s fool.

They’d not spoken since he’d arrived on the base. Hammond had been caught up with Pentagon business, and then there was the matter of settling into his quarters, the flap and crap of yet another full-scale physical — the most rigorously thorough he’d ever endured, which was saying something — and last of all getting ready for the memorial service. Acutely aware of O’Neill and his people filing out of the gate room, he focused his attention on his temporary commanding officer.

“Of course, General. All the moments you need.”

“Your quarters satisfactory?” said Hammond, leading the way to his office.

“Yes, sir.”

“Anyone given you the ten cent tour yet?”

“Of the base? No, sir.”

They’d reached the general’s sanctum. Waving a hand at the nearest empty chair, Hammond’s lips quirked in a brief smile. “I can fix that.”

Dixon sat. “Yes, sir.”

“It’s a bit of a maze but you soon get used to it. Just watch out for doors opening unexpectedly. You’d be surprised how often that happens.”

Doors? Okay… “Yes, sir.”

Hammond slid into his own chair, a large man dominating the available space. The desk he sat behind was neat and gleaming with polish. A shiny red phone sat to one side. Hotline straight to the President, just like in the movies.

I wonder if they’re on a first name basis? Rumor has it O’Neill and the President are. But then rumor has O’Neill doing a lot of things, doesn’t it?

“I appreciate you being here, Colonel,” said Hammond. “The whole base appreciates it. And I understand from General McCreary that three of your team have also agreed to help us out.”

Logan, Chagall and Aikeman. They’d be arriving sometime within the next twenty-four hours. Davies had declined. His mother was in hospital with complications from diabetes. Gangrene or something, and he was an only child. Sometimes life sucked.

“Yes, sir. They’re good men. You won’t be disappointed.”

Hammond nodded. “I’m sure that’s the case.” He sat back, his narrowed gaze intent. “You and your team are meeting us at a particularly difficult time, Colonel Dixon. We’ve lost too many good people — too many friends — of late. It’s very hard. The nature of this command, the work we do here, means my people form uniquely close bonds. Coming from Special Forces I imagine you can understand that.”

“Yes sir, I can.”

“You ready to step through the Stargate, Colonel?”

“Yes, sir. I’m looking forward to it.”

“I thought you might be,” said Hammond, smiling sharply. “After a while, reading the mission reports is like showing a starving man a menu and telling him, Gee there’s some fine food in the world, ain’t there? Comes a time when a starving man wants to sink his teeth in the steak for himself.”

And it wasn’t until Hammond said it that Dixon realized it was true.

Huh. All this time I’ve been friggin’ jealous…

“But for all its miracles the Stargate has its downside,” Hammond added. “As I’m sure you know. Colonel, I need to ask you a blunt question.”

He knew what was coming before Hammond said another word. “Ask away, General.”

“Given the circumstances of Colonel Cromwell’s death last year, is it going to be a problem if I assign you to SG-1?”

A problem? Hell no. He had his fingers crossed for exactly that. But he had no intention of saying so to Hammond. Instead he shook his head. “Sir, as far as I’m concerned there were no ‘circumstances’.”

Hammond’s narrowed gaze was piercing. “Cards on the table, Colonel. I’m aware you and Cromwell were good friends. I’m also aware he and O’Neill were not. At least not at the time of his death. I take it you know that?”

He nodded, his expression severely blank. “Yes, sir.”

“So I’ll ask you again, Colonel Dixon: is this going to be a problem?”

He shook his head. “Due respect, General Hammond, the relationship between Colonels Cromwell and O’Neill is in the past. Furthermore it’s none of my business. I’m just here to do a job. You can trust me to do it.”

Hammond’s expression didn’t change but a shadow of tension in his eyes faded, slowly. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I’m sure I can.” His gaze shifted, then, focusing on something beyond the glass window in his office wall. His pale eyes narrowed again, briefly, and his hand came up in a beckoning gesture.

The general’s other office door opened, and Jack O’Neill walked in from the briefing room.

“You hovering out there for a reason, Colonel?” said Hammond, genially enough… but with the faintest hint of a bite.

“Hovering?” said O’Neill, sounding faintly shocked. “Was I hovering, sir? I had no idea.”

So. O’Neill was going to play the clown, was he? Dixon considered him, changed out of his dress blues into rumpled, well-worn fatigues.

Frank had always said, If you’re not careful he’ll have you thinking he’s auditioning to play Ronald McDonald. But the goofier he is, the closer he’s studying you.

Hammond just shook his head. “Since you’re unlikely to be of any help to Major Carter, Colonel, perhaps you’d care to show Colonel Dixon around his home away from home.”

An explosive silence. Dixon, chagrined, saw the echo of his own feelings reflected in O’Neill’s suddenly opaque eyes. He turned to Hammond.

“There’s no need, sir. I’m sure Colonel O’Neill — ”

“Would be happy to oblige,” said O’Neill, just as suddenly expansive. “Come on, Dixon. You haven’t lived until you’ve heard my tour guide spiel. In fact I’m thinking of taking it up as a second career.”

Crap. He’d been hoping for a little more time to observe O’Neill from a distance before engaging with him one-on-one. Neatly corralled, Dixon stood. Nodded at Hammond.

“Thank you, General.”

Hammond offered him a genial smile. “Enjoy the tour, Colonel Dixon. Though I will add this — if you’ve any questions pertaining to the Stargate and its physics I recommend you ask Major Carter for enlightenment. She knows pretty much everything there is to know about it.”

“Whereas what I know,” said O’Neill, “beyond the fact it’s a honking big metal circle that chews up a ton of power and spits you out on the other side of the galaxy, isn’t worth writing on the back of a used stamp. Eh, General?”

Hammond just waved a hand. “Colonels, you’re dismissed.”

 

“And here,” said Jack O’Neill, “is the most important room in the base.”

Dixon nodded, looking around the concrete-walled commissary. The functional tables were covered in Air Force blue tablecloths. There were a few cheerful posters of dolphins on display. A handful of SGC personnel paid attention to their meals, breakfast or lunch or even dinner, depending on what kind of roster they were following and what time it was they’d recently left behind them out there. He sucked in a deep, scented breath. “Pot roast, mashed potatoes and gravy. Smells good.”

“If you say so,” said O’Neill, indifferent. “Personally I can recommend the cherry pie. Also the pumpkin. The pecan’s not bad either. I still say the lemon meringue could do with a bit of work but so far they’re not listening. I’m thinking of staging a protest. Are you in?”

Dixon looked at him. O’Neill hadn’t been kidding about the tour guide spiel. Jovial, expansive, and underneath that… what? If Frank had told him once he’d told him a hundred times, as they discussed the mission reports fed through from the SGC: The thing is, with Jack: there’s what you see and there’s what you get and the biggest mistake you’ll ever make in your life is thinking those things are one and the same.

He smiled. “Sorry, Jack. I’ve never been a fan of lemon meringue.”

“Really, Dave?” said O’Neill, his eyebrows lifting. “Well, I guess nobody’s perfect. Okay. So now you’ve seen the boring crap and the beating heart of the base let’s go check out my other favorite place, the armory.”

The trick was to play along until he had his bearings. Until the time was right to talk of Frank Cromwell. “Sure,” he said. “Whatever you say.”

“Cool!” said O’Neill, with spurious enthusiasm. “Let’s go.”

Hammond had called it, all right. The SGC was a rabbit warren, all narrow corridors, abrupt ninety-degree turns, unexpected doors and functional laboratories crammed full of equipment and scientists. It never ceased to amaze him, the sheer number of people required to support the Stargate program.

I don’t want to think about how much this place costs.

They reached the armory eventually, where he was greeted by an impressive array of weaponry and a few bits and pieces he’d never met before.

“Staff weapons,” said O’Neill, pointing, “and zat’ni’katels. Zats. I guess you’ve read about them.”

Dixon looked at the stockpile. “Once or twice. Doesn’t look like you’ll be running out of inventory any time soon.”

O’Neill smiled, briefly. “We tend to pick ’em up off-world where and when we can. The staff weapon’s whacky glowy green power supply’s got some interesting applications and then, of course, there’s Teal’c. He keeps losing his. So careless. As for the zats, well, they’re handy in a tight spot. Grab one of each and we’ll take ’em for a spin on the firing range. Never too soon to learn how to handle these babies.”

Dixon grabbed a staff weapon and a zat and followed his fellow colonel into the adjacent firing range, where somebody with a sense of humor had dressed the various target dummies as Jaffa in drag.

“So, first the zat,” said O’Neill. “Pressing this glyph here opens it for business — ” He demonstrated with a flick of his forefinger. The alien technology made a whirring sound and sprang open.

Dixon stared. “You know, now I look at the thing a bit closer it kind of reminds me of — ”

“Yeah,” said O’Neill. “We don’t talk about that. So. Once you’ve opened it, you hit the same button again and — ”

A surge of blue electrical-type energy burst from the zat and hit Dixon square in the chest. He crashed to the floor before he even realized he was falling. It was like being tasered, only twenty times worse. Scarlet pain danced through his body, his nervous system going up like a roman candle. Blue lights exploded in front of his eyes. His limbs spasmed, his teeth chattered, he could breathe… but only just.

Eventually the zat-induced seizure passed, leaving him limp and disoriented. He stared up at O’Neill, gasping.

The thing about Jack, Frank had also told him, is
he never does anything without a reason. Even when he’s being a bastard, when he’s completely outrageous, there’s always a reason. After a while you just start to trust that.

“Sucks, doesn’t it?” O’Neill said cheerfully. “Hurts like a bitch. But the thing is, if you have to you can work through it. And sometimes you have to. Believe it or not after the first few times you can even sort of get used to it.” He held out his arm. “Upsadaisy.”

Dixon grasped O’Neill’s arm and let himself be hauled to his feet. Random nerve-endings were still firing, still lighting him up with squibs of pain. “How many times have you taken a zat hit?”

O’Neill shrugged. “God knows. I’ve lost count. All that matters is not getting hit twice within fifteen minutes.”

“Yeah. Two strikes and you’re dead. I know. How’d you come up with the fifteen minute window?”

This time O’Neill’s brief smile was bleak. “We… experimented.”

“Ah.” Not quite sure what he thought about that, or what he was feeling aside from the lingering pain, he looked O’Neill up and down. “You know, you could’ve given me a heads-up.”

O’Neill rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Sure. ’Cause the Goa’uld do that a lot.”

Fair point. He bared his teeth in what might be interpreted as a smile. “Do I get to shoot my zat gun now?”

“Sure,” said O’Neill.

“Can I practice it on you?”

O’Neill snorted. “You can practice on your team when they get here. They need to know for real what they’re up against, Dixon, just like you. I mean, I hate to be the one to burst your bubble but this isn’t a Boy’s Own Adventure come to life.”

Man, oh man, the guy was a piece of work. Snide, condescending… How the hell did you put up with him, Frank?

O’Neill picked up his staff weapon and with arrogant ease kicked it into life. “So. Lesson two. This is what’s known as a Jaffa’s best friend…”

 

“Oh, my God, Daniel,” said Sam, looking up from the report she’d been checking. “You didn’t.”

Daniel had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. “Yeah. I did.”

“But what were you thinking? What did you imagine the colonel was going to say? ‘Why yes, Daniel, I am completely stressed out by the thought of Frank Cromwell’s former wingman joining the SGC for an extended secondment. Step a little closer so I can weep on your shoulder!’ I’m surprised he didn’t knock you on your butt!”

“Well…” Ruefully, Daniel rubbed his nose. “I think the thought crossed his mind.”

“I’ll bet it did! Twice!”

As Daniel pretended to be fascinated by a pencil she shook her head, torn between amusement and frustration.

I don’t know why I’m surprised. I don’t know why I bothered trying to warn him.

They were in her lab, where she was working and he was interrupting. The bench was piled high with MALP recordings, UAV telemetry and other paraphernalia connected to the preliminary survey of PX3-844, SG-7’s next scheduled mission destination. Of course the information was also downloaded into her computer, but she was just old-fashioned enough to like being able to shuffle the stats on paper. Neil Brompton, one of the SGC’s other pre-mission specialists, had already gone through the material once but Hammond preferred the security of things being checked twice.

It was late, almost 2200, but neither she nor Daniel wanted to go home to their empty apartments. Not that they’d admitted as much out loud… but the truth lay beneath their conversation, jagged as broken glass.

If we’re going to be sad about Jake, it’s better to be sad together than alone.

Daniel discarded the pencil. “So, have you thought any more about Dixon joining the team?”

She shuffled some papers. “No.”

“Oh, come on, Sam. What if he starts asking questions about how Colonel Cromwell died?”

So much for getting this telemetry double-checked.

“Why would he? He knows what happened.” Frank Cromwell died and it tore the colonel apart in his typically understated, uncommunicative, don’t-even-think about-raising-the-subject kind of way. She felt her pulse skip, remembering. “Daniel, it was over a year ago. It’s old news.”

Daniel was staring at her. “I can’t believe you don’t think this could be a problem.”

“And I can’t believe you’re determined to spin trouble out of thin air!”

Mutually aggravated, they swapped heated glares.

“Major Carter. Daniel Jackson. Is something the matter?”

Thank God. A distraction. Sam shifted her relieved gaze to Teal’c, entering the lab with his hands characteristically clasped behind his back. “Hey, Teal’c. No. Everything’s hunky dory.”

Daniel swung around, scowling. “Like hell it is. Teal’c, Sam’s refusing to admit we could have a problem with Colonel Dixon joining the team.”

“A problem?” Teal’c halted by the crowded lab bench and favored them both with a long and unnervingly inscrutable stare. At length his eyebrow lifted. “Why would there be a problem, Daniel Jackson? Colonel Dixon’s arrival, and that of his men, will be of great help to the SGC.”

Sam slapped her hand to the bench top. “Thank you, Teal’c. It’s nice to know you haven’t lost your perspective.”

“I haven’t lost perspective!” Daniel protested. “I’m the only one who’s kept perspective. God. Don’t you two get it? Dixon and Cromwell were close friends. Jack was with Cromwell when he died. Dixon is going to want to hear about it first-hand.”

“Why, Daniel?” she demanded. “Why would he want to go stirring up bad memories? Unless Dixon’s some kind of masochist, I’m betting he won’t say a word.” She looked at Teal’c. “Don’t you agree, Teal’c?”

“It seems the more plausible scenario,” said Teal’c.

“No, okay,” said Daniel, hands raised. “Maybe he won’t. Maybe for him reading the reports is enough. But what if it’s not? What if this Dave Dixon is the kind of guy who can’t get closure unless he talks about it?”

She blew out an exasperated breath. “Your kind of guy, you mean?”

Scowling, Daniel shoved his glasses back up his nose. “Yeah. Okay. Cheap shot, but I’ll wear it. My kind of guy. Sam, what if this Colonel Dixon starts pushing Jack to talk about Frank Cromwell’s death. You don’t think Jack’s going to go up like C4?”

She could say no, but that’d be a lie. And Daniel would know she was lying, and that would be bad. She sighed, and dragged her fingers through her hair. “Yes. I think that’s probably what he’d do.”

“Exactly,” said Daniel. “And you know why? Because Jack’s as haunted by Cromwell as he is by Charlie.”

“Whoah, Daniel,” she said, and picked up a pen to hide her sudden agitation. “That’s going a bit far.”

“Is it?” said Daniel. His eyes were bright and intent. “I don’t think so. Because it’s not just Cromwell, is it? It’s Iraq, and what happened to him there. It’s — ”

“Adjo,” said Teal’c.

She looked at him. “What?”

Teal’c was looking at her computer, which she’d linked into the cartouche database. The monitor showed the six glyphs representing PX3-844. “This Stargate address. It leads to a planet known to the system lords as Adjo.”

“Really? The computer’s designated it PX — ”

Teal’c’s stare was flint-hard, his mouth tight with anger. “From where was this gate address obtained?”

She checked. “It’s one of the addresses Colonel O’Neill downloaded from the Ancient repository.”

“I see. And has this planet been added to the mission roster?”

“It’s about to be, yes,” she said, surprised by his tone. “For SG-7. It was supposed to be SG-9 but they’re still — ”

“Why was I not given the opportunity to review this destination before a team was assigned to its exploration?” he demanded. “It is understood that I review all off-world destinations before a team embarks.”

Okay, this was really weird. Teal’c was the closest to agitated she’d ever seen since they’d met. “Ah… I don’t know. You’d have to ask General Hammond. But I was going to make sure you’d seen the telemetry before — ”

“I must see General Hammond at once,” said Teal’c.

“He’s gone home,” said Daniel, just as baffled. “A couple of hours ago, I saw him leav—“

Teal’c’s expression was implacable. “Then he must return to the base at once.”

“I’m sorry,” said Daniel, as they watched the Jaffa stride from the lab with the kind of urgency he usually saved for attacking Goa’uld and an unseen episode of Star Trek. “What am I missing?”

“Don’t know,” she said faintly. “But we should call the colonel.”

“I’ll do that,” said Daniel, reaching for the phone. “You get your telemetry together. Looks like we’ve got an unscheduled briefing to prepare for.”

 

“Adjo,” said Teal’c, “is a planet with a terrible past. Its name means ‘treasure trove’ but its greatest bounty is death.”

“Hey, getting a bit melodramatic there aren’t you, Teal’c?” said O’Neill, seated beside him, as General Hammond and the rest of SG-1 stared at Apophis’s former First Prime.

“No,” said Teal’c. “It is impossible to overstate the dangers associated with this planet.”

Dixon smothered a yawn. According to his body clock it was just gone 0100 and he was in crying need of some sleep. Instead, Teal’c had dragged them all here for this dog and pony show. Eyes gritty, he let his gaze slide from face to face around the briefing table.

Hammond, hands folded neatly before him on the table, looked noncommital. O’Neill’s expression mixed curiosity with skepticism. Carter and Jackson seemed… perturbed.

I think I’m perturbed too. Even I know that when the big guy says ‘run’ the correct response is ‘how fast’?

“Please elaborate, Teal’c,” said Hammond, his tone still conversational, still resonating with Southern courtesy. It’d be interesting to see him slough off that veneer. Lieutenants didn’t grow into two-star generals if they lacked the ability and willingness to bite. “According to Doctor Brompton and Major Carter, the preliminary survey is benign. The MALP’s air samples tested negative for pathogens and radioactivity and the UAV picked up no sign of Goa’uld or human activity round the gate. In fact, the place looked deserted.”

Teal’c considered him, almost impatient. “When Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter came through the Antarctic Stargate they believed they were stranded on an ice planet. Sweeping assumptions are often proven to be wrong.”

Dixon watched Hammond’s lips tighten. “Point taken,” the general conceded. “Continue.”

Teal’c nodded as though he was granting Hammond an audience. “Long ago, Adjo was situated in a disputed area of Goa’uld-controlled space. Many battles were fought over its possession due to its abundance of naquadah, gold, silver, precious and semi-precious jewels and other valuable elements. It is whispered among the Jaffa even today that tens of thousands of warriors lost their lives in the — ”

“Sorry — wait a moment,” said Jackson, holding up a hand. “When you say ‘long ago’, how long exactly are we talking about? Which system lords were fighting for control of Adjo?”

“Ra and Setesh. Both claimed Adjo lay within their domains.”

“Ra and Setesh?” echoed O’Neill. He sounded disbelieving. “The very same Seth we took out of the picture last year?”

Teal’c nodded. “That is correct, O’Neill.”

“So in other words we’re taking ancient ancient Goa’uld history, right? I mean, Seth hid himself here on Earth for — what was it, three thousand years, give or take? — and Ra bugged out when Tutankhamen was in diapers. Don’t you — ”

“Actually,” said Jackson, “Ra left — ”

“What I’m saying,” said O’Neill, flattening the archeologist with a look, “is that time has marched on, Teal’c. It’s marched down the road, over the bridge and waaaaaay over the horizon. How can you be so damned sure this Adjo’s a death trap?”

“The MALP’s video didn’t show any sign of one those — those warning post things,” added Carter. “Wouldn’t there be one if Adjo is so dangerous?”

“The korosh’nai device is a relatively recent invention,” said Teal’c. “The dispute over Adjo happened long, long ago.”

“Yes. In fact I think it’d be fair to say it’s passed into Jaffa legend,” said Jackson. “And while you all know how I feel about the importance of legends, maybe this time we shouldn’t be too hasty in equating legend with scientific certainty.” When everyone stared at him open-mouthed, even Hammond, he added, “What? I’m not capable of acknowledging my biases and adjusting my position accordingly?”

“Perhaps you are correct, Daniel Jackson,” said Teal’c, breaking the stunned silence. “But it is certain that the planet Adjo is off-limits to all Goa’uld and Jaffa even today. Shortly before Setesh — Seth’s — disappearance he and Ra met in one final battle for control of the planet. I do not know the precise outcome of that conflict. No Jaffa knows. I suspect there are even Goa’uld system lords who do not know. But this much I do know: following that final encounter between Seth and Ra the planet Adjo was declared rek’ash’navai — what you would call anathema — and no Goa’uld or Jaffa has visited there since.”

“Yes, but why?” said Carter. “What happened in that final battle to make the place such an object of fear thousands of years later?”

“Maybe the Tok’ra know,” said O’Neill. “We should ask them.”

“We can try,” said Hammond, his tone reserved. “But I’m not keen on getting into that habit. Their opinion of the Tauri is low enough already without us giving them the impression we can’t step through the gate without their advice.”

“Dad doesn’t think that,” said Carter. Not disrespectful, not exactly. But Dixon caught a hint of hurt defensiveness. He saw O’Neill glance at her as though he’d heard it too.

“Jacob isn’t the Tok’ra,” replied Hammond flatly. “Teal’c, you mentioned Adjo was renowned for its mineral wealth. In your estimation would that still be the case? Seth and Ra fought over it, but in between fighting did they manage to get any mining done?”

“I cannot say for certain but I believe… some,” said Teal’c. “Enough for them to ascertain the quality of the resources and oversee the slaughter of countless Jaffa in their quest to retain control of the planet.”

“We already know the Goa’uld use human slaves for their mining operations,” said Jackson. “That means there must have been humans on Adjo. Teal’c, what happened to them when the smoke cleared after Seth and Ra’s final confrontation? Were they all killed? Were they taken off the planet? Were they left behind? What?”

“I do not know,” said Teal’c. “What I know, I have told you.”

“And what you’ve told us,” said Hammond heavily, “changes things considerably.”



Chapter Five
 

“Does that mean you’re scrubbing the mission, sir?” said O’Neill.

Hammond shook his head. “On the contrary. I’m reclassifying its status. PX3-844 is now a Class 1 exploratory target and I’m transferring its preliminary survey to your team, Colonel O’Neill.”

Dixon swallowed a smile. Cool. A real mission.

“Ah… should we be doing that, General?” said Jackson. “Teal’c doesn’t give this kind of warning on a whim.”

O’Neill snorted. “So much for adjusting your position.” He glanced at his watch. “That refreshing burst of commonsense lasted… oooh, a whole three minutes.”

Ignoring him, Jackson leaned across the briefing table towards Hammond. “General, I’m not saying don’t go. I’m saying we’d be stupid not to at least look into Teal’c’s claims.”

Incredibly, Hammond didn’t take the archeologist’s head off for such a blatant challenge to his authority. Nor did anyone else on SG-1 seem surprised that Jackson would be so outspoken. This place really wasn’t an ordinary command.

“We will, Doctor Jackson,” Hammond said. Now there was the faintest edge to his voice. “But Adjo’s not a planet we can afford to ignore.”

“If it does turn out to be an all-you-can eat mineral buffet we’ll have a pretty nifty bargaining chip up our sleeve,” O’Neill murmured, with a sharp glance at the general.

“Yes,” said Hammond with a grim satisfaction. “But given what Teal’c’s told us, I want a second MALP sent through to Adjo for backup air samples and a more extensive inspection of the gate’s immediate surroundings. And you can deploy another UAV. Milk every last drop of telemetry from it that you can. Major, I take it you’re aware of Adjo’s day/night cycle?”

Carter nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Then adjust SG-1’s schedule accordingly. Launch that second UAV at first light, local time, and send through the backup MALP. Let me know as soon as you’ve got enough data for a comprehensive mission briefing. In the meantime I’ll alert the President we’ll need an extraordinary allocation of resources once this proves out.”

“And the Tok’ra?” said Carter. “I understand your position, sir, but if I could get hold of my father — ”

“All right,” said Hammond. “Seeing as how he’s host to the oldest living Tok’ra symbiote, if anyone’s going to know more about what happened on Adjo it’s likely to be Jacob. But I want this handled discreetly, Major.”

“What if Jacob’s not available?” said O’Neill. “We can trust Marty, can’t we?”

Dixon frowned. Marty? Oh, yeah. Martouf. O’Neill and his stupid nicknames…

“To a point,” Hammond said eventually. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ll try for Jacob first.” He looked round the table. “Any questions? No?” He shifted his gaze. “Colonel Dixon? Your thoughts?”

“I think we should go, sir,” he said, shrugging. “All due respect to Teal’c.”

Hammond nodded. “Colonel O’Neill, I want you and Teal’c assessing all the current and incoming Adjo telemetry from a military standpoint. Doctor Jackson, I need your best estimate as to what we can expect from the local human population, assuming there is one. Colonel Dixon, your men are due on base at 0930 tomorrow. I’d appreciate it if you could take care of their orientation. Once they’re settled you can assist Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c with their tactical assessment of Adjo.”

“Yes, sir,” he said. He didn’t look at O’Neill.

“All right, people,” said Hammond, standing. “Consider yourselves back in priority rotation. We’ll meet here again at 1700 tomorrow for an update. Good night.”

The general departed on a chorus of ‘good night, sirs’, then Jackson looked at Teal’c. “You’re not happy.”

Teal’c’s face was smooth, like glass. “I am not, Daniel Jackson.”

“Look, I know you’re concerned,” Jackson said, after a quick glance at O’Neill and Carter, “but what you’re worried about happened a long time ago. It’s the stuff of legend, which we will study. And we won’t be taking any unnecessary chances. Just… keep an open mind.”

“Like I always do,” added O’Neill.

“Yes,” said Jackson slowly. “Just like Jack does.”

“The general won’t give us a go ahead if we find anything too hinky, Teal’c,” said Carter. “And I’ll make sure you see every last bit of telemetry. Okay?”

His face still expressionless, Teal’c nodded. “Very well.”

Carter turned. “Colonel Dixon, I’ll be prepping the UAV for launch in a few hours. If you’re still awake you should come to the gate room and watch. It’s really kind of cool. Colonel O’Neill never gets tired of it, do you, sir?”

“Don’t I?” said O’Neill, vaguely. “Can’t say I’ve thought about it one way or another.”

This time he didn’t try to smother the yawn. “Thanks, Major, but I might have to pass this time. I need to keep my strength up so I can shoot my guys with a zat gun when they get here tomorrow. Apparently that’s an essential part of SGC orientation.”

Carter, Jackson and Teal’c stared accusingly at O’Neill.

“Oh, God,” said Jackson. “Jack got you with a zat? Already? Damn. We should’ve warned you. He does that to new recruits. Don’t — you know — take it personally, Colonel.”

A frozen moment. The ghost of Frank Cromwell glided through the briefing room, touching them all with a dark, cold finger.

Dixon made himself smile to dispel the sudden chill. “I don’t.”

O’Neill looked at him, and he looked back. O’Neill’s eyes were unreadable, nothing showing but disinterested politeness. Frank’s ghost whispered, in passing… You only ever know what he wants you to know.

“And on that note,” he added, “I’ll bid you all goodnight — or good morning — and maybe see you in the commissary for breakfast.”

He left them at the briefing table and made his groggy way back to his quarters.

So that’s that, then. My first SGC briefing.

Interesting. Very interesting.

 

“Oh, wow,” said Daniel, early the following afternoon. “Wow wow wow. Sam! Quick, Sam, take a look at this!”

On the brink of her own ‘wow’ moment, riding the adrenaline surge that let her forget how tired she was, Sam hit the pause button on the second UAV’s video playback. “What?”

They were in one of the base’s spare storage rooms, having hastily converted it into Adjo Research Central. Three benches had been set up, one for her, one for Daniel and one for Teal’c and Colonel O’Neill, and they were working through the mountains of newly collected data and the re-test results on the first round of telemetry and air samples. But Teal’c had been called away for a quick consult with SG-11 about some newly discovered Goa’uld artifact, the colonel was holed up with Hammond finalizing SGC team changes and Dixon hadn’t finished showing his own team members round the base, which left her and Daniel holding the fort. He was checking the video footage the second MALP survey had sent back.

“Look!” he said. “See what the MALP caught on film just before it fell over?”

“The MALP fell over? Geez, Daniel — ”

“Oh, who cares?” said Daniel, flapping an impatient hand. “You can fix it. Come look at this!”

“Okay,” she said after a moment’s staring. “What is it?”

“I think… it’s a shrine,” said Daniel reverently. “We didn’t see it in the first MALP’s footage because it’s tucked away behind Adjo’s gate. Look. See?” He tapped his finger on the video monitor’s screen. “Flowers, and they’re pretty fresh.”

She leaned in. “Yeah. I see. And is that — Daniel, that looks like a nugget of unprocessed gold.”

He was grinning. “Yeah. And that — ” Another tap on the screen. “— looks to me like a lump of raw naquadah. Is it? Ah…” Grin vanishing, he looked briefly uncomfortable. “You’d know better than me.”

Yes she would, having spent too many cruel days in a naquadah mine not so long ago, chipping the damn stuff out of the walls. Not something they talked about much, one way and another. “Yeah,” she said, keeping her face and voice neutral. “That’s definitely a lump of raw naquadah. And I also think we’re looking at some unpolished diamonds, maybe raw trinium… God. This is incredible. And you think it’s a shrine? So, part of their religion?”

“Yes, probably, but clearly there’s been some evolutionary drift from the source belief structure,” said Daniel, sounding distracted, his mind clearly racing. “I need a closer look. There’s writing carved in the rock but I can’t make out the details. The point is, Sam, it proves there are people still on Adjo thousands of years after the Goa’uld abandoned it!”

Which was great for Daniel but wouldn’t mean much to the Pentagon types. But they were going to flip when they saw evidence of mineral bounty.

“Yeah,” she said slowly, turning to look at her own video monitor. “Yeah, we’ve got people all right. We’ve got people and we’ve got what I think is an abandoned mine…”

“Where?” said Daniel, shoving off his stool so fast it fell over. “Show me.”

In silence they examined the second UAV’s grainy, shaky, birds-eye footage, which showed a small but obviously thriving settlement complete with human inhabitants and a variety of cultivated crops, nestled in a wide, three-sided shallow valley with a river running through its floor and what looked like a mine entrance set halfway up one sloping valley side.

“Although,” she said, “it might just be a cave.”

“Pretty big cave,” said Daniel, and let out a short sharp breath. “You know… this could be big. Really big.”

Sam nodded. “You can say that again.” Then she frowned. “Damn, I wish this video quality was better. What happened to the close-ups I asked for? Who was flying the drone?” She checked the paperwork for a signature. Eckhart. She was new. Well, newish. Damn. I should’ve ignored Janet and stayed on base to do it myself.

“It’s okay,” said Daniel, patting her arm. “It’s good enough for what we need.”

“What time is it?” she said, glancing at the wall clock. “1620. God, no wonder I’m starving. We should grab some early dinner, Daniel. We’re briefing Hammond in forty minutes.”

Daniel’s eyes were alight with enthusiasm. “Yeah. Food. Maybe later.”

Yeah, later when he fell over into low blood sugar shock. She grabbed his wrist. “No. Now. You’re exhausted, you need to eat.”

Daniel stared. “Don’t talk to me about being exhausted. Have you looked in a mirror today?”

Sadly, she had. “I’ll make sure I get a solid eight hours sleep tonight. After I’ve eaten a solid meal. With you. Now come on.”

They found Colonel Dixon in the commissary, sitting alone and reading a file while methodically working his way through some kind of meat-and-salad arrangement. Feeling eyes on him he looked up, smiled, and waved them over.

“Sir,” she said, putting down her own plate of lasagna and blue Jell-o and sliding into a chair opposite. Daniel sat beside her, having selected the Club sandwich.

“Major. Doctor.” Dixon considered them for a moment. “You look all revved up. Find something interesting in the new MALP and UAV footage?”

“Ah… yes, sir. We did. I don’t want to pre-empt briefing General Hammond but I think it’s safe to say Adjo’s looking likely. And promising.”

“Very promising,” added Daniel.

Dixon nodded. “I get the feeling Teal’c’s still pretty antsy about the whole idea.”

“He’s… cautious,” she admitted. “But on balance I can’t see how we can afford to pass up this opportunity. The potential rewards probably outweigh any risks left over from a conflict waged tens of centuries ago. Certainly we’ll take every appropriate precaution. We’re not reckless.”

Another nod, as Dixon forked up more meat and salad. “Any word from your dad?”

“No, not yet. He’s unavailable. Could be on a mission, the Tok’ra keep him pretty busy.”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“No,” she said, and pulled a face. “They’re very big on ‘need to know’.”

Dixon shook his head. “Frustrating.” Then he smiled. “He’s a great guy, by the way. Your dad. I met him a couple of times when he was still — ” He waved the fork. “Regular Air Force. I was real sorry when I heard he got sick. Still, I guess everything worked out okay, didn’t it?”

She stared at him, perplexed. Profoundly unsettled by this genial, smiling, relaxed man who knew so much about her and her family while she knew absolutely nothing about him.

“I know,” said Dixon, unerringly reading her. “Kind of unfair, isn’t it? Knowledge should be a two-way street.”

“It’s… a little disconcerting, sir,” she admitted, carefully dissecting the lasagna with her fork.

“Yeah. I’ll bet,” said Dixon, his eyes warm with sympathetic amusement. “Look, if it helps we can swap war stories on Adjo while we’re toasting marshmallows over a cheery fire. I’ll even show you photos of my wife.”

Daniel looked up, not even trying to hide his surprise. “You’re married?”

“Six months.”

“And you volunteered for this?”

Dixon held Daniel’s gaze without effort. “Yeah. I owe Frank Cromwell.”

And there it was… the elephant in the room, called out loud by name. Sam exchanged glances with Daniel and cleared her throat. He owes him? Owes him what? “Sir, I’d like to say how very sorry I am about Colonel Cromwell. Colonel O’Neill tried his hardest to stop him falling into the black hole. He nearly didn’t make it himself because he — ”

“I read the reports, Major,” said Dixon mildly. “I know what happened. It wasn’t your fault, or O’Neill’s. It was… one of those things.”

One of those things that still woke her in the middle of the night, a year later. “I hardly knew Colonel Cromwell — there wasn’t time — but he seemed like a fine man.”

Dixon shoved his almost empty plate away. “Yeah. He was.”

Beneath the mild voice, an aching abyss of regret. “I’m sorry,” she said again, feeling her own regrets stir to a sharp empathy. “Really.”

“Thanks,” said Dixon and stood, folder in hand. “Well, that’s me done. Guess I’ll see you in the briefing.”

“Huh,” said Daniel, as they watched Dixon thread his way through the tables towards the commissary door. “You know, he’s kind of normal for Special Forces, don’t you think?”

Sam sighed. “We’ve had this conversation before, Daniel. Being crazy is not a pre-requisite for joining black ops.”

“No,” said Daniel, thoughtfully. “But I think it helps.”

She gave him a look. “Just shut up and eat, would you? We’ve only got twenty minutes.”

 

“Good work, Major, Doctor,” said General Hammond, once Sam and Daniel had finished their presentations. “Am I right in thinking there must be more of a human presence on Adjo than that one settlement?”

Praise from Hammond never failed to lift Sam’s spirits. Not even Teal’c’s dour, silent presence at the briefing table could dampen her pleasure. Repressing a smile as she took her seat again she said, “Yes, sir. There is.”

“The video footage showed well-used tracks leading towards the open end of the valley and several carts coming and going,” explained Daniel. “Clearly there’s thriving social interaction between the people we observed and at least one other human settlement.”

“But why didn’t we see any of them?” said Colonel Dixon. “The UAV’s range is what — fifty klicks, give or take? What’s the point of having villages spread so far apart?”

“Ah, well, there could be any number of reasons,” said Daniel. “Topographical features, social divisions. But I think the most obvious explanation is that the UAV reached the limits of its telemetry before it was able to film the whole area. Or we sent it flying directly away from the other village or villages.”

“Nah, I’m betting it’s got something to do with religion,” said Colonel O’Neill. “It always does, with you.”

Daniel stared. “The human populations we encounter often make religion the centerpiece of their societies. It’s part of the social control mechanism. I simply observe the phenomenon and try to make sense of it.”

The tiniest hint of a smile quirked the colonel’s lips. “Yes, Daniel.”

“I mean, sure, religion is one explanation,” said Daniel. “Or it could be an habituated response to an original stimulus.”

“Say that again,” the colonel invited. “Three times, really fast. I dare you.”

With an heroic effort Daniel refused to rise to the bait. “General, it could be that these humans widely scattered their population centers to minimize losses if the Goa’uld returned. This village’s distance from the Stargate would certainly explain that. And then, what started out as a survival mechanism evolved over time into a custom. A tradition. Probably they don’t even remember why they live like this. They just do it because they always have.”

The general nodded. “Something you can follow up when you get there, Doctor.”

“Really?” Colonel O’Neill looked surprised, and not altogether in a good way. “You want Daniel futzing around with that soft-soap touchy feely stuff, sir?”

“I do indeed,” said Hammond. “In fact establishing friendly relations with the humans on 844, learning all we can about them, will be Doctor Jackson’s top mission priority.”

Daniel was grinning, delighted. “Wow, General. That’s — I’m — wow. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Doctor. Thank the Pentagon,” said Hammond. “We want this mission to go off without a hitch. The last thing we need is a repeat of the problems we had on PXY-887.”

“You can say that again, sir,” said the colonel, with feeling. “One arrow through the arm is enough to be going on with, thank you very much.”

Sam winced, remembering. “Hear, hear,” she muttered, which earned her a look from the colonel.

“You did all right out of it. You got your first command.”

She smiled. “Thank you for reminding me, sir. I keep forgetting to send the Salish a card.”

“And once you’ve established a rapport with these people, Doctor Jackson,” Hammond continued, amused, “it’s my hope — and the President’s — that they’ll be able to guide you to all the abandoned mines in the area so we can make an accurate assessment of the resources available for acquisition.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said the colonel. “Is there a timeframe we’re supposed to be working within?”

“ASAP,” said Hammond.

The colonel rolled his eyes. “Surprise, surprise.”

Colonel Dixon said, “General, what’s the deal if these people, like the transplanted Salish on 887, don’t want us touching any of Adjo’s resources?”

“887 was a unique set of circumstances, Colonel,” said Hammond, easily. “I think it’s highly unlikely we’ll discover that these humans are also under the protection of technologically advanced aliens masquerading as Native American gods.”

“Unlikely but not impossible,” said Dixon. “At least, some kind of variation on the theme is possible. Isn’t it? In which case, sir — ”

“In which case SG-1 will negotiate terms, if any negotiation is necessary. In consultation with myself and the US government, naturally.”

“General, does that include offering them relocation?” said Daniel. “If they want it? And if they don’t, at the very least humanitarian assistance? If Teal’c’s right, these people have been on their own in most likely primitive conditions for a long time. It’s a given they’ll be educationally deprived. Probably medically deprived, too. If we’re going in there to take advantage of Adjo’s natural resources don’t we owe them — ”

“Are you saying you object to the nature of the mission, Doctor?” said Hammond. “Should we not be attempting to secure reliable supplies of trinium, naquadah — ”

“No, sir,” Daniel said quickly. “We need those things and I’m all for acquiring them. I’m just pointing out, respectfully, that this has to be a quid pro quo arrangement. Or, you know…”

“We’re no better than the Goa’uld,” said Hammond. “Yes. I do know that, Doctor. And I have no objections to you presenting a report on the humanitarian aspects of this mission. Obviously if they do want to relocate Earth’s out of the question, but there might be other alternatives available.”

Daniel’s face lit up again. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Colonel O’Neill shook his head. “Just don’t get carried away.”

Ignoring the looks exchanged between Daniel and the colonel, Hammond said, “Major Carter, how soon before you’ll be ready to sign off on the pre-mission telemetry?”

She checked her notes. “Ah… soon, sir. Within the next day, I think. There’s still some stuff Teal’c needs to — ”

“General Hammond,” said Teal’c. He so rarely interrupted that everyone stared at him. “I regret to inform you that I am unable to endorse the mission to Adjo.”

“What?” said Hammond blankly, into the silence.

“I know this is not what you wish to hear,” Teal’c continued, his face grave, his voice calm. “And for that I am truly sorry. But I believe it is a serious error to pursue a mission to this planet. I would be negligent not to state my objections for the record.”

Hammond sat back in his chair. “Teal’c, I — quite honestly, I don’t know what to say.”

Hands clasped before him on the table, Teal’c inclined his head solemnly. “I realize I am placing you in a difficult position, General. But to remain silent would be a betrayal.”

“Teal’c…” Hammond shook his head. “Please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not slighting the value of your experience or your instincts, but we need to be realistic. To the best of our knowledge this planet’s been untouched by the Go’auld since Ra and Seth abandoned it. Absolutely nothing in the UAV and MALP footage indicates a Goa’uld presence, and every sample collected has been cleared by the labs. There is simply no empirical evidence supporting the notion that Adjo is in any way dangerous.”

Sam glanced at Daniel, who was frowning at his folded hands. Glanced at the colonel, who stared at the ceiling. If he was uncomfortable ignoring Teal’c’s concerns he wasn’t showing it. She cleared her throat.

“No empirical evidence, that’s true, General,” she said. “But — ”

Now she had Colonel O’Neill’s attention. “What, you’re getting cold feet? Because of a fairy tale? Come on, Carter. You know better than that.”

“Major, I don’t dispute Adjo may have had problems in the past,” said the general, “but thirty
centuries have gone by. I think delaying this mission because of a hunch, even when it’s Teal’c’s, is carrying caution just a bridge too far. And I can tell you, unequivocally, the President is not going to accept that rationale.”

She knew that, of course. But saying nothing had felt disloyal. She had one last bullet in her gun… “Then sir, while not wishing in any way to contradict you, I’d like to put in one last call to my father. Obviously we can’t wait indefinitely for the Tok’ra to reply, but if we could make contact with Dad and he can supply us with reliable information perhaps Teal’c’s misgivings could be allayed.”

Hammond thought for a moment, then nodded. “All right. But before we start making any intergalactic phone calls — ” He shifted his cool blue gaze to Teal’c. “If, Teal’c, after all due consideration I give the order for SG-1 to proceed, does your noted objection mean you’ll refuse to accompany them?”

“No,” said Teal’c, after an agonizing moment of silence. “I am sworn to serve you and the SGC, General Hammond. I will never abandon SG-1 no matter how ill-judged I feel a mission might be.”

Ouch. A backhanded compliment and then some.

“So in other words,” said Colonel O’Neill, “you just want to get out ahead on the whole ‘I told you so’ routine.”

Sam felt, rather than heard, Colonel Dixon’s amusement. She shifted her gaze to find that he was looking at her. Despite her unease she felt her lips soften into what was almost a smile. One of his eyebrows lifted, a quizzical, ironical comment on the proceedings. Then he was paying attention again.

“O’Neill, I do not find your flippancy helpful,” Teal’c said. He almost never bit the colonel; everyone round the briefing table sat a little straighter, even General Hammond. “Surely you must know I do not say these things lightly.”

“Yes, Teal’c, of course I know that,” said the colonel. Not teasing now, not poking a sly jab, just deadly serious. “But you have to understand what’s at stake. You know what those vultures in Washington are like. What we’ve achieved already around here isn’t enough for them. It’ll never be enough. We have to keep justifying our existence every day of every week of every month of every year. If that wasn’t the case us saving the damned planet from Apophis and his mother ships would’ve earned us a lifetime pass to keep the lights on — but it didn’t. And that means even if there were Goa’uld hanging Christmas decorations off the Adjo gate I’d be saying ‘let’s go’ because it’s what we do. It’s how we keep the lights on.”

It came as a shock to hear the raw passion vibrating in the colonel’s voice. He so rarely permitted deep emotion to show.

“I understand that, O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “I have said what I must. I will say no more.”

“Then I suggest Major Carter tries one last time to get ahold of her father,” said General Hammond. “So we can move on. Major?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and pushed to her feet. He waved her through the door and she led him and her team out of the briefing room to the control room.

As a result of the successful mission to Ne’tu, the Tok’ra had granted the SGC more liberal access to their whereabouts and personnel. She dialed the gate to Vorash and opened a communications link through the wormhole, acutely aware of Hammond and the colonel practically breathing down her neck. Aware, too, of Teal’c’s silent, brooding disapproval — which in its own way was more disconcerting than the worst O’Neill sarcasm on record.

“This is Major Samantha Carter of the SGC,” she said, with her fingers metaphorically crossed. Be home, Dad, please be home. “Again. I need to speak with my father, Jacob. Is he available yet?”

A moment’s delay, as the signal traveled light years. Then: “Greetings, Major Carter. I am Rusalla of the Tok’ra. We have yet to meet in person but I know much of you and your Tauri companions from Jacob. Unfortunately, Jacob and Selmak are still unavailable. Perhaps another Tok’ra can be of assistance?”

She glanced at Hammond, who shook his head fractionally. She nodded. “Rusalla, it’s good to meet you. And thanks for the offer but this is kind of… personal. And time sensitive. Is there any way you can patch me through to my father as a matter of urgency?”

A longer delay, that didn’t have so much to do with lightyears. “Major Carter, that might be problematic. However I can register your contact with us and — ”

“Yeah, Rusalla, I’ve already left a couple of messages. It appears they’re not getting through. And it’s very important that I speak with my dad. If there’s any way you could pull a few strings — call in a favor or two — I’d really, really appreciate it.”

Another silence. Sam covered the mike with her hand and looked at Hammond. “Too idiomatic do you think, sir? Although Dad can get pretty colorful. Should I — ”

“Major Carter, I will relay your request to Jacob. If he and Selmak can answer you without compromising their current mission, they will. I’m afraid that is the best I can do.”



Chapter Six
 

Sam bit back what she really wanted to say and muttered dammit instead. Then she glanced at Hammond. The general nodded and mouthed, That’s acceptable. She nodded back and toggled the mike switch. “Rusalla, thank you very much. We’ll be standing by.”

“But for how long?” said Colonel O’Neill, hands shoved in his pockets, his expression disgruntled. “I mean, they say they’re going to get ahold of Jacob but for all we know they’re just yankin’ our chain.”

“You really think they’d do that?” said Colonel Dixon.

O’Neill looked at him. “I thought you said you’d read my mission reports.”

Dixon’s smile was faint, and brief. “Good point.”

“Jack’s right,” said Daniel. “We can’t wait indefinitely to hear from Jacob. If we are going to Adjo then we should just go.”

“Easy there, tiger,” said the colonel. “You’re letting all that shrine stuff go to your head.”

“No, I’m not,” said Daniel, offended.

“Oh yes you are,” said the colonel, with affectionate scorn. “But I’m telling you, Daniel, I don’t care if you’ve got gold-engraved orders from the Joint Chiefs of Staff, you are not getting yourself mixed up in another religious rite fiasco like you did on — on — ”

“K5T-997,” said Daniel, helpfully. “And it wasn’t a religious rite fiasco. It was a perfectly understandable misunderstanding which would’ve been resolved a lot faster if you hadn’t — ”

Under cover of argument, Dixon looked at the general. “This happen a lot, does it, sir?”

Hammond smiled. “I have some phone calls to make,” he said, ending the dispute between Daniel and Colonel O’Neill. “Major Carter, give it half an hour. If we haven’t heard from your father by then we’ll assume he can’t break radio silence and we’ll revisit the question of asking someone else in the Tok’ra if they can assist us with our enquiries.” His gaze slid to Teal’c and back again. “But I must warn you, the President’s not too keen on that Plan B and neither am I.”

Sam nodded. “Yes, sir.”

The general left the control room. A moment later Teal’c departed too, without a word.

“Don’t worry about him, Carter,” said the colonel, catching her look. “He’ll be fine. He must’ve known Washington wouldn’t pay attention to an ancient Jaffa legend.”

“Not Washington, no,” she said, subdued. “But don’t you think he thought we would?”

“Thought we’d what?” The colonel stared at her, incredulous. “Substitute a fairy tale for science? Carter, are you coming down with something? Maybe Fraiser should check you out.”

Daniel cleared his throat. “She’s got a point, Jack. They may not be scientific, but fairytales are often — ”

“Oh, here we go,” muttered the colonel. “Daniel — ”

“Are often based in fact,” said Daniel stubbornly.

“Yeah, maybe, but in the meantime three thousand years have gone by! Have you heard of Chinese Whispers?”

“Come on, Jack, how many times have we uncovered a kernel of truth buried in the — ”

“You said we shouldn’t equate legend with fact. I heard you say it.”

“That’s right,” said Daniel. “But equally, we shouldn’t dismiss legend because it’s not fact. You know as well as I do, Jack, the two have crossed paths a lot in the last three years. Look at Ra, for God’s sake. If he’s not the living proof — ”

“You’re right, Daniel, he’s not,” said the colonel. “Because he’s dead. We killed him.”

“Jack — ”

Sergeant Harriman and the other person in the control room, Technician Farrell, were only just managing to hide their amusement. Dixon wasn’t even bothering to try.

“You should sell tickets, Major,” he remarked under cover of yet another energetic conversation.

Sam shook her head. “I should buy ear plugs. And don’t for a moment think we’re dismissing Teal’c’s concerns out of hand. He’s not the type to raise a red flag for the hell of it.” She chewed the edge of one fingernail. “I should recheck the telemetry. Maybe I missed something in the MALP or UAV readouts. I could’ve made a mistake in the — ”

“Oh please,” said O’Neill, who was disconcertingly capable of following at least three different conversations at the same time. “How likely is that?”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate the sentiment. But — ”

“Carter, we’re going to be careful,” said the colonel, losing a little of his goodnatured scorn. “We’re always careful.”

“And yet — how many times have you ended up in the infirmary? Sir?”

“Eleven,” said Dixon. “Not including minor scrapes, bangs and bruises.”

“You counted?” said Daniel, diverted.

“You remembered?” said the colonel. “Dixon — ”

“Sorry,” said Dixon, shrugging. “I read the mission reports, remember? And I’ve got a brain built for trivia.”

“Which you’re giving way too much exercise,” said the colonel. “I’m saying this one more time and then I’m done. We need this mission. We’re going on this mission. We — ”

“Sir?” said Technician Farrell, turning away from his post. “Sorry to interrupt, Colonel, but it looks like we’ve got incoming.”

“Get Hammond,” the colonel said to Dixon, then nodded to Farrell. “Well, what are you waiting for? Pick up the phone. Carter?”

Heart thumping, she pushed out of the chair and joined Farrell at his work station, the deep space communications bank. Just as she reached him the comm unit speakers crackled to life.

“—contacting the SGC over secure channels. Do you read? SGC, this is Jacob Carter. Do you copy?”

Farrell scooted out of the way and handed her a headset. “Yeah, Dad, this is Sam. We copy,” she replied. “The connection’s good. Are you practically next door or is it a case of God bless Tok’ra technology?”

“It’s a case of what the hell’s the emergency? Are Mark and the kids okay? Are you? Has anything — ”

“No, sorry, they’re fine! Dad, they’re fine!” She swallowed another curse. She should’ve realized family would be his first thought. “I’m fine too. This is business. We need to know what you can tell us about a former Goa’uld-controlled planet called Adjo.”

“What? Sam, didn’t Vorash tell you I’m on a tricky assignment here? Didn’t we make it clear that every time you break radio silence to contact us there’s a chance the Goa’uld could pinpoint our location?”

“I’ll answer that one, Major,” said General Hammond, returning to the control room with Dixon behind him.

“Sir,” she said, stinging, and handed him her headset.

“Jacob, it’s George,” said the general. “Sorry to bother you in the middle of a mission but I really need an answer on this. We’ve located what could be an invaluable supply of essential resources, significant enough to change the course of our fight against the Goa’uld. Unfortunately Teal’c’s raised some concerns about the location that I need to address. Is there anything you or Selmak can tell us?”

“About a planet called Adjo? No. We’ve never heard of it.”

“So maybe for once no news is good news,” said the colonel. “Yee haw.”

The speakers crackled again. “Does Teal’c have any hard intel on the planet’s status?”

“No. He has anecdotal evidence only. Vague warnings, Jaffa legends. That sort of thing.”

“Well, I don’t know, George. I mean, you’ve no reason to doubt him but — it sounds pretty fluffy to me.”

Hammond’s lips twitched. “Fluffy?”

“You know what I mean. George, if you like I can do some digging once I’ve dealt with — what I’m dealing with. Might be a few days, though. In the meantime I recommend you use your best judgment. You guys know what you’re doing, most of the time. Look, I gotta go. Tell Sam I’m sorry I barked at her.”

“Okay, Jacob. Thanks. SGC out.”

“So!” said the colonel, as Hammond passed the headset to Technician Farrell. “Time to see the doctor?”

“Not quite yet,” the general replied. “I’ve a couple of things to do before I hit the green light on this one.”

The colonel nodded. “And Fraiser can’t run our bloodwork more than twenty-four hours before we go.”

“Why’s that?” asked Colonel Dixon.

“Microbes,” said O’Neill, vaguely. “Ask Fraiser. She’s almost as good as Carter at boring your pants off with scientific trivia.”

She pulled a face. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome.” He looked at Hammond. “Guess I’ll get to finishing that Adjo strategic assessment, General.”

“Yes, you do that,” said the general. “I need it for the Pentagon ASAP.”

“And I’ll be in my lab,” said Daniel, as the general withdrew. “Double-checking what I’ve got on the likely cultural backgrounds of the humans Seth and Ra would’ve taken as seed stock back in the day. Of course there’ll have been some cultural drift between then and now but we’ve seen before that absent technological advances the original cultural imprinting tends to remain — ”

“Sounds fascinating,” said the colonel. “Have fun. I’m going now. Dixon? You want to join me?”

“Sure,” said Colonel Dixon, then glanced at the wall-clock. “So long as you don’t mind me bugging out on you in about an hour’s time. Logan’s due to ship out with SG-6 at 1530. I planned on wishing him bon voyage.”

“He’s going offworld already?” said Sam. “Gee, that’s fast.” She hadn’t even met the other men from the Pentagon strike team yet. She’d hardly set foot out of her lab or Research Central for over twenty-four hours.

Where did my life go? I’m sure I had one…

“SG-6’s mission’s been delayed twice already,” said Colonel O’Neill. “And the folks they’re slated to visit were getting offended.” He glanced at Dixon. “Your man’ll be fine, Dixon. He’s got a good track record.”

Colonel Dixon nodded. “Frank handpicked him. Chances are he’ll have my job one day.”

A short silence, then Colonel O’Neill turned for the door. “Okay kids, that’s enough gossiping. Let’s get to work.”

His expression noncommittal, Dixon followed the colonel out.

“Oh boy,” said Daniel, under his breath.

If they’d been alone she might have said something, but Harriman and Farrell were still in the control room. So she just stared through the door and watched Dixon disappearing down the spiral staircase behind O’Neill.

I like him. I really like him. Please God let there not be a second shoe waiting to drop.

 

In the three years Teal’c had lived on the base, Hammond had never once stepped foot in his quarters. The rest of SG-1 came and went as a matter of routine and friendship, but he’d always felt it was important to leave Teal’c one small space in his circumscribed life that was free of official presence and memory.

This time, with so much at stake, he was ready to make an exception.

“General Hammond,” said Teal’c, on opening his door. “How may I be of assistance?”

The room was full of candles, softly burning. “I’m sorry, Teal’c. Did I interrupt your kel’noreem?”

“No, General. I was about to commence when you knocked. It can wait. Please enter,” he said and stood aside to make room.

Always polite. Hammond crossed the threshold. “Thank you.”

“You wish to discuss Adjo?” said Teal’c, closing the door.

Hammond felt his lips purse. On a day-to-day basis it was easy to forget that the Jaffa was a man who’d lived for over a century. Who’d done the bidding of beings he’d regarded as gods. Who’d committed acts in their names that the most conservative of thinkers would label atrocities. Who, when you thought about it, considerably outranked him in the grand scheme of things. On a day-to-day basis it was easy to forget all that, because Teal’c looked like a young man barely into his fourth decade and he wore his mantle of authority lightly, like an invisible cloak.

“No, Teal’c, not Adjo,” he said, standing not quite at ease in the plain, candlelit room. “Not exactly. I want to discuss with you my reasons for discounting your advice on going there. I want to make sure you understand it has nothing to do with my professional or personal feelings for you and the daily contributions you make to my command. The sacrifices you’ve willingly embraced for a planet and a people to whom you owe no true loyalty.”

“No true loyalty?” said Teal’c, hands clasped neatly behind his back. Was it the candlelight, or did some other shadow skim his face? “General Hammond, you are mistaken. For three years you have sheltered me, supported me and aided me in my struggle to free the Jaffa from their slavery.” A muscle leapt along his jaw. “I can never repay my debt to your world.”

“If you’ve incurred debts, Teal’c,” he said, gently, “then trust me when I say they’ve been repaid tenfold already. If we’re going to talk of debts we’re the ones who owe you. I’m not following your recommendation to avoid Adjo because in my estimation, and in the estimation of my superiors, any risks far outweigh the potential benefits.”

“And because, like O’Neill, you suspect I am allowing myself to be — spooked — by Jaffa fairytales,” said Teal’c.

Slowly, Hammond nodded. “That’s a factor, I won’t deny it. When I take into account all the pre-mission data that’s been collected and analyzed by the best minds we have and weigh it against your evidence, then…”

“Then you have no choice but to proceed with the mission,” said Teal’c. “I understand.”

“I know you don’t give your warnings lightly, Teal’c. I don’t want my decision to imply I’ve lost any of my faith in you. I have not. But in this case I must use my best judgment. And I have to fight for the sustainability and independence of this base. Which is a longwinded way of saying: Yes. The mission’s a go.”

Gravely, Teal’c nodded. “I suspected that would be the case. I shall do all within my power to see that it succeeds, General Hammond. To that end I shall delay kel’no’reem until later this evening and join Colonel O’Neill in his mission preparations.”

Why it should matter so much to him that Teal’c understood and wasn’t hurt by his actions wasn’t entirely clear.

I’ve spent my entire adult life in the military. I’ve killed men who under different circumstances I might’ve called friend. I order good people to risk their lives every day of the week and sometimes I bury them when the risks don’t pay off. I’m not ruled by my emotions or unduly haunted by the decisions I’ve made. And yet… and yet…

“Thank you, Teal’c,” he said, profoundly relieved. “Your pre-mission physical is scheduled for 0900 tomorrow and the final pre-mission briefing is at 1400.”

Another nod. “I will attend both, General.”

And that, it seemed, was that.

 

Dixon took a back seat as O’Neill and Teal’c finished dissecting both UAVs’ aerial video and still-shots of Adjo. For one thing it seemed presumptuous of him to be offering up tactical opinions when he’d never set foot off Earth in his life, and for another it gave him a chance to gauge just how good Frank’s former second in command was and see in person how he and the Jaffa interacted.

Jack O’Neill can read terrain better than just about anyone I ever met, Frank had told him. He got busted up pretty bad once, a black ops mission went real sour real fast, and he found his way out alone and on foot through enemy territory without getting spotted. To this day I don’t know how he did it.

Watching O’Neill assess the video and photo footage of Adjo, Dixon could see what Frank was talking about. O’Neill had an uncanny ability to extrapolate potential scenarios from a single look at a stretch of ground. Finger pointing, eyebrows pulled low in a frown of concentration, time after time he unerringly highlighted lines of fire, likely ambush locations, the best defensive positions, most effective offensive plays. Broke down the elements of attack, counter-attack and strategic withdrawals with a minimalist and ruthless ease that spoke to years of hard-won experience.

Teal’c didn’t say much. He nodded a lot. ‘Indeed’ was a popular comment. He and O’Neill had this weird shorthand going: a look, a grunt, a raised eyebrow, a wry smile. Scattered exchanges. You remember when — Yes. It is the same. Or O’Neill, I think — No, three’s enough. Like Annikaris. Two brains, one wavelength.

In a way it was painful. He and Frank had been on a similarly exclusive wavelength. Not as tight as O’Neill and Teal’c, maybe, but then the circumstances were a little different. The SGC teams saw active duty once a week at least. Serious action several times a month, and had been doing so for years. That honed a soldier’s senses quick smart, no argument. Turned a team into a single bonded unit faster than you could say ‘group hug’. But give them more time, send them on a few more missions together, he and Frank would’ve been just as tight. Just as obscure.

“What do you think, Dixon?” said O’Neill.

“What?” he said, jerked out of melancholy. Then he shrugged. “I think I’ve got a lot to learn.” He glanced at the wall-clock. “But school’s in recess. It’s 1500. I wanted a word with Logan before he ships out.”

“Yeah, go,” said O’Neill. “Wish your guy luck from me. He’s with a great team. SG-6’ll take good care of him.”

For the first time since he’d arrived at the SGC he felt something other than repressed hostility from Jack O’Neill. In the flat, dark brown eyes he saw more than impatience and resentment of his presence. O’Neill was a team leader. He knew what it was like to send his people into danger, never knowing if they’d return alive. He knew what it was like to get back dogtags instead of a man.

And so do I. We’ve got that in common too, as well as Frank Cromwell. Something to build on, maybe.

Assuming he wanted to build anything. He wasn’t sure of that yet.

“Thanks for the insights,” he said, sliding off his stool. “I’ll be back in a little while. Feel free to carry on without me.”

“We’ll do our best, Dixon,” said O’Neill. “Paltry as that may be.”

Yeah, right. Bastard just had to get in the last sarcastic word, didn’t he?

Give me strength, Frank. I wanna sock him in the jaw so bad…

 

He caught up with Ben Logan in his major’s temporary SGC quarters. A good man, Ben, quiet and unassuming like all the best Special Force operatives he knew. No flash, no dazzle, just a solid commitment to the task at hand. They were friends. Not like he and Frank had been friends… Frank had taken a bullet for him once in Afghanistan. Kabul. Moments like that tended to simplify things. They illuminated a man’s soul and revealed his true nature. Very little could be hidden in the heat of battle.

“Hey Dave,” Ben greeted him. “You cool?”

Dixon shoved the door shut behind him and sprawled in the armchair opposite the bed, where Ben sat with his disassembled sidearm spread before him on a towel. “As a cucumber. You?”

Ben grinned his impish grin and held out one hand. Rock steady. As usual. “Scared spitless.”

He snorted. “I can tell.”

Methodically, meticulously, Ben slotted together his Beretta. Joke was he’d sleep with his sidearm before a woman any day. He glanced up. “So. O’Neill.”

Dixon pulled a face. “What about him?”

“You know what. You gonna be okay?”

“Should be.”

“Heard he shot with you a zat. Sucker punched you, no warning.”

It wasn’t a criticism. At least not of him. There was anger beneath Ben’s careless façade. “News travels fast.”

Ben had come in here with Frank when the Pentagon thought there was an alien incursion. He’d been stuck topside when the crap hit the fan. Was a few months before Ben stopped hammering himself for that.

“The guy’s full of crap, Dave. Don’t take it.”

Ben had looked up to Frank Cromwell. A long way up. A year later and he still hadn’t forgiven O’Neill for the way the man had spoken to his C.O., that last mission.

Pentagon thought there was an alien incursion.

And they sent you?

Such contempt. Such naked dislike. Or so Ben had said, talking about it after.

Dixon sighed. “Let it go, Logan.”

“You watch your back, man,” Ben said, letting go of nothing. “O’Neill makes his own rules and the brass lets him, no questions asked.”

Which was true, but it wasn’t the whole story. “You don’t think he’s earned a little slack?” he asked reasonably. “After all he’s done? He’s saved Earth, Ben. He’s died for it. So he’ll never win the Miss Congeniality award. So what?”

Ben slipped the Beretta’s clip home with a satisfying metallic thunk. “You’re going to another planet with him, that’s so what. You’re putting your life in his hands, Dave. You really think he cares enough not to fumble it?”

He fumbled Frank’s. He could fumble yours too.

The unspoken words echoed loudly under Ben’s demand. Damn. He and his team might be unconventionally informal but this was getting perilously close to an insubordinate conversation. Time to change the subject before military protocols could no longer be ignored.

“Going to another planet,” he mused. “Yeah. About that. Be honest with me, Ben. Am I the only one tripping out?”

Again, the crooked zany grin. “Nuh-uh.”

“Didn’t think so. You ready?”

The rest of Ben’s gear was neatly stacked on the floor beside the bed. He was a neat-freak’s neat-freak, Ben Logan. A place for everything and nothing ever out of place. Probably why he shaved his head down to the scalp. No chance of a hair daring to slip untidily awry that way.

“As I’ll ever be, boss,” he said, and slid off the bed to start gearing up. Dixon watched him, counting every swift, economical move. When his offsider was finished he got out of the chair and checked all Ben’s clips and fasteners. It was their team’s pre-mission ritual. No brother was going down because of a loose strap or some hinky velcro or anything that meant the difference between life and death.

“All done,” he said, and slapped Ben’s shoulder. “Time to rock and roll.”

Ben eased his sidearm into its holster. “When are you shipping out?”

“1300 tomorrow, provided our bloodwork comes back clean.”

“Is it true Teal’c’s got cold feet?”

Damn, but this place was a hotbed of gossip. “Where did you hear that?”

Ben’s gaze didn’t waver. “I heard it. Is it true?”

He and Ben never pulled punches and they didn’t keep secrets. He could trust his second in command implicitly. “He’s got reservations. Hammond doesn’t agree.”

“And O’Neill?”

“He doesn’t care. Adjo’s prime real estate. If it pans out we’re laughing.”

“And if it doesn’t you’re toast?”

If Ben had a fault it was his too vivid imagination. “Logan, SG-1’s cool. They’ve seen some action, saved a galaxy or two. I’ll be as safe as a baby in its itty bitty crib.”

Ben nodded, unconvinced. “If you say so.”

“Come on,” he said and crossed to the door. Opened it. “Time to go.”

He walked Ben to the gate room. Watched him join SG-6 which was, as O’Neill had stated, a good team. Everything he’d read about their missions proclaimed them to be committed professionals — just like the other teams of the SGC. Tom Aikeman and Nick Chagall, the other members of the Pentagon strike team who’d jumped on board the SGC bus, joined him to wave Ben farewell as he stepped through the gate. Not standard procedure, maybe, but for them this wasn’t a standard day. Hammond, who came down to wish SG-6 Godspeed, didn’t comment or criticize.

Damn, but he was an exemplary C.O.

The wormhole opened, a thing of glory and terror. Light and power and energy punching like a giant’s fist. Incredible. Dixon, watching Ben follow SG-6 up the ramp, was aware of his heart beating twice as fast as normal. At least that’s what it felt like.

God, Ben, don’t do anything stupid out there. Don’t get yourself killed. Don’t make me sorry you followed my lead.

The wormhole swallowed him. The shimmering puddle disappeared. Tom and Nick laughed a little, pretending, nodded to him and went their own ways. They were both leaving on missions themselves within the next ten hours. All his guys getting scattered among the stars where he couldn’t keep an eye on them.

Hammond glanced at him. “Feeling left out, Colonel?”

“No, sir,” he said. Then smiled, as Hammond’s eyebrows lifted. “Okay. Yeah. A bit.”

“It’s a wrench, watching your people step into that damned wormhole,” said Hammond, his blue gaze now brooding on the once more quiescent Stargate. “I’ve been doing it for three years. It never gets any easier.”

Dixon nodded. “No, sir,” he murmured.

“It’s not that easy stepping through it yourself, the first time,” Hammond added. “I don’t mind admitting I was sweating a bit.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hammond considered him. “Are you sweating, Dixon?”

I’m sweating buckets. “Yes, sir.”

“Glad to hear it,” said the general. “I’ll see you again in the pre-mission briefing.”

Dismissed, Dixon returned to the converted storeroom to continue the mission’s tactical analysis — but O’Neill and Teal’c had disappeared. Carter was there, doing her Cartery thang with incomprehensible scientific formulae and slide rules and honest-to-God genius level inspiration.

“What?” she said, feeling his intense regard and looking up. “Is something wrong, sir? Or did you need — ”

“No, no,” he said. “I was just… you know. Standing here feeling inadequate.”

A faint tinge of color touched her cheeks. “Oh.” She cleared her throat. “Well, I wish you wouldn’t.”

She meant it. She really was uncomfortable with being lauded. Admired. Her reports, what he could ever understand of them, had painted an accurate self-portrait. It was good to know. He wasn’t interested in trusting his life to a slick-talking gun-toting geek who looked down her nose at all the lesser mortals just because she had a few extra IQ points up her sleeve.

“Okay,” he said, and looked around the room. “Colonel O’Neill get called away?”

Just the faintest flicker in her gaze. “Well, he left. He didn’t say why. Or where to.”

“And Teal’c?”

“Teal’c’s not big on small talk either.”

He’d gathered that already. From the discomfort in Carter’s demeanor, clearly her difficult team leader had been taking one Dave Dixon’s name in vain behind his back. And now O’Neill was twisting his tail by disappearing without a forwarding location. In other words, avoiding him.

Hardly surprising. I’m kind of avoiding him too when I can. At some point we’re going to have to actually talk to each other, Jack O’Neill and me.

“Okay,” he said again. “Is it my imagination, Major, or is there a lot of ‘hurry up and wait’ in this game?”

She grinned. “Sometimes, sir. And I guess it’s worse when you’re — you know — ”

“A spare tire? Yeah. You could say that.”

“Except you’re not really a spare tire, Colonel Dixon,” said Carter, her eyes deadly serious. “Sir, if you want the truth, you’re a bit of a Godsend. You and your men. It’s been — pretty tough around here lately. The program’s on shaky ground. We’re glad you came.”

Her words warmed him, but he couldn’t help a cynical half-smile. “Even O’Neill?”

Carter sighed. “Sir… look. Granted he’s not the easiest man you’ll ever meet, but he is one of the best. He’s one of a kind. Give him a chance to warm up to you. It’ll be fine.”

Not a speech he’d expected to hear from her. “Okay, Major,” he said at last. “I’ll take your advice. Thanks.”

She cleared her throat. “Sorry if I was out of line, sir.”

“No, no,” he assured her. “I mean it. Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

And he left her to find some peace and quiet, to think.



Chapter Seven
 

He did some of his best thinking in motion, so he changed into workout gear and headed for the nearest base gym. It was already occupied, by a petite auburn-haired woman running on a treadmill. He recognized her immediately from her abbreviated personnel file.

“Doctor Fraiser, isn’t it?” he said, taking the treadmill beside her. “Colonel Dave Dixon.”

Running easily, she smiled at nodded. “Yes, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you in the flesh, at last.” The smile widened to a grin. “I’m already intimately acquainted with your CAT scan, MRI and bloodwork. Not to mention a collection of very interesting x-rays.”

Of course, McCreary would’ve sent her a copy of his medical file. He kicked his machine into life and started off with a slow, pulse-raising jog. “Not as interesting as some you’ve seen, I’ll bet.”

She shrugged. “Oh, I’d say there’s at least one medical journal article in there. Aside from the fact the operational circumstances are classified, of course.” She ran in silence for a moment then added, “Actually, Colonel, you’re in my bad books.”

Her bad books? How could that be, he’d only arrived five minutes ago. He stared at her. “Why? What did I do?”

Not many women could look good dripping sweat. Janet Fraiser was one of them. She was a neat runner, too. Graceful and economical with a sweet, steady stride. She snorted. “It’s what you didn’t do, Colonel.”

He bumped his treadmill’s speed up another notch. Trying to outrun her, maybe, if only psychologically. “Okay. What didn’t I do?”

“You didn’t come to see me after you got zapped with a zat gun.”

What the — “Jeez, is there a bulletin board I didn’t notice? A newsletter I’m supposed to subscribe to or something?”

This time her smile was swift and mischievous. “Or something.”

“I’m fine,” he said, and pushed his treadmill’s speed up again. “Don’t I look fine?”

“Yes, sir. You look splendid,” said Fraiser, comfortably loping along at around seven minutes a mile. “But you still should’ve come and seen me. I don’t take zat gun hits lightly, Colonel Dixon. Didn’t Colonel O’Neill tell you?”

“Well, yeah, he mentioned it, but I’m fine.”

“And I’m the doctor, which means I get to be the judge of who’s fine and who’s not, Colonel.”

She wasn’t kidding. Crap. “You mean I’m compromised? You’re going to pull me off the Adjo mission?”

She blotted sweat from her face with the towel draped round her neck. “No, Colonel. Not unless your second round of bloodwork — which we’ll need to run after you’ve finished up here — shows any irregularities. But — ” She raised a warning finger. “At the first sign of a headache you come see me at once.”

Hell, she wasn’t kidding. “Why? What don’t I know that I should know, Doctor Fraiser?”

“Alien technology isn’t to be taken lightly, sir,” she replied. Not smiling now. “We’ve only ever had one case of a first-strike zat fatality, but that’s one too many for my comfort. When it comes to the Stargate program I’ve got a hard and fast rule: leave your machismo at the infirmary door.”

“Got it, Doc,” he said. “Ah — what happened that one time? I don’t recall reading about it in a — ”

“It didn’t happen off-world,” she said, blotting her face dry again. “It was a training accident. The captain in question had an undetected brain aneurysm. The zat blast triggered a hemorrhage.”

“Oh,” he said, faintly. Ouch. “I’m sorry to hear that.” And was furious to think O’Neill had so cavalierly whacked him with the damn alien device. Although… be fair, Dave… if his brain was going to explode it was going to explode. Not much he or O’Neill or anyone could do about that. And for the sake of the team and the mission, better that it exploded in the safety of the base than off-world, in the middle of a firefight with the Goa’uld.

“And I’m sorry if I broke medical protocols, Doc,” he added. “Won’t happen again.”

“You’re forgiven, Colonel,” said Fraiser, rhythmically running. “Just don’t make a habit of it. The worst thing you can do around here is take your health for granted. We’re still learning what gate travel does to the human body. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Fraiser flicked him an appraising glance. “Colonel, do you mind if I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“The idea of gate travel. How does it make you feel?”

First Hammond, now Fraiser. Was it a trick question? “Doc, it scares the bejeezus out of me.”

“Good,” she said, also like Hammond. Definitely a trick question. Some kind of test, maybe. “Because it’s a huge thing, what we do here. What we encounter. Alien civilizations, non-human life forms, the war we’re fighting against the Goa’uld. The Goa’uld, and the risks the SG teams run in opposing them. Within the next few days, Colonel, you’ll be stepping foot on an alien world. Breathing alien air. Seeing things no other human from Earth has ever seen. And potentially facing threats that are outside our known experience.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“Colonel, reading the mission reports and living them are two different things,” she retorted. “I strongly advise you not to underestimate the impact of what you’ll be doing while you’re with us. It’s profound. Even if nothing goes wrong, Stargate travel is life-changing. Our world will never look the same to you again. And that can be overwhelming.”

Sobered, he stared at her. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess.”

They fell into a companionable silence after that, letting clean, honest exertion fill the space between them. Fraiser was running hard and fast now, close to six-minute miles, really pushing herself. Pushing harder than a planet-bound medico should have to, surely.

“You training for the Air Force marthaon, Doc?” he said, his own muscles shaken down and loosened out, the blood thudding through his veins and arteries in time with his heart.

She wasn’t smiling any more. Her breath was coming in short, sharp gasps. “No.”

Her eyes were haunted, all scolding humor extinguished, and her expression was grim and focused. As though she was trying to outrun an enemy.

And I guess she is. She’s got a good game face, she has to in her business, but it must be hell for a doctor, watching good men and women die, knowing there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.

Fraiser was still running when he hit ten miles and called it quits. The look on her face stayed with him in the shower, and through a solitary dinner in the base commissary, and even as he fell face-first into sleep.

 

Sam met up with Daniel in Jack O’Neill’s driveway.

“Hey, fancy meeting you here,” she said, falling into step beside him as they headed for the colonel’s front stairs.

“Yeah, fancy that,” said Daniel. “What’s the occasion, do you know?”

“Ah, no,” she said, staring. “Don’t you?”

“Not a clue. Jack’s charming dinner invitation was even more cryptic than usual.”

My place. 1900. Bring your own chopsticks.

Yep, that was pretty cryptic all right.

Daniel being Daniel he didn’t knock, just tried the front door and found it unlocked. He led the way in, calling out as he went.

“Hey, Jack, so much for security!”

The colonel appeared from the kitchen, at his most civilian in worn jeans, a sweatshirt and tragically battered sneakers. “Who needs security when Teal’c’s around?”

“Good point,” said Daniel, grinning, and hefted the six-pack of beer he’d brought with him. “Fridge?”

“You have to ask?” O’Neill turned. “Hey, Carter.”

She nodded. “Evening, sir.”

“Teal’c’s on the back deck. We’re dining al fresco tonight, at least until the heating oil runs out.”

She left him and Daniel to their own devices in the kitchen and joined Teal’c outside. He was seated at the wooden picnic table, which was covered in a new red-checked cloth. One of those outdoors heaters washed the air with waves of warmth, and scattered lanterns splashed yellow light everywhere.

“Hey, Teal’c,” she greeted him, sliding into an empty chair.

He smiled. “Major Carter.”

She looked around. “I don’t see Colonel Dixon.”

“I believe Colonel Dixon has not been invited,” said Teal’c. His voice was neutral, his expression at its most inscrutable.

Oh, great. “Really? Ah — why not?”

“Why do you think, Carter?” said the colonel, coming through the open sliding door carrying a tray loaded with Dragon Palace takeout boxes. Daniel followed with beer and other essential supplies plus a bottle of Pepsi for Teal’c.

“Honestly? I’m afraid to think,” she said, helping O’Neill spread the bounty over the table. “But it would’ve been polite to include him. Sir.”

The colonel looked at her. “Say you’ve got a list of fifty words that could possibly be used to describe me, Carter. What are the chances ‘polite’ is one of them?”

Daniel snickered. “If she’s got a list of one hundred words, Jack, you’re still not going to find ‘polite’ on it.”

The colonel spread his hands. “See?”

“Come on, Sam,” Daniel added, taking a seat. “How can we talk about Dixon behind his back if he’s actually sitting here in front of us?”

“Is that why we’re here?” she said, reaching for the nearest steaming, aromatic box of food. “To talk about Colonel Dixon behind his back?” Because if it was, she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to be here.

Colonel O’Neill shoveled special fried rice onto his plate and passed the box to Teal’c. “We’re here,” he said severely, “to enjoy some fine Chinese cuisine, down a few beers, relax before what might be the most significant mission of our careers — ”

“And talk about Colonel Dixon behind his back,” said Daniel.

The colonel shrugged. “Yeah. And that.”

Sam wrenched the top off a bottle of beer and chugged down a fortifying mouthful. “Then count me out. If that’s what you guys feel like doing, fine, but not me. In case the fact I’m in civvies has you confused, Dixon is still a superior officer and — ”

“He’s not mine,” said the colonel. “Or Daniel’s. Or Teal’c’s.”

She glared at him. “But he’s mine,” she said sharply. “Sir. As you damn well know.”

O’Neill sat back, considering her. “Relax, Sam. We’re off duty. We’re on private property. We’re just four friends kicking back over takeout and beer, shooting the breeze. Where’s the harm?”

She met him look for look. “The harm, Jack, is that I don’t feel comfortable.”

The use of his first name pinged him, she could tell, even though his expression didn’t alter. “Well, neither do I, Carter. Taking a tourist with us on this gig isn’t exactly floating my boat. But we’re stuck with him and I want to make sure we’re all on the same page when it comes to covering each other’s asses while we’re on Adjo with Dixon in tow.”

“Colonel…” She took a deep breath. “If there was a risk, Hammond wouldn’t have okayed him.”

O’Neill tipped crispy-skin duck over his fried rice. “Ha! Are you kidding me? Hammond’s over a barrel. There’s no way he grounds Dixon any time soon.”

Sam exchanged looks with Daniel and Teal’c. “What do you mean the general’s over a barrel?”

The colonel pulled a face. “I can’t get into it. Just trust me: there’s more political crap going down behind the scenes than you even want to think about.”

Of them all, he was the one closest to General Hammond. The one the general confided in and consulted with when circumstances permitted. And he wasn’t an alarmist, not even on his worst day. His problem was he was too taciturn and self-contained.

If he was worried, and he was, then it was for good reason.

“Okay,” she said, helping herself to beef and black bean sauce. “So if we’re stuck with Dixon we’re stuck with him. I don’t see how talking about him’s going to help.”

“I told you,” said the colonel. “I just want to make sure we’re all on the same page. And I want to make sure you’re keeping an eye on him to identify his agenda.”

“What agenda?” said Daniel. “I haven’t noticed any agenda.”

“Then get your glasses checked, Daniel,” said the colonel. “The man’s got an agenda.”

“As have you, O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “As is witnessed by our gathering here without Colonel Dixon.”

“You bet your sweet Jaffa ass I’ve got an agenda,” said O’Neill, scowling. “And it hasn’t changed in three years. Go through the gate, get the job done, come home again in one piece.”

“And you think Dixon’s agenda is different?” said Daniel, chopsticks and garlic chicken halfway to his mouth. “Why?”

“Because in all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, he walks into mine,” said Colonel O’Neill. “That’s why. Sheesh, do I have to spell it out?”

“Yeah, Jack, I think you do,” said Daniel. “Unless this is about Frank Cromwell.”

The colonel’s glare should have lit Daniel on fire. “No. And the next person to mention that name ends up skewered on a chopstick, I swear. Come on, campers, isn’t it obvious? Dixon’s Pentagon. He’s Washington. He’s an outsider, and Hammond’s under pressure to produce results.”

Sam choked. “You think he’s here to spy on us?”

“Could be. All I’m saying is watch your step.”

“Okay,” said Daniel, after a stunned silence. “We can do that. Now can we please enjoy the meal? For all we know it could be our last.”

And on that cheerful, typically Daniel note they abandoned the subject of David Dixon and ate. A lot.

 

The next day was crammed full of pre-mission business. Final physicals, final briefing, equipment checks, gear checks, one last MALP assessment of the gate and surrounding terrain. Then it was time to gear up. O’Neill, looking for his unwanted fifth wheel, found Dave Dixon sitting alone in an empty office staring at the phone on the barren desk.

“Hey,” he said, slapping his palm on the door. “You ready?”

“Yeah,” said Dixon, but he didn’t move. Just stared at the phone.

O’Neill swallowed a groan. Was there a problem? He wasn’t interested in problems. He wasn’t interested in hauling this man halfway across the galaxy where there was a better-than-even chance he’d do nothing but get in the way and ask stupid questions… or find something to nitpick that’d cause trouble for Hammond. Probably Dixon would end up having to be rescued, too, because that was the kind of luck they’d been having lately.

He was the team leader. He was paid to deal with problems.

“Something up?”

Dixon lifted his gaze. He looked stunned. “I just said goodbye to my wife.”

“Ah… yeah?”

“We’ve only been married six months,” said Dixon, and rubbed his hand across his face. “We’ve been married six months, turns out she thinks she might be pregnant and I’m about to take a hike to another planet which may or may not be a hot zone, depending on how much credence you give to alien fairytales. Man. When did my life get so weird?”

Well, terrific. A fifth man on his team that he didn’t want who was a newly-wed, for crying out loud, and also an expectant father. How much more crap could the universe throw at him?

“Hey, Dixon… you can always change your mind. I’m sure we can find an airman to drive you back to Petersen so you can hop the next flight home.”

“And that’d suit you just fine,” said Dixon, eyes and voice sharpening. “Me gone? That’d make your day, wouldn’t it, O’Neill?”

Dixon was a bird colonel. His equal. No way of pulling rank on the bastard. “I don’t have time for this crap,” he said flatly. “You’ve got fifteen minutes. Be in the gate room by 2250 or don’t bother showing up at all.”

“Crap?” said Dixon, and pushed to his feet. “It’s not crap, it’s the truth. You don’t want me here.”

You got that right. “What I want or don’t want is irrelevant, Dixon. I’ll see you in the gate room, or not. Your call.”

Dixon took a step closer. “O’Neill, we can’t pretend he didn’t exist.”

O’Neill felt his guts cramp, cold and tight. “Okay. I’ll say this just once, so listen up. Frank Cromwell’s not up for discussion.”

“Oh, come on, Jack,” said Dixon. “We’ve been dancing round him from the minute I got here.”

“I’m not dancing round anyone, Dave,” he said. “Because I don’t dance. If I had something to say to you about — well — anything, I’d say it. I don’t. Now gear up or stand down. I don’t give a rat’s ass either way.”

He walked away, then, before cold anger got the best of him and he said or did something that couldn’t be excused. He found his team — his real team — or at least its male members, in their locker room, methodically dressing for their adventure to Adjo.

“Sam’s done,” Daniel greeted him, buckling his belt. “She’s in the control room running a final gate diagnostic.”

“The gate’s hinky now?” he said. “For crying out loud.”

“No,” said Daniel, cheerfully. “But you know what she’s like. Where’s Colonel Dixon?”

He stripped off his base fatigues. “I don’t know. But if he’s late we’re leaving without him.”

“Is there a problem, O’Neill?” said Teal’c, looking up from tying his bootlaces.

He kept his face carefully averted. Teal’c and Daniel knew him too damned well. “No. No problem. Now can I get dressed?”

“Sure,” said Daniel, after a moment.

“Thank you. Too kind,” he muttered.

If Dixon screws us I’ll never let Hammond forget it. Never in a million years.

 

Adjo smelled like Yosemite: clean and fresh and wild.

A brisk breeze was blowing as they stepped through the gate, cool enough to cut through vests and fatigues. Dixon, his heart pounding, sucked in a deep breath as he emerged from the wormhole. Carter had warned him it was better to exhale just before crossing the event horizon and he’d taken her advice without hesitation. Only an idiot ignored the wisdom of an experienced native guide.

Of course, if O’Neill had told him the same thing…

Carter was looking at him now, concern in her eyes. “You okay, sir?”

He nodded, pushing down the red-hot anger. This wasn’t the time, and it sure as hell wasn’t the place. “Yeah. Sure. That’s… quite a ride.”

She glanced back at the Stargate, smiling. “Isn’t it?”

His body was tingling. Prickling on the far edge of pain. Almost an echo of a zat gun blast. “Is it normal to feel…”

“A bit hinky?” said O’Neill, his expression bored, his tone noncommittal. All signs of his own temper vanished. “Yeah. It’s normal. You get used to it.”

He counted to three. “You could’ve said.”

“No, I couldn’t. You’re supposed to be coming into this without preconceptions, remember? No tainting the experience for the rookies, that’s the rule.”

And even if it wasn’t you’d’ve kept your mouth shut. Dixon swallowed a sigh. Had he really expected anything different? If so he was an idiot. “Fair enough,” he said, and took his first good look around.

Huh. I thought the place would look more… alien.

But no. On closer inspection Adjo looked disappointingly Earth-like. Blue sky. Brown earth. Greenish-purple grass dotted with little pink flowers. Trees, tall and spindly, covered in blue and yellow foamy blossoms. Not like any kind of tree he’d seen at home, true, but still they were recognizably trees. Rocks of a reddish hue, sparkling with silver flecks. Some kind of silicate, probably. Or silver maybe. Did you find silver like that? He had no idea. He wasn’t a geologist.

Damn. Why doesn’t it look more alien?

“I know, sir,” said Carter. She was still watching him closely. “Somehow the whole ‘travelling to other worlds’ thing would seem more real if the other worlds didn’t look so much like home.”

What, she was a mind-reader as well as a genius? “And why do they, Major?”

O’Neill, who was checking the status of the three previously deployed MALPs, muttered something under his breath. “Because when the Goa’uld traded up from the Unas to humans as overcoats and slaves they needed simpatico planets with comparable Earth conditions. And what they couldn’t find they terraformed using home as a blueprint.”

Of course there was a logical scientific explanation, but somehow that didn’t ease the sting… “I guess I was expecting to see… I don’t know…” He grinned at Carter. “Tangerine trees and marmalade skies.”

Her answering smile was warm and surprised. “Maybe if the Goa’uld ever start with the funny mushrooms we will.”

“And if I ever start with the funny mushrooms maybe this conversation will suddenly seem useful,” added O’Neill. “But I doubt it.” He straightened out of his crouch. “Any sign of trouble, Teal’c?”

Not surprisingly, Teal’c had taken up a defensive position ten paces from the gate. His face was expressionless but his body language suggested he was on high alert. “Not yet.”

“Ever the optimist,” said O’Neill. He turned to Jackson, who had shrugged out of his pack and was completely absorbed in getting his digital camera up and running. “Hey. Spielberg. Dial the SGC so we can send these MALPs back.”

Dixon tried a tentative smile. “Waste not, want not?”

“I guess,” said O’Neill, shrugging. Indifferent.

No. Bastard wasn’t about to give so much as an inch. Man, this was going to be one long deployment.

Once Jackson had the wormhole back to Earth established, O’Neill warned the SGC that the MALPs were on their way and confirmed that everything seemed peaceful. “At least for now,” he concluded. “We’ll touch base again with a progress report ASAP. O’Neill out.”

As Carter herded the MALPs through the wormhole Jackson finished fiddling with his digicam, scrambled down off the rock plinth on which the gate and DHD stood and started filming the shrine the second MALP’s footage had revealed.

It was made of slabs of the silver-flecked red rock, weathered yet somehow timeless looking. Maybe six feet high and four feet across, with a bunch of symbols or letters deeply carved into each facing edge. Almost hieroglyphs, but not quite. Within the shrine were shelves of something that might have been slate, crowded with offerings: purple and black flowers, lumps of unprocessed minerals, bird feathers, impossible to identify small animal skulls bleached by the sun or time or both. Long blades of grass dyed bright scarlet and dark green and vibrant yellow, intricately plaited and threaded with glass beads.

Alien artifacts, even if they had been created by human hands. Amazing.

“Watch your battery life,” said O’Neill, eyeing Jackson with an expression muddled between amusement and impatience.

Jackson flapped a hand at him. “Don’t need to. I brought eight spares this time.”

“Eight? Battery hog,” said O’Neill. “How much longer?”

“I’m done,” said Jackson, lowering the camera. “What I need to do now is think about this.”

“Think about it?” O’Neill glared. “Daniel, in case it’s slipped your mind we have a thirty klick hike to that village the UAV found.”

“Exactly,” said Jackson. “It’s a long way, so why would the villagers build a shrine here?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care.”

Jackson sighed. “Yeah, but I do,” he said, and sat himself down on the ground in front of the shrine. “Jack, just — give me a minute, would you? There’s plenty of daylight left and we were planning on camping out the first night here anyway.”

Dixon watched, intrigued. Civilian or not, Jackson’s behavior was close to outright insubordination. How would O’Neill play this? Bite Jackson’s head off? Order him to fall in line? Send him packing back to the SGC?

As it turned out, none of the above. Interesting.

“Fine,” said O’Neill, scowling. “But we’re not hanging around here all day.”

“I don’t need all day,” Jackson murmured, his gaze fixed on the shrine. “I just — I need…”

“Daniel?” said Carter. “Is something wrong?”

Knees crossed, elbows planted and chin in his hands, Jackson shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

Teal’c turned. “In my experience, Daniel Jackson, that usually means yes.”

Abruptly O’Neill’s impatience morphed into suspicion. “Daniel? Is that what it means?”

“Sam, you have a look,” said Jackson, ignoring him.

“At the shrine? What am I looking for?”

Jackson shook his head. “No. If I tell you what I think I see I’ll — ”

“Prejudice my perceptions,” she finished for him. “Yeah. Okay.” She dropped to the rocky ground beside Jackson, which had O’Neill rolling his eyes and muttering under his breath again. “Daniel, those carvings,” she said. “Am I going crazy, or — ”

“Yeah,” he said. “They’re the glyphs for Ra and Setesh. Same ones you’d have found on the foreheads of their Jaffa. Never mind them for now, Sam. It’s the contents of the shrine I’m worried about, not the shrine itself. Focus there.”

Carter stared at the shrine’s eclectic offerings. “I think… is there more gold than there was the other day? Wasn’t there only one big lump of it in the MALP footage?”

Jackson nodded. “That’s my impression. And now there are two. Keep looking.”

“The flowers,” said Carter, straightening. “My God, Daniel. You’re right. These flowers are fresh and they should be wilted, given that the MALP footage was recorded over twenty-four hours ago. And they’re not the same blooms. The others were long and thin, kind of like skinny trumpets. These are flat-faced, like pansies.”

That got O’Neill’s attention. “You’re sure? They’re different flowers?”

Carter and Jackson exchanged glances, then she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“And the ones we saw before aren’t here now,” added Jackson. “They’ve been removed, probably because the idea of something decaying in the shrine is considered sacrilegious.”

“Yeah. Whatever. I don’t care why, I just care that they’ve changed,” said O’Neill, and unslung his MP5-K from his shoulder. “Hey Teal’c! Look alive. We could have company.”

“Wait a minute, Jack,” said Jackson, as Carter got back on her feet. “You can’t seriously think we’re in danger from the person visiting this shrine. That’s like saying we’re in danger from a florist.”

O’Neill raised his eyebrows. “Little Shop of Horrors. Ring any bells? Come on, get your gear. I want some distance between us and this shrine.”

“Jack, just wait a minute, would you?” said Jackson, scrambling to his feet. “What’s happening here could be part of some elaborate extended ritual, and if it is I need to know. Its significance to Adjoan culture could — ”

“Daniel, I don’t give a fat rat’s ass about its cultural significance,” O’Neill retorted. “It’s a question of security, and — ”

“Jack, there is no demonstrable threat here,” said Jackson, arms folded stubbornly across his chest. “And if whoever’s performing this offering rite does come back we’ll have the perfect opportunity to make first contact without the added complications of group dynamics. This mission will go a whole lot easier if we can make friends with a single individual first. Break the ice slowly. You know that. And you know I have a specific mandate this time. I’m not going to let you ride roughshod over it the first chance you get. So please, back off and let me do my job, for once.”



Chapter Eight
 

Dixon, watching the air sizzle between Jackson and O’Neill, decided he liked the archeologist. It took guts, standing up to a man like Jack O’Neill. He also decided it was time to remind SG-1 he was here.

“I think Jackson makes a good point,” he said mildly. “If we can gain one person’s confidence now we might be able to avoid misunderstandings down the line.”

O’Neill’s expression tightened, his thoughts clear. I don’t give a crap what you think. But he didn’t say it. “What makes you so sure we’re only dealing with one Adjoan here, Daniel? For all you know there could be a whole gaggle of them traipsing round the place trailing bunches of flowers. And they could be armed.”

Jackson stared. “With what? Deadly nightshade? Anyway, I don’t think we’re looking at a large group. This is a small shrine. It feels… personal. Intimate.”

O’Neill exhaled sharply. “Teal’c?”

The Jaffa didn’t lose any of his taut alertness or abandon his relentless assessment of their surroundings. “I am inclined to agree with Daniel Jackson,” he said. “Provided we do not make the mistake of assuming a flower-carrying stranger poses no threat.” He looked at Jackson, one eyebrow lifted. “As we have previously discovered, the most attractive flowers often hide a thorn.”

“Okay, Daniel, I’ll give you an hour, tops,” O’Neill said briskly. “If nobody’s shown up by then we head towards the village, no arguments.”

Jackson nodded. “Okay. That’s fair.”

They withdrew to the meager cover of nearby trees and made themselves as comfortable and inconspicuous as possible. Well-used to this kind of mission requirement, the members of SG-1 rested their gazes on the surrounding landscape and sank into a watchful, waiting reverie. With his own senses set to autopilot alert, just as used to this kind of suspended action, Dixon let a small sliver of his attention wander.

Interesting team dynamics, with SG-1. Reading mission reports didn’t tell the full story. Couldn’t. First-hand observation was the only way to learn how a team functioned, how the cogs meshed, the wheels turned. How someone like O’Neill led his team.

As it turns out, more democratically than I expected.

Of course SG-1 wasn’t a typical military team. How could it be when half of it wasn’t military? Well, not US military at least. He wondered if that ever bothered O’Neill, knowing he was giving orders to the Jaffa equivalent of — of — well, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He didn’t think so. It looked to him like O’Neill would be comfortable giving orders to the Commander in Chief himself.

He really is an arrogant bastard.

Not that Teal’c seemed to mind. Interesting, that a man who’d once commanded thousands — hell, who’d led an entire army — was content to surrender power to someone who could be considered his inferior, both in experience and in physical prowess.

Wonder if there’s any way I can get him alone for a chat while we’re here…

Carter wasn’t standard military issue either. Sure, she’d done her fair share of soldiering — continued to do it on SG-1’s off-world missions — but it was obvious her heart belonged in a lab, where she could reinvent the laws of science on a weekly basis and save the world every now and then in her spare time.

I guess it’s not always easy, living in her skin. Supersmart, supercompetent daughter of a brilliant, some say difficult, Air Force general. No pressure there. And now she’s O’Neill’s walking talking rabbit’s foot. He seems to think all he has to do is tell her ‘fix it’ and she will, no questions asked, not a hair out of place.

Trouble was, she always did. And what kind of pressure did that put on a person? The more times you succeeded, the harder it got to contemplate failure.

When the time comes she can’t fix something — and it will come, it has to — is failure going to crush her?

He really hoped not. He liked Sam Carter. She deserved better than that.

And then there was Jackson.

Not even Frank had known the story between those two, known why O’Neill cut the guy so much slack. They’d met on the first mission to Abydos. When that was done O’Neill came back home and left Jackson behind. Had disobeyed orders and lied about the man’s survival, the survival of everyone on that planet. And he’d persuaded the men who’d survived the mission with him, Kawalski and Ferretti, to lie as well.

Never expected that, Frank had said. Jack was always a maverick but I never thought he’d cross that line.

Whatever had pushed him over it must have been big. O’Neill’s kid had killed himself around that time. Was that the connection? No, how could it be? O’Neill and Jackson never met before the Stargate was opened. No reason for the boy to factor into it. What did a dead child have to do with the Abydos mission? Nothing.

He was a great kid, Charlie. Memory whispered, Frank’s voice full of old pain. He’d known O’Neill’s kid, and loved him.

And O’Neill knew that, but kept Frank away from the funeral. Bastard.

Remembering O’Neill’s dead son derailed his train of thought then, turned it homewards, little knife-points of guilt pricking. He and Lainie were both only children. They’d sworn to each other they wanted a tribe of kids to love and raise. And now the first of that tribe was cooking and he was on an alien planet halfway across the vast Milky Way…

Someone kicked the side of his boot. Jolted from troubled reverie he refocused, to see O’Neill staring at him with those dark, hooded and unnervingly perceptive eyes. Not a word spoken, nor did there need to be. Somehow O’Neill, like Carter, had read his thoughts and the message was clear. Keep your mind on the job, Dixon.

Damn. What had possessed him, that he’d tell O’Neill Lainie’s news? Their news? Their own families didn’t know yet and he’d blurted it out to this cold, unsympathetic bastard.

Crazy. I was crazy. Dollars to doughnuts he’ll find a way to use it against me.

He thought again of O’Neill’s dead son. How would that be, knowing your own child — your only child — was dead because you got careless. Left your gun out. How would that be?

According to Frank, O’Neill’s ex-wife had said — when he called to express his condolences — that her then-husband had gone someplace where she couldn’t follow or find him.

Perhaps that explains why he is the way he is. Perhaps not all of him came back.

Or was it just an excuse for crappy behavior? After all, his kid wasn’t dead when he and Frank fought in Desert Storm. Then another thought occurred. Not comfortable. Not the kind of thought that fitted with his preconceived construction of one Colonel Jack O’Neill.

Must’ve been hard in that Iraqi prison, thinking he’d never see his son again. Be pretty easy to throw blame around, thinking you were going to die in that hole.

At a stone’s throw distance, Teal’c sat a little straighter. “O’Neill.”

He didn’t need to say anything else. Jackson had been right. SG-1 had company.

A sudden rush of adrenaline. Senses sharpening to the point of pain. Increased heart rate. Trickles of sweat. Every muscle contracted, ready for attack.

Heads up. It’s showtime.

The newcomer was a woman. Well, closer to a girl really. Maybe fourteen, fifteen years old tops. Slight of build. Not tall, five-one, five-two. Olive skin. Straight dark hair, long and braided away from her face, hanging down her back. Dressed in a simple shift made of a patchily blue-dyed natural material. Linen, maybe? Some kind of laced-up leather sandals on her feet. She approached the gate from the west, coming through the surrounding spindly trees. Cradled in her arms were more fresh flowers, scarlet this time. Another offering for the shrine?

Emerging from the sun-dappled shadows she saw the gate plinth and stopped dead. Her head came up and she looked around, startled. Dixon held his breath but she didn’t see them.

Still holding the flowers she hurried to the spot where the MALPs had squatted and stared, seemingly perplexed by their inexplicable disappearance. She even dropped to one bare knee, the flowers carefully protected, and touched her fingers to the sun-baked red rock where they’d been. Then she stood again, turning to the shrine as though seeking an answer. Every line of her body shouted confusion, dismay… and fear.

O’Neill leaned forward and tapped Jackson on the shoulder. “Okay, Daniel. You’re on.”

Dixon watched as Jackson carefully got to his feet and stepped out of concealment. The Adjoan girl didn’t see him, she was still seeking some kind of answer or comfort from the red rock shrine. It was way beyond weird, looking at a human being who had no idea that Earth existed. Who was descended from humans who’d been stolen from their home thousands and thousands of years ago.

Janet Fraiser was right. Once you step through the Stargate there’s no going back.

Abruptly he felt bereft, as though he’d lost something precious, of profound importance. And in a blinding flash of insight he knew what it was.

Innocence. Goddammit, I’ve lost my innocence.

Just like the young Adjoan woman Jackson had nearly reached was about to lose hers…

She was down on both knees before the shrine now, heedless of the hard rock against skin and bone. The pansy-like flowers had been taken from their honored place and placed on the ground. The scarlet offerings she’d brought with her were still in her hands but she was holding them out in some kind of supplication, or as though she wanted her invisible god to inspect them and give her a sign of approval. Her head was bowed, the long braid down her back glossy in the sun. She was so engrossed in her silent prayer that Jackson was able to get within three feet of her. Then his shadow fell obliquely across the shrine and she knew at last that she wasn’t alone.

With a startled cry she dropped the scarlet flowers and turned awkwardly, overbalancing on the uneven ground.

“No!” she cried, snatching her scraped knees up to crouch before Jackson. “You cannot be here! You must leave the gods’ place!”

Jackson immediately dropped to a crouch himself and held out one hand. “It’s all right,” he said, his gentle voice carrying clearly. “I’m a friend. My name is Daniel. What’s yours?”

The Adjoan girl’s eyes were large and lustrous, proclaiming her Egyptian heritage. She stared at Jackson, a swift pulse beating in the base of her throat.

“Daniel,” she said. “Are you a god?”

“No,” he said quickly. “I’m not a god. I’m a man.”

“But you are at the shrine.” She sucked in a deep breath and scrambled away from him, her eyes brilliant with fear. “Did Ra and Setesh send you? Do they return?”

“No,” said Jackson, his hand still outstretched. “Are you afraid of Ra and Setesh?”

“Of course. They gave the people of Adjo suffering and death as a punishment for our sins.”

“No,” said Jackson. “Whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault. You have to believe that. You weren’t to blame.”

The girl turned her face from him, as though she was too overcome to speak. Jackson withdrew his outstretched hand and eased back a bit to sit cross-legged on the ground.

Dixon glanced sideways at Carter. “I don’t think this is going too well.”

She shook her head. “You can trust Daniel, sir. Give him time, he’ll get through to her.”

“I don’t know, Major. It’s not looking very — ”

He heard O’Neill make a little sound in his throat, a kind of skeptical, hopeful grunt, and turned. “What?”

“You’ve been here five minutes and now you’re an expert? Give me a break.”

“No, I’m not an expert. I’m just thinking — ”

“To no good purpose,” said Teal’c. “If you knew him as we do you would not doubt Daniel Jackson.”

“I don’t doubt him, I’m just wondering whether — ”

“Yeah, Dixon, you are doubting him,” interrupted O’Neill. “And more importantly you’re starting to piss me off, so — ”

“Sirs,” said Carter. “Teal’c. Don’t you think this can wait?”

Silence, as they stared at her. Then O’Neill grunted again. Not angry, but accepting. Diverted, Dixon considered him. Took in the way O’Neill dropped his hackles and held his tongue.

So the major can pull rank on the colonel? That’s a new one. I’ll have to remember that…

Tucking the moment away for later examination, he turned his attention back to Jackson.

The team’s point man was gathering up the fallen scarlet flowers. When he finished he smoothed them into a neat bouquet and held them out to the withdrawn, silent girl. “I don’t think they’re damaged. You can still offer them to Ra and Setesh. That’s who you brought them for, isn’t it?”

Slowly she looked at him, then nodded, and after a moment accepted the bouquet. “Yes. Are you their servant? Do you come with a message?”

“I’ll answer all your questions,” said Jackson. “If you tell me your name.”

The girl looked at him, a riot of indecision in her face. “It is not seemly for a maiden to give her name to a strange man.”

Jackson raised his palms to the sky. “By the words of my heart, by the truth in my tongue, by the eye in the sky which sees all my deeds, I will do you no harm.”

It sounded like a ritualized response. The Adjoan girl gasped. “You say you are not the gods’ servant yet you know the words by which Ra’s slaves are known! You mean to harm me!”

“No!” said Jackson. “I promise! I was mar — I knew a servant of Ra. I was given the words as a sign that you might know my true heart and trust me.”

The girl was frowning now. “Oh…” she said at last, sounding uncertain.

“Please,” said Jackson. “Won’t you tell me your name?”

The girl released a deep sigh and bowed her head. “My name is Lotar.”

“Lotar,” said Jackson. “It’s good to meet you. I hope in time you and I can become friends.”

The girl Lotar looked up. “Friends speak the truth,” she said. “Who are you, Daniel? Where are you from?”

Holy crap, thought Dixon. I’ll be damned. He’s done it.

 

Daniel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Lotar. Did she know she was named for a thing? A slave? He smiled at her.

“You have a very pretty name.” Start with a compliment, leave the awkward explanations for later. I’ll have to work my way into them, one word at a time. “Thank you for trusting me with it.”

Lotar smiled back, the shyest curving of her lips. God, she reminded him of Sha’re. He felt his heart hitch, as it always hitched whenever he was confronted with an echo of his dead wife unawares.

“My father said it means ‘precious’,” the girl said.

Of course it did. Body slaves were expensive. “That’s lovely.”

She tilted her head to one side, considering him gravely. “You said you would answer my questions if I told you my name. I have told you my name, Daniel.”

He swallowed a laugh. With her initial startlement and fear faded, it seemed she was a practical person. Not someone easily distracted or intimidated — and a stickler for the rules. “Yes, Lotar. Yes, you have, and that was the bargain.”

“Then where are you from?” she said, still staring intently. “I have never before seen a man with eyes like the sky.”

A simple question. What a shame its answer was so damned complicated. He resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder at Jack and the others, still hiding in the shadows, expecting him to pull an anthropological miracle out of his hat. It was nice they had confidence in him, but sometimes…

Lotar was waiting for his answer. Her eyes were wide and touchingly confident… but he knew how easily her fear could return. If he didn’t play his cards right, if he let this delicate situation get away from him, they’d be hip deep in trouble… and it would all be his fault.

But hey. No pressure.

“I’m here to meet you, Lotar. Your people and mine have a great deal in common. We want to get to know you. I think there are many ways we can help each other. Learn from each other. Do you understand?”

She reached out with hesitant fingers and touched his cheek. “You are warm. Are you flesh and blood, as I am flesh and blood?”

He nodded. “Yes, Lotar. I told you, I’m not a god. I’m human, just like you. In fact…” He took another deep breath. Careful now. Careful. “I know it sounds impossible, but in an odd way we come from the same place. Your ancestors, your family from long, long ago, were born where I was born. On a — ” He nearly said planet, but he didn’t want to confuse her. Overwhelm her. “In a place called Earth.”

“Earth,” she said, as though she could taste the word on her tongue. “A strange name for a village. I have never heard of it.”

A village? So did that mean she had no concept of other worlds, other planets? No idea that she and her people weren’t originally from here? It was possible… the humans of Adjo had been isolated for centuries. There was no telling how far the stories of their history had shifted from the truth. Facts lost, misinterpreted, reinvented. New origin myths created to satisfy the urgent need to know, to understand, to occupy a place in the universe that made some kind of sense. Just like on Abydos.

“Oh, Earth is wonderful. I’d like to tell you about it some time,” he said. “If you’re interested.”

She nodded. “Oh, yes. I love stories. Daniel, your clothing is strange. I have never before seen a man dressed like you.”

He looked down at himself, at the military fatigues that had, without him meaning them to, become a kind of second skin. The skin of the other Daniel Jackson, the one who carried a gun and killed people with it, when he had to. The Daniel Jackson whose birth he’d tried so hard to prevent.

The Daniel Jackson I was made to invent, the price Jack said I had to pay for joining SG-1 and searching for Sha’re.

He’d hated it so much, in the beginning. Funny how aliens trying to kill you could help change your mind… how you could find yourself doing just about anything to save your own life, or the life of a friend… and not regret it after.

That had been the hardest part: the not regretting. Never once had he imagined he was a man who could kill without regrets. Even though who — what — he killed was evil and deserving of destruction, he’d thought he’d care a little bit — if only because they’d been alive. But no. It turned out he didn’t. Not always. Turned out he could hate with the best of them.

“Daniel?” said Lotar. “Is something wrong?”

“No, Lotar,” he said, looking up. “I’m sorry, I was just… thinking. About my clothes. I know they must seem very strange to you. I hope they don’t frighten you. I have other clothes, you know. Clothes that aren’t so different from yours.”

Again she gave him that wonderful smile. “Men do not wear dresses, Daniel.”

Oh Lotar, you’d be surprised… “I mean made of linen and dyed simple colors. That’s all.”

“I see. Daniel, this village Earth. Where is it? Does it — does it lie beyond the divide?” She sounded awestruck by the thought.

The divide… the divide… what the hell was that? There’d been something in the UAV footage, hadn’t there? A broad expanse of ravine and desert, inhospitable and harsh? Yes. And the second UAV had crashed in it before reaching the other side. That had to be what she meant. He shook his head. “No, Lotar. Earth isn’t beyond the divide.”

Now she looked confused. “But it must. There is nowhere else except beyond the divide, Daniel.”

Clearly she believed it. Which meant she and her people really had lost the truth of their origins. “Well, yes, Lotar. There is.” He shifted a little and looked at the Stargate. “There’s a whole lot more. Not just on Adjo, but on other worlds as well. Worlds that lie through the chappa’ai.”

He’d used the word on purpose to see if she recognized it, if any of Adjo’s folk history had incorporated Goa’uld terminology.

And he got his answer.

Between heartbeats her fear returned. Scuffling backwards, her eyes wide again and smile vanished, her breathing quickened, Lotar held the scarlet flowers to her chest as though they were a shield. “The chappa’ai is the gods’ doorway. It leads to the land of the gods and only the gods may walk through it. Only the gods may speak of it. We are not supposed to speak the words of Ra and Setesh. If we speak their words they will come back and punish us!”

“No, Lotar. Setesh and Ra can’t hurt you any more. They’re dead.”

“Dead? But gods cannot die!”

He touched her arm in what he hoped was a reassuring way. “That’s not true. The gods can die, especially when they battle each other. Do you know about that? Do you know Ra and Setesh fought each other a long, long time ago?”

Her dark eyebrows were beautiful, delicate arches winged like a dove. They lowered now as she considered his question. “Yes,” she whispered. “In the great gods’ war, in the time before time. It was terrible.”

“Yes, but now it’s over,” he said. “Ra and Setesh have fallen. They can never return to harm you and your people.”

“I — I do not understand,” said Lotar. “If the gods are dead, how do they still punish us?”

“Lotar, they don’t.”

“But — ”

He took her hands and held them, lightly. “I know this is confusing. I’m sorry. I’ll explain properly soon, I promise. And then I’ll take you somewhere the gods have never been. Somewhere you’ll be safe, where you can learn and grow and live a wonderful life.”

She drew back, her face fearful. “What is this? Do you say I must leave my village? Leave Adjo?”

“No, no,” he said hastily. “Not if you don’t want to. But Lotar, if you knew what was out there… if you knew what your people are missing…”

Wonderingly, she stared at him. “You are sad for us, Daniel. I hear sadness in your voice. I see it in your eyes.”

He nodded. “Yes, I’m sad.”

“But why? You do not know us. How can you be sad for people you do not know?”

“I can be sad because you’ve been alone for so long,” he said fiercely. Just like the people of Abydos, his other family, alone and exploited by parasitical vermin. “Through no fault of your own you’ve been cut off from your birthright as free human beings. But you’re not alone now, Lotar. I came through the chappa’ai so you’d learn who you are and where you come from. So you’d know you and your people aren’t alone.”

His words made her gasp. “Through the chappa’ai, Daniel? You? But only the gods know how to wake their doorway. So you have not told me the truth, you must be a — ”

“No, Lotar. Any human can wake the chappa’ai. When the time is right I’ll show you and your people how. Then, if you want to, you can stay on Adjo. And if you want to leave, well, that can happen too.” No matter who he had to go through. No matter how many four-star generals he had to mow down. Hell, he’d mow down the President if that’s what it took. He’d mow down Jack.

After three thousand years of poverty these people deserve a break. Screw the mining concessions. This is why I’m here.

Lotar let her hand fall back in her lap. “The gods’ lands do not lie beyond their doorway?”

“Many lands lie beyond it, Lotar.”

She stared at the gate as though she was seeing it for the first time. “And you will take us through it to the place you say my people came from? You will take us to Earth?”

She had to ask… He smiled. “Like I said, Lotar, the chappa’ai
leads to many worlds. I’m sure between us we can find the right one for your people, if you decide you want to leave.”

“Oh, Daniel…” Lotar shook her head. “My mind is dizzy. I came to the shrine because this is my passing time and — ”

“I’m sorry,” he interrupted. “Your passing time? I don’t know what that is. Can you tell me? Or is it taboo?”

Her olive skin tinted with a faint rush of blood. “No,” she murmured, her gaze downcast. “It is not taboo. Only private. But I will tell you. After rebirthing season I am to marry Bhuiku. Before a girl marries and is made a true woman she is in her passing time. Then she must be alone. To prove she is worthy of being a true woman she must brave the gods’ wrath in the shadow of their doorway. She brings offerings and prays so she might bear her man strong sons who will not fall into darkness as babes.”

Fall into darkness? That sounded like a euphemism for death. Doubtless the Adjoans suffered a high infant mortality rate. It was something Janet would want to address sooner rather than later. So this passing time business was a kind of combined fertility and child protection rite. Okay. He could work with that.

“Well,” he said, “first of all, congratulations on getting married. You must be very happy.”

Lotar’s face lit up, a sweet smile blossoming. “Oh, I am. Bhuiku is the best of men. I pray to the gods I will be the best of women to him and give him many healthy sons.” And then she gasped, her smile dying. “But you say the gods are dead! If the gods are dead how will I know I am worthy to marry Bhuiku? If I marry Bhuiku without the gods’ blessing my babes will fall into the terrible darkness!”

Oh damn. I should’ve kept my big mouth shut. “No, no, Lotar, it’s all right!” he said, and risked putting his hand on the young girl’s shoulder.

“It is not all right, Daniel,” Lotar sobbed. “I cannot marry!”



Chapter Nine
 

Daniel could’ve kicked himself. Way to go, Jackson. Give yourself a gold frigging star. “Lotar, please, listen to me. You’ve misunderstood. The gods still have power.”

She looked at him, her cheeks drenched. “How can they have power if they are dead?”

Good question. “Ah — well — because they were gods. Think about it. Your people have been coming here to pray for many years, haven’t they?”

Slowly she nodded. “Yes.”

“And your prayers have been answered?”

“Sometimes,” she said, sniffing. “Not everyone is spared the darkness.”

He took her hands again. “Lotar, we have a saying on Earth. God — the gods — answer all prayers, but sometimes the answer is no. And that can be hard. I know it can be hard.” I’ve been told no more times than I can bear. “But I can’t imagine why the gods wouldn’t want you to marry Bhuiku.”

She tugged her hands free. “Oh, I do I want to marry him, Daniel,” she whispered. “I love him very much.”

“Then marry him, Lotar. Finish your passing time and marry the man you love.”

Her chin came up. “I will.”

He was so relieved he could’ve kissed her. “Tell me, Lotar, how long is your passing time supposed to last?”

“Ten sunrises we must pray at the gods’ gate, bringing them the offerings we find in the wilderness.”

He felt a whisper of excitement. Ten days in the wilderness. So it was a test of survival, too, a total rite of passage. Which meant it didn’t correlate to any rituals he’d come across in the period of Egyptian history from which Lotar’s distant ancestors had come. And that meant it had developed in the unique environment that was Adjo. Hot damn! This place was a virtual petrie dish of human sociological drift, of — 

Easy there, tiger. You’re not on a field trip, you’re breaking the ice so we can get our feet in the door.

Crap. There was Jack again, whispering over his shoulder. And if he turned around right now he just knew he’d see the man himself glaring at him, willing the geek-boy anthropologist to get the hell on with it and enough with the chit-chat already!

Shut up, Jack. My mandate, remember?

“So, Lotar,” he said. “How many sunrises have you been here now?”

“This is the third sunrise of my passing time, Daniel.”

Three days and the MALPs had missed filming her every time. What were the odds? Sam could tell him. Not that it mattered much in the grand scheme of things. What mattered was he’d met Lotar now, established a pretty decent working rapport… and the heady rush of discovery was bubbling through his veins like vintage Dom Perignon.

“And does Bhuiku have a passing time too?”

Again, Lotar’s skin tinted and her gaze dropped downwards. “Yes. But it is not for a girl to know or speak of.”

Right. Of course not. “Sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” He’d ask Bhuiku that in person, later, once they’d made contact with Lotar’s village. For now he should focus on the job at hand before Jack lost his temper and ruined what promised to be a beautiful friendship. “Lotar, when you came to the shrine with your flowers for the gods, didn’t you wonder what those strange machines were near the chappa’ai?”

“Machines?” She shook her head. “What is machines?”

“Oh. Ah — the funny looking things — ” Helplessly, he tried to form their shapes with his hands. “Made of metal. On caterpillar wheels. Used to collect information. And you have no idea what I’m talking about. The things. The strange things.” He pointed. “Here, on the plinth. You were expecting to see them again but they were gone when you got back with your flowers. Those things.”

Her confused expression cleared. “Oh! Yes! I thought they might be Jaffa sent by the gods to guard their doorway.” She shrugged. “When I saw they were gone I thought the gods had called them home.”

“So you haven’t told anyone about them?”

“No. I was alone here till you came, Daniel, and I cannot return to my village before I have finished my passing time. If I do, the gods will curse me with sickly children, or worse.”

Damn. If they wanted Lotar to introduce SG-1 to her village that could be a problem. No way would Jack agree to hang around here for seven days while she finished her ritual. He’d have to think about that. In the meantime…

“Lotar, you said you thought the machines were Jaffa. So you know about Jaffa?”

She shivered. “Oh yes. From little children we are told of the Jaffa. The Jaffa will come and eat us in our beds if we are not obedient.”

Poor Teal’c. Talk about having to live down your reputation… Resisting the urge to glance over his shoulder to where Teal’c and the others were still patiently — or probably not so patiently — waiting, Daniel focused on giving Lotar his most reassuring smile.

“Lotar, I’m really grateful you’re so willing to talk to me, especially about such personal and important things. You’ve been very brave, very trusting, and I want you to know how much that means to me.”

“You are strange, Daniel,” she said, smiling, “but I do not fear you.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “My heart tells me when I should be afraid.”

“Really?” he said. “Wow. That’s great. Thank you. So. There’s something else I need to tell you.”

“About the gods?” she said, looking at the shrine.

“No. About me. You see, I didn’t come through the chappa’ai alone.” He lifted a hand and beckoned with one finger. “Sam?” he said, raising his voice. “You want to join us? Just you. For now. And no — ” He thought hard. “Decorations?”

A moment later Sam, minus her weaponry, stepped out of the concealing shadows into the sunlight.

“Hello, Lotar,” she said. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”

For the second time Lotar’s scarlet flowers tumbled to the rocky ground. Then the girl flung herself face down before Sam, visibly trembling.

“You cannot be human! You must be a god!”

Exactly the kind of pronouncement guaranteed to horrify Sam. “Daniel…”

Gently he took Lotar by the shoulders and eased her out of her desperate prostration. “Lotar, Lotar, it’s all right. She’s not a god, she’s human like you. She’s one of my dearest friends. Her name is Sam.”

Reaching them, Sam dropped to a crouch before the overcome girl and took one small olive-skinned hand in both of hers. “Daniel’s right, Lotar. See? I’m flesh and blood.”

Lotar’s eyes were enormous. “But — but your hair,” she stammered, and averted her gaze as though afraid the audacity of staring at Sam would see her punished. “Your hair is gold, like the gold we give the gods. No human has hair of gold. You must be a god, or some creature made by a god.”

“Damn,” Sam murmured, her face full of compassion. Simmering beneath that, a terrible rage. Daniel knew exactly how she felt. “Lotar, look at me. Look at me.”

Obedient to Sam’s insistence, Lotar looked up.

“I am a woman, just like you,” said Sam, her eyes intent. “A few years older but no different. No better. Where I come from — where our people come from, yours and mine — many women have gold hair. Or brown. Or red. Lots of shades in between. None of us are gods. We’re all like you.”

Lotar’s gaze shifted, and she stared at the Stargate. “A flesh and blood woman? From this place called Earth?”

“That’s right.”

Calmer now, Lotar continued staring at the gate. Then she looked again at Sam. “Can I touch your gold hair?”

Startled, Sam blinked. “Oh! Ah — well — yeah. Sure. If it’ll help convince you I’m not a god.”

Holding her breath, Lotar reached out and touched Sam’s short blond hair with reverent fingers. “So soft! Like sunshine.” She leaned closer. “And your eyes! They are like Daniel’s eyes. I have never seen sky eyes before, or hair like golden sunshine.”

For the second time she burst into tears.

“Oh crap,” said Daniel. “Ah… Sam?”

Shooting him a look, Sam wrapped Lotar in her arms and let the girl weep unhindered. “It’s okay. I know this is hard. We’ve turned your world upside down, Lotar. I’m sorry.”

Stabbed with fresh guilt, Daniel watched and waited as Sam calmed the girl. “I think we should get the rest of the introductions over with,” he murmured. “Better one big shock now than dragging out all the little shocks.”

“Agreed,” said Sam. “And not just for her sake. The colonel’s really antsy. He wants to get a move on.”

“Yeah. I kind of figured. Lotar? Lotar, there’s something else you need to know.”

Sam loosened her comforting grasp and the girl eased back to look at him. “Yes, Daniel?”

“Three more friends came with me to Adjo. They’d like to meet you. I know you’re upset, but…”

“No. I am all right,” said Lotar. “I would like to meet them. I was foolish to weep.”

“Good for you,” he said, and got to his feet. Then he held out his hand to her. “Of all the people we could’ve met first on Adjo, I’m pleased we met you.”

Smiling brilliantly now, she took his hand and let him help her to stand. “I am also pleased, Daniel.”

As Sam stood too, Daniel raised his voice. “Okay, Jack. Lotar’s eager to meet you. She’s a wonderful girl, completely harmless.” So please take the hint and leave your guns behind, all of you.

And ten seconds later there was Jack, with Teal’c and Dixon a step behind and on each side. Weaponless, thank God.

“Lotar,” said Jack. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you…” A sidewise flickering glance. “At last.”

Daniel pulled a face. “All good things come to those who wait. Lotar, this is my friend Jack.” He pointed. “And this is David.” He pointed again. “And this is Teal’c.”

He held his breath then, knowing Jack and the others did too, in case Lotar realized that Teal’c was a genuine Jaffa. One of the monsters who ate children in their beds.

But somewhere in three thousand years of isolation the physical truth of the Jaffa must have been lost because Lotar showed no fear at all. Instead she gravely inspected each new man’s face, one after the other.

Dixon smiled, his eyes warm. “Hey, Lotar. Nice to meet you.”

Teal’c said nothing, but inclined his head with great dignity.

“Friends of Daniel, you are welcome to Adjo,” said Lotar. “The gods have blessed me in my passing time.”

“The gods, eh?” said Jack. “Well, yippee for them.”

“Jack,” Daniel said warningly, as Sam skewered their colonel with a sharp glance.

Oblivious to both warning and glare, Jack dusted his hands together. “So boys and girls, now we’re all friends and there’s been lots and lots and lots of chitchat, what say we get our gear and make tracks? I’ll bet Lotar’s just dying to show us off to her pals.”

Bewildered, Lotar turned. “Daniel?”

He sighed. “What Jack means, Lotar, is that we need to speak with the leaders of your village. Can you take us to them?”

She nodded. “Oh. Of course. When I have completed my passing time I will take you to the Elders.”

As Jack opened his mouth, Daniel turned, forestalling. “It’s an important ritual. It’ll be finished in a week.”

“A week? You want us to wait a week? Out here?” said Jack. “Ah — I don’t think so, Daniel.”

Daniel swallowed another sigh, smiled at Lotar, then took Jack by the sleeve and tugged him aside. “Jack, please. Do you want to spook her?”

“No, I want you to tell her we’re not twiddling our thumbs out here for a week while she picks flowers for a pair of dead snakeheads!”

Oh boy. “Jack, listen. I — ”

“No, Daniel, you listen,” Jack said, snapped right back into uncompromising mode. “I’ve given you all the latitude I can. We’ve got our orders. Make contact with the locals and establish the ground rules for preliminary mineral surveys ASAP.”

Sometimes it was so hard, keeping his temper with Jack. “Yes, I know, but — ”

Jack’s glare was incendiary. “Enough, Daniel. We’re heading for Lotar’s village. Now do you want to tell her she’s been hired as our native guide, or shall I?”

“All right. I’ll talk to her. I’ll ask if her she’ll come with us. But if she doesn’t want to I have to respect her wishes. And so do you.”

Scowling, Jack nodded. “Yeah. Right. Whatever.”

His philosophy in a nutshell. “Okay then. Give me a few minutes and some privacy and I’ll do my best.”

Another nod. “A few minutes.”

Feeling so guilty his stomach hurt, Daniel took the young girl aside. “I know it’s a big thing to ask, Lotar, and I wouldn’t ask… except it’s so important. Not just to us, but to your people too. Please, take us to your Elders. We’ll make sure they don’t punish you.”

She was silent for a long time, staring at the rocky red ground. Then she looked up. “All right, Daniel.”

He could’ve shouted with relief. “Great. That’s great. Thank you, Lotar. I promise you won’t regret it.” Turning, he nodded to Jack.

“Okay!” Jack announced, turning to the rest of the team. “Time to get this show on the road.”

 

Teal’c heard one of his team mates stir as Adjo’s sun broke free of the distant horizon. He did not have to look to know it was O’Neill. SG-1’s leader was always the first to wake.

“O’Neill,” he said quietly, as his friend joined him after retreating a discreet distance from the camp to empty his bladder. It was a constant wonder to him how humans so often prevailed against their adversaries, given the fragility of their physiology. Such frequent thirst and hunger, the constant need for bodily eliminations, the way they had to sleep so often and for so long. Their fragile bones that broke so easily, how swiftly they succumbed to disease and pain. They were not what anyone could call a robust species.

But it was easy to see why the Goa’uld had abandoned the Unas to make humans their new, preferred hosts. The Unas were hardier, there was no question of that. But the Goa’uld worshipped beauty and the Unas were not beautiful.

And after all, the Goa’uld had their Jaffa to do — what did O’Neill call it? Ah, yes. Their heavy lifting.

In his belly the incubating Goa’uld larva twisted, dreaming its dreams of galactic domination. Perhaps sensing its helpless caretaker’s despair and laughing to feel it.

Indeed they were a pitiless race.

Standing in silent companionship, O’Neill watched with him as Adjo’s sun chased the night’s shadows out of the wide, shallow valley they camped above. On the valley floor below squatted Lotar’s village, one hundred and eight-four dwellings spread along the banks of the river winding down from the opposite side of the valley.

He knew how many dwellings there were because he had counted. First rule of engagement: know all you can know about a potential enemy, as swiftly as you are able to know it.

At this distance he could not see the entrance to the abandoned mine the UAV had captured on film but that was unimportant. It was there, the cause of this mission. The cause of trouble, perhaps, if he had been right.

For the sake of us all I hope I am wrong.

But he feared he was not. To borrow one of O’Neill’s favorite phrases, he had a bad feeling about this.

I wish there was a god I could believe in so I might ask it for help. For protection. I am one Jaffa. I fear I will not be strong enough to protect my people this time.

Sensing his disquiet, as he so often sensed many things, O’Neill glanced sideways. “If I can put up with Dixon, you can put up with being here.”

“Colonel Dixon has done nothing to challenge or disturb your authority.”

O’Neill pulled a face. “Not yet. But he will.”

“You have no evidence on which to base that assertion.”

“I don’t need evidence.”

Teal’c let his lips curve, just a little. “Because you have your gut?”

“Damn right I’ve got my gut.”

He nodded. “As I have mine, O’Neill.”

“Yeah,” O’Neill sighed. “Dammit.”

With his booted toes O’Neill scuffed at the leaf litter they stood on. High overhead a v-shape formation of wide-winged birds arrowed through the blushing sky. Closer, in the surrounding trees, smaller birds trilled a welcome to the dawn. Buzzing beneath that a soft drone, as behind them Daniel Jackson snored in his sleeping bag.

“Y’know, Teal’c,” he added, his half-lidded gaze brooding upon the village below them, “I could be imagining things… but does that village look a bit small? Smaller than it needs to be, I mean?”

Teal’c considered the distant collection of dwellings. “It is not large,” he conceded. “But many of the villages we have encountered have not been large.”

“Yeah, but that’s because they get culled by the Goa’uld on a regular basis. These people have been out of the loop a hell of a time. And without TV as a distraction human beings tend to breed like rabbits.”

He permitted himself another small smile. “If Earth’s current population is any guide, O’Neill, even with the distraction of popular entertainment human beings breed like rabbits.”

O’Neill snorted softly. “Yeah.”

“You could ask Lotar,” he suggested. “She might possess an explanation.”

Another soft snort. “Yeah. That’s likely.”

“It is your choice, O’Neill,” he said, shrugging.

“Yeah,” said O’Neill, and once more lapsed into silence.

Shadow by shadow, the sun climbed above the far lip of the valley’s ridgetop. Three more arrowheads of birds flew overhead. A soft breeze rose, rustling leaves, stirring scents from hidden wildflowers. New birdsong drifted from the branches above them, descant to the already trilling soprano.

O’Neill shoved his hands in his pockets. “Daniel better not keep us hanging round for half the day while he goes through his elaborate meet-and-greet routine with the locals. We burned enough daylight yesterday going slow for Lotar’s sake.”

He sounded aggrieved. Ready to find fault even though Daniel Jackson had not yet woken. “You may find his methods tedious, O’Neill, but it is unlikely that any of us could have persuaded Lotar to abandon her passing time ritual in favor of leading us the fastest way to her village. In doing so he has saved us much time.”

O’Neill twitched one shoulder. “He’s letting his personal mission objective go to his head. We’re here to establish mining rights, not research a book about these people’s life story.”

Teal’c lifted an eyebrow. “Is it not possible for us to do both?”

“Possible? Sure. Desirable? No way. Come on, Teal’c. If I don’t ride herd on Daniel, keep him focused, we’ll still be here this time next month. And I don’t intend being here any longer than I have to.”

“Because until this mission is completed you are forced to continue your association with Colonel Dixon. Do you truly believe he is a Pentagon spy… or is he unwelcome because he blames you for Frank Cromwell’s death?”

Birdsong filled the sharp silence. “What the hell kind of question is that?” O’Neill said at last, his gaze rigidly trained on the slumbering village below them.

“I think a fair one, O’Neill,” he replied carefully. “You blame yourself even though it was not your fault. Just as you blame yourself for the loss of Hank Boyd and his team, even though their deaths were not your fault either.”

“Crap,” O’Neill muttered. “You been buying psychology books off Amazon?”

“I do not need to purchase textbooks to understand your heart in this, O’Neill,” he said. “Cromwell was your friend. He perished because of it. You would not be yourself if you did not feel guilt.”

They had never before spoken of the black hole incident, at least not beyond the required debriefings. O’Neill rarely spoke of personal things, revealing only what he wanted others to know. And unlike Daniel Jackson, I am content with that. To demand more is… disrespectful. But now, given the current circumstances, he was prepared to be rude.

O’Neill folded his arms again. “Cromwell and I weren’t friends when he died. We were — ” He shook his head. “I have no idea what we were.”

“To me you did not sound like enemies.”

“Yeah. Like I said. I don’t know what we were at the end.”

“But you are afraid Colonel Dixon will want to know? You are afraid he has come here to complete unfinished business?”

O’Neill slid another look sideways. “Me? Afraid. Surely you jest.”

No, he did not. And O’Neill was aware of that. But if he was reluctant or unable to elucidate his feelings on the matter of Frank Cromwell or David Dixon then the conversation would end here and now.

Unlike Daniel Jackson I know when not to push. But I suspect this time he is in the right. O’Neill is haunted by Cromwell. Though much time has passed his heart has yet to heal. What Daniel fails to realize, however, is that only O’Neill can heal it. And to do that he must first give himself permission to release his pain.

And that was very much more easily said than done. Did he not know it, with his precious wife and child still paying the price for his impulsive decision in the prison on Chulak?

“You should cut Daniel Jackson some slack, O’Neill,” he said, turning away from the light-washed valley before them. “You know as well as I that he is among the best at what he does. Warriors are important, but we are not always the most important.”

O’Neill’s eyebrows were up. “’Cut him some slack’?” he echoed, his eyes bright with derisive humor. “Forget the psychobabble books, you’ve been watching The Simpsons!”

“I have no need to watch The Simpsons, O’Neill,” he replied, letting his own lurking sense of humor reveal itself. “You are quite adept at re-enacting each episode.”

Which was precisely the wrong thing to say. Until recently O’Neill had done so with Jake Andrews. Like a cloud crossing the sun the amusement in O’Neill’s face was blotted out by rewoken grief, leaving it grim, and his eyes chilled to bleakness with memory.

He had erred, and where O’Neill was concerned there were rarely second chances. Before he could speak, make tentative amends, O’Neill was turning away.

“Hey!” he said sharply to the rest of his team, still asleep and oblivious. “Where do you guys think we are, on a dude ranch vacation? Sun’s up! Time to go!”

Major Carter was the first to react, sitting up with her sidearm in her hand. “What? What?”

“Relax, Carter,” said O’Neill. “It’s reveille, not a call to arms.”

Colonel Dixon sat up next, more slowly. Not because he was any less prepared but because he’d taken a moment to assess the situation while pretending he still slept.

He was a canny warrior. O’Neill was right to be wary.

“Jack, what are you trying to do?” Daniel Jackson demanded from the depths of his sleeping bag. “Give us all a heart attack?” With a groan he emerged, and looked to where the Adjoan girl Lotar had chosen to sleep for the night. “Lotar? It’s all right. Don’t be frightened. Jack’s playing a joke on us. He has a poor — sorry, a different — sense of humor.”

After a moment the girl showed her face. “Are you sure we are safe, Daniel? I thought the gods had come to chide me for leaving the shrine before my passing time was ended.”

“No, no,” said Daniel Jackson, with a hot look at O’Neill. “It’s all right. Jack’s sorry he frightened you. Say you’re sorry, Jack.”

O’Neill shoved his hands in his pockets and let his head drop for a moment. Then he sighed and looked up. “Yeah. Sorry, Lotar. Didn’t mean to upset you.”

The girl murmured something, then made herself look at O’Neill. “It is all right.” Her gaze shifted past him. “Good morning, Teal’c. Thank you for the use of your — your sleeping bag.” She fingered the soft nylon, wondering at its slippery silkiness. “It was so warm and comfortable.”

He bowed. “You are welcome, Lotar.”

They still had not told her he was one of the feared Jaffa. O’Neill had decreed that was information best kept secret for now. They would explain his origins to her village elders when it came time for them to learn the truth.

“Okay,” said O’Neill. “Now we’re all awake, let’s eat and break camp. The sooner we wrap up this fun romp through the wilderness the sooner we can do what we came for and call this one mission accomplished.”

After they’d consumed a swift breakfast and prepared to leave, Major Carter found a moment to speak with him unobserved.

“Teal’c,” she said, her voice soft and low. “I don’t want to put you on the spot or anything, but — I’m starting to think I should’ve taken Daniel more seriously back at the base. You know. About…”

She need say no more than that. He knew exactly what she meant. He also knew there was nothing either of them could do. He looked up briefly from relacing his boots, and saw in her eyes she was all too aware of that.

“No matter what O’Neill is feeling, Major, he is first and foremost a professional soldier,” he replied, making sure his own voice would not carry past her. “He will do nothing to endanger this mission.”

“I know,” she agreed, zipping up her pack. “But he’s really bugging Daniel. The last thing we need is those two going at each other because he’s pissed off at Dixon. We both know it’s hell when they’re getting on each other’s nerves.”

“What is it you expect me to do, Major?”

She sighed sharply. “I don’t know. I don’t know if there’s anything we can do. You know what the colonel’s like. But if you think there’s a moment when you can talk to him, get him to lower his guard for once, maybe — ”

“I have already attempted to do so,” he said, after a moment. “I was unsuccessful.”

“Oh,” she said. “Right.”

Their eyes met in perfect understanding.

“Perhaps you could speak with him yourself.”

“Yeah, right,” she retorted. “Because he’s always confiding in me.”

Beneath the dark humor, a sting of pain. Did she know what she betrayed of her heart at such moments? He thought she did not. He thought perhaps she was yet to fully understand herself where O’Neill was concerned. Just as O’Neill did not understand his feelings for her.

I cannot help but fear, a little, what will happen when understanding does at last come to them.



Chapter Ten
 

Unaware of their conversation, fortunately, O’Neill was scattering and stamping out the remains of last night’s fire. Colonel Dixon assisted Daniel Jackson with his pack, making certain all its straps and fasteners were correct. Major Carter watched him, her expression approving.

“I like Dixon,” she said abruptly. “Do you?”

“I have no reason to dislike him,” Teal’c replied. “Nor will I, provided he does not… agitate.”

Again their eyes met.

“Yeah,” she said, after a moment. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed on that one, huh?”

She withdrew, then, to assist Colonel Dixon in clipping his own back-pack into place. Teal’c watched her as he finished relacing his boots. After three years it was still odd to him, how the members of his team kept up this running observation upon one another. And it wasn’t only SG-1. He’d observed it every time he joined another SGC field unit. It was such a human thing, it seemed to him, this impulse to turn every group into a family.

Not even the Jaffa he had known — except for Bra’tac — had fostered such close bonds. For Bra’tac it was an unobtrusive way of defying the Goa’uld, he knew that now. For himself, growing up, the friendships he’d formed with his fellow warriors had always been tainted by the need to serve the Goa’uld first. By the fierce competition that was deliberately fostered among them.

Not so with the SGC, at least not in his experience thus far. There was conflict, yes, there were disagreements and grudging dislikes. Not everyone ‘got along’. But transcending the personal was the idea of family. The notion that each man and woman of the SGC belonged to one another, that no matter the conflicts, the clashes, the inevitable collisions of personality, all that was put aside for the good of all.

Hurt one of Hammond’s people and all were hurt. All sought revenge for the dead and risked their lives to bring the missing home. He thought it was that quality which had made him look twice at O’Neill and his team in that Chulak prison cell, so long ago. In his other lifetime, when he was Apophis’s slave.

Perhaps it was this family bond that had driven Dixon to join them, to learn for himself the fate of his blood brother Cromwell. O’Neill’s blood brother, of whom he would not speak.

But is not my brother’s brother also brother to me?

Yes. He was. Which meant O’Neill and Dixon were brothers under the skin, brothers of the blood and heart, connected by Cromwell… whether they wished to be or not.

And until O’Neill accepts that and gives his unwanted brother what he craves there will be no peace between them or for them. Cromwell’s spirit will haunt them to their graves.

A disquieting thought. Not one he would share with O’Neill, at least not yet. SG-1’s team leader had more than enough to contend with in seeing to the successful completion of this mission.

But like Major Carter and like Daniel Jackson I will be watching him. And if it comes time to speak then I will speak my mind without fear, as any brother knows he must.

“You all set there, Teal’c?” said O’Neill, approaching.

Boots re-laced, his pack ready for carrying, he nodded. “I am.”

O’Neill looked over to Daniel Jackson, who had taken off his pack and was wrestling with it as though it were a mortal enemy. “Oh, please,” O’Neill muttered. “Herding cats would be easier, I swear. Daniel! This isn’t your first barbecue! Time to roll!”

Lotar looked startled. “Roll? No, we must walk to the village. Very carefully, for the path is narrow and steep.”

“It’s all right, Lotar,” said Major Carter, not quite hiding her amusement. “It was a figure of speech. Colonel O’Neill means it’s time to leave.”

“Oh,” said Lotar in a small voice, and cast a sidelong look at O’Neill. “I did not know. I am sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” said Daniel Jackson, his pack at last wrestled into submission. “Trust me, it’s not you.”

“That’s right,” said O’Neill. “It’s me, it’s me, it’s all about me. And I say let’s go. I’ll take point. Teal’c, you’ve got our six. Lotar, walk with Daniel and Carter and play backseat driver.”

“And I’ll just tag along in there somewhere,” Colonel Dixon muttered. “No sweat. It’s my pleasure.”

If O’Neill heard the comment he chose not to react.

They left the clearing at the top of the valley and headed down the winding slope towards Lotar’s village.

 

After half an hour of traversing a barely visible track through spindly trees and low-growing bracken, Colonel Dixon fell back to the rear of the procession.

“So Teal’c,” he said, his tone as ever cheerfully conversational, “how’s about you run me through what I can expect when we reach Lotar’s village?”

Teal’c looked at the man. “I cannot do that, Colonel Dixon.”

Dixon’s smile remained, but his eyes cooled. “Okay. Look. I may not be Carter but I’m not exactly an idiot. I get that you guys don’t really want me here. But — ”

“You misunderstand me,” he said, before Dixon could elaborate. “I have no objection to your presence. But neither can I tell you what to expect from Lotar’s village. Like you, I have never been there.”

That made Dixon blink. “Okay. That’s true. But even so — ”

“And even if I had,” he continued, “I would hesitate to tell you of my experiences there. Each man sees the world through his own eyes, Colonel. Each man must form his own opinions, untouched by the opinions of other men.”

“That’s… very interesting, Teal’c,” said Dixon, after a moment. “Tell me, how do you reconcile that philosophy with the fact you used your own previous experience to try and stop us from coming here at all?”

He frowned. “If I had not believed there to be danger on Adjo I would not have spoken as I did. My concern for SG-1’s welfare over-rides any other consideration.”

“You’re something else, Teal’c. Do you know that?”

“If you mean that I am not like a human then yes. Of that fact I am well aware.”

“You’re funny,” said Dixon, slowly smiling. “I never got that about you before. It doesn’t show up in the team’s reports.”

“The team’s reports are not personnel profiles but factual accounts of events in which we have participated.”

Dixon stared. “Holy crap. You talk like a college professor, did anyone ever tell you that?”

He let himself smile, ever so slightly. “I believe O’Neill has mentioned it once or twice.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet he has,” Dixon murmured. “Okay. So you can’t tell me specifics. Can you at least tell me about some of the other first contacts you’ve made? I mean, when you were Apophis’s First Prime you must have visited a heap of planets.”

“When I was Apophis’s First Prime I did not make ‘first contacts’” he said, letting his voice chill. “Not in the way you understand that term.” He’d plundered, he’d destroyed, he’d overseen the enslavement of nations. That was not something he wished to discuss with Dixon. It was not something he cared to remember at all.

“Okay,” said Dixon, wisely retreating. “Then tell me about your first contacts with SG-1.”

“Why is that necessary? You have read the mission reports.”

Dixon tipped back his head and stared at the tree-latticed sky. “It’s not the same and you know it. I want to hear it from you, Teal’c, I want to see the world through your eyes. You’re nearly three times my age, you’ve been to places I’ll never even imagine. Experienced things I can’t begin to dream about.”

Time for a sharp dose of reality. “And I have done things, Colonel Dixon, that would give you nightmares for the rest of your short life. Like you I am a warrior. Like you I am stained with the blood of innocents. There is nothing heroic about my former life.”

Dixon’s head snapped around as though he’d been struck. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

He met the man’s molten stare, unflinching. “It means that in my three years on your planet I have done much reading. I have studied your history and current events. Innocents always perish in war, even when their deaths are not intended. And humanity is in love with war.”

“In love with it?” said Dixon, incredulous. “Hell, Teal’c. I don’t know what books you’ve been reading but — ”

“Do you deny that war has been described as glorious?”

“No,” said Dixon, after a difficult moment. “It was described that way, once. By men who didn’t understand what they were saying. But — ”

“And do you deny the brotherhood of warriors? The bonds that are formed between men who fight side by side? Who shed blood together and for each other? Do you deny the intensity of those ties?”

For a moment he thought Dixon wasn’t going to answer. Then the colonel sighed, and shook his head. “Holy crap, you’re a sneaky bastard.” His voice was low, pitched not to carry. “How did a simple question about Lotar’s village turn into a conversation about Frank Cromwell?”

“I do not recall mentioning that name.”

“Yeah, hello,” said Dixon, with a sarcasm worthy of O’Neill himself. “Not Carter, still not stupid, remember? Teal’c, if there’s something on your mind then say it. I won’t be offended.”

Teal’c looked ahead to where O’Neill was striding along in the lead, Daniel Jackson by his left hand, the girl Lotar by his right. She was chattering away now, having seemingly lost her awe of O’Neill. Something she said elicited one of his rare laughs, his face in profile softened with friendly amusement.

“You don’t have to, Teal’c,” Dixon added. “But I really would be stupid if I thought you guys weren’t discussing me behind my back.”

Should he mention the Chinese meal at O’Neill’s house? No. I think not. “There has been no discussion.”

“O’Neill hasn’t said anything? Not even about Frank?”

“Why do you wish to know? Knowing will not return your friend to life.”

“Of course it won’t!” said Dixon. “You think I don’t know that? I want to know because knowledge is better than ignorance.”

Teal’c looked at him. “Not always.”

“See, it’s like you said,” Dixon replied, one hand resting ready on the butt of his sidearm. Even at this moment, ready to react should danger strike. The hallmark of a seasoned warrior. “The bonds of brotherhood and all that stuff. Me and Frank were tight. I wasn’t there when the black hole mission went down, I wasn’t there to back him up. I should’ve been, but I wasn’t.”

“And so you blame yourself for his death,” he said quietly. “Or you blame O’Neill.” As O’Neill blamed himself. So much blame. So much guilt. And none of it to any purpose.

I am the only one here who truly understands the need for guilt.

“No,” said Dixon, with an effort. “I don’t blame O’Neill. I read the reports, I attended the inquest. O’Neill didn’t kill Frank. But he did hurt him, Teal’c. He spent years hurting him and I want to know why. Frank never deserved it. And he never got over it. O’Neill owes him an apology for that. For Frank’s sake, for his memory, I want to hear one.”

“How are you so certain it is your right to demand it?”

Dixon’s eyes and face were fierce. “Because I’m the one who got drunk with Frank and listened to him talk about how he put O’Neill in that Iraqi prison. I’m the one who poured him into bed more times than I can count and watched him shed tears for something he couldn’t undo or forget or forgive himself for no matter how much booze he drank or how hard he partied or how many black ops missions he volunteered for! That man saved so many lives, Teal’c. He risked himself over and over, saving civilians, saving his team, doing crazy things to bring people home alive… and every single life he saved was the same life. It was Jack O’Neill’s life. He stopped bullets with his body saving that one life over and over and over again. And it was never enough. Do you understand what I’m saying? He could’ve saved thousands and it wouldn’t have been enough! He was a good man, Teal’c. Hell, he was a great man. A great man, a great leader, one hell of a friend. And I’ll be damned if I don’t hear Jack O’Neill admit that — and say he’s sorry for the pain he caused.”

Dixon’s voice had risen. Not enough to alert O’Neill… but Major Carter, walking directly in front of them, had heard him. Her head was turned, ever so slightly. She was listening. Dixon wasn’t aware, he was caught up in a barbed wire tangle of memory.

Teal’c walked in silence for a time, considering his options, as Dixon steadied his breathing and wrestled his emotions under control.

This man has come to us for answers. I have none for him, but perhaps I am able to show him where and how to find them. And in helping him, perhaps I might help O’Neill… who is suffering too, though he will never admit it.

“Colonel Dixon,” he said, “I admire your loyalty. O’Neill is a man who admires loyalty. But he is also a man who will not succumb to force. In that prison you speak of he was terribly tortured. He did not break for his captors. He will not break for you. What O’Neill gives, he gives freely. He has a generous heart. Show him you are worthy of his trust and his loyalty and then, only then, perhaps, you will gain what you desire.”

Before Dixon could reply, O’Neill raised his clenched fist. “Hold up!” he called. “Gather round, campers. Time to put on our party faces.”

So engrossed had he been in his conversation with Dixon, Teal’c realized he’d not been paying sufficient attention to their journey. They’d reached the floor of the valley. The light surrounding them was dimmer now, thanks to the gently rising slopes around them. The straggling woodland had come to end and the somnolent hush was colored by the sound of rushing water.

And there, in the distance, gilded in the sun, stood the girl Lotar’s village, woken and bustling.

For good or ill, they had arrived.

 

In the distance the people of Lotar’s village went about their unsuspecting business. A handful of adults, men and women, could be seen moving in and around the scatter of rustic houses. There were coracles on the wide, meandering river, with young boys fishing over their sides. The sound of bleating goats floated on the warm breeze, and the laughter of excited toddlers playing with a ball on the grassy banks by the water. A group of older children worked nearby. It was hard to be sure, but Daniel thought they were winding skeins of thread onto spindles. Flax, probably, for the weaving of linen. Further distant again, more villagers worked with onagers and crude wooden plows in the cultivated fields on either side of the river. It seemed the valley soil was particularly fertile, if the extent of the crops was any indication.

“So,” Daniel said, tearing his gaze from the bucolic scenery and looking at Jack. “Are you going to let me take point on this one?”

Jack shrugged. “Actually, I was thinking I might just lay down some suppression fire, take the village leaders hostage and demand they hand over their keys to the mine before I start shooting the women and children.”

Oh, for crying out loud. “Yeah. Okay.”

Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “Ya think?”

“I think your sense of humor is lacking before you’ve had at least four cups of coffee,” he retorted. “Or maybe that’s before I’ve had four cups of coffee. Sometimes it’s really hard to tell. Jack — ”

“Yes, Daniel,” said Jack, with a long-suffering sigh. “You can take point on this one.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“On one condition,” Jack added, because he was addicted to having the last word.

“And what’s that?”

“We keep the kumbayahing welcome ceremonies to an absolute minimum. In case you’ve forgotten we’re on the clock with this one.”

Pretty hard to forget it when Jack reminded him every second conversation. “No. I haven’t forgotten,” he replied, letting his voice sharpen.

Jack’s raised eyebrows said he wasn’t impressed with the tone. “Good. Make sure you don’t.”

Acutely aware of Dixon’s silent, sponge-like presence, sucking up every last nuance and unspoken syllable — it’s like being audited by the IRS, only more unnerving — Daniel turned to Lotar. The Adjoan girl had gone very quiet, all the chattering enthusiasm she’d shown on the walk here suffocated beneath a veneer of unease.

“Lotar,” he said, making her jump. “Is there anything else we need to know before we reveal our presence to your people?”

The girl chewed her lip, fingers twisted together in a nervous tangle. “No, Daniel. I have told you the names of our Elders. I have told you how often we visit with the next village. I have told you of Bhuiku and my friends Banafrit and Habibah. I have told you how our days are spent. I do not know what else I can tell you.”

He put his hand on her shoulder. She was trembling. “You have been a good friend to us, Lotar. We are lucky to have found you.”

“Yes,” she whispered. Her voice was so small. “I am pleased I have pleased you, Daniel.”

Except that was a lie. “Lotar,” he said gently, taking her other shoulder in his grasp. “What’s wrong? You can tell me. I want to be a good friend to you, too. Maybe I can help.”

Her dark eyes filled with tears. “I think I was wrong to leave the shrine and come with you. I fear the Elders and the senior women will be angry that I left the gods’ place before my passing time was over. When Bhuiku’s mother Odjit learns what I have done she will say I am wicked and I cannot marry her son.” The tears spilled, splashing her cheeks.

Damn. He should’ve seen this coming. But he’d let himself get carried away, again. Perhaps even let himself think she was in all ways another Sha’re. “No, Lotar. Don’t be afraid. It’ll be all right. Once we’ve explained — ”

“Daniel…”

Sam. He looked at her. “I’m sure they’ll understand, Sam, I’m sure — ”

“How can you be?” she said, frowning. “You don’t know her people. You don’t know how they’re likely to react. But Lotar does. She knows what’s expected of her and what happens to rule breakers. And if she’s changed her mind, well, that’s her right. Lotar, you don’t need to come any further. If being seen helping us will get you in trouble, go back to the shrine. We’ll manage on our own.”

“Excuse me, Major?” said Jack. His tone had Lotar flinching.

Sam turned on him. For all she was military through and through she never hesitated to stand up to Jack when she thought opposition was warranted. The fact she didn’t do it often just lent more weight to her disagreements when she did decide to dig in her heels.

“Sir, she’s in love with this boy Bhuiku. She’s about to get married. We can’t put her future at risk. She’s helped us this far, we can take it from here. If Lotar accompanies us into the village and they decide to make an example of her for not staying at the shrine the full ten days, not only will the Elders be distracted they might even blame us for corrupting one of their own. And that could jeopardize the entire mission.”

Jack drummed his fingers on the butt of his MP5-K. “Daniel?”

“Sorry, Jack,” he said, shrugging. “Sam’s right.” He smiled at Lotar. “The last thing we need is to get off on the wrong foot with these people.”

“And this didn’t occur to you earlier?”

Well, that wasn’t fair. Jack had stomped him with both feet for daring to question the need for Lotar’s presence. But this wasn’t the time to mention that. This was the time to take one for the team.

“No. It should have, but I got sidetracked. Mea culpa.”

“Yeah. That’s a big help,” Jack retorted, insufficiently appeased. “Now we’re standing on their doorstep.” He blew out a frustrated breath of air. “Okay. Say we do let the girl return to the gate, how do we explain what we know about her village? If we waltz in there with the Elders’ names at our fingertips they’re going to think we got a little divine help, aren’t they? How does that fit in with the Daniel Jackson version of the Prime Directive?”

He’d learned long ago when to let Jack’s sarcasm wash over him like so much sea foam. “Lotar,” he said, “will you get into trouble if we tell the Elders that we met you at the shrine and you told us about your people and how to find the village, and then we left you there to finish your passing time?”

Lotar thought for a moment, the tears drying on her cheeks. Then she shook her head. “No. I do not think so. I do not think they will be angry that I spoke to strangers who came through the chappa’ai. No-one has ever come through the chappa’ai before. I think even the Elders would speak if that happened.”

He tightened his fingers on her shoulders, then released her. “I think they would, too. Will you be all right getting back to the shrine on your own?”

She made a scornful sound, her confidence returned. “Of course.”

Yes. Of course. Stupid question. “Then you should go. Finish your passing time, and when it’s done come home so you can marry Bhuiku.”

She looked at him intently then shifted her gaze to Sam, then Teal’c, to Dixon and finally Jack. “And you will keep my secret? You will not tell the Elders or Bhuiku’s mother Odjit that I left my passing time to bring you here?”

Jack sighed. “No, Lotar. We won’t tell them. Friends don’t tell each other’s secrets.”

“You are a stern man,” she said. “You are like the village Elders. I did not think you and I were friends.”

And that flicked Jack on the raw, Daniel could see. “Lotar,” said Jack, taking her hand in his. “If I gave you that impression I’m truly sorry. Of course we’re friends. Your secret’s safe with me, I promise.”

“Lotar,” said Sam, and fished underneath her black tee shirt. “Here. For the shrine. To help you in your passing time and your life with Bhuiku.” With a tug she pulled her dog-tags over her head and held them out. “To say thank you.”

Lotar took the dog-tags, her eyes wide. “A great gift,” she breathed. “It will bring my marriage much blessing. Thank you, Sam.”

And with a lightning-swift smile, the girl ran back the way they’d come.

“Thought you didn’t approve of girls Lotar’s age getting married,” said Jack, as they watched the girl disappear among the trees.

“I don’t,” said Sam. “But this is her world, not mine. I don’t get to say what’s right for her. And she took a big risk for us. Sir.”

Daniel watched Jack shake his head at her. “You realize that’s the fourth pair of dog-tags you’ve lost in the last sixteen months? Uncle Sam’s going to start sending you invoices.”

Sam shrugged. “I can live with that, Colonel.”

They exchanged complicated looks, then Jack visibly shifted mental gears. “Okay. So we’ve lost our native guide and we have to start off our relationship with these villagers by telling them a big fat bunch of lies. Daniel, I’d prefer we not make it a habit. Can you manage that, do you think?”

It would be easy to take the question as an insult, as an implied suggestion Jack lacked faith in him. But he knew that wasn’t the case. Right now Jack had the entire weight of Washington and the Pentagon sitting on his shoulders. He wouldn’t be Jack if that didn’t make him just a little bit snarky.

“I can and I will,” he said. “Jack, you did the right thing. If you think it’s bad starting off with a lie, then how much worse could we have made things if — ”

“I know,” said Jack impatiently. “I agreed with Carter, didn’t I? Come on. Time’s a-wasting.”

Still acutely aware of Dixon’s silent appraisal, Daniel forbore further comment and followed Jack out of the fringing woodland into the sunshine. The others fell into step behind them.

The back of Jack’s head looked… short-tempered.

Oh, well. He’ll get over it. He’s just pissed because I didn’t anticipate Lotar getting cold feet. Can’t say I blame him. I’m a little bit pissed myself.

He couldn’t help wondering what Dixon made of the exchanges between the three of them. Wished he could just come straight out and ask the man: How many different reasons do you have for being here? What is it exactly you’re hoping to achieve? Is this about Cromwell or is it about something else? And sure, he could do it… if he wanted to launch Jack into incendiary orbit.

He’d always regretted being off-world during the black hole crisis. Had always felt he’d somehow let his team down by being absent from the fray. Stupid. He knew that. But he felt what he felt.

If I’d been here, if I’d seen Jack and Frank Cromwell together, I might have an idea of what to tell Dixon so he’d go away happy and leave Jack alone.

They might just get through this mission unscathed if Dixon left Jack alone.

But something tells me that’s not going to happen.

Twitchy, despondent, he thrust the alarming thought aside and instead focused on everything Lotar had told him of her village and its Elders, so he didn’t make a bad mistake and derail the mission before it had even properly started.

The children on the river bank were the first to see them approaching.

With shrieks and shouts of piping alarm the little ones abandoned their ball and ran towards the nearest cottages. The older children, all girls around Lotar’s age from what he could see, set aside their flax spindles, got to their feet and waited for them.

“They’ve got guts,” said Sam. She sounded approving.

“Or else they don’t know any better,” Dixon replied. “If they’ve never seen guns before, why would they be afraid?”

“Quiet in the peanut gallery,” said Jack, over his shoulder. “Daniel? You’re on.”

As Jack fell back, letting him take the lead, Daniel passed his MP5-K to Sam then lengthened his strides so he reached the waiting girls first.

“Hello,” he said. “My name is Daniel. Please don’t be afraid. We’re not here to hurt you.”

There were five of them, around the same height and build as Lotar. Long dark hair caught back in tails and braids. Olive skinned, dark eyed. Pure ancient Egyptian. Three of the girls had deeply scarred faces, their cheeks and foreheads pitted as though they’d once suffered chickenpox. One had a withered left hand. The fifth, he realized with a gut-twisting shock, was blind. This close he could see the milky film across her eyes.

The girl with the withered hand took a step forward. “I am Nebti,” she said, haughtily aloof. Clearly she didn’t share Lotar’s maidenly modesty. “You are strangers to our valley. What village are you from? Abusir? Maidum? Dahshur? Or have you come from beyond the divide?”

“No,” he said. “We come from a village unknown to your people. We wish to speak with Khenti, your senior village Elder. Can you take us to him?”

The sighted girls exchanged swift glances. “I can take you to Sebak,” said Nebti. “He is the only Elder in the village now. Khenti and the others are in the sacred place. They ready us for the season of rebirth.”

Rebirth again. Not a festival he was familiar with. Like Lotar’s passing time it must be a product of Adjo’s unique environment. Cool. He smiled. “I see. Well then, Nebti, will you take us to Sebak?”

“Stay here,” Nebti told her companions. “The spinning must be finished before the sun sets.”

The girls nodded, obedient, and returned to their spindles. Nebti, with all the poise and self-possession of a young Cleopatra, pointed to the village. “Come. Sebak is there.”

Daniel fell into step beside her and together they led the others towards the sprawling straggle of mud brick thatched buildings that made up Lotar’s village.



Chapter Eleven
 

The shrieking little ones had raised the alarm. Some fifty or sixty men and women were now standing on the edges of the hard-packed dirt road that encircled the village, marking its boundary. They stood shoulder to shoulder, hands shading their eyes. The children had been hustled out of sight. The villagers were mostly silent, intently watchful. A little whispering, a few pointing fingers. Then came a disturbance at the back of the crowd. The villagers parted and a lone male figure was revealed. Short, like his fellow villagers, he was on the far side of middle age, a little bent, a little shrunken. He wore a simple robe dyed a clumsy crimson, not tunics and trousers like the other men.

“Sebak,” said Nebti, and lowered her head as she walked.

Daniel looked over his shoulder at the rest of his team. “Heads down,” he said in a low voice. “It’s a sign of respect.”

Typically, Jack was the last to drop his gaze to his feet. Dixon was first, apparently not the least bit offended or perturbed.

He’d make a good anthropologist.

Some fifteen paces from Sebak, Nebti halted and dropped to her knees. Daniel copied her, ungainly with the weight of his pack, and heard the others copy him. Heard Jack bitching under his breath. “Elder Sebak,” the girl said, still staring at the ground. “This man is Daniel. He has come to speak to Khenti.”

Daniel risked looking up. Elder Sebak had a thin face, grooved with age and experience. His dark eyes were deepset, his nose proudly hooked. His short hair was mostly gray and clipped close to his head. Something in the way he held himself brought Kasuf to mind.

It’s only because they’re around the same age. It’s only because both men hold high authority. I’m projecting memories.

And it had to stop. He’d never be able to focus on this mission properly if he kept seeing Abydos, Abydonians, every time he turned around. If he kept seeing the lost faces of his adopted family.

“Elder Sebak,” he said. “My friends and I come to you in peace. Not from beyond the divide, but from a place much further from your hearths and homes. It is a place we would speak of with you and Elder Khenti and the rest of your village council, but not here. For such important words we need a more private place.”

Sebak blinked slowly, looking him up and down. “You are the Elder of your people, Daniel?”

Before he could answer, Jack spoke up. “No. No, that would be me. I’m the Elder — I mean, leader. Jack O’Neill. Colonel. And associates.”

Sebak nodded but his gaze now shifted to Sam, and fixed there. “A woman with hair of gold,” he murmured. “Is this a possible thing? It is not known among the women of Adjo.”

“Apparently not, no,” said Jack. “Which would be just one of the reasons we’d like to talk somewhere else. Without an audience. And preferably not kneeling. If you had my knees, sir, you’d completely understand.”

Serenely unfazed by Jack, once more ignoring him, Sebak’s gaze shifted again. “Daniel, how is it that you know my name, and the name of our senior village Elder?”

Ah. Yes. Now for the tricky portion of the program… “Sebak, when we arrived we met a young woman. Lotar. She was very kind, very helpful, she — ”

“Lotar?” said a voice from the back of the silent, watching crowd. “What have you done with her? Where is she now?”

Sebak turned as a young man, maybe eighteen or nineteen years of age, forced himself between the gathered villagers. His face was scarred too, as though one cheek were made of wax and had melted in a hot flame then cooled again to firmness. But it wasn’t a burn scar, Daniel was certain. Something else — something unknown — had caused the imperfection. Beneath the flaw he was as handsome as Skaara.

“Bhuiku?” he said, before Sebak responded. “Am I right? You’re Bhuiku, Lotar’s promised husband?”

The young man pulled up short as though he’d run into a Goa’uld force field. “You know me?”

“Lotar told us about you,” he said. “Before she continued with her passing time rites. She continues at the shrine, Bhuiku, preparing for your wedding.”

And since that wasn’t exactly a big fat lie, I’m not going to feel bad about saying it. Not if it keeps Lotar out of trouble.

Sebak looked at the young man. “Go to the Elders’ hall, Bhuiku, and strike the summoning gong. Elder Khenti will hear it and know he is needed.”

Bhuiku bowed. “Sebak. I obey.”

And without a word of complaint or question, Daniel noted, as Lotar’s intended made his way back through the crowd.

“Come,” said Sebak. “We will wait for Khenti in the Elders’ retreat.” With a gracious wave of his hand he indicated that they should stand and follow him.

The crowd parted for them, whispering and pointing at Sam, who was trying to pretend the fuss about her hair wasn’t getting on her nerves.

“Never mind, Carter,” said Jack with a sidelong smile as they impersonated a gaggle of baby ducklings following an unlikely mother duck. The sound of the summoning gong, hollow and booming, shivered the warm air. “Before our next mission you can do a full-on Sinead O’Connor,” he added, raising his voice. “That’ll fix the style police’s little red wagon.”

“If you’d only thought to bring a pair of clippers with you, sir, I’d do it right now,” she replied.

Jack snorted. “Shame on me for my lack of foresight. Daniel — ”

Only partly paying attention to the banter, he was avidly taking in the layout of the village and wishing he could risk pulling out the camera. But he was pretty sure he’d just spook the locals if he did and that wasn’t the best way to get them on side.

“Yeah?” he said, noting that the Goa’uld symbols for Setesh and Ra were painted over the doorways of every building they passed. Interesting. So either the passage of time had mingled the descendants of each Goa’uld’s human slaves or — 

“Daniel!” said Jack. “Stop being an anthropologist for five seconds and pay attention, would you?”

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, abandoning delicious speculation. “What?”

“This Sebak,” said Jack, his voice dropped now to a barely audible murmur. “What do you make of him?”

Sebak was marching a few paces ahead of them, his sprightly stride belying his age, admonishing curious villagers with sharp looks and gestures indicating they should mind their own business and get on with their chores. He was leading them away from the main cluster of village buildings, up a sloping hard-packed dirt street towards a long, low mud brick building whose walls were daubed with more Goa’uld glyphs and other, unfamiliar symbols.

Fantastic. There’s a good chance these people have developed their own written language, completely independent of all other human cultural influences. This place could be a linguist’s paradise. Damn. I wonder if Hammond will let me bring Doctor Shipp on board, she’s — 

“Daniel!” said Jack, grabbing his sleeve. “For crying out loud would you stay focused?”

“I am focused, Jack,” he said, and tugged his arm free. “Everything I see tells me something you might need to know. Sebak is highly respected, possibly feared. He’s obeyed unquestioningly and — ”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” Jack said sourly. “Remind me to ask him what his secret is, will you?”

“The important point is that Sebak’s not the senior Elder,” he continued. “Which means Khenti’s even more formidable. Jack, I doubt you’ll get very far with these people if you don’t cut back on the wiseass commentary. For the purposes of this mission you can’t be Jack O’Neill the super soldier. You’ve got to be Jack O’Neill the humble petitioner.” He shook his head. “Which kind of boggles the mind, but — ”

“I can do humble,” said Jack, sounding offended. “I can be as humble as the next guy, just you watch.”

Daniel looked at him. “Jack, no offence, but when they were handing out humble you were off plundering the arrogant self-confidence barrel. Which is good, it’s great, it’s fine,” he added hastily, as Jack opened his mouth to blister him with pithy invective. “Arrogant self-confidence is exactly what we need from you… 99 percent of the time. But this isn’t that time. Now we’re in tricky 1 percent territory…”

Jack took a deep breath and let it out, slowly. “I can do humble, Daniel.”

“Can you?” he said. “Really?”

“Yeah, all right, I can’t,” said Jack, scowling. “But that’s why you’re here.”

“Exactly. Except there’s no point in me being here if — ”

“Yes! I get it!” Jack continued to scowl. “Ixnay on the smartassery. Message received, loud and clear.”

“Good,” he said, profoundly relieved. “Now I suggest you go on letting me be our spokesman, at least for the moment. Obviously you’ll get the final word on any decisions that need to be made but — ”

“Really?” said Jack. “Too kind, I’m sure.”

He sighed. “Jack…”

“Later,” said Jack, looking ahead. “Seems we’ve arrived.”

They had, just as the summoning gong fell silent. Directly in front of them, at the end of the packed dirt roadway, was the long, low Elders’ retreat. Sebak stood in its open doorway, his hands clasped before him.

“Here is our place of private consultation,” he said. “In the village hall we hear disputes and settle grievances. Our retreat is where we gather for meditation. We will wait within for Khenti and the other Elders to return from the shrine of rebirthing.”

He stepped aside, one hand inviting them to enter.

Daniel followed Jack in, the others close behind him, and looked around. The first word that sprang to mind was Spartan. Four walls, no windows. No table or chairs. No decorations of any kind. The only place to sit was the floor. There were four lumpy-looking palliasses scattered about, probably stuffed with straw and crawling with critters.

“So. This shrine you’re talking about,” said Jack, looking around the retreat’s austere lamp-lit space. What he was thinking showed clearly on his face. Crap. Not exactly the Hilton. “Is it the same kind of shrine where we met Lotar?”

Khenti shook his head. “No. The shrine of rebirthing is only for the Elders.”

As Sam, Teal’c and Dixon drifted sideways to stand along one wall, Jack took center stage and adopted a standard at ease pose, his hands clasped lightly in front of him.

“So, it’s a special shrine, for special people?”

Sebak considered Jack in silence for a moment. “The Elders of a village are tasked with its safety and well-being. Where you are from, do your Elders not gather in… special… places?”

Daniel risked a pointed look sideways. Jack, you idiot, this is not the time for the politics of equality!

“Yes, they certainly do, Elder Sebak,” he said, his tone deliberately soothing. “But not one for rebirthing, as far as I know.”

“No rebirthing?” Sebak demanded, pinning him with a sharp stare.

“I don’t think so,” he said cautiously. “At least, I don’t recognize your terminology. Perhaps we do share the same ritual but just call it by a different name.”

“Perhaps,” said Sebak, dismissive. “Khenti will speak of this when he returns.”

“Which will be when, exactly?” said Jack.

From the look on his face Sebak clearly didn’t care for being questioned. “Khenti comes when he comes. You will wait. You will see him.”

“Yes, of course we will,” Daniel said quickly, before Jack could answer. “Thank you. Sebak, Lotar told me your village is called Mennufer.”

Sebak nodded, his expression easing. “Yes. Mennufer.”

“Or as the Greek put it, Memphis,” Daniel explained, glancing at the rest of the team.

“Tennessee?” said Jack, incapable of helping himself. “What does that make your river? The Mississippi?”

“Our river is the sacred Nile,” said Sebak.

“Of course it is,” said Daniel, with another quelling look at Jack. “The Nile, source of all bounty. A blessing upon the people of your land. And Mennufer, the good place, sacred seat of the gods.”

Sebak smiled again. “You understand.”

“I try to,” he replied. He gestured at the glyphs painted over the retreat’s four walls. “You are protected by Ra and Setesh?”

Sebak’s face went still. “You know their names.”

“I recognize their symbols.”

“You are their emissaries?”

“No,” said Jack. “Really, really no. Whatever the opposite word is to emissaries, that would be us. Sebak, we’re no danger to you. I give you my word. We’re not here to harm you or your people.”

Disturbed, Sebak began to pace the open space between the four painted walls. “Save your words for Khenti. He is our senior Elder. He is the speaker for the people of Mennufer.”

Daniel touched Jack’s forearm. “Don’t,” he muttered. “Just let it go for the moment. First Lotar, now Sebak. They’re still deathly afraid of the Goa’uld, Jack.”

“Which is a bit odd, don’t you think? Seeing how the Goa’uld haven’t set foot on Adjo for three thousand years?”

“Well…” Daniel shrugged. “Jesus last walked the earth two thousand years ago. That hasn’t lessened his impact any.”

“Guys,” Sam said softly. “Not the time for a comparative religion debate.”

She was right, as usual.

Sebak stopped pacing and turned. “This man,” he said, pointing at Teal’c. “This man is not like the rest of you.”

“He may look different,” said Jack, “but he’s one of us, Sebak.”

Sebak stepped closer. “It seems to my eyes that a god has written upon his forehead.

“No god has touched me, Sebak,” said Teal’c. “On that you have my word.”

Sebak’s gaze moved from Teal’c to the glyphs on the walls. For the first time since they’d met him, uncertainty shifted across his austere face. “I do not sense a lie in you. But neither do my eyes deceive.”

“I think,” said Jack, letting his own authority crackle through his voice, “these are words to be saved for Khenti.”

Sebak walked to the open doorway and gazed outside. “Yes. He is senior Elder. He is the wisest of us all.”

“Nice deflection, Teal’c,” said Jack, as Sebak stepped out of the retreat to stand on the dirt pathway leading to its door.

“Are you going to tell this Khenti who Teal’c really is?” said Dixon.

Jack glared at him. “Speak up there, why don’t you, Dixon? I don’t think Sebak heard you.”

“Sorry, sir, but I think it’s a reasonable question,” said Sam. “These people have retained enough of their history to recognize Goa’uld symbology. They might not know Apophis, but — ”

Jack shut her down with a look. “Major, Teal’c is one of those bridges we don’t cross until we reach it, is that clear?”

She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“We don’t need to complicate this situation. They don’t need to know he’s a real live Jaffa. Not if the idea of the Goa’uld scares the pants of them… which I think it’s pretty obvious is the case.”

Daniel nodded. “Agreed. The less we say about Teal’c’s origins the better. Unless not telling them the truth looks like putting the mission at risk.”

“And who makes that determination?” said Dixon. If he was offended by Jack’s slap down, he didn’t show it.

“Who do you think?” said Jack.

Before Dixon could reply, if he even intended to reply, Sebak re-entered the retreat, hands clasped and eyes fervent.

“You will kneel now, Daniel. All of you will kneel. Khenti approaches with the rest of the council. The time has come for you to speak your truths… and Khenti will tell you what they mean.”

Daniel held up a hand as Jack opened his mouth. “Thank you, Sebak,” he said. “You’re very kind.” And as Sebak stepped outside again to greet Khenti he knelt, resolutely ignoring Jack’s expression. “Humble, remember?” he muttered. “Go on. Surprise me.”

Jack smiled. “One more word and I’ll deck you, I swear.”

Khenti, senior Elder of Lotar’s village of Mennufer, ceased his whispered conference with Sebak and entered the retreat. Pressing his gnarled hands together, he dropped his chin to his chest in greeting. Like his fellow Elders he was dressed in crimson-dyed linens. Also like them he was small, sun-baked and shriveled by a hard life. But he was set apart from his companions by a clumsily inked tattoo of an ankh upon his left cheek, below the eye.

Daniel stared at the tattoo, intrigued. Amazing that the symbol has survived this long. I wonder what its significance is to this population, as opposed to the people of ancient Egypt. Will I get the chance to ask him? I hope so. I hope that kind of question isn’t considered rude.

Behind Khenti stood Sebak and two other village Elders. All three of them appeared to be a few years younger than Khenti, in Earth terms maybe a hard-fought fifty-five or sixty. He’d have to ask Sam what that meant in Adjoan years. The two planets didn’t have the same timeframe references, due to dissimilar axes and rotations and astronomical stuff like that. There’d be some kind of complicated mathematical equation to work out the difference. Probably she could do it in her sleep.

Khenti, eyes hooded, reserving judgment, lifted his head. “Strangers, be welcome to this village of Mennufer,” he said, then looked at Jack. “Sebak tells me you are the Elder of your people?”

Jack nodded, his demeanor as respectful now as if he addressed General Hammond. “Their leader, yes. Colonel Jack O’Neill. And with me — ” He started pointing. “ — are Doctor Daniel Jackson, Major Samantha Carter, Teal’c, and Colonel David Dixon.”

Again, Khenti lowered his head. “All of you, be welcome. Here is the council of Mennufer. Sebak you have met. This is Madu, and this is Panahasi.”

The men nodded. Like Khenti and Sebak they bore no sign of previous illness. That could be significant. Only the unblemished get to rule? Something else I’ll have to ask about when the moment’s right.

“Be upstanding before us,” said Khenti. “Tell me, what are these odd things you bear with you?”

They all pushed to their feet, Jack grunting painfully. “They’re weapons, Elder Khenti,” he said, patting his MP5-K. “Devices we use for self-defense. We’ve come a long way. We didn’t know what to expect when we arrived.”

Khenti’s thin lips curved in a smile. “You are a prudent man. You have a care for your people.”

“Yes, I do,” said Jack. “It’s my job as their Elder. Just as your job is to protect the people of Mennufer.”

“And will it come to pass that I must protect them from you, Colonel Jack O’Neill?”

Jack didn’t answer at first. Then, moving slowly and deliberately, he pulled the MP5-K from his shoulder and laid it on the floor at his feet. Next he unholstered his sidearm and put that on the floor too. Finally he unsheathed his knife and placed it beside the two guns.

Daniel did his best to hide his shock, even as he felt the same amazed disbelief from Sam and Teal’c. Jack never surrendered his weapons, not unless he was at the point of a zat or a staff weapon or someone else’s honking big gun.

He’s really taking this seriously. I guess we were both wrong: he can do humble if he has to.

“No,” Jack said. “That will not come to pass, Elder Khenti. We are here as friends. We are here as allies. We have come to learn from you, and work with you, and help you. There are things that we know, things your people don’t know, that we believe they should. Truths that have been buried for far too long.”

Khenti’s regard was intense. “And you would unbury them?”

“Yes,” said Jack simply. “I would.”

“And who will these truths make rich, Colonel Jack O’Neill?”

If the question surprised him, Jack didn’t show it. “Your people, sir. And mine.”

“And who will they harm?”

“They’re not intended to harm anyone,” said Jack. “My people have a saying: the truth will set you free. That’s why we’re here, Khenti. To set both our peoples free.”

Khenti considered him. “You have not the look of a people in bondage.”

“There’s more than one kind of chain in the world,” Jack countered. “Just because you can’t see the links doesn’t mean ours don’t exist.”

Khenti smiled again. “This is one of your truths, I think.”

“One,” Jack agreed. “I’ve got plenty more. Interested?”

Khenti considered him, still smiling. “I am interested in knowing what you think to gain from us.”

Daniel held his breath, keeping his gaze front and center. Careful, Jack, careful…

“We’re explorers, Khenti,” said Jack, his tone indifferent. “We look for new places, new people. We do some trading, too. Who knows? Maybe we can trade. You trade with Adjo’s other villages, don’t you?”

Khenti nodded, his smile fading. “We do.”

“There you go.”

“We saw a strange bird in the sky,” said Khenti. “Its wings did not flap, its call was unknown to us. Can you speak of it, Colonel?”

“Yeah, I can,” said Jack. “It’s ours. It’s… trained to fly to new places and return to us, and tell us what it saw. Like our weapons, it’s for our protection.”

“And you would trade these trained birds with us?”

Jack shrugged. “Anything’s possible. Depends what you’ve got to offer in return.”

Khenti’s wide-set brown eyes grew intent again. He stepped forward until he and Jack were almost toe-to-toe. He had to look up to meet Jack’s steady, unintimidated gaze: there was something like a ten inch height difference between them. It didn’t seem as though Khenti even noticed.

“Where do you come from, Colonel Jack O’Neill?” he whispered.

“From far away,” said Jack. “Through the chappa’ai.”

Khenti released a deep, slow sigh, even as the other Elders pressed their fists to their mouths and gasped.

“Through the chappa’ai,” he repeated. “Not a truth I expected to hear.”

“Does it frighten you?” said Jack.

Daniel held his breath again. What kind of a question was that to ask the leader of a people?

But Khenti evinced no sign of affront. “Only a foolish man is frightened of the truth.”

And now Jack smiled, one of his rare, unsnarky smiles. “Another truth, Khenti. Shall we go three for three? You are not a foolish man.”

Khenti made a fist and punched Jack lightly on the chest. “Neither are you, Colonel Jack O’Neill. And therefore are you and your people welcome in this village of Mennufer.”

Daniel could feel Jack’s relief. He pretends things don’t get to him, that the pressure doesn’t get to him, but it does. I keep forgetting that.

“Thank you, Khenti,” said Jack. “I think there’s much we can do for each other. And in the spirit of our new friendship, please call me Jack.”

Khenti’s expression remained polite, but noncommittal. “I return now to the shrine of rebirthing, Jack. My fellow Elders will return with me, for the season of rebirthing is once more upon us and we must pray. Be at peace in Mennufer. Consider this Elders’ retreat your home for as long as you are with us. No-one will accost you here. You will be safe and private. That is my word.”

“Terrific,” said Jack. “Thanks.”

“Before we return to the shrine I will tell Mennufer’s people who you are, and why you have come to us,” said Khenti. “When you hear the summoning gong strike three times you will know I have spoken, and you will be welcome to walk about our village freely. Speak with the people. Join them in their work. Thus will you see their good hearts, and show your own good hearts to them. As the sun sets we will return and feast and drink and be of good cheer. Tomorrow we will speak more of friendship, and freeing each other from our chains.”

Jack looked at him. “You’re fine with us poking our noses round the place while you’re gone?”

Khenti smiled. “Do you intend to harm the people of Mennufer?”

“No.”

“Then why should we not leave you to learn of us?”

Daniel cleared his throat. “Your trust is appreciated, Elder Khenti. We won’t do anything to make you regret it, we promise.”

“If friends cannot trust one another, they are not friends at all,” said Khenti. Then he frowned. “But I would ask this of you as you move among the people. Speak not to them of the chappa’ai. When the people question, say you are from beyond the divide. That they will understand and feel no alarm to hear.”

Jack considered him. “You want me to lie to your people, Khenti?”

Khenti’s smile this time was wry. World-weary. “As an Elder, Jack, do you tell the truth before the truth is safe to be told? Do you tell the truth when telling the truth will do more harm than good?”

“No, Khenti,” Jack said, eventually. “I don’t.”

“Then as senior Elder of this village, the caretaker of its people, I ask that you do not tell the truth until I say it is safely told.”

“And if I can’t do that?”

Khenti spread his gnarled hands wide. “Then Mennufer is not the village you seek. Beyond our valley there are other villages. Their Elders might welcome you. I cannot say.”

Daniel bit at his lip. If he opened his mouth now Jack would slay him. This was a command decision.

“Okay,” said Jack, nodding. “As you say, it’s your village. We won’t mention the chappa’ai… for now.”

“Our thanks to you,” said Khenti. With a gracious bow he and his fellow Elders withdrew.

“So?” said Jack, when the coast was clear. “How did I do?”

Daniel shook his head. “You did fine. You did great. That gesture with your weapons? Diplomatic genius. Who are you, and what have you done with Jack O’Neill?” Then he shook his head. “Although…”

“There’s a but?” said Jack, rolling his eyes. “God. There’s always a but with you.”

“I’m not sure it was wise, challenging Khenti’s authority like that.”

Sam looked around as she unloaded her own weaponry onto the floor. “You don’t trust Elder Khenti, sir?”

“I don’t distrust him,” said Jack, shrugging out of his pack and leaning it against the nearest wall. “I just think it’s kind of odd he was so comfortable asking someone he’d known for five minutes to lie for him.”

Sam took off her own pack and stowed it. “I don’t know, sir. Maybe it’s not so odd in context. I mean, they’re just as comfortable leaving us to our own devices, unsupervised. Okay, it’s not the way we do things but that doesn’t mean he’s hinky. Does it?”

Daniel grinned. If they gave out Air Force medals for logic she’d have a cabinet full by now. “Sam’s right, it doesn’t. And we can’t make value judgments based on our codes of acceptable behavior. Not this early in the relationship, anyway.”

That earned him a vintage O’Neill look. “Yes we can, Daniel. We do it all the time.”

True. “Well, maybe we shouldn’t. Maybe for once we should just wait and see.”

Jack stooped to retrieve his hardware from the floor. “We don’t have the luxury.”

“Not in a hostile situation, no. But these people aren’t hostile and this isn’t an offensive mission. We’re here to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly — ”

“Finish that sentence and I’ll boldly knock you on your ass,” said Jack. “Daniel, just because we can’t see the bad guys doesn’t mean there aren’t any bad guys to be seen. And if you haven’t figured that out after three years in the field then you need to see a career guidance counselor.”

Okay, so this conversation was rapidly running off the rails. “All I’m saying, Jack, is that Khenti is these people’s leader. It’s his responsibility to keep them safe. I don’t think asking us to withhold potentially disruptive information is — is — a capital crime!”

Jack, being Jack, wasn’t giving an inch. “Except he’s not doing that. He’s asking us to flat out lie.”

“You think it means he’s a liar himself?” asked Dixon, who’d divested himself of his gear and was observing the discussion intently.

“I think it means he’s a politician,” said Jack. “So… yeah. It’s one explanation.” He swept them all with his coldest, no-nonsense stare. “Which means we’re going to have to watch our step. All of us. Because this is too damned important to blow by being careless.”



Chapter Twelve
 

Daniel felt a little of his euphoria fade in the wake of Jack’s stark warning.

But he’s right. He’s right. If we aren’t careful, if we blow this, the whole SGC could pay the price.

Sam nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Khenti is certainly no fool,” said Teal’c. “Indeed, for the leader of such a small, primitive village he appears most… sophisticated.”

“I don’t know about primitive,” said Dixon. “Rustic. Simple. But living a simple lifestyle doesn’t make these people stupid. That’s like calling hillbillies stupid because they live in the mountains.”

“And look how that turned out for the tourists in ‘Deliverance’,” said Sam, smiling just a little bit.

“Yeah, thanks for that reminder, Carter,” said Jack. “I’m telling you right now, the first person I hear humming ‘Duelling Banjos’ is going down. Hard.”

Dixon swallowed a snort of amusement. “So. What do we reckon this rebirthing thing is?”

Jack shifted his gaze. “Daniel?”

“Not sure yet,” he said, shrugging. “But if I had to guess I’d say something to do with the natural world. Spring, most likely. I don’t know if you guys were paying attention, but the vegetation in this area’s a mix of evergreen and deciduous and it looked to me like the deciduous trees were budding. Same with a lot of the native flora.”

“So spring it is,” said Jack. “Not that it makes any difference to us.”

Daniel sighed. “If it’s spring I’m going to sneeze a lot, probably.”

“Oh, joy,” said Jack, supremely sarcastic. “I hope you brought Kleenex. Or lots of antihistamine.”

“This rite of rebirthing,” said Sam. “Daniel, is there an ancient Egyptian equivalent?”

“Not one that leaps immediately to mind,” he said, rummaging through his mental filing cabinet. “I mean, there was a New Year festival but I don’t think that fits. Most of ancient Egypt’s rites were connected to one of their gods, like the honoring of Amun. That was to do with plenty, with renewal. So was the festival of Min, he was a fertility god, but — ”

“But no festivals specific to Ra or Setesh?” said Jack, impatient.

He shook his head. “No. Don’t think so, at least not — ”

“Okay. So scratch that.”

“Perhaps it is some kind of village fertility rite,” suggested Teal’c. “Invented by the people of Mennufer for their particular needs.”

“Yeah, well, whatever,” said Jack. “They can be dancing the hokey-pokey for all I care, provided I don’t have to join in. Daniel — ”

He looked up from sorting through his pack. “Jack?”

“Leave the camera behind.”

“What?” He stared. “Why? No, Jack, I need the camera. What if we come across something amazing, something I need to show Hammond or one of the Washington suits?”

“Then we’ll ask the locals to stage an instant replay,” said Jack. “Listen, our presence is going to be disruptive enough. Let’s not push our luck by shoving a camera in their faces before they’ve had a chance to figure out we’re no danger to them.”

Damn. That was just wrong, Jack being right about matters anthropological. I’m letting my enthusiasm get the better of me. Again. So much for my New Year’s resolution. “Okay,” he sighed. “No camera this time. But from tomorrow I’ll be filming, Jack. That’s non-negotiable. I need to document these people.”

“Yeah, well, tomorrow’s another day,” said Jack, then turned as the summoning gong sounded in the village. “And there’s our cue. We all set? Gear stacked? Weapons off?”

It was and they were… except Teal’c still hadn’t relinquished his sidearm and knife.

“Hey,” said Jack, remarkably patient. “Come on, Teal’c. You know the drill. I don’t like the idea of wandering around here unarmed any more than you do, but we don’t have a choice. Not if we want to prove to these folks we can be trusted to set up shop in their backyard. Comfortable or not, it’s time for a leap of faith.”

Teal’c frowned. “Even though you do not trust Elder Khenti?”

“You know me, Teal’c,” said Jack, pulling a face. “Suspicious is my default setting. But for now we have to give them the benefit of the doubt.”

“I’m sorry,” said Daniel, staring. “But isn’t that my script you’re reading from?”

“You know what they say. Steal from the best,” said Jack, with a shrug. “Teal’c, just — bite the bullet, would you? Because the sooner we get out there and start making friends, the sooner I can give Hammond some good news and we can hand Adjo over to someone else and get back to kicking some snakehead butt.”

Teal’c’s reluctance was eloquent and uncomfortable to witness. At last he nodded, and removed the weapons.

“Thank you,” Jack said quietly, as though they were alone. “Now let’s go make nice with the locals.”

 

No two ways about it, Dixon decided. Being the team’s fifth wheel sucked big time. As they headed back down the path from the Elders’ retreat, O’Neill and Jackson took the lead with Carter and Teal’c behind. The path wasn’t wide enough for three abreast, so he brought up the rear.

He had the feeling that on this mission, the rear would be his default setting.

The retreat’s narrow pathway led them back down to the village proper, where the people of Mennufer abandoned their weaving and cooking and mud-brick making and animal husbandry to stare and point and whisper. The children hid behind their mothers’ skirts, eyes wide and wondering.

Dixon scooted up and fell into step beside Carter. “So, what do you think so far?”

She blew out a resigned breath. “I think I should’ve dyed my hair before I came. Or maybe put a bag over my head,” she muttered. “Y’know, I really hate the ‘sideshow freak’ part of this business.”

Her short blond hair was visible even though she’d put on her military issue cap, and it was certainly exciting a lot of interest.

“Don’t worry, Sam,” said Jackson over his shoulder. “The novelty will wear off eventually.”

“Great,” she retorted. “I’m a novelty. Just what I always wanted.”

Dixon grinned at her. “It could be worse, Major. At least this lot don’t want to kill you.”

“The Shavedai?” she said, glancing at him. Her expression was derisive. “Oh yeah. They were special.”

“Hey, Moughal was okay,” Jackson protested. “At least he tried to change things.”

“Yeah. He did,” she agreed. “And then five minutes after he died it all went back to the way it was.” Sorrow shadowed her face. “In the end nothing I said or did made a difference. Those women are still trapped. Still traded like livestock. And they probably will be until their society disappears.”

“You don’t know that,” said Dixon, regretting he’d mentioned it all. “Some revolutions just take a little longer to get going, that’s all.”

“We’ve still got women on the visiting teams,” added O’Neill. “Hammond’s stood up to them on that front. They’ll get there, Carter. Suffrage wasn’t built in a day.”

She sighed. “I guess. I’m just disappointed Abu didn’t turn out to be as strong and principled as his father.”

“He was never strong and principled,” said O’Neill. “He was a conniving little weasel from the get-go and that hasn’t changed.”

More than two years later, and O’Neill’s rancor remained. Dixon couldn’t blame him. If someone had kidnapped one of his team and sold them into slavery he wouldn’t be too thrilled either. Especially when the team member in question was a woman and slavery meant the certainty of rape.

And that does make a difference. The feminists mightn’t like it, but it is what it is.

He wondered briefly whether having a woman on the team gave O’Neill any qualms. Fair or not, women were vulnerable in ways men weren’t.

It’d give me qualms… but I don’t think I’ll mention it.

They’d reached the center of the village, which was marked by a small square of goat-nibbled grass. Three goats were tethered on it now, lawn-mowers on legs. Like the Pied Piper, SG-1 had attracted a following, some forty or so villagers bolder than the rest who hung back, still pointing and whispering but clearly eager to make contact.

“Okay,” said Jackson, as they stopped and regrouped. “I think we should split up. Spread out. Get these people used to the idea there’s a whole new world out there waiting for them.”

“All right,” said O’Neill. “But watch your step, campers. Play it safe, play it simple.” He glanced at the sun, then at his watch. “Two hours, then we meet back at the retreat to compare first impressions.” He looked at Teal’c. “You need a cover story in case anyone else asks about your forehead. It’s a birthmark. That should be easy enough to sell.”

“Indeed,” said Teal’c.

Jackson was frowning. “Speaking of physical imperfections — no offence, Teal’c — how nosy do you want us to be? Should we be asking about the causes of these people’s scarring and other problems?”

O’Neill didn’t answer for a moment. Then he shook his head. “Not unless you come across someone who’s sick right now, which means we could be at risk. Then we can get a bit pointed. Otherwise, don’t mention it. It’s not like we’re doctors. Fraiser and her team can do a medical follow-up later.”

“Yes, sir,” said Carter.

“Okay then,” said O’Neill. “Let’s do it.”

Jackson didn’t need a second invitation. He headed straight for their audience of villagers. “Hi, hello!” he greeted them, smiling widely. “My name’s Daniel. It’s wonderful to meet you all. Please, don’t be alarmed by us. We’ve come to make friends.”

“Jeez, he makes it look so easy,” Carter muttered under her breath, then marched over to join him. Immediately she was mobbed by the young girls and women in the crowd, who pointed and giggled and squealed at each other. With a long-suffering glance back at O’Neill she pulled off her cap, shoved it into a pocket and surrendered to the inevitable.

“Damn,” said O’Neill, sounding affectionately amused. “Wish I’d let Daniel bring his camera, now.”

Dixon grinned. “She’s a hit, all right.”

As Teal’c withdrew to find some other villagers to befriend, he and O’Neill stood together and watched the fascinated women of Mennufer mob Carter then drag her away to face some kind of female-only initiation rite.

He frowned. “You think she’ll be okay?”

“Sure,” O’Neill said, careless. “Carter can handle herself.”

Jackson was deep in animated conversation, waving his arms around for extra emphasis. The villagers laughed and pelted him with questions, as comfortable with him already as though he were a long-lost brother come home for the holidays.

O’Neill sighed. “She’s right. He does make it look so damned easy. He smiles at people and they’re his instant best friends.”

He didn’t sound envious, or resentful. He sounded resigned and beneath that… proud. Dixon looked at him. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask, What is it with you, O’Neill? Why do you let him get away with so much?

But if he asked he’d be shut down, shut out, and for the first time since he’d met the man O’Neill was talking to him like he wasn’t a bitter enemy.

“So,” he said casually, “I like the look of the river. Wouldn’t mind seeing how they catch fish around here.”

It was a loaded comment. A lure. He knew from Frank that O’Neill liked to unwind with a rod and line.

Here’s hoping he’ll take the bait…

“Yeah?” said O’Neill. “I was looking at the river myself.”

“Then let’s check it out. We can always split up later.”

O’Neill treated him to a long, considering inspection. “You think we’re going to bond over fish, Dave?”

He had to smile. “Jack, at this rate I don’t see us bonding at all. Not even with a vat of superglue. But will it kill us to climb in the same boat for half an hour?”

“Probably not,” O’Neill conceded. “But I make no promises.”

Leaving Jackson to his admirers, they headed for the river.

 

Ten minutes before the two-hour deadline, Sam trudged into the Elders’ retreat. She was the first one back. Worn out, with her body clock ringing strident alarm bells, she collapsed with a relieved groan onto one of the palliasses.

Two minutes later she was joined by Colonel Dixon.

“Hey,” he said, smiling. He was nearly always smiling. She was beginning to wonder what it’d take to get him into a foaming rage.

On the other hand maybe I don’t want to know. Cheerful people like him and Daniel are way too scary when they go darkside.

“Hey, Colonel,” she greeted him. “Did you have a nice afternoon?”

“Major, I had a great afternoon,” he said expansively, dropping onto another palliasse. “How about you?”

She pulled a face. “I don’t know about great. It was certainly interesting. Mostly, though, I just kept freaking people out with my hair.”

His smile widened to a melon-eating grin. “Oops.”

“That’s easy for you to say, sir,” she retorted, and rubbed at the knotted muscles in the back of her neck. “I saw you on the river. Were you fishing?”

“I was,” he said cheerfully. “So was O’Neill.”

She’d seen that, too. But her colonel had been in a separate boat. So if Dixon had been hoping they’d have any kind of private and personal conversation, the idea had clearly been neatly torpedoed.

Trying to outsmart Jack O’Neill was a waste of time.

“Did you catch anything?” she asked.

“Three fine fat cousins to a trout. O’Neill came back empty-handed. He was not amused.”

She wanted to say, If you know what’s good for all of us, Dixon, don’t even think about gloating, okay? But she couldn’t. So she just smiled, and nodded, and changed the subject. Again.

“I had a pretty good look around but I didn’t see anything made of gold or naquadah or containing any precious minerals. Did you?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Only mud brick and reed thatching as far as the eye could see. And I couldn’t find squat to suggest anything to do with the Goa’uld, either, except for the Ra and Setesh glyphs painted all over the place. They even paint them on their little boats. Their coracles.”

“No Goa’uld is a good thing,” she said, wishing she could take off her boots and massage her aching feet. “God. I’d kill for a bath.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Three,” said Daniel, coming tiredly through the open door.

She shoved a nearby palliasse at him. “Do they have that kind of plumbing here? I didn’t see any. Because I’m a girl they assumed all I cared about was weaving and cooking.”

“Oh, Carter, you’re such a tomboy,” said O’Neill, tramping in with Teal’c at his heels. “And yes, there’s plumbing. Kind of. Cauldrons of bathwater are heating as we speak.”

“Bless you,” said Daniel, slumping onto the floor. “I take back nearly every mean thing I’ve ever thought about you, Jack.”

The colonel’s eyebrows shut up. “Nearly?” he said, but didn’t pursue the provocation. Instead he sat on the fourth and final palliasse. Teal’c, indefatigable as ever, took a position by the open door.

“So Mennufer seems pretty straightforward,” said Daniel. “Peaceful, but culturally limited.”

“A lot of scarring on faces,” said Dixon. “Other signs of past illness. But I didn’t see any sick people.”

“Me either,” said Daniel. “Or any kind of rudimentary hospital. Did anyone?”

“No hospital. And everyone I saw looked as healthy as a horse,” said O’Neill. “But after what happened on — on — ” He tapped fingers to his forehead. “Little bald naked white guys — those stupid plants — ”

“PJ2-445,” said Dixon. And when everyone stared at him, added, “Sorry. Eidetic memory.”

“Photographic,” said Daniel to the colonel.

O’Neill glared. “I know what eidetic means.” He glanced at Dixon. “The secondary definition, by the way, is ‘really, really irritating’. As I was saying, after what happened on 445 I don’t want to take anything for granted. It’s not normal to have nobody so much as sniffling in a village this size. See what you can find out, Daniel.”

Daniel nodded. “I’ll do my best. But — ”

He stopped as a young boy from the village appeared in the doorway. “I am come from Khenti,” the boy said, his eyes wide. “A feast in your honor has been prepared. You must come now. Mennufer will dance for you.”

“Hot diggity,” muttered the colonel. “I can hardly wait.”

“Thank you, Azibo,” said Daniel. “We’ll be right there.”

As the youth withdrew, the colonel stared at Daniel. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’ve memorized every name of every villager you’ve met since we got here, plus the names of their pet dogs.”

“There are no dogs in Mennufer, O’Neill,” said Teal’c.

“All right. Their pet onagers,” said the colonel, glowering. “What the hell is an onager anyway?”

“A wild ass,” said Daniel, clambering to his feet.

“Well, it takes one to know one,” said the colonel. “Come on. There’s a feast. In our honor. We mustn’t be late.”

Sighing, Sam stood. So much for resting and bathing.

“And tomorrow,” O’Neill continued as they headed for the door, “while I’m letting Hammond know we’re still alive and kicking, you guys are going to locate that mine.”

She looked at him sidelong. “We are? How?”

He looked right back, a wicked glint in his eyes. “You’re the genius, Carter. You’ll figure it out.”

The food at the feast was plain, but generous. Stewed goat, boiled corn, some kind of greens seasoned with hot oil and pepper. Honey and nut cakes for dessert. They ate, they danced, they bathed and then returned to the Elders’ retreat, dead on their tired feet.

As they burrowed into their sleeping bags the colonel voiced what Sam suspected they were all privately thinking.

“So. Is it my imagination or did everyone in the village change the subject whenever rebirth was mentioned?”

Daniel yawned hugely. “No, it looks like rebirth’s off-limits to outsiders. I’ll try again tomorrow. But it might take a while to get them to open up, Jack. I have to be careful, I can’t go trampling all over their special rituals and customs.”

“Don’t see why not,” the colonel grunted. “You trample over mine all the time.”

“Oh please,” said Daniel, around another huge yawn. “Watching a hundredth rerun of The Simpsons is not a special ritual, it’s a tragic obsession.”

In the retreat’s darkness, someone sniggered. Sam thought it was Dixon. Snuggled into her sleeping bag, she grinned to herself.

“Hey,” said the colonel. “You say potayto, I say potarto. Now go to sleep. I want to head for the gate at first light and the rest of you’ve got a busy day of hiking ahead of you.”

“Actually,” said Daniel, who couldn’t seem to abandon the habit of talking himself into unconsciousness, “I thought I’d stay behind in the village. I’m not going to find out much on rebirth or anything else if I’m wandering in the wilderness.”

“Yeah, okay, whatever,” the colonel muttered. “Now shut up before I shut you up with a choke hold!”

Wisely, Daniel did as he was told.

 

As planned, the colonel left them next morning just as the sky first tinted pink and gold with the rising sun.

“You’re in charge, Carter,” he said briskly, loudly enough for Colonel Dixon to hear. “Happy hunting. Bring me back some nice souvenirs. Anything naquadah-shaped would be just fine.”

She had to smile, though the burden of his expectation was heavy. “I’ll try, sir.”

“All things being equal I’ll be home well before sunset.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. “Be careful.”

He tugged his cap more firmly on his head. “You too. See ya.”

Standing on the path outside the retreat, she watched him as he moved swiftly and silently through the still-sleeping village. Dixon came up behind her and whistled softly. “What do you want to bet he could retrace his way back to the gate with his eyes shut?”

“I know he could,” she replied, as the colonel was lost from sight. “It’s one of his things.”

“Yeah,” Dixon snorted. “So I’ve heard.”

She shouldn’t say anything, but she couldn’t help it. “From Colonel Cromwell?”

“Yeah. Frank always said that when it came to navigation O’Neill was more homing pigeon than human.”

“He was right,” she said, thinking of a parachuting accident and nine days in the desert. Then, afraid of where the conversation might lead, she stepped aside. “Excuse me, Colonel. I’ve got an appointment.”

Dixon’s eyebrows shot up. “A secret rendezvous?”

“Yeah,” she said dryly. “That’d be it, sir. No, I’m just going to check with Khenti before we go tramping around the valley. The colonel didn’t have a chance to ask him last night, so I organized to meet with him this morning. Better safe than sorry, you know?”

He gave her a look of approval. “Good idea.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll be back ASAP.”

Khenti was waiting for her on the river bank. They stood side by side, watching the newly risen sun spark highlights from the slothful water. There were no coracles out for fishing. At the previous evening’s feast one of the villagers, Narmer, had explained that the river’s bounty could not be abused. Mennufer took enough fish for its own needs and not a single fin more.

“Not even for trading?” Daniel had asked, surprised. “Don’t the other villages want your fish?”

“Yes,” Narmer replied. “And we trade it, in the trading season. We do not trade now, for rebirth is upon us.”

Daniel leaned forward, so eager. “Really? Why don’t you trade during rebirth?”

But Narmer had changed the subject… and for once Daniel had taken the hint.

“So, Khenti,” she said now, with a respectful nod. “I have a question I would like to ask, if I may.”

Khenti’s answering nod was gracious. “You may. I will answer if in answering I serve Mennufer.”

Diverted, she considered him closely. “This village is everything to you, isn’t it? The village, its people… they’re your whole world.”

His smile was pleased, yet somehow enigmatic. “You are an observant woman. Yes. Mennufer is the center of my life. I will serve and protect it until the last breath leaves my body.”

“As would any great leader,” she replied.

He smiled again, acknowledging the compliment. “Where is Jack? I have not seen him.”

If they ask, don’t lie, the colonel had said. But don’t give them chapter and verse either.

“He needed to speak with our people, Khenti.”

Khenti’s dark eyes appraised her. “Your people are far away, Sam.”

She nodded. “They are.”

“And yet you can speak with them?”

“Yes. We can.”

It was a cool morning. The breeze swirling round the wide bowl of the valley held a fading nip of winter. Behind them the village was vibrant with life. Goats bleated. Onagers sawed the air with rusty voices. Children squealed, roosters crowed. Already there were workers in the fields, tilling soil, planting seeds, nurturing the crops that had been planted during the cold weather and were ready, nearly, to greet the sun.

Avoiding Khenti’s piercing gaze she marveled instead at the extraordinary survival story all around her. That these people’s ancestors had managed to overcome the traumas of being ripped from their home world and transported across the galaxy, that somehow they’d survived the battles between Ra and Setesh and created lives with meaning and value, that their descendants still thrived here after three thousand years…

For all our faults we’re a remarkable species.

“Sam,” said Khenti. “I have been patient. I have not asked questions. But I am senior Elder of Mennufer and all here encompassed in your eye sits in my palm, that I might be its protector. I will not press you about Jack and where he has gone, or how he will speak with the Elders of your people. He is your Elder and you owe him obedience. But when he returns we must speak openly of things. I think you know this. I think you know many things, that I must know too.”

Turning to him, Sam released a long slow sigh. “Yes, Khenti. I agree. I regret I can’t tell you any more than that but I have my orders. I hope you understand.”

Khenti clasped his hands and bowed his head. “You are obedient to your Elder. That is something I understand and respect.”

Thank God for that. “Khenti, what I wanted to ask is this. Are we permitted to explore your valley, or is it taboo?”

“The shrine of rebirth is sacred and only for the Elders,” said Khenti, after a moment. “Everywhere else may be walked. Why are you interested?”

She hesitated. The colonel still hadn’t given any of them clearance to discuss the mission objective with the Elders or the villagers. Here I go again, tap-dancing round the truth… “Well, Khenti, like Colonel O’Neill said yesterday… it’s what we do. We travel to distant places so we can learn about them and the people who live there.” God, she felt like crossing her fingers behind her back. “Your valley is very different from the valleys we have at home.”

And that wasn’t exactly lying. Because no, Earth valleys didn’t usually contain Goa’uld mines.

“But Sam,” said Khenti, after another considering pause. “There is nothing to see. Trees. Rocks. Bracken.”

And naquadah. “Perhaps,” she said, carefully, almost holding her breath. “But still… we’d like to learn more about it, if you have no objection.”

“I have no objection,” said Khenti. “But you must not go near Mennufer’s shrine.”

Please God, don’t let it be anywhere near the mine entrance… “Of course not. If you could just point out where — ”

“There,” said Khenti, turning to indicate an area of valley behind and to the left of the village. “There is where you may not tread.”

Oh, thank God. It was nowhere near the mine’s probable location. She smiled, relief bubbling like champagne. “All right, Khenti. We’ll keep well away from that area.”

“The rest of the valley is yours to walk.”

“Thank you,” she said. “We truly appreciate it. Oh — but Daniel won’t be coming with this us this morning. He wants to spend more time in the village. Is that all right?”

Khenti smiled. “Daniel is a welcome man.”

He left her then, and for a little while longer she stayed on the river bank watching the workers on the water’s far side follow the rhythms of ancient humanity.

It’s so peaceful here. So… unspoiled. Untouched. If we get what we’re after, if we come with our needs and our machines and our strange alien ways…

She felt her guts clench, her heart hitch. It didn’t matter that on balance the people of Mennufer and Adjo’s other villages would gain far more than they lost from reuniting with the world from which their ancestors had been stolen.

They’ll still be losing something… and that makes me feel like a thief.

Which was exactly the kind of thought she wouldn’t be sharing with Colonel O’Neill any time soon. Sharing those kinds of thoughts, Daniel thoughts, would get her head bitten clean off her shoulders.

With a shake of her head she turned her back on the river and the workers in the fields. One more look at the UAV stills and it would be time for her team to go mine hunting.

Please God, let us find something. Let this not be for nothing.



Chapter Thirteen
 

Hammond was debriefing an uneventfully returned SG-6 when the call from Adjo came through to the SGC. Abruptly excusing himself, he hurried into the control room.

“It’s Colonel O’Neill, sir,” said Harriman, grinning.

With a pleased nod Hammond toggled the mike. “This is Hammond. Go ahead, Colonel.”

“Hey, General!” O’Neill’s voice crackled through the speakers, distance not dimming his anarchic cheer. “E.T. O’Neill here, phoning home from sunny Adjo.”

A lifetime of military discipline meant Hammond was able to completely quash any sight or sound of his immense relief. “And not before time, Colonel. It’s been over two days since your last contact. Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, sorry about that, General. But the gate is hours away from Mennufer — the village — even with Lotar’s handy-dandy shortcuts. Until we get a decent base camp established here I’m afraid daily chitchats are out of the question.”

He felt his heart thump, hard. Village? Lotar? “Can I take it then, Colonel, you’ve successfully made first contact and are confident your primary mission goal can be achieved?”

O’Neill’s reply was a resounding sneeze. “Dammit. Sorry, sir. It’s spring here. Is hayfever contagious?”

Harriman was struggling not to laugh out loud. Hammond flicked him a frowning glance. “Not that I’m aware of, Colonel. What’s your status?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. Mission status is that things are promising. The villagers aren’t the least bit bothered by our presence. If anything they’re thrilled to find they’re not alone in the big bad galaxy.”

“That’s a relief.”

O’Neill sneezed again. “Sure is. General, I’ve been feeling my way with the village leadership. I haven’t made any official overtures as far as the mining concessions are concerned, but I’m working up to it. Daniel’s in his element, making friends and recording everyone’s life stories. Carter’s been adopted by a tribe of little girls who can’t get over the color of her hair. At the rate they’re going they’ll have plucked her bald by the end of the week. As for Teal’c… well, Teal’c’s his normal, chatty, gregarious self. It’s all good, sir. I’d say we’re on track.”

“There’s been no hint of trouble? Nothing to corroborate Teal’c’s concerns about Adjo’s threat level?”

“Not a thing, sir. Between you and me I think he’s a tad miffed. I think he thinks he’s blotted his copybook.”

Of course Teal’c would think that. “I doubt that’s possible, Colonel. Let him know I’m pleased, not disappointed. And I have no doubt the Pentagon and the President will share my sentiments. What about Colonel Dixon?”

No reply. Then the audio-link through the wormhole crackled. “Yeah. Dixon. Well, he’s around. Y’know. Observing. Hasn’t fallen off a mountain yet, or drowned in the river.”

Not even a few thousand lightyears could disguise O’Neill’s lack of enthusiasm. Hammond swallowed a sigh. “Well, when you see him next tell him that Major Logan has returned safe and sound with SG-6. His other men are still offworld but I’m given to understand they’re also safe.”

“Yeah, okay, sir. I’ll tell him.”

“And the mine from UAV footage, Jack? How promising is it?”

“I can’t say sir, we haven’t located it yet. Carter, Teal’c and Dixon are going to try and slip away from our hosts sometime today and do a bit of scouting. Maybe stumble across it accidentally on purpose. Carter’s pretty sure she’s got a bead on its location. Hopefully they’ll have good news by the time I get back to the village.”

Hammond grimaced. Hopefully indeed. His hot seat was growing steadily hotter. “Colonel,” he said, “my superiors are going to want to know how soon we can set up our first base camp and start properly surveying any mine you can find on Adjo. What can I tell them?”

A fusillade of sneezes and some muffled cursing. Then: “Tell them what
Daniel keeps telling me, sir. That we can’t march in and start making demands of the Adjoans, that we have to make sure we’ve established a solid foundation of friendship first, that taking things steadily at the start means we can push on faster a bit further down the track. I mean, you know Daniel. Blah blah blah.”

“I understand, Colonel. But the Pentagon won’t be pleased to hear it.”

“I’m not exactly turning cartwheels myself, General. And I wish I could say Daniel’s full of crap, but he’s not. So far the locals are friendly but we don’t know them well enough yet to say full steam ahead. Tell the brass to pull their heads in, sir. It’s not like Adjo’s going anywhere.”

“I doubt I’ll phrase it quite like that, Colonel, but I get the message.”

“Yes, sir. Sir, I don’t suppose you’ve heard back from Jacob, have you?”

“No, Colonel. I think it’s safe to say the Tok’ra are out of the picture.”

“So, more good news. Sir, I’ll check back with you as soon as I’ve got something to report.”

“You do that, Colonel. In the meantime I’ll leave you with this word of warning: I’ll be able to contain the Pentagon’s impatience for another couple of days. Beyond that the pressure will be… considerable. You’ll make my life a lot less complicated if you can provide me with a confirmed plan of action sometime within the next seventy-two hours.”

“Seventy-two hours it is, sir.” Another sneeze. “Dammit! O’Neill out.”

“He sounds in a good mood, sir,” said Harriman, as the wormhole disengaged from the Adjo end.

Hammond nodded. “Please God it lasts.”

SG-6 were still waiting for him in the briefing room. He returned to them, and spent the rest of their debriefing session only half-listening as he mentally composed conciliatory, stalling memos for the brass and suits in Washington… acutely aware that the seventy-two hour window he’d given O’Neill was at best optimistic. Washington would be hammering him relentlessly by this time tomorrow.

So bring home the bacon, Jack. For all our sakes, bring it home.

 

Damn, but it was a long hike from the village to the Stargate and back again. O’Neill paused in his tramping to retie his jacket sleeves around his middle and take another swig of water from his canteen. Just as he swallowed he sneezed again, explosively. Damn. His nose was itching like a mother, his throat was scratchy, and his eyes felt like they were crawling with ants.

Since when do I get hayfever? I don’t. Oh, crap.

Just what he needed, a head cold to go along with his pain in the butt from Dixon.

He tried to distract himself by admiring the scenery. You’d be hard-pressed to find a prettier place to hike through than Adjo, or at least this stretch of it. It reminded him of Yosemite. Pristine, untainted, with a ripe promise in the air of the seasons, changing. Against his sweaty skin a seductive burgeoning warmth. And everywhere he looked, tight buds unfurling.

Best thing of all, not a single solitary sign of Goa’uld activity or presence. You’d never know they’d been here. As they had been on Earth, their footprints were erased.

I just hope I live long enough to see them erased from the whole damned galaxy.

Breathing deeply, enjoying the spicy aroma of wilderness, he found himself thinking about Lotar. She hadn’t been at the gate when he got there. Hadn’t come running at the sound of the wormhole engaging, which was pretty damned loud and not a sound she’d be used to. The whoosh had sent all the birds in the surrounding trees screaming into the cloudless sky. But even that hadn’t alerted her.

Uneasy, he’d checked the shrine and found different fresh flowers and a desiccated lizard corpse. His relief had been intense. So she was definitely okay. Absolutely still around. Good… but weird. She knew Ra and Setesh were dead, yet that still didn’t stop her leaving them offerings. Asking them to bless her upcoming marriage.

Crazy. The sooner we move in here and get these folks caught up to the 20th century the better. It’s a crime, the way they’ve been forced to live.

Not that Daniel would agree with him. Daniel was completely gonzo over the untouched, unspoiled beauty of Mennufer and its people.

Easy for him to say. He’s not the one living without toilet paper. Although, come to think of it, he was perfectly happy on Abydos…

Daniel was a strange, strange man.

Moving on again, he checked his watch. Two hours more steady walking to go before he reached Mennufer. Roll on getting that first base camp established; he was hiking himself to skin and bone here.

And by yourself, which isn’t exactly observing safety protocols.

But he was safe enough. Khenti had assured them there were no dangerous critters in the area. No bears. No wildcats. No wolves or even coyotes. No Adjoan equivalents, either. Just birds, lots of birds, and they weren’t dangerous. But probably he’d have risked frisky fauna anyway. Not only because locating the mine and its bounty was the mission’s top priority and only one person was required to report back to the SGC, but because he’d needed the alone time. A few hours without everyone’s eyes on him. A chance to sweat out his simmering irritation in solitary exercise. Having Dixon around was like carting an unexploded bomb in his back-pack. A genial, co-operative, amusing, unexploded bomb.

Things would be a lot simpler if he was a bastard.

But he wasn’t. In fact, under different circumstances, he knew Dixon was the kind of man he could easily call a friend.

Only I don’t need a new friend. I’ve got all the friends I can handle. What I need is for Dixon to go the hell away.

But that wasn’t going to happen until this mission was accomplished… and God alone knew how long that was going to take.

I can do this. I can. I can put up with Dixon staring at me whenever he thinks I’m too busy or preoccupied to notice, or trying to con me into going fishing with him. I can put up with him asking five hundred questions an hour about our past missions and showing off his stupid eidetic memory. I can put up with him charming the locals. And Daniel. And Carter. Even Teal’c.

He just wasn’t sure how much longer he could stand waiting for the hammer labelled ‘Frank Cromwell’ to fall on his head. Because it was going to fall. Not a question of ‘if’, but ‘when’. The certainty was in Dixon’s cool, shuttered eyes and the questions he didn’t ask, that burned up the long, awkward silences between them.

And it didn’t help, either, knowing his team was waiting for that hammer-drop too. He hated feeling their surreptitious gazes on him, their anxious concern. Since his half-assed visit to the house before this mission kicked off, Daniel hadn’t said anything more about the situation but he was thinking, dammit.

Daniel thought louder than any man alive.

Even Teal’c was thinking. Not saying anything, that wasn’t his style. But he sure as hell was thinking, almost as loudly as Daniel. And so was Carter. All three of them, thinking and wondering. When the black hole incident had blown up in their faces — when Frank — Afterwards, he’d done such a good job of not letting them talk to him about it. He’d even managed to fend off Daniel, a minor miracle. The only one who’d come close to cracking him had been Fraiser, and even then… he’d said hardly a word. And that was the way he intended to keep it. Dixon or no Dixon, let the hammer fall where it may.

What the hell use was talking about it, anyway? Frank was dead, without even a body to bury or burn. He was dead, he was gone, it was all so last year.

Whatever Dixon had come for, he was going to leave empty handed.

I want my team back. I want it the way it should be, just the four of us. Kicking Goa’uld ass down one side of the galaxy and up the other.

And it pissed him off that he couldn’t have his way. Pissed him off harder that Hammond had put him in this position, made it impossible for him to say no, because he owed George Hammond more than he could hope to repay in one lifetime.

I just — I want this mission to be over.

A warm breeze drifted across his face, carrying with it the scent of growth and rebirth. Of flowers finding their way to the sun. Birds soaked the air with joyous song. Adjo truly was beautiful, an unspoiled paradise.

Jesus Christ, I hate this friggin’ place. Somebody get me out of here, soon.

 

“Okay,” said Sam, catching her breath after another run of shattering sneezes. “Stop a minute. I need to get my bearings.”

Ever obliging, Teal’c and Colonel Dixon stopped. They were halfway up the valley’s far sloping side, surrounded by saplings and rock outcroppings and some kind of flowering yellow creeper carpeting the ground as far as they could see.

“Have you become disoriented, Major Carter?” said Teal’c, his tone scrupulously neutral.

Bless him. If the colonel was here he’d be complaining loudly about me getting him lost. “No. Yes. Temporarily.” She shoved her used tissue back in her pocket and stared at the photo-still from the UAV footage, which showed Lotar’s riverside village and the entrance to what they suspected was a mine. What had better be a mine or we’re all in deep doo-doo. Then she checked her compass and ran the positional math in her head, again.

“You’re sure it’s a naquadah mine we’re hunting?” said Colonel Dixon.

She nodded. “I am now. There’s so much naquadah close by I can feel it.”

His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “That happen a lot?”

“No, sir. Almost never.” She shivered, her naquadah-sense tingling like bad pins and needles. “It’s kind of throwing me off. But give me a minute, I’ll get us back on track.”

Colonel Dixon pretended to be interested in the bark of the closest tree. “Times like these a hot air balloon would come in handy, I reckon.”

She looked up. “A hot air balloon?”

He was grinning. “Yeah. Sure. Three-sixty degree visibility. Maneuverable. Adjustable elevation, and not too zippy. I went hot air ballooning in the Australian outback once. Dawn over Alice Springs. Amazing. You’d never believe soil could be so many shades of red.”

She swallowed impatience. “Sounds great. Unfortunately I forgot to pack my hot air balloon for this mission, so…”

He was still grinning. Teasing. A light of devilment in his eyes. “Tut tut, Major. That was careless.”

With a last look at the compass, ignoring him, she nodded. “Okay. We need to head a bit more thataway — ” She pointed to the left. “Over the next rise. The mine entrance should be there.” Without warning she sneezed. Again. She’d been sneezing steadily since they started up this side of the valley.

“Gesundheit,” said Dixon helpfully.

“Thank you. Pollen,” she said, fishing in another pocket for a fresh tissue. “Which I don’t usually react to, but wow. This stuff’s potent. Looks like the Adjoan spring is well and truly sprung. If this keeps up I’ll have to steal a few of Daniel’s antihistamine tablets.”

“We should continue, Major, so we might establish the presence of a mine as quickly as possible,” said Teal’c. “We may yet be searching for some time, and I do not advise returning to the village in less than full light.”

He had a point. The valley sides might not be sheer, exactly, but they were relentless. She didn’t care for the idea of negotiating them in the dark, even with a flashlight.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

To her huge relief the opening in the hillside was right where she’d posited. The entrance yawned wide before them, seductively beckoning. Best of all… it really was a mine. Not a cave. Not a deceptive shadow on the UAV footage, or a shallow scrape in the valley. It was a real, live, honest-to-God mine.

“Man oh man,” said Dixon, catching his breath from the last bit of steep, treacherous climbing. “We found it. Amazing.” Then he turned. “Actually, Major, you found it. Great job.”

Flushed with exertion, she nodded. “Thanks, Colonel.”

He laughed. “We’ll have to start calling you Naquadah Woman. Start up a line of comic-books in your honor.”

“Classified comic-books?” Amused, she wiped her forearm across her face, smearing sweat and grime, aware of a rising jubilation. “Cool.”

Holy Hannah and her best friends. We did it, General.

“You are positive it’s a naquadah mine?” Dixon persisted.

“It is,” said Teal’c, and gestured at their surroundings. “The evidence is irrefutable. Not only do we have Major Carter’s reaction, there is no vegetation for some one hundred meters around the mine’s entrance. Raw naquadah is inimitable to plant life.”

“Really?” said Dixon, taking a step back. “What about human life?”

“We’re fine provided our exposure is limited,” Sam assured him.

“Oh. Yeah. Right,” said Dixon. “You guys mined the stuff for a couple of weeks and you survived.”

She stared at their barren surroundings. Only just. “Thanks for reminding me, sir.”

“I should have realized this was a naquadah mine after looking at the UAV footage,” said Teal’c. He sounded deeply unhappy. “It is not advisable for you and Colonel Dixon to remain here.”

“Hey,” she said, turning to him. “Don’t do that, Teal’c. The UAV footage was way below par. It showed bare patches all over the valley. And we’re only going to be here an hour or two, tops. Colonel Dixon and I will be fine.” She took his arm and shook him, lightly. “Come on. Let’s get in there and have a good poke around.”

“In?” said Dixon, sounding dubious. “Is that wise, given our limited — or should I say non-existent — equipment?”

Well. For a gung-ho Special Ops type he was certainly cautious. “I don’t see that we have a choice, sir. We can’t go back to Colonel O’Neill and say, Hey we found a mine and it looked really promising from the outside.”

“Good point,” said Dixon, after a moment. “But we’re limiting our exposure to thirty minutes max and staying close to the entrance, because I’m not going back to O’Neill and saying, Hey we found a mine and it looked really promising and then Carter fell down a bottomless shaft. Okay?”

“Colonel Dixon is right, Major Carter,” said Teal’c. “It would be foolish in the extreme for us to risk ourselves without need.”

Technically she was the team leader, but they weren’t exactly wrong. “Okay, okay,” she sighed, then shook her head at them. “Anyone’d think I’d suggested we go abseiling in there.”

Teal’c’s obdurate expression softened, fractionally. “I believe if you thought it would lead you to a scientific truth, Major, you would attempt to abseil into a sun.”

“Ha, ha, Teal’c, very funny,” she said. Then, considering, pulled a face. “Although actually, I’ve always thought it might be kind of cool to blow one up…”

“God,” said Dixon, clearly torn between horror and admiration. “And to think I thought people were exaggerating about you!”

She wasn’t going anywhere near that one. “So. Are we ready?”

Not paying attention, Dixon looked again at the mine’s entrance, then behind them at the gently remorseless fall of the valley down to the river and village below. “How the hell did they get the stuff out of here once it was mined?”

“By tel’tac,” said Teal’c. “And using anti-gravity technology. Naquadah mines are often sited in difficult locations. The Goa’uld long ago grew adept at overcoming such challenges.”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Lucky them. Unfortunately for us we’re going to have to come up with more conventional ways of shipping the stuff back home.” She tugged her flashlight out of her fatigue-leg pocket. “Okay. Let’s take a quick look around then head back to the village. We want to be there when the colonel returns.”

On a deep, shuddering breath, her blood fizzing with anticipation, she led her team into the mine.

 

Its pitch-dark interior fractured under the onslaught of their flashlight beams. The air was heavy and stale and pressed against their exposed skin with dry, dusty fingers.

“I was kind of thinking there might be bats,” said Dixon, as they eased their way deeper into the preliminary chamber. “Since this is the next best thing to a cave. Or spiders, at least. But this place is as neat as my granny’s kitchen. I think I’m a little bit disappointed.”

“Can’t begin to tell you how glad I am about that,” said Sam, feeling the dirt floor shift and crunch beneath her boots. And then she sucked in a sharp breath, because her stabbing flashlight beam had skewered a scatter of pick-axes… and an abandoned ore-trolley just past them. “Okay. This is more like it.”

The trolley was one of many, as it turned out. Some of them still contained lumps of raw naquadah. Sam collected as many samples as she could carry and shoved them in the pack she’d brought with her, on the off-chance.

“Incredible,” she muttered. “This is incredible. There’s more unprocessed naquadah in these trolleys than we’ve managed to obtain in three years of offworld missions. My God, for all I know this entire hillside is made of naquadah! It’s unbelievable!”

Dixon cleared his throat. “Not as unbelievable as this.”

He and Teal’c had found a pile of skeletons. The remains were tangled together, so it was hard to tell in the kaleidoscoped light how many souls had perished here. She counted two skulls — five — eight — 

God. It’s a slaughter.

Scraps of clothing still adhered to the bones. Strands of black hair. The flesh was mercifully vanished into the mists of time. Some of the skeletons seemed intact. A few of the skulls had been smashed in. Others seemed strangely melted above the hole where the nasal cartilage had fallen to dust.

Sam looked at Teal’c, feeling sick. “Is that — were they killed by — ”

“A Goa’uld ribbon device, yes,” said Teal’c. “Directed with enough intensity, the force of the beam corrupts the bone below the flesh.”

Hathor’s vicious weapon, boring into her forehead. The obliterating, scorching skewer of bright pain… Shuddering, she looked away.

Teal’c knelt beside the pathetic scattered jigsaw of bones. “At least two of these human were host to a Goa’uld.”

“How do you know?” said Dixon, his voice hushed.

With a surprising delicacy Teal’c reached into the jumbled tumble of skeletons and withdrew a lacy, reptilian-like spine. “The Goa’uld leave remains, as do humans.”

“I thought the Goa’uld was absorbed into the host’s body.”

“Not when host and Goa’uld perish in the same instant,” said Teal’c.

Dixon nodded. “Gotcha.”

“Whoever they were, they must have died in the war between Ra and Seth,” said Sam. “Wow. Daniel’s going to want to see them. He’s going to kick himself for deciding to stay behind in the village. Janet’s going to flip out over these, too. I’m feeling pretty flipped out myself. Okay…

She’d brought a spare sample bag with her. Holding her breath, she eased the fragile Goa’uld skeleton into it.

Colonel Dixon checked his watch, then aimed his flashlight further ahead. “Looks like this antechamber goes a good ways further in, Major. It’ll take us a lot longer than half an hour to explore it properly. I say we hit the pause button until we’ve arranged for some serious back-up equipment.”

Frustrated, she nodded. “I know. I know. We need arc-lights, gas detectors, seismographs, fully rigged safety harnesses…”

Dixon was grinning, the flashlight beam morphing his face into a fright-mask. “If this pans out it’s going to be a massive operation,” he said. “Aside from the naquadah there was gold in that shrine, remember, and diamonds. Trinium. Who knows what other unexploited resources there are on this planet, waiting to be discovered?”

She couldn’t help grinning back at him. His excitement was infectious. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Oh it’s way cool, Major. It’s so cool it’s frigid. This is going to be the biggest treasure hunt in the history of mankind.”

“We should leave,” Teal’c said abruptly, and picked up the pack she’d filled with chunks of raw ore. Being Teal’c, it wasn’t an effort. “There is little point in you exposing yourselves to the raw naquadah in this fashion.”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, reluctant. “I just hate to go when there’s so much more to see.”

Dixon patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back.”

Which was very true. More importantly, the afternoon was wearing on and it was going to be a tedious business, picking their way down the side of the valley to the village.

“Okay. It’s been here three thousand years, I guess it’s not going anywhere in the next couple of days.”

The moment they reached the outside world again she started sneezing. “Damn! Damn!” she said, when the paroxysm had passed. “What is going on, I never sneeze like this!”

Dixon was staring. “Ah — Major — ”

But she didn’t need him to tell her. She could feel it herself, a slick warm iron-tang trickle slicking her lips. Her nose was bleeding. And then she was sneezing again, so hard she saw stars… so hard she was thrown off balance. She took one wrong step backwards — slid across a single loose, unstable rock — and then she was falling.

“Major Carter!” Teal’c shouted, lunging for her, but he was a split-second too late.

Oh, crap.

She had just enough time to register pain… just enough time to wish she hadn’t taken off her jacket… to think, I think the colonel’s going to kill me… and then the world disappeared in a supernova of pain.

 

O’Neill got back to Mennufer from the gate less than an hour before sunset to find Carter in the village’s small grassy square, dripping blood, looking terrible. Dixon was with her playing doctor and nurse, Daniel was off to one side torn between concern and impersonating Spielberg again, and Teal’c was MIA.

“What the hell?” he demanded, shouldering his way between the villagers clustered around his damaged major. “Carter?”

She was seated on a carved wooden stool, her bruised and bloodied face pinched with pain. There was more blood on both of her arms, on her ripped black tee-shirt and her fatigues, which were torn in at least four places. Dixon was swiping an iodine pad over the viciously abraded skin of her right arm, making her wince and suck wind.

“Carter!” O’Neill said again. “What happened?”

She looked up, and beneath the blood and grime her pale cheeks tinted pink. “Oh. Sir. Hi.” Awkwardly she shrugged. “I had an accident.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” he retorted, ignoring the whispering Adjoans. “I just don’t believe it. I leave you alone for five damned minutes and you’re trying to kill yourself? What happened?”

The edgy snap of his voice had the gathered Adjoans scuttling backwards. Daniel pulled away from his whirring digicam. “Easy, Jack. Sam’s okay, it’s worse than it looks, and you’re upsetting our new friends.”

Take a deep breath, O’Neill. If you punch him you really will upset the locals. “Daniel, why have you turned treating Carter into a sideshow performance? Why the hell are you filming it?”

With a sigh Daniel hit the digicam’s pause button, took him gently by the arm and nudged him aside three paces. “I’m not filming Sam, I’m filming the villagers watching Sam.”

“Okay, sounds like semantics to me, but why?”

“Because,” said Daniel, “when Sam, Teal’c and Carter came back and she was bleeding like a stuck pig, the villagers panicked. I thought it might be good PR if they saw us deal with her injuries. Jack, they’re acting like they’ve never seen medical treatment before. I don’t understand it. Even the most rudimentary civilizations develop an understanding of natural antiseptics, poultices, herbal — ”

He pulled his arm free. “Daniel, so help me, unless you want to experience the joys of a herbal enema, just — ” And then he stopped, and replayed the comment. “Wait a minute. Came back? Came back from where?”

“From finding a naquadah mine.”

“A naquadah mine?” he echoed, and felt the hot, hard thump of adrenaline hit his blood. Yes! We’re in business.

“We thought you’d be excited,” said Daniel, smiling at the nearest villagers. “But let’s not talk about that now, hmm? Let’s talk about Sam and how the people of Mennufer — ”

“I don’t want to,” he snapped, repressed a sneeze, then marched back to Carter and Dixon. “You look like crap, Major. Maybe you should get back to the SGC and Fraiser.”

Carter shook her head, then winced. “No, sir. I’m fine, truly. Nothing’s broken and I don’t need stitches. It’s just a lot of scrapes and bruises. And I bumped my head, but I was only out for a few moments.”

Great. Another concussion. That made three now. She was catching up to him. He stared at Dixon. “You agree?”

Dixon looked up from stuffing the used iodine wipes into a disposal bag. “Yeah. Pretty much. She’s got a couple of deep cuts but there’s no muscle or tendon damage. Everything’s still working. I reckon she can squeak by without any embroidery. Butterfly strips oughta hold her together. There was a fair bit of dirt in the wounds but I managed to get it all out.”

“Yeah. Okay. Fine.” He took another deep breath. Damn. Blood and Carter were never a good combination. Of course blood and any of his team were never a good combination, but Carter… “So obviously, Major, you fell down,” he continued, forcibly derailing that particular train of thought. “Where and how come?”

“Colonel O’Neill,” said a gentle voice. “I fear the fault is mine.”



Chapter Fourteen
 

O’Neill turned. Blinked. Khenti and his fellow Elders stepped out of the crowd. “Khenti. I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

Khenti halted before him and pressed his age-knotted fists to his chest. In his shadow, Sebak, Madu and Panahasi did the same. A voice and its echo, that was Khenti and his council of Elders. “I am not surprised, Jack. You are concerned with the welfare of your friend.”

“I’m all right, Khenti,” said Carter. The tightness of her voice contradicted the claim. “You mustn’t blame yourself.”

“Of course I must,” said Khenti. “As senior Elder I allowed you and your companions to place yourselves in harm’s way. I am deeply grieved to have failed you in this fashion. This is not the action of a true friend.”

That had Carter sitting up a little straighter. “I’m sorry? I don’t understand. I thought you said it was all right to explore the valley.”

For the merest moment Khenti’s gaze shifted. He almost looked… guilty. Then his expression smoothed and he was the austere village leader once more. “There are places in the valley where the people of Mennufer do not tread. Places that have significance to us… but only us. As you and your friends are strangers here, I did not believe you would face danger. I was mistaken. I humbly crave your pardon, Sam.”

And then the gathered villagers gasped, as Khenti stiffly lowered himself to the grass before her.

“Oh, no,” said Carter, more distressed now than she seemed by her injuries. “Khenti, don’t — you shouldn’t — ” She looked up, her eyes wide in appeal. “Colonel — ”

“Khenti, no,” O’Neill said, stepping forward, acutely and irritably aware of Daniel’s whirring digicam, capturing every moment for later dissection. He put his hand under Khenti’s arm and lifted the old man off his knees. “Seriously, Khenti, you don’t kneel to us. We’re the visitors here, we’re your guests. What happened to Carter was an accident. We don’t blame you. And you don’t ever kneel to us. You got that?”

Khenti bowed his head, gracious dignity personified. “You are kind, Jack.”

“No, I’m not kind,” he muttered, repressing the savage urge to shake some sense into him. “I’m human, just like you. And human beings do not kneel to each other. Not where we come from.”

“I think where you come from, Jack, is a very strange place.”

Khenti, you have no idea. “It has its moments.” He turned again to Carter. “So what happened, Major? Can you say?”

He could see in her eyes that she was editing her answer. Sifting through the sequence of events and reworking them in light of their audience.

Crap. I could kick Daniel for turning this into street theatre. I need to know what really happened, not the Alternate Reality Readers’ Digest version.

Now Dixon was deploying a flock of butterfly strips on Carter’s worst cuts. Carter breathed slowly and deeply, the scrapes on her arms glistening reddish-brown from the iodine. Useful stuff, but it stung like a bitch.

“Major?” he prompted. “You went exploring. And?”

She shifted her focus outwards and nodded at him. “Yes, sir. And I fell.” She pointed to the distant, tree-scattered slopes. “Up there.”

He stared. “You fell off the mountain?” Wonderful.

“Not on purpose. I was sneezing and lost my footing.”

“Sneezing?” He felt a nasty little prickle on the back of his neck. Coincidence. Just coincidence. “And that’s it?”

“Well, we did find some great… scenery.”

He met her gaze squarely. “Yeah. Scenery. Daniel mentioned that.”

Behind the pain, her eyes glowed with excitement. He glanced at Dixon and saw the same repressed emotion. “It’s pretty cool, sir,” she said. “I’d love to show it to you.”

And I’d love to see it, Carter. “Sure. Sounds great.”

“But not for a day or two,” said Dixon. “Concussion and hiking aren’t a good combination.”

“Really, Doctor Dixon?” he snapped. “I had no idea.”

“Sorry, sir,” said Carter, her expression contrite. “Maybe Teal’c can take you.”

“Yeah, maybe he can. And speaking of Teal’c, where’s he got to?”

“He was… feeling a little queasy, sir,” said Carter. “Needed a few moments out of the sun.”

Teal’c didn’t get sunstroke. Which meant… “His gut’s acting up again?”

She nodded, understanding his shorthand. Now her eyes showed him worried resignation. “Yes, sir.”

In other words Teal’c had let himself go overdue on his kel’noreem. Damn. “But he’ll be okay?”

“He said so, sir.”

And if he said so he would be. Good. But this wasn’t the first time Teal’c had let his body overstress itself by deferring the meditation ritual that kept his system in balance. Having felt the unpleasant effects himself once, it pissed him off bigtime that Teal’c would risk his health. But he didn’t let his irritation show.

“Great. Now I think we should get you back to the — ”

“Forgive me,” interrupted Elder Panahasi, stepping a little closer. He pointed, quivering with barely-contained excitement. “But I must know what it is that you do here. What is this brown liquid you have put on Sam’s wounds?”

“It’s called iodine,” said Dixon, picking up the packet of unused wipes and showing him. “It kills germs.” He put the packet down again and rummaged in the medkit. “And so does this — ” He held up a tube of antiseptic cream.

“Germs?” said Khenti, frowning. “What is germs?”

Daniel abandoned his filming and stepped forward, joining the conversation. “They’re a kind of — of evil spirit,” he said. “They make people sick. The iodine, and that tube of cream, they keep the evil spirits away.”

Abruptly a hush fell over the villagers. Khenti and his fellow Elders stared at each other. Then, as the crowd surged forward, gabbling, they raised their hands sharply.

“Peace!” cried Khenti. “This is a matter for the Elders!”

Like well-trained sheep, the villagers of Mennufer stopped and stepped back.

Elder Sebak’s eyes were very wide. “You have power over evil spirits?”

“Well no,” said Daniel. “At least, not exactly. When I say evil spirits, really I mean — ” He stopped, momentarily stymied. “Yeah. Okay. We can banish evil spirits. At least the ones our people call germs.”

As Khenti, Sebak and Madu stared at each other, Panahasi clasped his hands and bowed. “This is a power we have never possessed.”

“Truly, you are wondrous,” added Madu.

O’Neill cleared his throat, distracting them before there was any more inappropriate kneeling. “Yeah, okay, I admit it seems impressive. But where we come from it’s really no big thing. Even little kids know how to put on a Band-Aid. Are you saying you really don’t know anything about medicine?”

“Medicine,” said Khenti, blankly. “What is medicine?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Daniel muttered. “They don’t have a clue.”

Ignoring Daniel, he gestured at Carter and her iodine-stained wounds. “This, Khenti. This, what we’re doing, this is medicine. Healing.” Baffled, he stared at them. “Khenti, if you don’t know this stuff how do you stop infections? How do you treat people if they get sick, or hurt themselves?”

Khenti and his council of Elders exchanged inscrutable looks. Then Khenti sighed. “We pray.”

“Which is, of course, one way of handling the situation,” said Daniel quickly. “Where we come from people used to do the same thing, until a very clever man called Hippocrates discovered a new way of aiding the sick and injured. It’s knowledge we’d like to share with you, Khenti. Isn’t that right, Jack?”

He wasn’t really listening. “Really no medicine?” he said, still staring at Khenti. Fraiser’s going to flip. She’s going to blow a gasket. Hammond’s going to have to lock her in the infirmary to keep her away. “Not even a little bit of hocus pocus, cross your fingers and sprinkle on a few dried leaves?”

Daniel groaned. “Jack…”

Elder Panahasi glanced at Khenti, then shook his head. “We are strong in Mennufer. They are strong in Adjo’s other villages. The strong live. The weak die. That is the rule of life.”

He shook his head. “Yeah? Well, I think it sucks.”

“This medicine,” said Khenti. His voice was low, threaded through with intensity. “You would share it with us? Teach us its uses? You would show us how to banish the evil spirits?”

“Of course, Khenti,” said Daniel. “We — ”

“Would love to help you,” O’Neill said, and silenced Daniel with one scorching look. “If we can. It’s something you and I will speak of, I promise.”

“I look forward to that, Jack,” said Khenti, with another bow. “It is the way of friendship, that friends help each other.”

He wasn’t going near that one with a forty-foot staff weapon. Instead he shifted his gaze to Carter, who was paper pale beneath the blood and grime. She’d had enough. Time to put a halt to this Florence Nightingale performance. He turned back to the Elders.

“Khenti, like I said, we can talk more about this later. But right now Major Carter needs some peace and quiet.”

Khenti nodded. “Of course, Jack.”

“Okay,” he said to Dixon. “We’re done here. You can finish the ministering angel routine in the — ” He was ambushed by another sneeze. Feeling Dixon and Carter’s startled stares, feeling again that prickle on his skin, he blew his nose on a tissue, shoved it in his pocket, and scowled. “Just get her out of here. Now.”

“Okay,” said Dixon genially. “We’re going. We’re gone.”

As he helped Carter to her feet and Daniel started packing up the medkit, O’Neill looked at Khenti and the other Elders. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think we’ll keep ourselves to ourselves tonight, Khenti. We can talk more in the morning.”

Khenti glanced at his fellow Elders, then bowed. “Jack, you and your friends are our guests in Mennufer. You must spend your time here as best rewards you. We will see food and drink are brought to you. Also fresh lamp oil. Should you desire our company after all you have only to ask for it, once we have returned from the shrine of rebirthing.”

Again with the shrine. Yeah, well, whatever. “Thank you, Khenti. Thank you, Elders. We are friends still. Don’t doubt that.”

Khenti’s smile was strained. A little strange. “We do not doubt it, Jack. We are more grateful than ever that you and your people have come to us from so far away, to be our friends.”

“Yeah,” he said slowly, as relief and satisfaction combined to wash away his worry for Carter. “We’ve got a lot to share with each other, Khenti. A lot of trading to do.”

Medicine for naquadah. The deal’s as good as sealed. By George, George, I think we’ve done it.

Dixon and Carter were already halfway back to quarters. Finishing up with the medkit, Daniel clipped home its fasteners with a loud snap. “Jack — ”

He sounded… snippy. Oh crap, what now? “Yes?”

Daniel took a breath, changed his mind. “Nothing. I’ll see you at the retreat.”

As he stomped away with his digicam and the medkit, Elder Madu stepped closer. “Jack, you are certain Sam will not perish?”

“Perish?” He stared. “No. Of course she won’t. She’s just a bit banged up. She’s had worse, believe me.”

“She is a special woman,” Madu said earnestly. “She has golden hair. It would be a terrible blight upon us if she should perish.”

“I can promise you, Madu. Carter’s not in any danger.”

“We are pleased to hear you say so,” said Khenti. “But if she were in danger, Jack, you would act to protect her? With your medicine?”

What the hell? “Yes. Of course I would. I’d act to protect any one of my team. As their Elder, it’s my job.”

Khenti nodded. “Of course. Thank you, Jack.”

“You’re welcome,” he said and left the Elders and their villagers to stroll back up the sloping road to the retreat. He could’ve jogged, caught up to Daniel, but from behind Daniel looked unhappy. If they were going to have words, which seemed likely, best they had them in private.

Dammit, Daniel. Why do you always have to look the gift horse in the mouth?

“Okay,” he said, closing the retreat door behind him. “Who wants to — ”

“Me first,” said Daniel, his eyes alight with temper. “What the hell was that stunt you pulled back there? We’d love to help you if we can? We’ve got a lot of trading to do? Are you seriously suggesting we should barter humanitarian aid for access to the naquadah and whatever else we find on this planet?”

He wasn’t in the mood for this. Not with Dixon’s big ears flapping to catch every last juicy word. He put some bite in his voice. “Daniel, I’m seriously suggesting it’s one option you can bet the Pentagon and Washington are going to explore. And if that didn’t occur to you while we were still on Earth then you’re a whole lot stupider than I gave you credit for.”

“Jack — ”

“I don’t want to hear it,” he said. “I’m too damned tired.”

“And I don’t care!” retorted Daniel. “Okay, forget the ethical implications, for now, and focus on this. There’s something not right here. These people should have some kind of rudimentary medicine, Jack. It’s — it’s not normal that they don’t. Not when they obviously suffer from disease on Adjo. I’m telling you, this means something. Something important.”

O’Neill considered him, frowning. He really was upset… and when Daniel got upset, it was smart to pay attention. “Like what?”

“I don’t know,” said Daniel, after a moment. “Yet. But I think it’d be a good idea if we found out.”

“He’s right, sir,” said Carter, slumped on a palliasse while Dixon wrapped gauze bandage round her right forearm.

“I concur, O’Neill,” said Teal’c. He was standing in one corner, relaxed but alert. No outward sign of imminent collapse. “It would be unwise to allow Washington’s agenda to force us into hasty action.”

He frowned at Teal’c. Et tu, Jaffa? Then he sighed. Glanced at Dixon. He couldn’t not ask the guy. “What do you think?”

“Me?” Surprise flickered across Dixon’s face, and he took a moment to tape Carter’s bandage in place. “I agree with Jackson. When they worked out what medicine was, those villagers looked like a bunch of starving refugees showed a pot of cooked rice.” He shrugged. “Not what I’d call a pretty sight.”

There was more, he could tell. Dixon was holding back. “And?”

Dixon met his challenging stare. “And it’s not just about what Washington wants to hear. What they need to hear is more important.”

He was right. Crap. I’m letting Hammond’s problems get to me. “Yeah. Okay.” Time to change the subject now. He turned. “So Teal’c, you get through your kel’noreem all right?”

Teal’c wasn’t fooled by the friendly manner, he could hear the criticism beneath the innocent question. “I was in no danger, O’Neill.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll be the judge of that,” he retorted. “Keep on top of it. That’s an order.” Ignoring the sardonic gleam in Teal’c’s eye, he turned to Carter. “And how are you, Major?”

“I’ve felt better,” she admitted.

“Trust me, you’ve looked better. If it wasn’t so damned far to the gate I’d send you straight home to the infirmary.”

“I’m not that bad,” she protested. “Honestly. You’ve had worse and barely missed a beat. Sir — ”

He knew that tone. He didn’t like that tone. “What?”

“You were sneezing.”

“Yeah? So?”

“You’re not usually a sneezer.”

“And you are? Carter, it’s spring. There’s probably a high pollen count. Even my cast-iron sinuses can get whacked by alien pollen.”’

Suffering a concussion she could still pull rank with a look. “Sir, Daniel’s not sneezing.”

He glanced at Daniel, who’d dropped onto his sleeping bag and was futzing with his camera. Still pissed off. Okay. Fine. I deserve it. “So Daniel’s loaded to the eyeballs with hayfever meds.”

She was frowning, and not just because she obviously had a killer headache. “Yeah. I guess. Sir, are you feeling all right otherwise?”

Was this the time to mention the sore throat, the scratchy eyes? No, it isn’t. One problem at a time. “I’m fine.”

“You’re sure?”

“Carter — ”

“Here,” said Dixon, and held up a bottle of pills. “Have some Tylenol, Major. You look like your head’s about to explode.”

Distracted, she smiled at him. “Oh. Yeah. Thanks, sir.”

Dixon tipped the grunt candy into her palm and waited for her to chew it and swallow. Once she’d done grimacing at the foul taste, he helped her stand and make it to her sleeping bag. He was gentle. Solicitous. A good team leader taking care of his own.

Bastard.

“O’Neill,” said Teal’c. “Have you been informed we found a naquadah mine?”

Another timely change of subject. “Yeah. Good work.”

“It’s got skeletons in it,” added Dixon, with relish, leaning his shoulders against a handy bit of wall. “Human and Goa’uld. Oh, and naquadah.” He nodded to the lumpy-looking spare pack on the floor. “Brought some back for you, if you’re interested.”

No, Dixon. I wish you hadn’t bothered.

“There’s so much more up there, sir,” said Carter, from the depths of her sleeping bag. “It’s incredible. And we brought one of the Goa’uld skeletons back but — ” She yawned. “I kind of smooshed it when I fell.”

“You didn’t smoosh it,” said Daniel, morose. “You pulverized it.”

“I told you, there’s another one,” she replied. “No need to panic.”

“Forget the old Goa’uld bones,” O’Neill said impatiently. “Teal’c? How do you rate the naquadah?”

In the gentle lamplight the brand on Teal’c’s forehead shimmered liquid gold. “It is the best example of the raw mineral I have ever encountered, O’Neill.”

“Really?”

Teal’c nodded. “Really.”

He’d spent a lot of years training himself to stay cool under pressure. Not to show his feelings. Not to get… carried away. But it was hard this time not to dance a little victory jig. Give Snoopy a run for his money. Teal’c didn’t say things like that on a whim.

Naquadah generators. Naquadah-enhanced warheads. Naquadah-powered defense shields. Naquadah-powered space ships.

Hey, George. Look what we found…

“Okay,” he said. “That’s good. That’s a start. But tomorrow we — minus stumblebum Carter — need to put this mission into top gear.”

“Stumblebum? Hey,” said Carter, sounding sleepy now. “I resemble that remark.”

He snorted. “You certainly do.”

“And by top gear you mean…” said Daniel, edgily.

“We stop pussyfooting around. As far as I’m concerned the social ice is well and truly broken. We’re here first and foremost to establish a trading mission with these people. So, our little medical mystery notwithstanding, it’s time to open up the negotiations.”

Daniel cleared his throat. “Ah… don’t you think I’m the best judge of that, Jack? I mean, I was given express orders to make sure anything we do here doesn’t impinge on these people’s lives or — ”

“Actually, Daniel, I believe your orders were to make sure we didn’t repeat the snafu with the Salish. Have you found anything to indicate we’re in danger of doing that?”

Daniel put down his digicam. “Well, no. The people of Mennufer have a longstanding tradition of trading and as far as I can tell there aren’t any religious restrictions involved. In fact I’m still trying to work out how their religious belief structure functions. Obviously they recognize the existence of Ra and Setesh but — ”

“Okay. Good,” he said. “So we’re not looking at Adventures with the Salish, Volume Two.”

“No,” said Daniel carefully. “But, like I say, we could be looking at something else.”

“Like what?”

“Like no matter what we offer them,” Dixon chimed in, “they won’t want to trade.”

“Why the hell wouldn’t they?” he said, baffled. “For crying out loud, Dixon, if you’ve got something to say spit it out!”

Dixon pulled a face. “Well, we found gold and naquadah and gemstones in the shrine at the Stargate.”

“Yeah? So?”

“So what if the Adjoans consider that stuff sacred? What if they’ve got a taboo against trading it?”

Then we’re screwed, aren’t we? He turned. “Daniel?”

Daniel shrugged. “It’s possible.”

“And yet somehow not worth mentioning, apparently.”

“Jack, I don’t how many different ways I can say this,” Daniel sighed. “Wherever possible I try not to jump to conclusions. That means I need time to do what I do. You never want to give me that time. So I do my best in the time you give me. If you want better, you know what to do.”

A spike of pain pounded viciously behind his eyes. They were all looking at him, even Carter, who was practically asleep. “So you’re saying I shouldn’t start making noises about trade yet.”

“No. Not until I’ve had a chance to talk to them, tactfully,” said Daniel. “About the religious significance of naquadah, and why they don’t have medicine of their own. I’m sorry, Jack. I know that isn’t what you want to hear. But since when have I been in the business of telling you what you want to hear?”

Since never. “Yeah. Okay. You’ve got twenty-four hours.”

Before Daniel could argue he shoved open the retreat’s door and stepped out into the relief of fresh air and sunshine. Four blank walls, no windows, no natural light at all. Damn retreat was like a coffin. Like a hole in the ground. Memory stirred, claws scrabbling.

Don’t go there. Don’t do it. That was then, this is now.

He found a nice patch of flower-scattered grass and hunkered down on it. Dammit to hell, his head was killing him. Should’ve grabbed the Tylenol. Ah, well.

The sun was slowly sinking, the day’s warmth bleeding from the air. A scrim of high cloud was turning baby pink. The village bustled, all those last-minute chores before suppertime. He could hear the sounds of children, laughing. Parents, scolding.

Come on, Charlie. Get your butt in the house, it’s time to lay the table for dinner.

He closed his eyes, his heartbeat erratic. Behind him the retreat door opened. Footsteps on the pathway. Not Teal’c. Not Daniel. Definitely not Carter.

“Hey,” said Dixon, and joined him on the grass.

If he said nothing maybe the man would go away.

“Doctor Jackson’s pretty passionate, I guess. Takes his anthropology seriously,” said Dixon. His tone was mild, conversational.

Don’t recall inviting you out here for conversation, Dave.

“So,” said Dixon, stubbornly undeterred. “Washington’s got a blowtorch on Hammond?”

He opened his eyes. “Yeah.”

“Figures. What the Stargate program costs, they want to recoup their expenditure.”

If you’re expecting me to have any sympathy for Washington you’re wasting your time.

“Apart from that, everything else okay back home?” asked Dixon. Not quite so mild, now. Not quite so conversational.

He turned his head. “If there was a problem with your wife, Dixon, don’t you think I’d’ve said so by now?”

Dixon shrugged. “I don’t know. Would you?”

Well, crap. “Hammond did say to tell you SG-6 was home safe. Your guy Logan’s fine. The other two are still deployed, but there’s no reason for alarm.”

“Good,” said Dixon, and let out a long, slow sigh. “That’s good. I was worried.”

I don’t want to know how he’s feeling. I don’t want to have anything in common with this clown.

“Someone’s coming,” he said, looking down the pathway. “Looks like the home delivery crew.”

He stood. After a moment Dixon stood too. That young kid, what the hell was his name, Asbestos, Az-something, and another youth, unidentified, Daniel would know, walked up from the village. They were loaded down with pots and jugs.

“Yep,” said Dixon. “That’s dinner.”

They went to give the boys a hand.

 

The shrine of rebirth was housed in a cave eaten into the side of the valley by wind, water and time. Kneeling in reverent supplication before its sacred statue, flickered by candle light, Khenti could feel the anxious thoughts of his fellow Elders kneeling behind him.

“Speak,” he said gently, as beyond the cave’s entrance the evening breeze flowed down the valley and the setting sun gilded the lazy river. “We are alone here. Our words will pass no further.”

“Our strange visitors have magic, Khenti,” said Madu. “They possess the power to defeat the evil spirits living in the earth and in the air. They say they wish to be our friends. If we ask them, they will share their magic.”

Khenti shook his head. “You do not know that.” Indeed, he suspected there would be no sharing without first Mennufer paying a heavy price. The look he’d seen on Jack’s face was the same look to be found on the traders from Zigooola’s other villages.

Nothing is given for nothing. The first rule of trade.

“They said they would help us, Khenti,” Sebak whispered. His surviving family had perished last rebirth. He was a man steeped in unending sorrow. “We must beg them to help us. Rebirth is upon us. Do you not smell its sweetness on the breeze? Do you not feel it scraping over your skin? Adjo is waking. The nightmare comes.”

“Yes. Of course I feel it. Am I not born of Adjo? Every one of us feels it, Sebak. But as Mennufer’s senior Elder I cannot act like a frightened child.”

He did not need to look to know that Sebak was offended. “I am no frightened child!” Sebak protested. “I am a man who fears for the people of our village. Since we were small boys we have seen that with every new rebirth fewer and fewer of us are strong enough to stand against it. Every rebirth we lose more to death. And not just in Mennufer. You know that, Khenti. I fear that when the youngest child among us today is as old as I am he will be the last of our people.”

Panahasi grunted in agreement. “That is if he even lives so long, and who can say if that will happen? Sebak is right. We must ask our visitors for their help.”

“I too think Sebak speaks the truth,” added Madu. “Be guided by us, Khenti. Ask for help.”

They were foolish, his Elders. They did not understand. Lifting his head he stared at the shrine’s brutal, bestial figurine then turned to face them, glaring.

“No, brothers. We must stay silent. If they are told what comes to us at rebirth they will flee through the chappa’ai. They will take their magic medicines with them and we will suffer alone, as always we have suffered alone.”

“But they call themselves friends,” Sebak protested weakly. “Daniel has pledged to help us in many ways.”

“Daniel is a good man but he is not their Elder. Jack is their Elder and he is a man with a stone heart for his people. He has come here for a purpose. We have something he desires.”

“The naquadah?” Madu whispered.

“Perhaps,” he replied. “Sam and her friends were climbing near the mine.”

“Then tell Jack he might have the naquadah if he gives us his magic medicines,” said Panahasi.

“He will want to know what we need medicines for.” Khenti shook his head. “No. Rebirth must touch Jack and his people. Then, when they have shown us their medicines can overpower it, we will say to them: the naquadah and anything else you desire is yours, but you must trade us all of your medicines.” He frowned. “If it is naquadah he wants. We should make sure of that.”

Panahasi twisted his fingers in his robes. “The other villages, Khenti. Maidum, Abusir, Dahshur… should we not speak with their Elders before — ”

“No. These strangers have come through the chappa’ai to us,” he said fiercely. “Let Mennufer be healed first. Brothers, I am right in this. You know I am right. I am senior Elder. My word is law.”

The breeze sighed. His brothers sighed. They knew he was right… and his word was law.

Baghdad, February 19th, 1991

 

The French used to call them oubliettes. Small windowless dungeons into which men were thrown and left to rot.

Even that would’ve been better than his life right now.

Someone nearby was being beaten. He could hear the muffled screaming. Hear the torturers shout. Broken English, over and over: Tell us. Tell us. You know what we want. Tell us or you die. Tell us and we stop.

They’d been shouting the same thing at him for the past eleven days. Shouting. Hitting. Giving him hell.

Jesus Christ, Frank. What happened to nobody gets left behind?

The bullets that had dropped him seemed to come out of nowhere. He’d felt the blinding shock of them, heard the echoes of the two swift shots bounce around the shadowy Baghdad alley. Smelled the stink of rotting vegetables as he spun then slammed face-first to the ground. Felt the blood spring from his breached body. Shoulder, and scalp.

Someone called his name. “Jack! Jack!”

And then the world tilted sideways, and the next thing he knew he was lying trussed up in the back of a jouncing, speeding truck, listening to the excited gabbling of Saddam’s Republican Guardsmen. Every third or fourth sentence one of them turned and hit with him with the butt of his weapon, right where one bullet had lodged near his collarbone. Crap. It really hurt.

And now he was here, in this little stone coffin. Naked. Bleeding. No bed. No blanket. No… amenities. There wasn’t an inch of his body that didn’t weep with pain. Jesus. Good thing there was Charlie, because if the Iraqis had their way he’d be singing soprano before this was over.

Charlie. Sarah. Oh God. Did they know he’d been captured? Or did they think he was dead?

How can I be captured? Frank, you promised…

The sound of a key in the cell door’s lock whipped his head round. Oh, come on. They couldn’t be serious, they’d only dragged him back here a few hours ago.

The door opened, revealing two brand new inquisitors. Jeez, where do they find them? Psycopaths R Us? Smiling, predatory, they dragged him from his dungeon. Took him to their special room. Strung him up, and hurt him.

Sarah. Sarah. Christ, Frank. I hate you.

 

And that was his life for a long, long time. Hurting. Hating. Staying alive.

 

At the end of April, Operation Desert Storm ended. Kuwait was free. The allies had won. Eventually, too slowly, the prisons of vanquished Baghdad vomited out their victims — broken and bloody, but some of them unbowed. Jack O’Neill was one of them.

The brass threw him in hospital. Fed him to the shrinks. Weeks passed. His body healed quickly. His mind took longer. Nightmares. Flashbacks. Cold sweats and hot rage.

Frank came to see him. He told his doctors: Get rid of him. He’s persona non grata. You bastards keep Frank Cromwell away from me.

It was Sarah and Charlie who healed him in the end. After he was discharged from hospital and sent home to convalesce. Loving her. Holding him. Playing catch in the back yard. Steaming up the sheets. She never asked what had happened in Baghdad. He never told her. He didn’t have the words.

After six months, Frank stopped calling.

He went back to active duty. Not a Major now, but a shiny brand new Lieutenant-Colonel. New base. New team. And a new reputation. He did good work. Got rewarded. Full bird colonel, how about that?

He made no attempt to contact Frank Cromwell. As far as he was concerned, the guy was dead.



Chapter Fifteen
 

O’Neill woke early after a restless night’s sleep. Bad dreams. Bad memories. Iraq. The prison in Baghdad. Abu Ghraib, it was called. He’d found that out afterwards. Did the name translate as hell hole? If it didn’t, it should.

He shifted in his sleeping bag, uncomfortable. The retreat’s wooden floor was hard as rock, waking splintery pain in his hips and lower back. Whispers of the mocking past. Teasing. Tormenting. Those long weeks of confinement brought close again, close enough to smell. To taste. To feel…

He sat up, abruptly. Crap. I don’t need this.

Back then, safely home again, he’d had Sarah when the nightmares came to play. She’d never asked, she’d just held him until the shaking stopped. Nobody to hold him now. Nobody to cling to, lose himself in, to — 

Yeah, yeah. Cue the violins, O’Neill.

He pressed a clenched fist to his forehead, rubbing. His damned headache still hadn’t surrendered to last night’s dessert of Tylenol. Still pounded, unwelcome as a neighbor’s leafblower on a Sunday morning. When was it going to let up? Fraiser had fixed his headaches, he hadn’t had one for months. Did she offer a money-back guarantee? He’d have to ask her when he saw her next.

Can that be soon, please? I want to go home.

On the other side of the dim room, lit by a single low-burning lamp, Dixon shifted and muttered. He flicked the bastard a sour glance.

Are you dreaming, Dixon? I hope so. Big, fat, juicy bad dreams. Last night is your fault. Stirring things up…

He hadn’t dreamed of Iraq for nearly eight months. Before Frank died it’d been years. Then SG-10’s mission had gone to hell in a handbasket and before he’d had a chance to catch his breath there was Frank on his doorstep. In his face. Just the same. Big and bluff and taking charge, pushing and prodding and making him say things… pain and compassion, sorrow and guilt. Chris, the look on Frank’s face as the wormhole swallowed him…

The physics was crazy. Was Frank still alive, still dying, one micron at a time? Did he know it? Was he conscious? Could he feel his slow death? How much did it hurt?

Screw you, Frank. Get out of my head.

The others slept on, oblivious. Even Teal’c. He kicked back his sleeping bag, helped himself to more painkillers from the medkit, and left them to it.

Outside the retreat it was yet another beautiful morning on planet Adjo. A soft warm breeze teased at his stubbled face, carrying on it the rich scents of spring. The vista before him was silently serene. No villagers stirred. Not even the ubiquitous birds were singing. Was he the only living thing awake in Mennufer? And was it his imagination, or were there more flowers blooming now than there’d been this time yesterday?

He chewed the Tylenol, grimaced, swallowed… and sneezed. Sneezed again. Something warm and wet tickled his nose. Rubbing it, he stared as his fingers came away red. What the hell? A nosebleed? Not having a tissue on him he sniffed, hard, and tasted iron in the back of his throat.

Terrific.

Behind him the retreat’s door creaked as someone else came out.

“Hey, Carter.”

He heard her sharp exhalation. “How come you always know when it’s me?”

“Magic,” he replied, allowing himself a tiny smile, and glanced at her as she came to stand beside him on the pathway. The smile faded. “Well, hello. You look like crap.”

She gave him a look. “Morning, Colonel Pot. Major Kettle reporting for duty.”

“Carter — ”

“Sir, I’m fine. Are you?”

“Yes.” Or he would be, once this mission was done and Dixon had crawled back under his rock. But obviously she wasn’t. Dark circles marred the skin below her eyes, which were glazed in a way he didn’t like one bit. Her cheeks were barely touched with color, and there was a drawn look about her that suggested she was suffering a constant undercurrent of pain.

She frowned. “You had a nosebleed.”

“A little one. It’s nothing. Don’t change the subject.”

“I had one yesterday too. When I was sneezing. Right before I went head over heels down the side of the valley.”

“Probably you’ve got a cold on top of the concussion, and now you’ve given it to me,” he said. “Very generous. Thank you.”

“Sir — ” she began, then sneezed.

“See?” He took a prudent step away from her. “I think you should go back to the SGC, let Fraiser check you out.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted. Then she sighed. “Okay. Maybe not fine. To be honest…”

“Yes?” he prompted, when she didn’t continue.

Scowling, she scuffed the heel of her boot against the hard-packed dirt path. “Maybe, just for today, I could help Daniel with his cultural research.”

He’d been hoping she could guide him back up to the naquadah mine, but clearly as plans went that had been way too optimistic. “Yeah. Okay,” he said. “But if you’re not looking better tomorrow then you’re reporting to Fraiser. No arguments.”

She smiled. “Yes, sir.”

Marginally satisfied, he frowned at the scenery. “Okay. Is it just me or is Mennufer more floral?”

She considered the view. “No, sir, it’s not you. It seems a lot of flowers have bloomed overnight. But that’s spring for you. One minute everything’s dead and bare and the next it’s, like, where the hell did all these leaves and flowers come from? Haven’t you ever noticed that?”

He gave her a sidelong look. “Hello, have we met?”

She grinned. “Sorry.”

“Okay,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “We’ve got you organized. Think I’ll go wake up the others and get them organized too, while I’m on a roll.”

She followed him back inside the retreat, where the rest of the team were finally stirring. Once they’d woken up properly and they’d all taken care of business — eating, shaving, calls of nature — he sat them down for a briefing.

“Teal’c,” he said, “I want you to take the naquadah samples back to the SGC for testing. Let’s make sure the stuff’s as good as you think it is before we get the Pentagon’s panties in a twist.”

Teal’c nodded. “An excellent idea.”

“I thought so. Daniel, you and Carter spend the day in Mennufer. Chat up the locals, get to the bottom of our little medical mystery and find out how religious they feel about naquadah, gold and the like. I want answers.”

“And so do I,” said Daniel, carefully. “But — ”

“Daniel, we could slowdance with these folks until next Christmas and be no better off than we are today. Time’s not on our side. I said twenty-four hours and I meant it. Now have you got these villagers’ trust or not?”

Sitting cross-legged, Daniel linked his fingers in his lap. “I’ve established a good basic rapport, but if we’re dealing with some kind of cultural taboos…”

“Then you’ll just have to find a way around them.”

“Jack — ” Daniel gritted his teeth. “I know you need results, but do you really want to get us sent home empty-handed? No. So you can bluster all you like, but when it comes to digging around these people’s cultural sensitivities I’ll handle things my way or not at all.”

O’Neill glared at him. Y’know, it’s not that he’s wrong. He’s usually right. It’s the way that he’s right. From the corner of his eye he could see Dixon smirking at the floor. Thanks, Daniel. Thanks a bunch.

Carter cleared her throat. “Sir, we’ll get as much intel as possible. We know what’s at stake.”

And there goes Carter, defending him again. Anyone’d think Daniel was her little brother.

“Just get it done. Dixon — ”

Dixon looked up. “Yo.”

“You’re taking me up to the naquadah mine. I can’t report on something I haven’t seen.”

“Okay,” said Dixon equably.

“It might be an idea to check with Khenti first,” said Daniel. “Make sure they’re still okay with us treating the place like our own backyard.”

“Yeah,” he said, after a moment. “Fair point. I’ll do that.” He stood. “We good to go? Then let’s go.”

 

He found Khenti and his merry men at breakfast in their official hall. Facing one side of the village square, it was a three-roomed building, impeccably neat and floored in the same decoratively laid hardwood as their retreat. One of the village women was serving them fresh bread, fruits and what looked like runny yoghurt swirled with honey or some kind of syrup.

Hey, it’s a tough life but someone has to be waited on hand and foot.

There was no door to the room where they were eating, so he rapped on the wall. “Excuse me, folks. Hope I’m not interrupting. Just wondered if I could have a quick word.”

Seated at a small, sturdy table, Khenti exchanged a look with his subordinates then dismissed the serving woman with an imperiously waved hand.

O’Neill smiled and nodded at her as she approached. “Morning.” She spared him a searching glance, waggled her fingers in acknowledgement then bolted like a startled rabbit.

Okay. Maybe I should’ve taken a bath last night after all.

“Jack,” said Khenti, and beckoned him in.

He entered. Pity about the lack of door, he’d have preferred this conversation to be less potentially public. But it was what it was. He’d just have to keep his voice low.

“Thanks for seeing me,” he said, and looked for a spare chair. There wasn’t one. Khenti and the others sat on theirs like complacent cats, and considered him gravely from beneath half lowered eyelids.

Okay. You want to play it this way? I can do that.

Assuming a comfortable at ease stance, he waited for one of the Elders to speak.

“How is Sam this morning?” asked Khenti. “We hope she is feeling better. We hope your magic medicines have made her well again.”

“She’s fine. They don’t make ’em much tougher than Carter. And of course our medicines are top notch.”

Again, a swift exchange of glances. “There is something you wish to discuss with us, Jack?”

“Something I wanted to ask, actually. I’d like to have a look around the valley. That’s okay with you, isn’t it?”

Khenti sat forward, his clasped hands upon the table. “Sam and the others have already looked around the valley.”

“Yeah, well… I’m a hands-on kind of guy, Khenti. Seeing is believing. I like to check things out for myself.”

“And you wish to check out our valley?”

“Take the scenic tour. Yeah. That’s right.”

“Why?”

“Why not?” he said, shrugging. “Because it’s there. We’re explorers, remember? Exploring’s what we do.”

Khenti’s smile was faint, and definitely unnerving. “Of course. And do you also wish to explore the naquadah mine, Jack?

The pulsing pain behind his eyes leapt like a marlin. “Naquadah mine?” he said. Stay cool, stay cool, don’t show him your hand… “Sure. I’ll explore anything. You know about naquadah?”

“Of course we know,” said Sebak, gently. “But it is of no interest to us. Naquadah is not a thing the people of Mennufer… or any other village… require.”

“Yeah, I kind of got that impression.”

“Is naquadah something your people require, Jack?” asked Khenti. His hands were still folded neatly on the table before him. Breakfast was forgotten. The flatbread was starting to curl round the edges.

Sorry, Daniel. Looks like I’m talking trade after all.

“Maybe. And if it is?”

Instead of answering, Khenti exchanged looks with the other Elders. Interesting. Had they spent the night discussing what they’d be willing to trade for medicines?

Could be. They may not be sophisticated but these people aren’t stupid.

“What would you use our naquadah for?” asked Khenti.

“If we were interested?” Another shrug. “A lot of different things. It’s complicated. If I tried to explain I’d only mystify you. My people and yours started in the same place, Khenti, but… we’ve traveled a bit further down the road than you.”

Khenti sat back. “You told us you came here through the chappa’ai. That is all you have told us and we have not pressed you for more. Now I think it is time for more, Jack. Now I think it is time for the Elders of Mennufer to know your truths.”

O’Neill took a deep breath and let it out. Here goes. Please God, don’t let this be a mistake. “Okay. My team and I came to Adjo from a planet called Earth. It’s the planet your ancestors were stolen from by Ra and Setesh, three thousand years ago. Your people and mine belong to the same family. The family of mankind. Humanity.”

The gathered Elders of Mennufer said nothing but their mouths opened and their eyes grew wide.

“Oh, and one other thing,” he added. “Ra and Setesh weren’t gods. They were aliens called the Goa’uld, who like to use humans as slaves. They’re dead now. I killed Ra, and Carter killed Setesh.”

Madu leaned forward, hands fisted, eyes white-rimmed with his intensity. “You say you are godslayers?”

He almost stepped back. “No. Not godslayers. Ra and Setesh were living beings, just like us. Not gods. Never gods.” He considered them. “Hope I haven’t ruined your day.”

Khenti shook his head dismissively. “The Elders of Mennufer long ago stopped worshipping Ra and Setesh.”

“But their symbols are scrawled all over the place.”

Yet again, the Elders exchanged complicated glances. Khenti nodded. “That is true.”

“Ah… why?”

“If I tried to explain,” said Khenti, smiling, “I’d only mystify you.”

Smartass. He smiled back. “Well, we wouldn’t want that.”

“So, Jack,” said Khenti. “You are explorers, and you are traders, and you are interested in our naquadah.”

“Is that a problem, Khenti? Are we still welcome here, or should me and my team pack our bags and try our luck in Maidum or Dahshur?”

Khenti remained supremely relaxed, but the other Elders stiffened as though he’d stuck them with a pin.

Ha. Gotcha.

“I think we can talk of trade, Jack,” said Khenti. “And I think we can help you when you talk to the Elders of the other villages.”

“Good,” he said. “I’m happy to hear it. Now I’ll leave you gentlemen to finish your breakfast.”

Dixon was waiting for him on the grassy river bank, leaning back on his elbows and watching the coracles bob on the currents. Hearing footsteps approaching, he looked up.

“How’d it go?”

“It went,” he said curtly. “Now if you’ve finished topping up your tan, Dixon, maybe you’d like to show me this mine.”

 

Aside from a few essential directions, Dixon managed to keep his mouth shut while they poled their way across the river on the village’s primitive ferry and then hiked through the cultivated fields to the base of the sloping valley sides.

But the golden silence didn’t last.

“So Jack,” Dixon said as they started up the side of the valley. “How long do you reckon we can keep on tapdancing round the honking great elephant in the room?”

No, no, no. I am not doing this. “Something wrong with your memory?” he said. “I told you already, Dixon. I don’t dance.”

“You don’t say much, either.”

“So I’m laconic. Sue me.”

“Thanks, but I’d rather have one decent conversation with you. Just one. Is that so much to ask?”

Crap. He grabbed at a sapling, used its slim bole to clamber over a jutting rock spur. “That depends on what you want to talk about.”

“Veer right,” said Dixon, behind him. “Five degrees. You’re going off course.”

And I’m not the only one. He adjusted direction, his breathing a little harder and faster. But that was only because they’d hit a steep part of the climb. It had nothing to do with the relentless damned headache skewered between his eyes. “How much further?”

“A ways yet,” said Dixon.

“Then I suggest we save our breath.”

“I don’t want to,” said Dixon. “Jack, you know damn well what I want to talk about.”

Why wouldn’t the bastard just leave it alone? “Give it a rest, Dixon. As Hammond would say, that dog won’t hunt.”

He heard Dixon stop. “Dammit, O’Neill,” the man said, protesting. “Frank was your friend. He was my friend too. And he’s dead. Don’t you want to — ”

“What?” he demanded, turning. “Resurrect him? Dig up his corpse so we can pick over his bones? Screw you, Dixon.”

Dixon’s genial face was blank with shock, or hurt, a mix of both. “What is your problem? My God, he was my best friend and you were the last person to speak to him before he died. He died inches away from you. Don’t you think you owe me — ”

“Owe
you? Holy crap, Dixon, what the hell do I owe you? I don’t even know you. I don’t want to know you. You’re a tourist. For the last damned time, Frank Cromwell is not up for discussion. Not today, not tomorrow, not this side of the apocalypse. And if you mention his name again I will bounce you back to Earth so fast you’ll get whiplash. Is that talkative enough for you, Dave?”

Dixon shook his head. “Jesus. Frank said you could be a bastard.”

“Frank was right. Take the hint. Now are we going up to this mine or what?”

“Yeah,” said Dixon, shoving past him. “Why don’t we do that, before one of us has an accident.”

Toiling in Dixon’s wake, fighting the urge to sneeze as a warm breeze came up and swirled pollen into his face, he felt a stinging tingle in his blocked sinuses, tasted an iron tang in his throat. For the second time that morning his touching fingers came away red.

Crap.

But it was okay. It was just a stupid nosebleed. And anyway, he had more important things to worry about.

Like how I’m going to stop myself throwing Dixon down a mine shaft. George, George… you owe me big time for this.

 

Teal’c ran through the Adjoan wilderness steadily, easily, barely breaking a sweat. The naquadah-filled back-pack bounced to the rhythm of his strides, full of promise, as Adjo was full of promise.

And danger, though I cannot say why.

Running from the village to the Stargate presented no great challenge, even though he carried a significant amount of naquadah. As a Jaffa in his prime he possessed a stamina that was rarely tapped by his duties at the SGC. Occasionally, in some battle situations, he felt himself stretched. But for the most part he was forced to bleed off his excess energy in extended sessions of physical activity in one of the SGC’s gyms. He had even been known to run up and down the emergency access stairwells that led to the top of the Cheyenne Mountain facility.

O’Neill constantly bemoaned his ineligibility for the United States Olympic team.

He wished he could outrun his sense of unease with as little effort as he ran now through Adjo’s flowering woods. On the surface, so far, the planet did indeed seem a paradise. Whatever disasters had befallen it in the time of Ra and Setesh, a sensible man would agree that they were long in the past. And the people of Mennufer, they appeared to be totally harmless. Peace-loving, gentle, concerned only with the day-to-day necessities of living and life. They did not make war on each other or their neighbors, nor did they seek to dominate or destroy. Their Elders might be secretive, which put O’Neill on his guard, but nothing about them suggested a threat of any kind.

And yet I cannot feel easy. I am chased by shadows.

This must be what his human friends called dread. A looming, consuming weight of dire expectation.

Something bad is coming. I know it. I feel it. I cannot prove it, but all the same… it is true.

If he was honest with himself — and at all times he strove to be honest — General Hammond’s refusal to heed his warning had caused him some pain. Even more, it caused him trepidation.

The blame will be mine if something should go awry with this mission. I will have failed in my duty to keep my people safe.

And something was about to go awry…

Even as he ran he shook his head at himself. If O’Neill were running with him and if he voiced his concerns aloud, the colonel would chastise him for — for — borrowing trouble.

He wished he could have brought Major Carter with him to the Stargate. He wished O’Neill had insisted that she report to Doctor Fraiser for a medical inspection. He was not happy with how she appeared.

Or was that simply more borrowing trouble?

Conflicted and brooding, he continued to run.

 

When at last he reached Adjo’s Stargate he did not dial the SGC immediately. Instead he looked around for any sign of Lotar. But there were no fresh flowers in the shrine behind the Stargate, just a withered straggle that had clearly been there at least a day.

His skin crawled with unease. “Lotar!” he called. “Lotar, it is Teal’c. Are you nearby? Do you require assistance?”

No reply. No sign of her. Just the soughing of the wind through the surrounding trees. But that did not mean she was in trouble. Withered flowers did not mean something was wrong… and yet his instincts told him otherwise. But he could not search for her now. He would search for her when he returned from his mission.

He dialed Earth, sent through his IDC code, waited a moment then stepped into the wormhole to emerge an endless heartbeat later in the familiar surrounds of the SGC gate room.

As the SF guards lowered their weapons and stepped back, Sergeant Harriman greeted him over the intercom. “Hey, Teal’c! Welcome home.”

He raised an acknowledging hand then joined the sergeant in the control room. “I wish to see General Hammond. Is he available?”

Harriman shook his head. “Sorry. He’s at the Pentagon briefing the Joint Chiefs.”

“I see. Is it not possible to reach him by telephone?”

Harriman rolled his eyes. “No. It’s a closed door session. There’s a loooot of heat coming down from the brass.”

“I see. Then I will leave him a note. Have you a pen and paper I might use?”

“Sure,” said the sergeant, and gave him both. “Hey, what’s in the back-pack? Looks heavy.”

“Naquadah,” he said briefly.

Harriman grinned. “Whoah. Cool.”

Ignoring the sergeant, Teal’c focused on his letter to Hammond. General, we have located a naquadah mine. I am giving the samples we have obtained to the science team for analysis and returning to Adjo to continue the mission. SG-1 will make contact with further progress reports as frequently as possible. Teal’c. He folded the note and gave it to Harriman.

“Please ensure General Hammond receives this as soon as he returns from Washington.”

“I’ll hand it to him personally,” Harriman promised. “And if he calls in I’ll read it to him over the phone.”

He nodded. “Thank you. Is Doctor Zola in his laboratory?”

“I don’t know,” said Harriman with an apologetic shrug. “You know what it’s like, Teal’c. I don’t get out of here much. But I’m pretty sure he’s on the base, if that’s any help.”

“Thank you,” he said again, and went in search of the SGC’s second-best physicist.

Marcel Zola was in his lab, poring over a long strip of computer printout. He looked up distractedly when he realized he wasn’t alone, his green eyes bleary behind their glasses. “Teal’c! Can I help you?”

Teal’c shrugged himself out of the back-pack and dumped it on the desk. “These are samples of Adjoan naquadah. I require them to be tested for quality immediately. General Hammond urgently requires the information.”

Zola’s puffy, stubbled face lit up. “Adjoan naquadah?” he breathed. “So the mission’s a success? That’s fantastic, Teal’c. Congratulations.”

“The mission has yet to be completed, Doctor,” he pointed out. “Congratulations at this point are premature.” When Zola’s face fell, he relented. “But I believe this naquadah to be of excellent quality. It is my hope the mission will succeed in due course. Please. Commence your testing.”

“You got it, Teal’c,” said Zola, and promptly forgot he wasn’t alone.

Leaving the scientist to his work he made his way to the infirmary, where he found Doctor Fraiser examining the partially-healed wound in Captain Ariel Lee’s thigh.

“Hey, Teal’c,” the doctor greeted him. “Back so soon?”

“I have brought samples of raw naquadah for testing,” he explained. “Now I must return to Adjo, but I wished to take more medical supplies with me.” He nodded to Lee. “Captain. It would appear you are healing satisfactorily.”

Captain Lee nodded, smiling. “Yeah. I’m not doing too bad.”

“I’ll just be a few minutes here, Teal’c,” said Doctor Fraiser. “You can wait in my office.”

“Of course. Captain Lee.”

Doctor Fraiser joined him a short time later. Perching on the edge of her cluttered desk, hands shoved into her lab coat pockets, she raised her eyebrows. “You need more medical supplies? Why? Is there a situation I should know about?”

He shook his head. “No, Doctor. Although Major Carter has sustained some minor injuries in a fall.”

Doctor Fraiser straightened. “What do you mean minor?”

“She has some contusions, abrasions and a mild concussion.”

“What? Teal’c, there’s no such thing as mild concussion! All concussions are brain damage. Why didn’t she come back here with you so I could examine her?”

“She did not wish to,” he said simply. “She assured Colonel O’Neill she was competent to continue her duties.”

“Yeah, like she’d know. Or he would,” Doctor Fraiser muttered. “Idiots, the pair of them. You tell them from me that I want to see Sam in my infirmary if she’s not one hundred percent okay by this time tomorrow. Clear?”

“I shall inform them. But it is not for Major Carter that I require the medical supplies. The people of Adjo have no medicines of their own. Colonel O’Neill believes — ”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess. He wants to use our medical expertise as a bargaining tool?” She blew out a sharp breath. “Oh, boy. He and I are going to — ” Then her expression shifted from anger to puzzlement. “No medicines, did you say? How is that possible? Even the most primitive cultures develop rudimentary — ”

“Yes,” he replied. “Daniel Jackson was equally surprised. Perhaps it is a mystery you can solve together. However, for now — ”

“Yes, yes, you want to get back,” she said. “Come on. Let’s raid the supply room.”

She helped him fill a fresh back-pack with testing kits, antiobiotics, bandages, antibiotic cream, analgesics and antiseptic wipes, then walked with him to the gate room. As Sergeant Harriman opened a wormhole to Adjo she stood by his side at the base of the ramp.

“Remember what I said, okay? I want Sam back here the minute it looks like the concussion was more than mild.”

“You have my word, Doctor, if I have to carry her here myself.”

She grinned at him. “And you would, too. Safe journey.”

“Thank you, Doctor Fraiser.”

He walked into the wormhole.

 

The moment he stepped back through to Adjo he saw Lotar, crumpled on the ground beside the DHD. He was beside her in four swift strides.

“Lotar! Lotar, what has happened? Are you ill?”

As gently as he could he took the girl by the shoulders and rolled her over. When he saw her face he recoiled in horror. It was thickly covered in weeping boils. They marred her forehead, her cheeks, her throat, and disappearing beneath the neck of her linen dress. Her eyelids were crusted with yellow matter, her nostrils clotted with old dried blood. A hint of fresh blood glinted and the warm air rattled in her throat.

“Lotar!” he said again. “Lotar, can you not hear me?”

With a painful effort she opened her eyes. “Teal’c,” she whispered, her voice raw. “Flee. Flee. Tell Bhuiku I love him. Tell him I am sorry.”

Her eyes closed again. Appalled, Teal’c rested her gently on the ground and opened another wormhole to Earth.

“This is Teal’c,” he said through his radio. “I must speak with Doctor Fraiser immediately.”

“Stand by,” said Sergeant Harriman. “I’m paging her to the control room now.”

It seemed longer than an age before he heard Janet Fraiser’s voice. “Teal’c, what’s wrong? What’s happened?”

“Doctor Fraiser, I have a medical emergency. A young Adjoan woman. She is covered in a noxious rash. I request a medical team stand by as I bring her — ”

“No, Teal’c! You can’t bring her through to the SGC. New protocols, remember? No unidentified and potentially untreatable pathogen or its carrier may be brought to Earth from any offworld location.”

He had forgotten. But surely, in this case… “Doctor Fraiser, this young woman assisted SG-1. I must assist her. She is suffering. Possibly dying.”

“Teal’c, I’m sorry, but my hands are tied. The orders come from General Hammond via the White House.”

“Then can you not come here? If you wore a Hazmat suit — ”

“No, the ban extends both ways until the pathogen’s been identified, remember? Look. Have you got a camera? Can you film her and send me the footage? Maybe I can advise some kind of temporary treatment while I work something out with General Hammond.”

It was an excellent suggestion. Unfortunately… “No. Daniel Jackson has our camera.”

“Then we’ll send you through a MALP. Get her in front of it and activate the video feed.”

Of course. Distress had robbed his mind of clarity. Bra’tac would be sternly disapproving if he knew.

“Yes, Doctor Fraiser.” Slumped at his feet, the girl Lotar moaned softly. “Please. Do not make me wait for long.”

He knelt to gather her in his arms. At his touch she moaned again, almost weeping. In its pouch his symbiote writhed, as though sensing the illness that ravaged the young woman.

Ignoring it, ignoring everything but the need to give what little comfort he could, Teal’c held Lotar lightly, frightened that even a gentle touch might cause her pain.

“Be brave, Lotar,” he whispered. “We will not abandon you.”

The outgoing wormhole collapsed. Nearly twenty minutes later, an eternity of time, an incoming wormhole erupted into life… and soon after that the SGC sent him a MALP.



Chapter Sixteen
 

“Okay,” said Sergeant Harriman, still damp from his decontamination scrubdown. “Now that’s just gross.”

Janet, equally damp, repressed the urge to smack him as she stared at the MALP footage of the sick girl feeding back to them from Adjo.

Teal’c’s right. This Lotar is in serious trouble.

“My first thought is that it looks like one of the poxes,” she said into the mike. “Chickenpox. Smallpox. Some kind of systemic viral infection. Who’s she been in contact with in the last four to five days, Teal’c?”

“To the best of my knowledge, Doctor, she has seen no-one but us,” Teal’c replied over his radio. “Lotar has been alone, carrying out a pre-marriage ritual.”

So if he was right that meant whatever disease this was, it had an extended incubation period. Or was it airborne? Her belly churned queasily.

“Teal’c, you said this girl assisted you. How long did SG-1 spend in her company?”

“Doctor Fraiser, are you suggesting they have been infected and will succumb to the same disease?”

Please no, please no. “I’m suggesting it’s a possibility.”

“Lotar guided us back to her village from the Stargate. It was a journey of some nine hours in total, but we were forced to stop at nightfall and sleep in the woods.”

Oh, wonderful. “Teal’c, I’m going to send you through a blood kit and some skin swabs. Take a blood sample first, then swab her lesions so we can test them for viral and bacterial infections. Three different sites. Once you’re done send everything back to me. I’ll analyze it and hopefully identify her illness.”

“And if you cannot?”

“Yeah, well, let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. Hold on.” She hit the gate room intercom and looked down at her chief nurse, waiting at the foot of the gate ramp. “Go ahead, Liz. Teal’c?” she added, turning back to the MALP’s microphone. “The equipment’s coming through now. As soon as you’ve got it we’ll disengage from our end.”

Waiting while Liz sent Teal’c what he needed, Janet chewed at her bottom lip and focused on not letting her imagination run away with her.

I used to be a whole lot better at keeping the damned thing under control. It’s this place. It breeds medical nightmares.

“Doctor Fraiser…” said Walter. He sounded as worried as she felt. “Teal’c may be immune to whatever this is, but the rest of SG-1 is human.”

And today’s award for stating the blindingly obvious goes to… “Sergeant, we don’t know what’s going on yet so please — let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“No, ma’am,” said Walter, chastened. “Sorry.”

She patted his shoulder. “It’s okay.”

Eventually the Stargate engaged again. First they received SG-1’s iris code, then the blood sample and skin swabs. As Liz rushed them to the lab, Janet radioed Teal’c. “Got them. Thanks.”

“Doctor Fraiser, how long will it take to identify the pathogen that is making Lotar sick?”

“I don’t know, Teal’c.”

“Then what should I do? There is nowhere near the Stargate for Lotar to be housed. If you could advise me which of the medical supplies you gave me might ease her immediate discomfort I can assist her, but she cannot remain here and neither can I. I must ascertain the status of SG-1.”

Of course. “Can you radio them?”

“Mennufer is out of range.”

“And it’s the closest village to your location?”

“Yes.”

Dammit. What the hell were the Goa’uld thinking, setting up a Stargate in the middle of nowhere? Oh well. It could be worse. At least Teal’c’s a competent field medic. But if someone had only listened to me they’d have a doctor on the team and…

No. No. She didn’t have time to think about that. Washington’s refusal to consider her proposal would, in due course, be the subject of a pointed memo. But right now…

“Okay, Teal’c,” she said. “Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll send you a camp bed and a portable awning so you can keep the patient comfortable and out of direct sunlight. Then you’ll give her one 5mg ampoule of morphine, into the upper arm. You’ll also need to set up an i/v with saline, I’ll send that to you and talk you through the procedure. Then we’ll get her onto penicillin, after you’ve done an allergy scratch test. Don’t worry, I’ll talk you through that too. And while the lab’s testing the blood and skin swabs I’ll get a hold of General Hammond and see what we can do about bringing her through to the SGC or at least letting a medical team onto Adjo. That way you’ll be free to find SG-1 and bring them up to speed.”

“Thank you, Doctor Fraiser. I shall now disengage the wormhole and await those further supplies.”

Sending Teal’c the equipment and material he needed and helping him take care of the Adjoan woman took longer than she liked, but at last it was done. As the wormhole to Adjo collapsed, Janet turned to Walter. “Okay. I need to speak to the general. Now.”

The sergeant cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable. “Sorry, Doctor Fraiser. No can do. I’m under strict orders that he not be disturbed unless the planet’s on the brink of invasion or implosion. Pentagon closed session, remember?”

She banged her fist on his console. “Walter, I don’t care if he’s dancing the pasa doble with the President, I have to speak with him. If it makes life any easier for you, consider this my declaration of a Code Red medical emergency. Now get him on the phone.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said smartly.

Listening to him work his magic Janet could only smile a little, and wonder. In the way things often morphed without anyone realizing it, Walter Harriman had slowly but surely assumed the secondary role of General Hammond’s personal aide. Low-key and eerily, sometimes superhumanly efficient, things just… got done.

If he ever decides to retire the SGC will be in trouble.

He was arguing now, politely but relentlessly, with some drone at the Pentagon. For God’s sake, moron, just say yes!

“That’s great, ma’am,” said Walter. “Doctor Fraiser is standing by. Thank you. Yes ma’am, I know. But I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t urgent.”

“You got through to Hammond?” she said, stepping closer.

His answer was to hand her the phone.

“General Hammond?” she asked, her heart pounding.

“Doctor Fraiser? Major Linton,” said a clipped female voice. “General Hammond is being reached. Please hold.”

“Yes. Yes. I’m holding,” she replied. Hurry up, General, hurry up, hurry up.

“Hammond,” said a welcome, familiar voice in her ear. “This had better be good, Doctor. I’m not here to take the Arlington tour.”

“No, sir. I know. I’m sorry. We have a medical emergency on Adjo, General. I’ve put the base on a Code Red medical alert.”

“SG-1?”

“Their status is yet to be determined, sir. The only casualty I can confirm is a young Adjoan woman, but according to Teal’c SG-1 have been in contact with her. She’s definitely suffering from a disease. Pathogen unknown, extent of contamination unknown, but my preliminary observations suggest — ”

“Your what?” demanded Hammond. “Doctor Fraiser — ”

“Via MALP, sir,” she said quickly. “But I would like to set up an isolation unit and bring the patient — ”

“Out of the question, Doctor,” said Hammond. “And you know better than to ask.”

That stung. “Sir, we can’t do nothing,” she said. “I need to know what we’re dealing with. Even if SG-1 aren’t affected there are people on Adjo who might need our help.”

“I’m aware of the humanitarian implications, Doctor. You say you’ve spoken to Teal’c?”

“Yes, sir. He came back to the SGC with some raw naquadah for testing. When he returned to Adjo he found the patient and — ”

“He’s been on the base? Is it compromised?”

“No, sir. He was only here briefly, and we were notified of the medical emergency within minutes of his departure. Everyone he came into contact with has been through decon, the air filtration system has switched up to level 5 and we’re testing the filters for contamination now. Medical staff are on alert, of course, but I’m confident we’re not in danger.”

“And you have no idea if the rest of SG-1 is affected?”

“Not yet, sir. No.”

“But they could be.”

“It’s possible. Yes.”

“And even if they’re not…”

“Yes, sir. Until we get a clear picture of what’s happening, they’re stuck on Adjo.”

“Damn.” Hammond exhaled sharply. “You say Teal’c brought back some naquadah? So the mission’s a success?”

Right now she could care less about the damned mission. “Apparently, sir. General Hammond, Major Carter is already medically compromised. She had an accident, suffered a concussion. If there is some kind of contagious illness on Adjo and she’s exposed — ”

“Doctor, I understand your position but for now Major Carter stays where she is. Understood?”

She’d known he’d say that, and still it hurt. “Yes, sir.”

“Right now, Doctor, all you can do is care for this
Adjoan woman within the constraints of procedure. Inform Teal’c his highest priority is making contact with O’Neill and confirming that the team remains uncompromised. Once their status has been established we’ll look at rendering assistance to any sick Adjoans.”

“And if SG-1 is compromised, General?”

A short silence. “Then, Doctor, we’ll have a problem, won’t we?”

She was grasping the phone receiver so hard the plastic was in danger of cracking. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor Fraiser,” Hammond said, more kindly. “I know this goes against the grain for you. It doesn’t sit too well with me, either, but we have to maintain the base’s integrity. I’m not prepared to tempt fate again.”

Well, no. Not when tempting it with SG-11, four months ago, had come close to wiping out Cheyenne Mountain and potentially Colorado. For starters. “No, sir. Of course not.”

“I’ve got to go. I’ve kept the Joint Chiefs waiting long enough. I’ll check in with you for an update before boarding the transport home.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Frustrated, she hung up the phone then turned to Walter. “Dial up Adjo, Sergeant. I need to talk to Teal’c.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Walter, subdued, and did as he was told.

“How’s the patient, Teal’c?” she asked, once contact was established.

“She appears to have lapsed into a stupor,” said Teal’c. “Her breathing is shallow and her pulse is weak. I fear Lotar is dying, Doctor Fraiser. Under the circumstances can I not bring her — ”

“I’m sorry, Teal’c,” she said, pain like a tight fist in her chest. “General Hammond wants you to locate SG-1 as a matter of urgency.”

“Yes, Doctor. But what of Lotar?”

Yes indeed, what of poor young Lotar? “To be honest, I’m not sure what I could do for her even if I had her in the infirmary. Antiviral drugs are specific to a handful of certain Earth viruses only. There’s a remote possibility that if I can identify the relevant pathogen I could maybe try synthesizing a treatment but realistically, that’s more science fiction than science. At the end of the day her own immune system might be the only thing that can save her.”

“I understand. But I cannot leave her here, alone and suffering.”

“Then you’ll have to take her with you, Teal’c. Carry her back to the village. Is that even possible?”

“It is possible,” Teal’c said, after a short silence.

But only just, she was betting. Damn. “Teal’c, you’re absolutely certain your symbiote will protect you?”

“I have no reason to think it will not.”

“That’s something. But listen, you can’t take Lotar into the village. You’ll have to leave her well beyond its limits. I have no way of knowing what the window of contagion is with this disease or even how it spreads. She could be safe to be around, or she could be a Typhoid Mary. Don’t take any chances. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Doctor Fraiser.”

“I’m going to see what the geniuses around here can rig up by way of a radio signal enhancer. Something that’ll let us reach you through an open wormhole. We can’t not be in contact, that’s insane.”

“I agree. And I wish you good luck.”

“Right back at you, Teal’c. Fraiser out.”

“What next?” said Walter, as he disengaged the wormhole.

She thought for a moment, finger tapping her lips. “Okay,” she said at last. “How many teams do we have offworld?”

“Four.”

“Contact them. Let them know that unless they have their own emergency they’re to stay put and not contact us until further notice. SG-1 needs to be able to dial in without delay, and vice versa.”

Walter nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, ma’am. Ma’am, I’ve got an idea. If we could rig up some kind of transmitter on a UAV and — ”

She held up a hand. “Sounds great. You get on that, Walter. I’ll be in my lab. Let me know as soon as you’ve got something.”

We can’t not have decent communications with Adjo. We just can’t. It’s bad enough I’m stuck here instead of being where I can do the suffering some good. But if I can’t even talk through some basic medical treatment…

She wasn’t going to think about it. Thinking about the fact that there were sick people on Adjo whom she wasn’t able to help was the short road to a major migraine.

Please God, let this Lotar be a one-off casualty. Please don’t let this turn into another disaster.

But given their recent run of bad luck, she had the worst possible feeling she was asking too much.

 

Daniel sat cross-legged on the goat-nibbled grass of Mennufer’s village square, surrounded by a crowd of children and young adults. There were even a few adults hovering on the fringes, abandoning their daily tasks so they might listen to the strange man tell his fantastic stories in the sunshine. Every face was eagerly turned to his, every eye was opened wide with wonder. Having abandoned the idea of telling them some ancient Egyptian folktales — Ra tended to feature in them far too often — he’d opted for a definitely left of center but strangely relevant — sort of — Hans Christian Andersen story.

It didn’t matter that the villagers of Mennufer had never seen an ocean. It didn’t matter that they’d never heard of merfolk, or princes, or bold sailing boats. They were humans. They understood love, longing, the desire for something more. They understood that wanting more usually meant giving up some of what you have… and sometimes even meant becoming somebody new altogether.

They understood that dreams didn’t come for free.

When the story was finished they patted their hands on their knees to show him how much he’d entertained them. Pleased, he glanced over at Sam to see what she made of their reactions. She was sitting in the shade of the nearest mud brick building, one knee drawn up to her chest, fingers laced and chin resting on the back of her hands.

She didn’t look well.

Was it just yesterday’s unfortunate tumble down the valley side or something more? She’d stopped sneezing, which was good, but even so she’d suffered two more nosebleeds. The second one had taken ages to stop. And she didn’t look right.

Jack should’ve made her go back to Earth with Teal’c. Janet needs to check her out, because either she’s caught some weird Adjoan bug or she hurt herself worse yesterday than she wants us to know.

And if that weren’t unsettling enough he wasn’t entirely certain things were completely copasetic with the Adjoans, either. Not the little ones — they were giggling and carefree. But the older children, the young adults, and their seniors… beneath their good-natured cheer he thought they were uneasy. Mennufer felt like it was holding its breath. He’d noticed the difference in them straight away. As though literally overnight some dark shadow had touched the village.

Which is crazy. If I so much as suggest it to Jack he’s going to bite my head off.

Time to see if he couldn’t work a little Daniel Jackson magic and get one of the villagers to confide in him.

He pushed to his feet, pressed his palms together and bowed. “That is my story for today. Thank you for listening. Peace be with you, and the blessings of the gods.”

“Peace be with you, Daniel!” the children chorused back at him. “And the blessings of the gods!”

They sounded so earnest he had to laugh, even as his heart gave a nasty little hitch. He and Sha’re had talked about children. She’d wanted babies so badly, and he’d wanted them with her. But even though they’d tried — God, how they’d tried — pregnancy had eluded her. Not until Ammonet had stolen her, and Apophis had — 

With a violent wrench he tore his thoughts away from that most unprofitable of directions. Sha’re was gone, she was at peace, he hoped, and torturing himself over what he’d lost was worse than a fool’s errand. It was a recipe for the kind of black misery that once upon a terrible time Jack had shown him.

As the adults chivvied the children on to their set-aside duties, he crossed to Sam. “Hey.”

She shook her head at him, her gaze slightly unfocused. “’The Little Mermaid’? Jeez, Daniel, only you could get that story safely across the cultural divide.” Then she smiled, softly. “That was one of my favorite stories as a kid. My mom used to read it to me.”

“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t meant to stir anything up.”

“You didn’t,” she murmured. “It’s a good memory, that one.”

“Okay.” Dropping to a crouch beside her he pressed his palm to her forehead. “You’re running a fever, Sam.” He knew he sounded accusing, but didn’t care. “Not a big one but you’re definitely too hot. Why didn’t you say something?”

She shoved his hand away, suddenly irritable. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. I think you should go back to the retreat. Get into the shade, get your head down, and rest. And when Jack gets back from the mine I think you should tell him you’re going home so Janet can check you out.”

“Oh Daniel,” she sighed. “Stop fussing.”

Frustrated, he stood and glared at her. “I’m not fussing. Expressing concern is not fussing. Sam — ”

She lifted a hand. “Okay. Okay. I’ll go and lie down.”

The fact that she let him help her onto her feet only served to heighten his alarm. He watched her slowly head back towards their temporary quarters, walking as though her bones ached and her muscles had turned to stinging nettles.

Damn. Whatever it is, I hope it’s not catching.

He glanced up the sloping valley, where the naquadah mine was located. Wondered, briefly and not without a fresh spurt of unease, how Jack and Dixon were getting on. So far they’d managed not to butt heads in any significant manner, mainly because Dixon was playing things unbelievably low key. But also because the two men had barely spent a moment alone since Dixon was assigned to the team.

But if Dixon decided their trek up to the mine was the perfect time for a heart-to-heart about Frank Cromwell…

Could be Sam won’t be the only one with a story to tell about falling off a mountain.

No. No. Surely not.

Don’t think about that. Think about something helpful, like finding the right Adjoan to talk to.

“Bhuiku,” he said aloud. “Now there’s an idea.”

He found Lotar’s promised husband in the brickyard along the river bank. He wasn’t entirely certain what prompted him to seek out this young man over any of the others he’d encountered in the village. Perhaps because of his connection to Lotar. Certainly it was important that he’d been afflicted by some kind of illness in the past.

Or else it’s because he reminds me of Skaara.

Reminded him that despite a lot of suffering and misery sometimes people found a happy ending. Kind of a happy ending, anyhow. Okay, Skaara’s sister was dead and he was forever altered… perhaps damaged… by his experiences as a prisoner of Klorel.

But at least he’s alive, back on Abydos, with the people who love him. At least he’s not dead. At least we didn’t fail him. And I didn’t fail Sha’re’s baby, either. Mustn’t forget that. That’s someone else I managed to save.

But he suspected he’d never forgive himself for failing to save Sha’re.

Bhuiku was working alone in the brickyard, stripped down to a linen loincloth as he used a long wooden paddle to mix chopped straw into thick sludgy mud. Brick porridge. Sweat gleamed on his olive skin, stippled the strange candle-wax scars on his face, his back, his chest and abdomen, the side of one thigh.

“Hey, Bhuiku,” said Daniel. “Remember me?”

Bhuiku nodded, his breathing deep and steady. “Yes. You are Daniel, from beyond the divide.”

“So, what are you making the bricks for?”

“I make them for the home Lotar and I will share when we are married.”

Sweet. “I’d like to do something for Lotar. She’s a lovely woman. Can I help?”

“You?” Bhuiku looked him up and down, a derisive gleam in his dark eyes. “You would break in half if you tried to stir my mud. You are a talker. Your tongue is strong, but your arms and your legs?” He snorted. “You are a guest of Mennufer. Elder Khenti says we must treat you with honor and respect.”

Daniel grinned. “I’ll only feel honored and respected if you let me make some bricks.”

That earned him a puzzled look. “You wish to break your bones making bricks?”

“I want the chance to talk with you, Bhuiku.”

“Talk about what?”

Daniel waited a moment before answering, letting his gaze sweep across the river to the grapevines and the grain fields on the other side. Everywhere he looked he could see new color: green shoots bursting through the soft brown soil, trees on the valley’s slopes budding pale cream and deep red, and laceworked over the ground between the rocks and tree trunks a bright yellow creeper.

Adjo was dressing in her spring party clothes, all right.

“About a lot of things,” he said at last, tearing his gaze away from nature showing off. “I want to understand more about your life here.”

Bhuiku kept on stirring his mud porridge. “Why?”

“It’s what I do. I learn about people.”

Bhuiku frowned. “Why?”

“It’s my job. So, can I make some bricks for you while we talk?”

“You know how?” said Bhuiku, skeptical.

“I’ve made a few mud bricks in my time.”

Bhuiku stopped stirring his muddy porridge and considered him, then nodded. “You can help. But if you break your bones, Daniel, you cannot say it is my fault.”

That made him laugh. “Fair enough.” Looking around, he saw a row of wooden buckets full of raw mud and straw mix and the empty wooden brick-forms waiting to be filled. Too easy.

Bhuiku started stirring again. “Your people live in mud brick houses beyond the divide?”

Daniel picked up the first wooden bucket, grunting at its weight. “Sure. Some of them do.” Staggering a little, he carried the bucket to the empty brick forms and started filling them with brown sludge. When the first ten forms were filled he put the bucket aside, got down on his hands and knees and carefully banged the sides of the forms with his fists, encouraging the wet mix to settle, patting the mud to eliminate any air bubbles that would render the brick brittle and useless once it had dried.

“Hmm,” said Bhuiku, watching him, and got on with his stirring.

Making mud bricks was fun. Simple work, uncomplicated and uncompromisingly real. Mix dirt, straw and water and you made something that could endure a thousand years. He’d forgotten how good that felt. The sun was warm on his back, the breeze soft in his face. He started to sweat, and that felt good too. The sounds of village life murmured in the background.

“So Bhuiku,” he said, enjoying himself, “I noticed the other day you weren’t making bricks. You were fishing.”

“Every man in Mennufer can do every man’s work,” said Bhuiku. “As each woman can do each woman’s work.”

Ah. Ancient Egyptian multi-tasking. Cool. “To make sure people don’t get bored?”

Bhuiku stopped stirring, and added a small splash of water to his sludge from a nearby wooden pail. “No. Because who can say when a man can no longer do a thing?”

Interesting. Multi-tasking as a kind of insurance. Making sure essential skills didn’t die out… And if that’s not a useful segue, I don’t know what is. “That’s important, passing along knowledge like that,” he said casually. “If only one person knows how to do a thing, and that person gets sick or even dies, the whole village could suffer. I’ve seen it happen in other places. Your people are wise, Bhuiku.”

Bhuiku grunted, and splashed a bit more water. “The Elders are wise.”

“So, I couldn’t help but notice you’ve been sick, Bhuiku,” Daniel said, keeping his tone careless, focusing on his mud bricks as though what he said wasn’t important. “How long ago was that?”

“I was a child,” said Bhuiku, attacking his mud porridge again. Shifting a little, so his scarred face was obscured. He seemed wary all of a sudden. Not offended, just… abruptly withdrawn.

Careful, Daniel. Careful. “And how old are you now?”

“I have seen twenty rebirths.”

Interesting. Adjoans marked the passage of time by this thing they wouldn’t talk about. “The illness you suffered. Does it have a name?”

“No,” said Bhuiku, after too long a pause.

Bhuiku, you’re lying. “Seems to me you must’ve been very ill. Tell me, if your people have no medicines how did you survive?”

Bhuiku shrugged. “I am strong.”

“Have you been sick like that again, since your childhood?”

“No.”

Okay… “Does anyone in Mennufer get sick more than once?”

Bhuiku glanced at him, then looked back at his mud porridge. “Some do.”

“And has everyone in Mennufer been sick at least once?”

“Not everyone. The Elders are never sick. That is how they can be Elders.”

Ah. So good health was a path to power and prestige. That made sense. “Bhuiku — ”

“No more questions, Daniel,” said Bhuiku, stirring his mud porridge savagely. “We are not to talk of rebirth.”

Rebirth? But they weren’t talking about rebirth, they were talking about… “Bhuiku,” he said slowly, straightening out of his crouch. Despite the sun’s warmth a cold shiver ran through him. “Is there a connection between rebirth and your people getting sick?”

Bhuiku turned on him, goaded. “You said you wanted to make mud bricks, Daniel. Make mud bricks or go away. I do not wish Khenti to be angry with me.”

Khenti? What did the Elders have to do with this? Oh crap. Was Jack right? Have Khenti and his Elders somehow screwed us? “Why would Khenti be angry with you, Bhuiku?”

“I told you,” muttered Bhuiku. “We are not to talk of rebirth.” His sullen attitude gave way to sudden distress. Dropping his stirring stick he pressed his hands to his face. “I have disobeyed an Elder. If they find out we have talked of rebirth they will say I am not a man. I will be forbidden to marry Lotar.”

Daniel went to him. “They won’t find out!” he said, taking the boy’s shoulders in his hands. “I won’t tell Khenti you told me. I promise. But Bhuiku — ”

Bhuiku lowered his hands and stepped back. His bare, scarred chest rose and fell rapidly with his harsh breathing. “We have talked enough, Daniel. Now I must make mud bricks and you must go away.”

Daniel wiped his filthy hands down the front of his tee-shirt. “I can’t. Bhuiku, this is really important. I realize I’m making you uncomfortable, and I’m sorry, I really am, but I have to know. You have to tell me. Is there a connection between rebirth and people getting sick?”



Chapter Seventeen
 

The look on Bhuiku’s face was Daniel’s answer.

Oh, crap. Oh, crap. Jack’s going to go ballistic. “Bhuiku, when is rebirth? Is it now? The warmer temperatures, new flowers blooming… is this rebirth?”

Slowly, Bhuiku nodded. “Yes.”

Oh God. Sam.

He bolted for the Elders’ retreat.

“Sam!” he shouted, flinging the door open. “Sam? Are you in here?”

She was curled up on her sleeping bag, knees pulled close to her chest. All he could see of her face was part of one hectically flushed cheek; she had her right arm draped over her head. Her breathing was heavy, hinting at pain.

“Sam,” he said again, dropping to his knees beside her. “Sam, can you hear me?”

Slowly, as though her arm weighed a ton, she uncovered her face. “Daniel.”

A wave of ice-cold dread washed over him. Her eyes were puffy, her color bad. Fresh blood tainted her nostrils.

“Oh, God. Sam.”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess,” she said, her voice a scratchy whisper. “I’ve looked better, right?”

“Well, yeah,” he said, trying to smile. “A little bit.”

She coughed. “I feel like crap.”

You look like death. “I’ll get you some water. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

He grabbed the empty canteen from his pile of belongings and took it to the big barrel of fresh water that had been left for them outside the building. As it filled, bubbling, he did his best to strangle the choking terror.

She’ll be fine. We’ll get her back to Janet and she’ll make a complete recovery.

He said as much to Sam as she painfully sipped from the canteen. “As soon as Jack and Dixon get back from the mine they’ll put together a stretcher and carry you to the gate. Then it’ll be home and the infirmary.”

Balanced on one elbow, Sam pushed the canteen away. “No. New medical protocols, remember?”

Oh crap. He’d forgotten. “They’ll make an exception,” he said, pretending confidence. “They’ll have to. Who’s going to save the universe if you’re stuck here with a stupid fever?”

Her eyes were bloodshot and glassy. “Daniel, we both know this is more than a fever.”

“You’re making diagnoses now? I thought you were the wrong kind of doctor.”

Inch by inch she lay down again. “Don’t make me laugh, Daniel. My chest hurts enough as it is.”

He discarded the canteen and tried to help her get comfortable. “Sam, I think this has got something to do with rebirth. And I think Khenti knew it was going to happen.”

She pulled a face. “So the colonel was right again. Khenti wasn’t to be trusted. Is he around? Have you seen him?”

“Khenti? No. I think he and the other Elders have gone back to their shrine.”

“Is anyone else sick?”

“Not that I’ve seen.”

“Good,” she said, nodding. “Could be I’m the exception and not the rule.”

“Let’s hope so.” He felt a spidery scuttle of fright. “Sam… these new medical protocols. Does that mean — ”

Her eyes closed. “Don’t worry about it. We don’t leave our people behind. But, Daniel, you have to understand — ” With an effort she looked at him again. “If there’s any chance what I’ve got could contaminate the SGC or beyond then even if I’m cleared to gate home, I won’t.”

His mouth went dry. “That’s Jack’s decision, not yours.”

“Of course it’s mine,” she said, and fumbled for his hand. “You promise me, Daniel. If push comes to shove you don’t let me put anyone else in danger.”

“Sam…”

“God, you shouldn’t even be sitting with me now,” she muttered, letting go of him. “Get away from me. I could be contagious.”

“If you are then I’m already well and truly exposed,” he said, and took her hand again. “Come on. Don’t be stupid. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her fingers squeezed, lightly. “Daniel…” It was taking all her strength to stay focused on him. “I meant what I said. Please.”

How could he say no? There were tears in her eyes, and Sam almost never wept. “Yeah. Okay. Now just be quiet. Save your strength. It’s my turn to play doctor, okay?”

He fetched the Tylenol and antibiotics from the medkit and helped steady the canteen against her lips as she swallowed the pills.

“Thanks,” she whispered, and abandoned consciousness with a sigh.

Numb, he stared down at her. This isn’t happening. How can everything have gone so wrong, so fast?

Which, given his life, was a stupid thing to wonder. It seemed that for every victory the SGC scored they were knocked back three paces by some even greater disaster.

Dammit to hell. I lost Sha’re this year. In a weird way I even lost my grandfather. I am not going to lose Sam too.

Although she had a fever she was starting to shiver. He fetched his own sleeping bag and spread it gently over her then settled by her side, her hand in his, and tried to raise Jack or Dixon on the radio.

No response.

Defeated, he put the radio aside. Now there was nothing to do but wait.

 

The naquadah mine reached for miles under Adjo’s skin.

Playing his flashlight over O’Neill’s back, Dixon cleared his throat. Since their vicious exchange of words on the valley-side they’d hardly spoken to each other.

Way to go, Dave. That’s demonstrating your fine leadership qualities.

“So,” he said, keeping his tone neutral. “We’ve been in here a couple of hours now. Seen a lot of naquadah. A bunch of mining equipment. A few more skeletons. Are we done?”

O’Neill kept on walking. “You want to turn back? Turn back.”

Okay. This was ridiculous. SG-1 couldn’t function with its highest-ranked members at each other’s throats.

“Look, O’Neill, if I was out of line before I — ”

“If?” said O’Neill, scathing, then stopped. Breathed out hard. “Forget it.”

Well, at least they were talking. “O’Neill, seriously, what are we doing?”

O’Neill turned, his flashlight strobing. “We’re being thorough, Dixon. For example, we’re at least five miles into the side of the valley and we’re still getting fresh air. How’s that possible?”

He shrugged. “Nifty Goa’uld technology, I guess. But it’s not our problem, is it? That’s for the tech-heads and science geeks to work out. You said you wanted to see the mine for yourself so you could write your report for Hammond. Well, you’ve seen it.”

“I’ve seen it up to this point,” O’Neill retorted. “And up to this point it’s clear. But what if I go round one more corner and come across a nifty Goa’uld booby trap? What if we lose a team of tech-heads and science geeks because I was too lazy — or too chicken — to poke around in the dark for a few hours? In case you’ve forgotten, Ra and Setesh went to war over this place and playing fair was an alien concept. No pun intended. So if you don’t mind, if I’m not inconveniencing you, I’d like to poke around just a little while longer. But only because the lives of people I work with might depend on it.”

Clearly, when he felt like it, O’Neill could be most eloquent. And he could wield words as effectively as a commando knife.

He also had a point.

Dixon nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Lead on, Macduff.”

In silence they explored the mine for another hour and twenty-two minutes and discovered exactly zero Goa’uld booby traps. By that time the temperature had dropped about five degrees, the air was growing stale and their footing uncertain.

Enough was enough.

“O’Neill,” he said, halting. “For Christ’s sake. Your report’s going to end up longer than War and Peace. Stop, already.”

Ten paces ahead, O’Neill slowed. Slowed. Stopped. Coughed. “Yeah. Okay.”

Well, break out the champagne and sing hallelujah.

They’d marked their progress roughly every hundred yards with fluorescent tag-pens, so getting lost finding their way out wasn’t an issue. Emerging into the Adjoan daylight more than three hours later, Dixon slapped a hand across his eyes.

“Man, someone needs to turn down the sun. Feels like my eyeballs are going to fry.”

When O’Neill didn’t so much as grunt in reply he risked permanent blindness and lowered his sheltering fingers. The man had dropped to sit on a nearby rock. His color was bad, chalky-white except for a hectic scarlet patch burning on each cheek, and a thread of fresh blood trickled from his nose.

Oh, crap. “Are you sick?”

O’Neill shook his head, then winced. “No.”

“You look sick. Like you’re running a fever.” He stepped closer, holding out his hand. “Are you — ”

“I swear to God, touch me and they’ll be calling you Colonel Hook,” said O’Neill, glaring.

The man was impossible. Dixon stepped back again. “Can you walk back to the village? Can you even stand?”

“Of course I can stand,” O’Neill snarled. He shoved to his feet. “See?” he said, swaying. “I told you. I’m fine.”

“Like hell. Is this from the raw naquadah?”

O’Neill sneered. “Worried about your own skin?”

He felt his temper rise to the boil. “Oh, enough with the friggin’ attitude. If it’s not the mine, then what? You’ve been swallowing Tylenol like it really is candy. How long have you been feeling bad?” That earned him a baleful look. “What, you didn’t think I’d notice?”

O’Neill swiped at the blood on his lips. Stared at his red-smeared hand, then the yellow creeping vines, resentful and trapped. “I get headaches. Big deal.”

“Oh, come on. This is more than a headache.”

“Yeah,” O’Neill grunted. Then he sighed. “Yeah, it is now.”

“Since when?”

Another sigh. “Since a couple of hours ago.”

“A couple of hours?” he echoed, incredulous. “And you kept up with the Seven Dwarves routine? You stupid bastard, are you out of your skull? What if you’d passed out in there? What did you think I was going to do, carry you down to the village?”

“No,” said O’Neill. “Thought you might drag me by one ankle.”

“God almighty, O’Neill, you’re a maniac.”

“It’s been rumored,” O’Neill said, and shrugged. “I wanted to make sure the mine was safe. It’s safe enough, at least for now. So let’s get the hell out of here. I need a gazillion more Tylenol.”

Getting back to the village turned into a nightmare. O’Neill struggled to keep his balance as they negotiated the rocky valley. There was no real path to follow, they just had to make it up as they went along. Worse than that the idiot resented and rejected any offer of help, even when he was in danger of pitching face first down the unfriendly slope.

The sixth time O’Neill narrowly escaped a broken ankle, or worse, Dixon lost his temper.

“That’s it!” he shouted. “Look, I get it, okay? You’re a tough guy. You’re a friggin’ superhero. But even Batman had Robin, and Superman had some damned dog. How is it going to kill you if you lean on me for five minutes? We’ve already had one team member go ass over eyeballs down this stupid hill. Why the hell would you want to make it two for two?”

Sweating, shivering, O’Neill stood there like a chastised school kid. Then he nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Whatever.”

By the time they reached the bottom of the valley slope Dixon was afraid he really would have to carry his fellow colonel home.

Although the idea of dragging him by the ankle sure as hell sounds sweet.

Back on flat ground by the river they stopped to catch their breaths. O’Neill’s color was ashen now. His nose had stopped bleeding, but…

“What?” O’Neill demanded. “You’re staring like I’ve grown a third eye or something. What?”

Dixon swallowed. “You’ve got blisters. Pustules. Something. On your face.”

O’Neill’s expression blanked. Tentatively he brought up one finger and touched his cheek. Touched the clear bubbles on his skin. “Well… crap,” he said quietly. Then his head came up. “Hey. Do you hear that?”

“What?” he said. And then he heard it too, a low pitched droning sound, coming from the direction of the Stargate.

“There!” said O’Neill pointing.

It was a UAV, circling above the village and river. A moment later their radios crackled and a faint, staticky voice came over SG-1’s channel.

“— Stargate Command — SG-1. Colonel O’Neill, do — copy? Repeat. This — Stargate — calling SG-1. Does any member of — copy?”

O’Neill fumbled for his vest radio. “Stargate Command, this is O’Neill. Harriman, is that you?”

“— sir,” came a voice full of relief. “Colonel, what — your — stat — ”

“We’re fine, more or less,” O’Neill replied. “Why? What’s happening?”

“Sir, it seems you’re facing a medical em — ”

O’Neill shook his radio. “What? Say again, SGC, the signal’s pretty damned weak.”

“— a medical emergency. Has Teal’c reached — age yet?”

“I don’t know. I’m not in the village. What kind of medical emergency?”

“Colonel, this is Fraiser,” the doctor’s distorted voice said. “Listen care — much time. Teal’c found Lotar — gate — possibly contag — Code Red med — protocols apply. Take every prec — isolate yourselves imm — advise SGC ASAP on your team’s — status. Please confirm.”

O’Neill let out a harsh breath. “Crap.” He toggled his radio. “SGC, confirmed. Code Red protocols now in effect. We’ll contact you with a status report ASAP. O’Neill out.”

As the UAV droned away into the distance, Dixon stared at him. Code Red? Code Red? But Lainie… the baby…

Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh — 

“Dixon!” snapped O’Neill. “If Lotar was contagious then we’re all in trouble. How are you feeling?”

With an effort, he dragged his anguished thoughts away from home. “I’m fine.”

“No headache? Nosebleeds? Sneezing? Burning sensation under the skin?”

What? He could’ve hit the man. “So there’s a burning sensation? Jesus, O’Neill — ”

“Dixon!”

“I’m fine.” For now. Oh hell. Lainie. “But you’re not. You should wait here. Jackson and I can come back for you with a cart.”

“No.”

“If you’re sick you shouldn’t be expending energy walking!”

“Yeah, well, you’d be surprised what it takes to stop me walking.”

Dixon felt his fingers clench into fists. “Yeah, yeah, I know all about your parachute adventure. I know all about a lot of things and frankly, Colonel, I don’t give a damn. You’ve got nothing to prove. This isn’t Iraq.”

O’Neill’s eyes went blank. “Screw you.”

Yeah. Okay. Wrong thing to say. “Jack — ”

“We don’t have time to futz around with carts,” O’Neill said, his voice cold and flat. “We need to get back to the village and make sure Carter and Daniel are okay, then find Teal’c so he can fill us in.”

They did. “Then let’s go.”

Once they made it across the river they took the long way round the outskirts of Mennufer, avoiding contact with any of the villagers. They both tried raising the rest of the team on their radios, but silence was the only reply.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” said Dixon. “Could be the batteries ran flat.”

O’Neill glared at him sidelong. More pustules had erupted on his face. “All of them? Simultaneously?” Then he faltered, stopped, and threw up. There was blood. “I’m okay,” he said, spitting.

Dixon shook his head. Yeah. Sure you are. Code Red protocols? Oh man, we’re so screwed.

Ignoring O’Neill’s protests, he slung an arm around the man’s shoulders and they kept going. By the time they reached the retreat O’Neill’s walk had degenerated into a stagger. He was almost out on his feet.

They made it into the building, barely. The first thing Dixon saw was Jackson, cross-legged on the floor beside Carter. She was layered in a sleeping bag, curled in on herself and unnaturally still.

“Oh no,” said Jackson, scrambling to his feet.

Dixon lowered O’Neill onto the nearest palliasse. “Oh, yes. But I’m okay. What about you?”

Behind the glasses Jackson’s eyes were wide and fearful. “I’m fine. It’s Sam. Something’s really wrong.”

“You’re telling me.” He took a moment to catch his breath and let his heart rate steady. “Jackson — ”

“Colonel, do you think you could get Jack some water? He needs antibiotics.”

“Yeah. Sure.” He needed fluids himself. Filling his canteen from the water barrel beside the door he heard Jackson talking to O’Neill.

“Hey, Jack. Um — you should lie down. You don’t look too hot.”

“I’m fine,” was O’Neill’s broken-record reply. Then: “Crap. Is that Carter?”

“Yeah.” Jackson sounded apologetic, as though somehow this was his fault. “She’s got a really bad fever.”

“Tell her to stand in line.”

Dixon quenched his own thirst then took the sloshing canteen inside and handed it to O’Neill. “Here. Drink.”

With a grunt — was that thanks? — O’Neill swallowed. Took the pills Jackson handed him and swallowed again. “Daniel,” he said, letting the canteen drop. “Why didn’t you answer your radio? The SGC was calling.”

“What?” Jackson pulled a face. “Oh. Sorry. When I couldn’t raise either of you I turned it off to save the battery. What do you mean the SGC was calling? How — ”

“They rigged a UAV with a transmitter. You didn’t hear it? Jesus.” O’Neill pressed his knuckles against his temples, hard, then lowered his hands. “Where’s Teal’c? Is he back yet?”

“Teal’c? No. Jack — ”

“Lotar’s sick,” said Dixon, as O’Neill started coughing. “Teal’c found her at the gate. I guess O’Neill and Carter have caught — ”

“No,” said Jackson. “It’s more than that. It’s rebirth.”

Still wheezing, O’Neill lifted his head. Whatever fluid filled the blisters was now tinged with blood. “What?”

“I don’t know what it means,” said Jackson. “Now that you’re back, I’ll find out. Jack — please. Lie down.”

O’Neill’s eyes looked like glass. “Yeah. Okay.”

Which said more about his condition than a battery of medical tests.

Dixon helped Jackson ease O’Neill onto his sleeping bag. Standing back, then, arms folded across his chest, his stark gaze shifting between O’Neill and Carter, Jackson said, “We have to get them to the SGC.”

Dixon shook his head. “We can’t. Code Red medical protocols are in place. We’re stuck here for as long as this lasts.”

“What?” said Jackson faintly. “No. That’s not right. We can’t be. Jack and Sam are really sick.”

And I’ve got a pregnant wife, you think I want to stay?

“Sorry,” he said. “We’re on our own.”

“But — but — ” Jackson looked shell-shocked. “Whatever happened to ‘leave no man behind’?”

Jesus wept, was he really that naïve? Where had he been for the last three years? “You’re the expert on myths, Doctor Jackson. You work it out.”

And then the retreat door swung open, and Teal’c came in. He looked… exhausted. Soaked in sweat, full of fear.

A Jaffa afraid. Now there’s a sight to give you nightmares.

“Daniel Jackson,” said Teal’c, his gaze fixed to O’Neill. “You are not sick?”

“No. Jack is. And Sam.”

Teal’c’s gaze shifted to Carter, then lifted. “Colonel Dixon?”

He shook his head. “So far so good. Where’s Lotar?”

“I have left her in the woods, well beyond the village,” said Teal’c. “Doctor Fraiser’s orders. Daniel Jackson — ”

“Yeah, I know, Teal’c,” said Jackson. “We’re really screwed.”

 

Hammond dug the tips of his thumbs into the corners of his eyes and pressed, hoping to short-circuit the headache rapidly building up steam in his temples.

God almighty, why can’t we catch one simple lousy break?

Across the desk from him Marcel Zola shuffled the pages of his report. “So basically, General,” he concluded, “this is the most superior naquadah anyone’s ever seen. .02 percent impurities which is, well, unheard of. I don’t want to get too technical on you, but — ”

“Then don’t, Doctor,” he said, lowering his hands and staring at the physicist. “I’m not in the mood. Bottom line, what you’re saying is that we need this naquadah.”

Zola nodded vigorously, his enthusiasm uncontainable. “Oh, sir. Yes, sir.”

He nodded at the bundle of papers crumbled in Zola’s excitable grip. “How layman-friendly is that report?”

“Layman-friendly?” echoed Zola. “Ah — well — ”

Scientists. They were all alike. The longer he worked around them the more sympathy he developed for Jack’s unkind opinions. “Doctor, I need a report for the Pentagon that won’t require a scientific dictionary to decode. You’ve got thirty minutes.”

Zola boggled at him. “Half an hour?”

“I suggest you get started.”

As Zola scuttled out of his office, his internal phone rang. It was Harriman.

“Second UAV’s away sir. You said you wanted — ”

“I’ll be right there, Sergeant.”

Harriman was monitoring the radio frequencies while Captain Raismith remote-piloted the UAV. As he entered the control room, Harriman glanced round. “Nearly in range, sir.”

His heart was thumping. Let there be good news, let my people be unscathed. “Good.”

“Sir, we’ve modified the second signal booster,” added Raismith. “I’m confident we’ll be able to punch through the local interference this time.”

“Glad to hear it. But we can’t keep sending through UAVs, Captain. Not when there’s currently no way of getting them back again. There has to be a way of establishing permanent radio communications with SG-1.”

“Sir, the communications team is working on that now,” said Raismith, not looking away from the UAV control-console. “Our best bet appears to be a naquadah-powered transmitter, which we’d leave in situ at the Adjo gate.”

“And how soon before we have ourselves one of those?”

“Well, sir,” said Raismith, pulling a face. “Donnelly and McLaren are still inventing it, so…”

He raised an eyebrow. “Tell them they might like to hurry up.”

“Yes, sir,” said Raismith.

Then something electronic beeped, and Harriman hit a switch. “SG-1, this is the SGC. Do you read?”

“SGC, this is Dixon. Reading you loud and clear. Go ahead.”

Hammond took over the mike. “Colonel, this is General Hammond. What is your status?”

“Sir, our status would be that we’re up crap creek without a functional paddle. O’Neill’s sick. Carter’s sick. It’s got something to do with the planet, but don’t ask me what.”

“Page Doctor Fraiser up here now,” he said, looking at Harriman, then turned back to the mike. “What about you, Colonel? And Doctor Jackson?”

“So far, sir, we’re right as rain. I can’t explain it, but we’re not showing any symptoms.”

“That’s good news, Colonel. Let’s hope you both stay that way.”

“Sir, we really need an immediate medical evacuation.”

He had to wait for a moment, to be certain his voice remained cool, calm and steady. “I’m afraid that’s not possible at the moment, Colonel.”

“Then what do you advise we do, General? Whatever this thing is, it sure ain’t the common cold.”

“Sir,” said Janet Fraiser, behind him. “If I may?”

He hadn’t heard her come in. Turning, he considered her. Beneath the professional exterior, closer to its surface than he’d ever wanted to see, he saw fear. He felt the answering surge in his own blood, the slick of cold sweat.

“Of course,” he said, and stood back.

“Colonel Dixon, this is Fraiser,” she said. “Has Teal’c made it back to you yet?”

“Yeah, he’s here.”

“I’d like to speak with him, please.”

A moment’s hissing silence, then: “This is Teal’c.”

“What’s Lotar’s status, Teal’c?”

“When last I saw her she was deeply unconscious.”

“You left her well outside the village?”

“As instructed, yes.”

“Okay. Whatever you do, Teal’c, don’t move her any closer and don’t let anyone from the village near her.”

Well, that didn’t sound good. Alarmed, Hammond stared at Fraiser but her full focus was on Teal’c.

“Doctor Fraiser, have you been able to ascertain the cause of Lotar’s illness?”

Fraiser hesitated. “Not yet, Teal’c. I’m still working on that.”

Hammond felt Sergeant Harriman’s alarmed look, but he didn’t respond. The doctor was… prevaricating. Not a good sign at all.

“Doctor Fraiser, we must treat Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter.”

“I know, Teal’c. But to do that I need blood and skin swabs from each of them.”

Another stretch of silence. “Doctor Fraiser,” Teal’c said at last, “I lack the medical equipment to take such samples. You sent me only enough to take samples from Lotar.”

“Hold on,” said Fraiser, and turned away. “General, this is an impossible situation. I’d have to send more collection kits through the Stargate, Teal’c would have to retrieve them, return to the village, take the samples, go back to the Adjo gate… sir, it’s just not practical. Not to mention that even Teal’c’s stamina has limits.”

He sighed. “What do you suggest?”

“Well, in the short term I’d like to establish a small MASH unit at the Adjo gate. Tents, camp beds, food, water, medical supplies. That way SG-1 can relocate, communications won’t be a problem, and I’ll have some hope of effectively treating casualties. It’s far from perfect but for the moment it’s the best I can do.”

A MASH unit? Well, it made sense. He nodded. “Do it.”

Her smile was genuine, but guarded. Oh God, she had bad news for him. “Yes, sir,” she said. “General, I think we need to recall the offworld teams until this situation is under control. One medical crisis at a time is more than sufficient.”

“Agreed. Sergeant Harriman’s got the duty roster, he’ll take care of that.”

“Yes, sir. General — ”

He felt his heart sink. Felt the weight of his fifty-eight years settle onto his shoulders. “Doctor?”

“We need to talk.”

“I’ll be in my office,” he told her. “See me when you’re done here.”

“Yes, sir.”

When at last Fraiser tapped on his door he was at his desk, re-reading Zola’s report on the Adjoan naquadah, trying to tell himself his dark suspicions were nothing more than paranoia.

“Doctor,” he said, as she closed the door behind her. “Everything under control?”

“Yes, sir. My team’s organizing equipment and supplies as we speak. It’s heading towards sunset on Adjo, so SG-1 will leave Mennufer for the gate at first light.”

He frowned. “Colonel Dixon said the planet is making our people sick. What can you tell me?”

“About that? Nothing as yet, sir,” she said. “What I can tell you is the Adjoan woman has been infected by a variation of the smallpox virus.”

“Smallpox? You’re sure?”

A faint, unamused smile. “Yes, sir. We’ve gotten pretty good at identifying viruses.”

Smallpox. “So that’s the cause of this Adjoan woman’s illness. What about Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter?”

“I can’t say definitively, sir, not without running tests, but from Teal’c’s description of their symptoms I’d say it’s probable.”

Hammond sat back. “Well… that’s good news, isn’t it? We can treat smallpox. It isn’t even always fatal. Stalin survived it.” More’s the pity.

“Yes, sir,” she said carefully. “Earth’s smallpox virus can be survived. It runs about a thirty percent mortality rate. But I’m afraid there’s no treatment, as such, for any member of the orthopoxvirus family. If you can vaccinate within four days of exposure it’s possible to provide immunity or lessen the disease’s impact but…”

“But what, Doctor? Spit it out.”

“Well, for a start, we’re not dealing with an Earth strain of the virus. At least, not any more. The sample I took from Lotar contains traces of plant and animal RNA, though I can’t tell you which ones specifically. Not yet.”

His heart bumped hard again. “What?”

“I know,” said Fraiser. Her eyes were dark with tightly controlled emotion. “It means our existing smallpox vaccines will most likely prove useless. Of course we’ll use them, but…” She shrugged. “And sir, it gets worse. This Adjoan smallpox is highly unstable. I’ve set up three viral cultures from Lotar’s blood and in each case the virus has mutated.”

He felt a punch of adrenaline. He wasn’t a doctor, but three years on this base had taught him a thing or two.

“Already?” He had to consciously relax his clenched jaw. “And what does that mean, Doctor?”

“Sir… this is completely new to me,” said Fraiser, her expression grim. “I can only imagine what we’re dealing with. The only thing I know for sure is that it’s bad.”



Chapter Eighteen
 

Precisely the words he didn’t want to hear. “We seem to have attracted more than our fair share of ‘bad’ lately, Doctor.”

“Yes, sir,” said Fraiser, her voice tight. “We certainly have. General, I’d like to bring USAMRIID in on this. The people at Fort Detrick have more material and information pertinent to smallpox than almost anyone in the world. I believe, though I can’t prove, that includes samples of the Earth variation of the virus.” Her lips tightened. “Also cultures of Yersinia pestis,” she added, under her breath.

He frowned. Yersinia pestis? “Doctor, I don’t — ”

“Bubonic plague, sir,” she said, scowling. “Anyway. I would very much like to avail myself of USAMRIID’s resources.”

“I’m sure you would, Doctor. But that’s something I’ll need to clear with the President.”

Fraiser wasn’t impressed. “General Hammond, without the help of experts in this field I’m not sure I can — ”

“I understand your position, Doctor! Please try to understand mine. Because you have declared this a Code Red medical emergency I have no choice, I must consult with Washington before we bring in USAMRIID or anyone else. After I’ve done so I’ll inform you of the President’s decision — and whatever it is, we’ll both have to live with it. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “In which case, with your permission, I’ll get back to work.”

He nodded. “Keep me apprised of SG-1’s status. And close the door behind you.”

The moment he was alone, he put a call through to Washington. “George Hammond, Mister President.”

“George! Where are we up to?”

“I’m sorry to say we’re still at Code Red, Mister President. There have been some… disturbing developments.”

On the other end of the phone, a heavy sigh. “Tell me.”

Hammond filled him in, making no attempt to sugarcoat the news. When he was finished, he added, “Sir, I’m sorry. I know this is the last thing you wanted to hear.”

“Yes, George, it is. Don’t suppose you’ve any good news for me, have you?”

He looked down at Doctor Zola’s naquadah report. “Actually, sir, there is a little. My people have completed some preliminary tests on the naquadah Teal’c brought back from Adjo. It’s… well, sir, it’s exceptional.”

“I see,” said the President, after a long and thoughtful pause. “That is good news, George. Especially given this setback with SG-1.”

Hammond glared at the phone. Setback. The man called it a setback, as though his people had merely dropped their compass and temporarily lost their way. “Yes, sir.”

“George, I don’t want you worrying about the naquadah. You’ve got enough on your plate. Send whatever Teal’c brought back with him over to Area 51. They can run more extensive tests on it there.”

Area 51? That meant the NID. And that meant the ends justifying the means, again. Getting things done with no questions asked, again. Even after the Maybourne fiasco. So whatever happened on Adjo, whatever happened to SG-1, this much was clear: at the top of Washington’s agenda was the acquisition of the planet’s naquadah.

Well, damn.

There was no question of objecting. He’d just been given a direct order from his Commander in Chief. “Yes, sir. Mister President, Doctor Fraiser has requested the assistance of USAMRIID to contain this outbreak of Adjoan smallpox. I am inclined to grant her request.”

Another long silence. Then a slow, drawn-out sigh. “I’m sorry, George. I really am. But you’re going to have to handle this one in-house. My hide’s still smarting from the tanning I got over that near-miss with SG-11. Right now, domestically, what you’ve got is a very small problem. But if you get outsiders involved it’ll become my very big problem. Keep this mess contained, George. Keep it under the radar. And George — ”

He wasn’t surprised. How could he be surprised? He’d been playing this game for a very long time. Even so, he felt sick. “Yes, sir?”

“If SG-1 can’t come home disease-free then I’m afraid they can’t come home at all. For all we know this could go global. That means Code Red protocols stay in effect till this situation’s resolved one way or another. Is that clear?”

“Mister President… do you realize it will be virtually impossible for Doctor Fraiser to effectively treat — ”

“Of course I realize it, General. And don’t think I’m not saddened. I count Jack O’Neill as a friend. Last thing I want to do is attend his memorial service, or a service for any member of his team. But I will if I have to. I won’t risk six billion lives.”

And that was that. “Yes, Mister President,” Hammond said quietly. “Thank you, Mister President.”

The President disconnected. He hung up the phone. Sat for some time brooding into thin air. Then, reluctantly, he sent for Janet Fraiser.

“I’m sorry,” he told her, hitting her hard and fast. “The President has denied your request for USAMRIID’s assistance. In fact, we are denied consultations with any and all agencies external to the SGC. Furthermore, the Code Red protocols will remain in place until the situation on Adjo is resolved.”

“Until SG-1 recovers or dies, you mean?” Fraiser shoved her hands in her lab-coat pockets, a sure-fire sign she was mightily distressed. “General Hammond, please. You need to speak with the President again. He has to change his mind. I am so far out of my depth I can’t even see the bottom, let alone touch it. It’s ludicrous to expect me to — ”

He stood, knuckles rapping his desktop. “Doctor Fraiser, this is a military establishment and we are officers in the United States Air Force. My superior has given me an order and I will follow it. Your superior has given you an order, and you will follow it. Or would you prefer that I grant you an immediate transfer and hand this problem to somebody who can follow orders?”

If he’d slapped her face she couldn’t have looked more shocked. “No, sir!”

He sat again, slowly. Softened his approach, now that he had her undivided attention. “Janet, I’m sorry. But it’s the hand we’ve been dealt.”

“Yes, sir. I understand, sir. It’s just… this is about more than SG-1. We could be looking at hundreds of Adjoan fatalities. Maybe thousands.”

She was deeply distressed at the idea. So was he. “I know.” He cleared his throat. Time for the next little bit of unpleasantness. “Doctor Fraiser, how confident are you that the samples of Adjoan smallpox currently on this base are secure? That we don’t risk a breach of containment by keeping them here?”

She stirred. Gave him a puzzled look. “Sir?”

Did he have to spell it out for her? “Can you promise me, Doctor, that we’re not about to loose an unstoppable plague onto this base, and potentially this planet? Again?”

Now her expression was wary. “Sir, the virus is in a Level IV containment area. We have ultraviolet lights on standby. Anyone entering the containment area does so in a Hazmat suit. The ventilation system is running through HEPA filters and by tomorrow we’ll have a negative pressure room available, which will stop the virus from escaping even if there is a containment breach. Which there won’t be.”

Yes. Yes. “And if I recall, Doctor,” he said gently, “we had those precise precautions in place in the aftermath of SG-11’s mission to P9T-225. Have you established yet how this Adjoan virus is transmitted? Do we know if it’s an airborne pathogen?”

“I’m running tests for that now, sir. General Hammond — ” Doctor Fraiser took a step towards his desk. “The only way to guarantee this virus never escapes onto the base is to destroy it, now, and bring no further samples in from Adjo.”

“I’m aware of that, Doctor.”

She took another step. “General, no. You can’t. If you prevent me from working with that virus I will never be able to help SG-1, or the Adjoans. The Code Red protocols weren’t designed for that.”

“I’m aware of that, too.”

And yet, and yet, the specter of SG-11 haunted him.

“General Hammond, I am begging you,” said Fraiser. There was a hairline crack in her voice. “Don’t order me to destroy the virus. I’ll do this without USAMRIID. I’ll do it with duct tape and paperclips if I have to, whatever it takes to find a way out of this.”

He frowned. “To find a cure? Is that possible?”

“To find some kind of weapon that will give our people a fighting chance. Whatever it takes, sir. Please. Let me try.”

How many miracles had she performed already? Would it be greedy, to ask for one more?

I don’t care. This is a miracle I’ll fight for to the death.

“Duct tapes and paperclips, Doctor?” he said, his throat tight. “I’ll see you’ve got access to an ample supply.”

 

Daniel glared at Dixon, arms defiantly folded. “I don’t care what Fraiser said. Fraiser’s not here, and she’s not my superior officer. You’re not my superior officer either, Dave. I’m telling you, flat out, we are not leaving that poor girl alone out there overnight while she’s sick and suffering.”

Beyond the retreat’s open door the sun was setting, the Adjoan sky streaking from blue to pink. It’d be dark soon, and if he had to argue with Dixon till his tongue fell out he wasn’t going to let some stupid medical protocol get in the way of doing what was right.

“Would you leave one of your men out there?” he continued. “No. So if you’re suggesting Lotar’s somehow a second-class citizen because she’s not from Earth then — ”

“Whoah, whoah, settle down,” said Dixon, a bite in his voice. “Did I say that? What I said was that bringing another sick person in here could increase our chances, yours and mine, of catching whatever the hell it is that’s going round. Because we’re not sick yet and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Oh for crying out loud!” he shouted. “We’re already exposed.”

With a grunting effort, Jack shoved himself upright and braced his forearms on his knees. “Shut up, Daniel. Fraiser was right, and so’s Dixon. Yes, Carter’s sick and I’m sick, but we’re not sick in the same way and we should be. Something’s screwy with this rebirth disease.”

“You don’t know that. You could just be in different stages, or something.”

“Maybe,” said Jack. “But until we know for sure, Daniel, Lotar stays where she is. Not just for your sake, but the village’s too.”

“But Jack — ”

“Goddammit, I said no!” said Jack, his voice ragged. Then he took a deep breath, holding tight to his temper. “Please, Daniel, for once take no for an answer.”

He stared at Jack, open-mouthed. Then Teal’c stepped forward, his face stern. “Daniel Jackson, your compassion is, as always, admirable. But this time you must listen. I will return to Lotar and stay with her through the night. She will not be alone. But she cannot be allowed any closer to Mennufer.”

Daniel scowled. Clearly he wasn’t going to win this one, not with all three of them so vehemently against him. “Okay. Fine. But Jack, at least let me tell Bhuiku that she’s here, and she’s sick.”

Jack stared at him, his puffy eyes dull. “And what happens when you tell him? He’ll want to be with her. And then what? He’s stuck with her. He can’t leave, in case he carries the infection away with him.”

“Why would he want to leave her, Jack? He loves her. They’re getting married.”

“Daniel…”

“I’ll tell him, okay? I’ll tell him what the rules are. I’ll make sure he understands.”

Jack glared. “And if he changes his mind? If he tries to break the rules? What? Are you prepared to shoot him, Daniel? Because that might be what it takes!”

“Do not worry, O’Neill,” Teal’c said quietly. “I will make sure Bhuiku complies.”

Jack dropped his forehead to his forearms. “God,” he muttered. “Look. Daniel. I’m not even sure I should let you leave. You could carry what we’ve got to the villagers, or catch something they’ve got and bring it back here. We don’t have the first idea how this rebirth works. Until we do, and until Fraiser tells us what disease we’re dealing with…”

Dixon cleared his throat. “Someone’s got to check on the villagers, O’Neill. If any of them are sick we should take them back to the gate with us, so they can get treatment.”

And there was support from an unexpected direction. Daniel gave the man a tentative smile. “He’s right, Jack. We can’t just abandon them. They have no medicine. It’d be tantamount to murder.”

“Fine,” said Jack. “Fine. You can go. Find Bhuiku, tell him about Lotar. But don’t make a big song and dance about it. Get him to one side, let him know quietly his girlfriend’s sick, and if he wants to see her send him up here and Teal’c can take him to her. Then you track down Khenti, because I want a serious talk with that old bastard.”

“Ah… Jack…”

That earned him another glare. “I said talk. I meant talk. Can you never not argue?”

This time it was Teal’c who shot him a look. Swallowing a retort, he said instead, “Yeah. Okay. And if I come across any sick villagers?”

Jack shrugged, wearily. “There’s nothing we can do for them tonight. We’ll take them with us to the gate in the morning.” He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, eyes screwed shut. “God.”

Daniel turned to Teal’c. “I think he needs more Tylenol,” he murmured.

Jack’s head jerked up. “Hello. Not deaf. Not so sick I can’t kick your butt.”

It was probably true. If only the same thing could be said for Sam… so still in the lamplight, her breathing slow and harsh. Sam sick was unnatural… like some fundamental law of nature had been broken.

“Daniel,” Jack said sharply. “Go, if you’re going.”

Their eyes met, and he nodded. Knew Jack didn’t want him slumping into despair.

And despair would be easy. We are so screwed…

“Yeah. Okay,” he said. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

He left the retreat and hurried down the path to the village. The dusk was gentle, leaving him enough light to comfortably see by. Torches burned outside many of the houses, but there was no-one walking the dirt streets. He went first to the lamplit Elders’ hall. It was empty.

Probably they’re at the shrine of rebirth.

Which meant he’d have to wait till they came back. Except he wasn’t in the mood for waiting. Jack and Sam were sick because the Elders had withheld vital information about Adjo. He was angry enough over that to trample Khenti’s cultural sensibilities into the dirt.

If I can find him, that is.

Leaving the empty hall he knocked on the door of the first dwelling he came to with lamplight burning behind its shutters. After a moment the door opened to reveal a woman of middle age.

“You are Daniel,” she said, with a cautious smile. “You tell the children stories in the square.”

He smiled back. “Yes, that’s me. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“I am Rabiah.”

“Rabiah, I’m looking for Bhuiku. Can you tell me where he is?”

Rabiah nodded. “Until Bhuiku marries he lives with Odjit, his mother.”

“Where?”

From behind Rabiah came a child’s fractious cry. The woman jumped, and a little of the color drained from her cheeks.

“Rabiah?” he said. “Is something wrong? Is that your child crying?”

“Yes. It is nothing.”

“Doesn’t sound like nothing. Is your child unwell?”

Rabiah wrung her thin hands. “No. No.”

He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “Rabiah, I know about rebirth. I know an illness comes upon you at this time.”

Her eyes opened wide. “You cannot know that. That is Mennufer’s secret business.”

“Yeah, well, the secret’s out. If you’d like, I can help you. But first I need to find Bhuiku.”

“Odjit and Bhuiku live in the third row,” she said, pointing. “The house with two windows in the front.” She pulled a face. “Only Odjit can have a house with two windows in the front. Odjit complains if someone else tries to make another window. She complains so loudly it is easier to have only one window.”

Daniel clasped her hand briefly. “Thank you, Rabiah. In the morning you’ll see me again, and we will speak of helping your child who is sick.”

Rabiah stared, her eyes hollow with fear. “No-one can help her, Daniel. She will live, or she will die.” Another wailing, hurting cry. “Go to Odjit and Bhuiku. I must see to my child.”

She closed the door in his face. Since there was nothing he could do for her right then, he turned and jogged the way she’d pointed, as the last of the sunlight bled from the sky.

He found Bhuiku and his mother’s home with no trouble and tapped on the door. Odjit opened it, but only a crack. The little he could see of her staring eye was puffy and bloodshot.

“What do you want?”

“I’d like to see Bhuiku.”

“You are one of the divide visitors. Why do you want him?”

“We were talking before, when I helped him make mud bricks for his new home with Lotar. I have a question.”

“It could not wait?”

He tried his most gentle, appealing smile. “I am sorry, goodmother Odjit. It could not.”

The door banged closed. Moments later it opened again and Bhuiku came out.

“What do you want?” he demanded, pulling the door almost closed behind him.

Daniel stared at him. I can tell you what I don’t want. I don’t want to stand here and ruin your life. “Bhuiku, where are the Elders? Do you know?”

Bhuiku glanced over his shoulder. “You cannot ask me that.”

“Sorry, but I think I just did.”

“They are praying at the shrine. They have prayed there since yesterday morning.”

“Is that usual?”

Another evasive, concerned look over his shoulder. “That is Elders’ business, Daniel. You should go now.”

Daniel took a deep breath. “Bhuiku, there’s something else.” Oh crap. He felt sick. Memories of Sha’re crowded his head. “It’s Lotar.”

“Lotar,” said Bhuiku. He tried to step back but the door was right behind him. “Lotar is in her passing time.”

“No. She’s in the woods near the village. Teal’c found her at the chappa’ai, Bhuiku. She’s sick. The rebirthing.”

For the longest time, Bhuiku said nothing. Then his dark eyes slowly filled with tears. “Take me to her. Take me to Lotar. I will say the marriage words to her. What do I care if she is sick? She is the woman I want as my wife. It might be she will not die. I did not. Lotar might live too.”

He put a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You’re right, Bhuiku. Lotar might live. Tell me — is there any way to predict who will live, and who will die? Is there any way of knowing who will get sick?”

Bhuiku shook his head. “No. There are people in Mennufer, and in the other villages, who are old and were never touched by rebirth. Then there are the babies who die in their mothers’ arms. Nobody knows who rebirthing will blight. All we can do is wait and see.”

Daniel felt his eyes burn. Oh my God. Every year another crop of death. What a hellish way to live. He tightened his fingers. “Bhuiku, go to the Elders’ retreat. Teal’c will take you to Lotar. I must speak with Khenti. Where is the shrine of rebirth? How do I get there?”

“The shrine is in a secret cave.”

“How secret? Do you know where it is?”

Bhuiku looked at the darkening sky. “I know which way the Elders walk when they walk to the shrine. Everyone in Mennufer knows that. But we do not follow. The shrine is for the Elders. You cannot go there.”

“Bhuiku, because the Elders would not talk to us of rebirth, would not let anyone in the village talk of it, two of my friends are sick. If we’d known what was coming we might’ve prevented that. We might’ve prevented Lotar from getting sick. Khenti and the others have put us all in danger. Now I’m asking you — I’m begging you — show me how to find the shrine.”

“You can save Lotar?” Bhuiku said, his eyes narrowing. “With your medicines, you can save her?”

“I don’t know. It might be too late. But I promise you this, Bhuiku, we’re going to try as hard as we can.”

“Wait,” said Bhuiku, and went back inside his home.

Daniel stood in the street and tried not to listen as Bhuiku and his mother argued bitterly. It would be a long time before he forgot the look in Bhuiku’s eyes when he realized he might be a widower before he ever was a husband.

The door opened again and Bhuiku came out, carrying two lit lamps. “Come,” he said, and nothing else.

When they reached the edge of the village, and the path leading up to the Elders’ retreat, Bhuiku handed over one of the lamps and pointed at the sloping valley side ahead and to the left. “There is where the Elders walk to the shrine. You can walk there in the darkness if that is what you want, Daniel. I am going to find Lotar and marry her.”

He kept on going, up the path to the retreat. Daniel watched him for a moment, his heart heavy and aching.

Then he took a deep breath and started walking towards the shrine.

 

After Teal’c and the villager Bhuiku left to be with Lotar, Dixon said something about getting some fresh air and wandered outside.

“Yeah, whatever,” O’Neill muttered in reply. Like I could care less where you go or what you do. Another handful of painkillers had helped his pounding headache, a little. His skin still felt hot and scratchy though. The blisters on his face continued to tingle. No matter what I’m not looking in a mirror. He felt strangely disconnected. Somewhere inside him was rage, was fear, was gut-slitting disbelief that they’d been hammered, again, for doing their jobs. But his emotions were cocooned, bundled in something soft and slippery. He cared, God he cared… and at the same time he didn’t care at all.

On the floor beside him, Carter stirred. Groaned. Made a feeble attempt to shove aside the sleeping bag covering her.

“Hey,” he said, and pulled the bag from her face. “Carter. Welcome back.”

She groaned again, squinting up at him. “Oh. Sir. You look terrible.”

He managed a smile. “Yeah, well, I don’t think you’d win Miss Air Force USA right now.”

Slowly, she touched her cheeks. “No blistering. That’s something.” Then she winced. “Sorry. God. My head’s pounding. What’s wrong with me?”

“Spring fever,” he said. “Just lie still, Carter. I’ll get you a painkiller.”

Muscles aching, creaky, feeling as old as he’d become on Kynthea’s planet, he fetched Tylenol and a canteen for Carter. Helped her sit up. Helped her swallow the pills.

Nodding her thanks, she blotted her face dry. “Daniel? Colonel Dixon?”

“They’re fine,” he said, settling back onto his own sleeping bag. “Completely unaffected.”

She stared. “How is that possible?”

“Dumb luck, I guess,” he said. “You should lie down again.”

“No, no, I’m — ”

“Carter, lie down! Casper the ghost has more color than you do!”

“Yes, sir,” she said, wincing, and eased herself to the floor. “Wow. I feel spectacularly bad.”

“You’ll be fine,” he said automatically.

Her lips quirked. “Is that an order?”

Crap, she was trying to joke with him. She was lying there so sick, whiter than a ghost, and she was trying to joke with him. Not even the glowing lamplight could wash a semblance of health into her face. Her bloodshot eyes looked strangely sunken and her pallid cheeks had taken on a waxy sheen. And her arms… her arms… something — not blood, but something wet and glistening — had seeped through the gauze bandages on her bruised and scraped arms.

Carter saw him staring and looked down. “Holy crap. What’s that?”

“I don’t know,” he said, his heart banging his ribs. “Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”

With an effort he stood again and went outside. Adjo’s single, Earth-like moon had risen. Full and fat, it draped pale yellow light over the lush green landscape. Dixon was sitting on the grass some little distance from the building. He was smoking. The scent of burned tobacco lingered on the air, stirring nicotine memories in the blood.

“I know, I know,” said Dixon, exhaling. “It’ll kill me.” He stubbed the cigarette out on the grass. “Have to give it up anyway, with a kid in the oven.”

Oh yeah. Dixon’s wife was pregnant. He’d forgotten about that. Crap. He didn’t like the guy, but it was still a tough break.

He stood awkwardly silent for a moment, then shoved his hands in his pockets. “You need to take a look at Carter’s arms. I can’t. Don’t want to cross-contaminate her by mistake.”

Dixon turned. Frowned. “Yeah. Okay.”

They went back inside. As Dixon fetched the medkit he sat down again. Crap, how much did he hate feeling this old, this decrepit? Tiny bonfires of pain burned in every joint. Roman candles ignited sporadically behind his eyes.

He watched as Dixon cut the mucky bandages off Carter’s arms. The man’s touch with the scissors was deft, delicate. There was no urgency about him, he was calm and self-contained, giving Carter confidence.

She’s scared. She doesn’t show it, but she’s scared. At least that makes two of us.

Dixon peeled away the gauze wrappings. The flesh beneath them was raw and suppurating a revolting yellow gunk. A flash of sickness crossed his face, swiftly suppressed. His hand was gentle on her shoulder.

“You’re not in screaming agony with this?”

Carter’s expression was odd, a fascinated revulsion. “It’s hard to say,” she replied. “I’m kind of hurting all over.”

O’Neill, his guts rebelling, glared at Dixon. “Enough with the chitchat, just fix it already. Put another bandage on it, give her more antibiotics.”

Dixon smiled at Carter. “Teal’c came back from the SGC with a whole back-pack full of goodies. Hang tight a minute, I’ll see what I can rustle up.”

For a moment Carter just lay there, staring at the gross wounds on her arms. Then she shifted her gaze. Looked at him, unflinching. “So. I guess we’re in trouble, sir.”

If he showed her he was worried, it’d be a kind of betrayal. “We’ll be fine, Carter. Fraiser’s on the case. A couple of hours and she’ll have come up with a wonder cure. You’ll see.”

“That sounds great in theory, Colonel,” Carter replied. Already her recuperated strength was fading, her voice a slushy whisper, her eyelids fighting to close. “But not even Janet can heal people from across the other side of the galaxy.”

“She won’t have to. By lunchtime tomorrow the only thing separating Fraiser and us will be an open wormhole.”

Carter couldn’t hide her relief. “We’re going back to the gate, sir?”

“Yes. We are.”

“But… not back home.”

He made himself look at her, as she’d looked at him. Her eyes were overbright. Her lips not quite steady “No. Not yet,” he said.

Maybe not ever.

But he didn’t have to say that aloud, because she knew what she’d signed up for. Knew better than most, the risks.

But Christ, it still sucks. Someone get us out of here.



Chapter Nineteen
 

Before things could get fraught, Dixon returned with an armful of stuff and proceeded to slather Carter’s gross arms with triple antibiotic ointment, rewrap them with fresh gauze bandages and fill her with pills. By the time he was finished she looked half-dead.

“Okay, nearly done,” Dixon promised, then eased an arm behind her shoulders. “Just drink some more for me. A few mouthfuls. Come on.”

She swallowed feebly, coughed, and swatted the canteen away. “No,” she muttered, her voice slurring. “I’ll be sick.”

“Come on,” he said sternly. “Three little mouthfuls. Come on, Sam. You can do it.”

Like a fretful child she swallowed. Dixon patted her shoulder. “Good. That’s good. That’s enough for now.” He slid his arm from underneath her, settled her back in her sleeping bag, then stood. In the lamplight his face was grave, preoccupied, as he stared at the canteen he still held in one hand. “Hell,” he said, almost to himself. “Getting back to the gate is going to be interesting.”

Watching him, resentfully grateful, O’Neill shrugged. “We’ll manage. You and Teal’c can carry Carter on a stretcher. If Lotar survives the night, Daniel and Bhuiku can carry her on another one. I’ll walk. It’s all good.”

Dixon looked up. “Goddammit, you’re cold.”

“Actually, I’m hot. Got a fever, remember?”

“That’s not what I meant. You — ”

“Thanks for helping Carter,” he said. “I’m going to take a nap.”

Now Dixon’s face was baffled. “I don’t get you, O’Neill. I just — I don’t get you.”

He slid himself horizontal. “Yeah. Right. Because that’s my life’s ambition. Making sense to Dave Dixon.” He closed his eyes, and a moment later heard the door open and bang closed.

“You should cut him some slack, sir,” said Carter’s weak, drowsy voice. “We’re lucky to have him here, the way things have turned out.”

O’Neill bit back an acid reply. The woman’s delirious. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. “Shhh. Rest.”

But of course she ignored him. Stubborn to the last. “I’ve been thinking. I hope there’s a way we can get Adjo’s naquadah. It’s beautiful naquadah and we really, really need it.”

He should’ve asked Dixon for more Tylenol: the Chicago Bears were holding team practice in his skull.

“Carter, go to sleep. Let somebody else worry about the damned naquadah.”

She sighed. “Yes, sir.”

Silence. Abruptly he was reminded of Antarctica, and fear. “Sam…”

“Yeah?”

“We’re getting out of this.”

“Is that a promise, sir?”

“Yeah.”

Another sigh. “Okay.”

He closed his eyes. Tried not to imagine microbes and bacteria and viruses percolating in his blood. Tried to sleep.

And couldn’t.

 

“Oh my God,” said Daniel, and nearly dropped the lamp. “Oh — oh my God.”

He was standing in a cave, Mennufer’s shrine of rebirthing, where Elder Khenti and his colleagues sprawled in stinking, putrefied death. At the most they’d been dead forty-eight hours but already their bodies had swollen and burst, as though death had claimed them weeks ago. Never in his life had he seen anything so virulent.

Is this what’s going to happen to us?

Stomach heaving, bile flooding his mouth, Daniel turned away from the ugly sight. All his muscles were twitching, demanding that he run. Any sane, sensible person would run. Who knew what kind of pathogens were crawling over every surface or hanging in the air?

Except… except…

Lamplight played over the nearby cave wall… and the tainted air caught in his throat. “Oh my God…”

Did Howard Carter feel like this, discovering Tutankhamen’s lost tomb? Feel awe, feel disbelief, feel the champagne in his blood?

He must have. It’s incredible. There’s no feeling like this.

The wall was covered in paintings, as fresh in this moment as the day they were made. There were the Goa’uld motherships, crudely represented but recognizable. There were the Goa’uld: Ra and Setesh. There were the humans stolen from Earth. The story beckoned, he was desperate to read it — 

But first things first.

Lamp held high, the back of his other hand pressed hard to his mouth, he subdued his treacherous stomach and picked his way between the bloated, stinking corpses of Mennufer’s Elders, to see what else the cave contained.

The lamplight fell across a carved human figurine set into a niche in the wall at the back. Three feet high, he thought it was made of raw naquadah. It had diamonds for eyes and smiled with lips of gold. All over its wildly misshapen body erupted boils of solid ruby. Emerald pustules disfigured its face.

The thing was grotesque.

Daniel glanced at dead Khenti, Madu, Sebak and Panahasi, again at the painted wall and then the figurine. “You fools,” he whispered. “Your secrets killed you. If only you’d told us. If only you’d let us help.”

Head aching, tears burning his eyes, he thrust their folly from his mind and instead lost himself in the paintings on the wall. Right to left, in fourteen distinct panels, with brutal brevity and breathtaking detail, they told the story of Adjo’s terrible, incredible history.

He read it twice, to be certain he was right, his heart pounding so hard it felt bruised against his ribs.

Oh God, oh God, please let me be wrong.

But he wasn’t. He was good at this… and the paintings didn’t lie.

“Oh, God,” he whispered at last, stepping back. “Teal’c was right. Adjo’s a death trap.”

He had to tell Jack.

Running down to the valley floor in the dark was beyond crazy, it was suicidal, but that didn’t stop him. Somehow he managed to keep his feet, somehow he managed not to break a leg, or his neck. Sweating, panting, he reached the Elders’ retreat and slammed the door open.

“Jack! Jack! I’ve figured it out and oh boy, oh boy, we are well and truly screwed!”

Dixon looked up from reading a dog-eared paperback. “O’Neill’s asleep. What do you mean, we’re screwed?”

“In a minute,” he said, and dropped to his knees beside Jack. Shaking his shoulder he said, “Jack. I’m sorry. Wake up.”

With a querulous, protesting moan, Jack opened his eyes. The blisters on his face had darkened almost to black. “What? Daniel, so help me…”

“Khenti’s dead, Jack. So are the rest of them. I found their bodies in the shrine.”

That got Jack’s attention. Gritting his teeth, he sat up. “All of them? They’re all dead?”

“’Fraid so,” he said, and let himself bump to the floor. “Whatever disease they contracted, it took them down fast. They’ve been spending so much time in that cave, I guess they infected each other. And then, without medicines, they thought they could save themselves with prayer.”

“Poor bastards,” said Dixon, and put his book aside.

“Jack…” Daniel took a deep breath. “This isn’t an ordinary epidemic. It’s bioterrorism.”

Jack stared. “It’s what?”

“Bioterrorism,” he repeated. His voice was shaking. There was sweat on his skin. After all he’d seen, all he’d experienced, still the enormity of the Goa’ulds’ evil was almost more than he could comprehend. “Viral warfare. Ra and Setesh, they unleashed some kind of plague — or plagues — on Adjo. When they realized neither one could defeat the other with regular tactics they — they infected it with diseases. Jack, even their Jaffa died.”

“Jaffa don’t get sick, Daniel.”

“Maybe not now, but they did back then. Jack, I’ve seen it. The whole story’s painted on the walls of the shrine. Ra and Setesh tried to poison Adjo, wipe out each other’s Jaffa and human slave populations, make the place uninhabitable. I guess the idea was they’d continue fighting somewhere else until one of them was finally dead, or conquered. Then, once the viruses had died out for lack of hosts, the victor would come back to Adjo and pick up where he left off plundering the planet of its natural resources.”

Jack pointed to his disfigured face. “Hello! I think I found the flaw in their plan!”

“Not the plan,” said Dixon. “Its execution. For whatever reasons not all the humans died, so the viruses survived too.”

“Survived and mutated,” Daniel added. “Because that’s what viruses do. I’m guessing one of the original diseases they used was smallpox. It’s been around forever. Rameses V died of smallpox in 1196 BC. And — and — polio. Yeah, there was polio in Ancient Egypt. There’s a hieroglyph from — ha! Memphis! — it shows a temple priest called Siptah with all the typical clinical signs of paralytic poliomyelitis. And there are people in Mennufer today showing similar signs.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Jack. “But why now? Are you saying it’s a coincidence that we step through the gate and people start dropping like flies?”

Daniel nodded. “Coincidence. Bad timing. I think what happens is that the viruses have mutated so they can survive for long periods outside a human host. They go dormant in winter and reactivate in spring.” He shrugged. “And it’s spring.”

“What?” Jack demanded. “You’re saying viruses hibernate? Like bears? Jeez, Daniel, you’ve been reading too much Michael Crichton.”

“Actually, he’s right,” said Dixon mildly. “Tudor England, there was this disease they called the sweating sickness. Came out of nowhere, killed people in less than a day. Only in summer, though. And not millions, like the plague. Just thousands.”

Jack just stared at him. “How in God’s name could you know that? Get away from me, Dixon! One Daniel on this team is enough!”

Barely registering the insult Daniel looked at Sam, who hadn’t stirred through their conversation. “How’s she doing?”

“Not good,” Jack said shortly.

“And Lotar? Has anyone thought to check in with Teal’c?”

“I did, half an hour ago,” said Dixon. “Lotar’s bad but she’s still breathing.”

“Okay. Okay. So whatever she’s got, and Sam’s got, it’s not what killed the Elders.” Thank God, thank God. He screwed his eyes shut, trying to calm his frantic thoughts. “Okay. Bhuiku said not everyone gets sick. That some people, like the Elders, have gone their whole lives without being affected by rebirth. And some people do get sick but not everyone dies. Which is what happens at home. Twenty percent of people who catch Ebola survive, for example.”

“Your point, Daniel?”

“Yes. My point,” he said slowly, working through the implications. “My point is that the diseases Ra and Setesh introduced into Adjo’s ecosytem have mutated so far from their original strains that the rate of survival after exposure has increased significantly. And that the humans living here now, the descendants of the humans who didn’t succumb during the original plagues three thousand years ago, survived because of some kind of genetic immunity, and through concentrated interbreeding they’ve perpetuated and maybe even strengthened that immunity.”

“Then how come any of them get sick?” said Dixon.

“I don’t know,” Daniel said. “Genetic drift, maybe. Or maybe the way the pathogens mutate coincides with a weakness in some people’s immune systems. Janet’s the doctor, she can work that out.”

“And this explains why Carter and I are sick, but you and Dixon aren’t? We’re genetically inferior?” said Jack. “Gee. Thanks, Doctor Mengele.”

“No, Jack. What I’m saying is it’s a crap shoot.”

Dixon frowned. “Which means there’s no guarantee you and I won’t get sick somewhere down the line. Look at Khenti and his crew. If we’re exposed to a pathogen that’s mutated in a way our immune systems can’t fight…”

“Yes,” said Daniel, nodding vigorously. “Unfortunately. If my theory’s correct.”

“It sounds pretty correct to me,” said Sam weakly, and opened her eyes. “We have to tell Janet. She needs to know all this if she’s going to have any chance of — ”

“Yeah, Carter, we know,” said Jack. “Shut up and go back to sleep. We’ve got one hell of a hike back to the gate in the morning.”

“Yes, sir. Shutting up, sir,” she murmured, and let her eyes drift closed again.

Jack checked his watch. “Okay. By my count we’ve got about six hours till first light and who knows what the medical situation will be by then. Only thing I know for sure is the crap’s going to hit the fan when the villagers find out Khenti and his pals are out of the picture permanently.”

“We’ll have to step in,” said Dixon. “Assume some kind of leadership position. I don’t see we’ve got any choice.”

“Agreed,” said Jack, after a moment. “But there’s no point creating panic tonight. We’ll tell ’em first thing tomorrow.”

Daniel considered him. Just how bad are you feeling, Jack? You’ve got a good game face, but it’s obvious you’re in a bad way. Do I say this now or do I wait…

“Spit it out, Daniel,” said Jack, resigned. “Whatever it is.”

Right. “Probably you won’t want to hear this, but I think we have to consider taking the whole village back to the gate with us.”

“You’re right,” said Jack. “I don’t want to hear that. The whole village, Daniel? Are you out of your mind?”

“Jack, it’s a good bet there’s nowhere on this planet safe from infection. Yes, we could leave the healthy villagers behind but what if they get sick after we’ve left?”

Jack was scowling. “Like Dixon said. It’s a crap shoot. They’ll have to take their chances like the rest of us. Like they always do. Us being here doesn’t change that.”

Daniel nodded. Stay cool. He’s sick, he’s not thinking straight. Shouting isn’t going to help either of us. “True,” he agreed carefully. “But Jack, we’re going to have to take some healthy people with us to help transport the villagers who’ve already succumbed. If you want to a start a riot, try telling these people we’re only going to help a few of them. Tell mothers they have to leave their sons and daughters behind. Tell husbands you want them to abandon their wives. Tell them that and see how fast you lose control of the situation.”

Silence, as Jack closed his eyes. He looked exhausted. Pummeled with pain. After a moment he dragged his eyes open again.

“So you want me to tell Hammond he’s got to foot the bill for an all-out refugee camp?” He snorted. “You trying to get me fired, Daniel?”

“Jack, we came here to find a way to exploit this planet’s natural resources,” he said quietly. “We were always going to have to provide some kind of compensation. And now that we know those resources are real, and phenomenally valuable, do you think Washington’s not going to find a way around this little virus problem? In my book that means we owe the people of Mennufer all the help we can give them as an upfront gesture of good faith.”

“Just Mennufer?” said Jack, his puffy, bloodshot eyes glinting. “There are other villages here, Daniel. I’m surprised you don’t expect me to send them a telegram.”

The thought of those other, unprotected villages cut through him like a sharpened knife. “No. There’s a limit to what we can do right now. I get that. But when this immediate crisis is over then yes. I do expect us to help the other villages beat this problem.”

He held Jack’s gaze steadily, daring him to argue. But Jack didn’t. In honesty, he hadn’t expected him to. They often butted heads over ways and means but Jack could be as compassionate as Mother Teresa… provided military pragmatism wasn’t getting in the way.

“So,” said Dixon, breaking the tense silence. “We sleep now, and turn the village on its ear at dawn. Is that the plan?”

“Yeah,” said Jack, still staring. “That would be the plan.”

“Well, I think it sucks,” said Dixon. “But since it’s the only game in town I say what the hell. Let’s play.”

There was nothing left to say after that. They set their watches, doused every lamp but one, and went to sleep.

 

A welcome, familiar voice woke them minutes before their alarms had a chance to sound.

“— calling SG-1. Colonel O’Neill, do you read? I repeat, this is General Hammond calling SG-1. Colonel, do you — ”

Jack fumbled for his radio. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here. This is O’Neill, General, reading you loud and clear.”

“My God, Jack,” said the general. “You sound terrible.”

Daniel put on his glasses. Yeah, but he looks worse. Overnight the blisters on Jack’s face had spread to his neck and his hands. The whites of his eyes were so bloodshot they were almost solid crimson. His voice was a thin rasp, as though his throat had turned to sandpaper. His hair looked lifeless, its shimmer of silver turned to tarnish.

“I’m fine, sir,” he croaked. “Don’t tell me you’ve scrapped another UAV just to wish me good morning.”

“No, we’ve got ourselves a naquadah-powered transmitter.”

With a struggle, Jack sat up. “We have? Since when?”

“Since Donnelly and McLaren invented it.”

“Really? Gee, sir. Don’t tell Carter.”

Sam stirred. “Don’t tell me what?”

“Nothing,” said Jack. “Go back to sleep.”

“Colonel, what’s your status?”

“Well, sir — ” Jack began, then started coughing. Deep, hacking coughs that sounded like his lungs were being shredded.

“Colonel!”

Dixon, who’d already opened the door and lit a couple of extra lamps, took the radio. “Sir, this is Dixon.”

“What’s wrong with O’Neill, Colonel, what — ”

“Well, sir, he’s still poorly. So’s Carter. Basically the crap in that creek we talked about is getting deeper. All the village Elders are dead. On the slightly less gloomy side, Jackson’s figured out what’s going on.”

“He has? Put him on.”

Daniel took the outstretched radio. “Sir, it might be more efficient if I explained it to — ”

“Sorry, son, I ordered Doctor Fraiser to bed for an hour before she passed out on her feet. Explain it to me and I’ll see she’s brought up to speed.”

As Dixon fetched water for Jack, who was wheezing like an asthmatic, he gave Hammond an update. “So, I don’t know how, sir, but Doctor Fraiser’s going to have to find a way to treat these mutated versions of ancient Earth viruses. Otherwise we’ll just have to pray our own immune systems can stand up to them.”

“I see,” said Hammond, after a long pause. “Thank you, Doctor Jackson.”

His breathing recovered, Jack snatched the radio back. “But we’ll be fine, General. Carter’s tough. I’m tougher. Daniel and Dixon haven’t so much as sneezed. So no ordering wreaths just yet, if you don’t mind. Fraiser’ll come up with something. She always does.”

“Colonel, how soon before we can expect you at the Adjo gate?” said Hammond, neatly sidestepping the verbal landmine.

“Oh. Right. About that…” said Jack, wincing. “I estimate we’ll be leaving Mennufer within the hour, sir. Not sure how long it’ll take us to reach the gate. Could be ten hours, at least.”

“Why so long?”

“Well, sir, because the chances are good we’ll have pretty much the whole village with us. Six hundred people, maybe more. So if you could see your way clear to, I don’t know, getting together a few more tents and ration packs and what have you…”

“Six hundred?” said Hammond, sounding incredulous. “Colonel O’Neill — ”

“Including babies. Yeah, I know, sir. I’m sorry. Could you just… humor me on this one? Seeing as how I’ve got the bubonic plague, and all?”

A staticky silence. “My God, Jack,” said Hammond eventually. “You certainly know how to push a friendship.”

“Yes, sir. It’s one of my more endearing qualities.”

“You think so, Colonel? Well. We can discuss that thought and other delusions when you return. Now, unless there’s anything else you’ll have to excuse me. It seems I have a miracle to accomplish.”

“No, sir. Nothing else, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Holy crap,” said Dixon. He almost sounded admiring. “You’re a work of art.”

Despite all their troubles, Daniel grinned. “Really? I’ve always thought of him more like a kid’s finger painting. You know. Thick and messy.”

Heavy-eyed, Jack looked at him. “Daniel, I have a gun. Did you forget I have a gun?”

Still grinning, not answering, he fished his own radio free from its vest pocket and toggled it. “Teal’c? This is Daniel. Do you read?”

“This is Teal’c. How are Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter?”

“Still with us. How’s Lotar?”

“I believe the phrase is ‘hanging in there’.”

He felt a flood of relief. “Good. Can you bring her in to the retreat?”

“You know I cannot. Doctor Fraiser expressly forbid — ”

Jack toggled on his own radio. “Hey, Teal’c. Change of plans, we’ll explain when you get here. Fast as you can without compromising the girl. We — ”

“Teal’c, it’s me again,” said Daniel, with an apologetic grimace at Jack. “We’re going back to the gate with as many villagers as want to come with us. Send Bhuiku ahead, will you? I think he can help us convince them it’s in their best interests to leave.”

“O’Neill?”

Jack sighed. “Yeah, Teal’c. Send the kid ahead.”

“Very well.”

Jack leaned across to Sam and gently shook her shoulder. “Hey. Carter.”

She rolled over groggily. “Sir.”

“Get yourself together. We’ll be leaving soon. I’m going down to the village to — ”

“What?” said Daniel. “No, Jack. You can’t.”

As Sam tried to sit up, Jack turned. “Can’t? Daniel — ”

“Jack, you look like an extra in a medieval horror movie!” he protested. “No kidding.” When Jack continued to glare, he tugged the small mirror from his pack and held it out.

Jack hesitated, then took it. Not even he could control a recoil. “Crap.” He threw the mirror back.

“Sorry,” he said, catching it. “Seeing is believing.”

“Fine,” Jack muttered. “You go wake up the locals. Explain to them what’s happening and offer them the chance to come back to the gate with us. But Daniel?”

He considered Jack, suddenly apprehensive. “Yes?”

“If they don’t want to come, they stay behind. I don’t care how sick they are, we don’t have time to convince them. We are bugging out of here in exactly — ” Jack checked his watch. “Forty-five minutes. So I suggest you run down to the village and start talking even faster than you usually do.”

God, he wanted to argue. Forty-five minutes? Come on…

Jack turned. “Dixon? Make yourself useful,” he ordered, his tone as curt as the words. “Go with him. Keep him on point.”

A crackling silence. Suddenly the retreat was full of tension. Daniel looked from Jack to Dixon and back again, abruptly and acutely aware of undercurrents, shifting, of things said and unsaid. Caught up in crisis, he’d forgotten who Dixon was. Who he’d known. What that might mean. Looking at them now, at their cold, blank faces, he realized something important.

I might’ve forgotten, but they haven’t.
The past’s like a shark. It never stops swimming.

Then Dixon nodded, and the stark moment broke. “Okay,” he said. “Come on, Jackson. Let’s go.”

As they walked down the path to the village, Daniel glanced at him. “Sorry. I don’t actually need a babysitter.”

Dixon shrugged. “O’Neill seems to think you do.”

“Yeah, well. He’s got a headache.”

“He rides you pretty hard, Jackson. Don’t you ever get sick of it?”

Daniel slid him a longer, sideways look. So… what? You can’t get anywhere with Jack so you figure you’ll try me? Okay, Dave. But that street runs both ways.

“Sometimes.”

“Then again, you don’t let up on him, either,” Dixon continued. “Doesn’t he get sick of you?”

“Frequently.”

“And yet…”

“And yet here we are, on sunny Adjo. Go figure, as Jack would say.”

Dixon snorted. “Yeah. Right.”

They were almost at the village. If he was going to say something meaningful he only had a few more yards.

“Colonel, you’re wasting your time if you think Jack’s going to talk to you about Frank Cromwell.”

“What?” said Dixon, slamming on the brakes.

Daniel stopped. Considered him. “He doesn’t talk about the past. He doesn’t share his feelings. And anyway, we’ve got more important things to worry about right now than what happened a year ago.”

Dixon was frowning. “Jackson, you are way out of line.”

“Am I? Does that mean you haven’t tried getting Jack to tell you about Cromwell?”

“How’s that your business?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “It isn’t. But that’s never stopped me before.”

Dixon rested his gaze across the peaceful river. “I’m curious, Jackson. If it wasn’t Frank who’d died, but O’Neill, your good friend, and there was stuff going on between them that you knew about but you didn’t understand, that you needed to understand, would you let it go? Or would you want to know more?”

Daniel released a long, slow sigh. “Colonel, I’ve lost people who were important to me. My parents. My wife. And if losing them has taught me anything, it’s this: there is always unfinished business. Secrets. Unanswered questions. And no matter how much more you find out after they’re gone, you never understand it. You don’t get all the answers.”

“Maybe. But you can try.”

“Sure,” he admitted. “And if you’re hell-bent on trying to understand Jack and Frank Cromwell, hey. Knock yourself out. Just not here. Not now.”

“Yeah,” said Dixon, after a moment. “Yeah, I guess.”

Time was ticking on, they had to wake up the villagers. But Dixon’s expression was so bleak, there was so much old, unhealed pain in his eyes…

“Look,” said Daniel. “I don’t know the story between them. Nobody I know does. But for what it’s worth, Colonel, Jack grieved for Frank Cromwell.”

Instead of replying, Dixon started walking again. Daniel sighed again, and followed in his wake.

 

By the time they reached the center of the village, its people were stirring. Some of them looked ill. From behind closed doors and windows they heard children, crying. Bhuiku met them at the square. Daniel embraced him, briefly, then stepped back.

“How is Lotar?”

Bhuiku’s eyes were haunted. “She is sick, Daniel. So sick.” Then he managed a smile. “But we said the words of binding. She is my wife now, and I am her husband.”

“I’m pleased for you. When we reach the chappa’ai we’ll celebrate. A man should not take a wife without a celebration.”

“You want me to come with you to the chappa’ai?” said Bhuiku, alarmed. “No. No, I cannot leave Lotar.”

“We want Lotar to come too. And the rest of your village. There is medicine waiting for us there.”

Bhuiku’s face lit up. “Medicine to save Lotar?”

Daniel exchanged glances with Dixon. “Medicine that we hope will help, Bhuiku. We can’t promise anything.”

But Bhuiku wasn’t listening. “Your medicine is powerful, Daniel. I watched Teal’c give it to Lotar through the night. Without your medicine I think she — ” He faltered. “It is powerful.”

“Yes,” he said helplessly. “Bhuiku, we need you to help us now. We need to tell the village about the chappa’ai. We need to go there, today.”

“But Khenti — the Elders — ”

Daniel took him by the shoulders. “Bhuiku, I’m sorry. The Elders are dead.”

Bhuiku stared at him, speechless, as though he made no more sense than a braying onager. Then he nodded. “I understand, Daniel. And I will help you. I will talk, and make Mennufer listen.”

 

It took some doing, but in the end most of the villagers agreed to follow SG-1 to the Stargate. Shattered by the loss of their Elders, adrift on a sea of fear and uncertainty, they clutched at Daniel and Dixon, the strangers, who said they could help.

It was Bhuiku who led the way, who convinced his people they must go to the chappa’ai where the medicines were. Even though his mother Odjit argued, even though others argued against him with her. Enough people were sick now, twenty-seven in all, half of them children, and so early in rebirthing season. More villagers agreed with Bhuiku than with his dour, unpopular mother.

“You can’t take much with you,” said Daniel, standing precariously with Dixon in a moored coracle as the villagers lined the river bank before them. “And I don’t know how long we’ll be gone.”

“Then what of our crops?” cried a man from the crowd. “What of our animals? They cannot be left to die.”

“If you’re not prepared to turn the livestock loose and let the crops go wild for one season,” said Dixon, “you can decide amongst yourselves who stays behind to take care of them. But whoever stays needs to understand — if they get sick there’ll be no-one to help them. Once we reach the chappa’ai we won’t be coming back. Not for a long time.”

“Do you say we can never return to Mennufer?” a woman shouted above the crowd’s agitated concern.

“Of course you’ll return,” said Daniel. “We just don’t know when.”

The crowd continued to mutter. “Folks,” said Dixon, “we know this is hard, but there’s no other way. We’re leaving at noon.” He pointed up. “When the sun stands directly overhead. Do what you have to between now and then. Pack one bag each, no more, and be ready when we tell you.”

Daniel stared at him. “Noon? But Jack said — ”

“Look at these people, Jackson,” said Dixon, impatient. “We’re turning their lives upside down. Noon is fine. The days are longer here, we should still reach the gate before sunset. And if not, there’ll be arc lights and power generators. We might have to sleep rough for one night, but we’ll manage.”

He sounded so confident. So bull-headedly optimistic. He sounded like Jack. “Yeah. Okay.” Daniel turned back to the crowd. “Listen to me, everyone. Anyone too unwell to walk will have to be carried on a stretcher, which means two healthy people for every one who’s sick. Think about that, when you’re deciding who’s coming with us and who’s staying behind. Bhuiku — ”

The young man stepped forward. “Daniel?”

“You come up to the Elders’ retreat when your people have made their decisions. Once we know how many stretchers we need, we’ll come down and help you make them. It’s not hard. But we must leave at noon. You understand?”

Bhuiku nodded. “Yes.”

As they left the villagers to their deliberations, it was Bhuiku’s voice that sounded loudest in the debate.

“Good call, getting him to come back,” said Dixon as they headed back to the retreat. “He’s fighting our battles for us. You really made a connection with him.”

“He reminds me of Skaara,” Daniel said, after a moment. “This whole village…” He shook his head. “It’s a lot like Abydos. Well, minus the sand.”

Dixon glanced at him, curious. “You miss the place?”

“Every day.”

“Really? Even though it was so harsh?”

“Harsh?” he echoed. “It wasn’t harsh, it was — ” Daniel shook his head, not trusting his voice. “It was beautiful. If Apophis hadn’t come to Earth, raided the SGC, started this mess, I’d still be there, Colonel,” he said at last. “I’d have spent the rest of my life there without a single regret. Those people are my family. Abydos was my home.”

“Sorry,” said Dixon. “Didn’t mean to hit a sore spot.”

Sore spot? It’s an open wound that will never heal.

“Sure,” he said, and picked up the pace.



Chapter Twenty
 

“Noon?” said Jack, delicately. “You gave them till noon?”

Daniel winced. He knew that tone. He knew that look. Not even a face-full of bloody blisters could obscure that look. He stepped forward, diverting Jack’s attention from Dixon.

“It’s not a bad idea, Jack. We can still make the gate by sunset and — ”

Jack walked out. Unsteadily.

“Great,” muttered Dixon. “Jackson — ”

“No.” He looked at Teal’c, returned now and sitting beside Lotar. The sick girl lay so still, she appeared dead. Sam only looked half-dead, trying to keep her eyes open, trying so hard to be part of the team. “It’s okay. I’ll handle it. You guys need to get ready to move out.”

Jack hadn’t gone far. He was standing on the dirt pathway, bent over with his hands braced on his thighs. Seeing him, Daniel gritted his teeth.

God. How’s he going to make it back to the Stargate? He needs a stretcher, but if I say that he’ll deck me.

“Jack…”

“Don’t suppose you thought to bring a dictionary with you this trip,” said Jack, slowly unbending. “Because I think you need to look up the meaning of ‘team’. Oh yes, and ‘team leader.’”

“Jack,” he said, stopping just short of touching distance. “Look…” He folded his arms. “I know you’re worried, I know you want to get Sam to Fraiser for treatment, but… the villagers needed more time.”

That earned him a glare. “A lot of people need treatment, Daniel.”

Ah. Yes. Okay, backing right away from that one… “Yeah. Especially you.”

Another glare. “I’m fine.”

“Oh, please. You’re not fine. If Janet was here she’d have you in a bed and on an i/v so fast your feet wouldn’t touch the floor.”

The air wheezed in and out of Jack’s chest. Beneath the blisters his face was pale. Sweaty. “Well, lucky for her she’s not here to try it. Daniel — ”

“Look, I’m worried about you, okay? What, you’re going to bite my head off because I’m worried about you?”

Jack scowled. “No.”

“At least we’ve got Dixon.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning if you fall over it won’t just be me and Teal’c trying to keep this mess under control,” he snapped. “It’s going to be bedlam at the gate, Jack, with all those villagers sick, needing help, and no backup coming in from the SGC. Look, I know you don’t like him, I know why you don’t like him, but does any of that matter now? With what we’re facing, are you saying it matters?”

“Jesus,” Jack muttered, and pressed his fingers to his eyes. “No. It doesn’t matter.”

Okay. Okay. Now they were getting somewhere. “Jack…”

Jack lowered his hand and looked at him. “What?”

“How sick are you, really?”

Silence. Then Jack breathed out slowly. Carefully. “I’m sick.”

Daniel felt a flash of fear scorch his skin. Because though he and Jack argued a lot, though they saw eye-to-eye on so very little, the bedrock of their difficult friendship was truth. Stark, harsh, uncompromising truth.

“Will you need a stretcher to make it to the gate?”

A muscle leapt along Jack’s jaw. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

Oh God. “Jack — ”

“If I need one I’ll ask for it,” Jack said brusquely. “Daniel, enough. We don’t have time for this. Get back down to the village. Do what you can to keep those people on their toes. Don’t leave it to Bhuiku, he’s just a kid. Go on. I’m not hanging around here a minute longer than we have to.”

He wanted to say, Okay, if you lie down. He wanted to say, Jack, we’ll get through this. He wanted to say, I’m sorry. Even if he wasn’t sure exactly for what.

He didn’t. He followed orders. It was the kindest thing to do.

 

The trek back to the Stargate was hellish, but they made it. With five hundred and fifty-four villagers in tow, walking or on stretchers or being carried, babies and infants, they reached the Adjo gate with almost an hour of sunlight to spare. A quarter mile out, Dixon called a halt to the expedition.

He and Teal’c were carrying O’Neill’s makeshift stretcher. Carefully they put it down. O’Neill didn’t so much as twitch a finger. He’d lasted a little over the half the distance on his feet — man, he was one stubborn sonofabitch — but now he was out cold, his breathing shallow and too fast. Beside them, Jackson and the villager who was helping him stretcher Carter lowered her to the ground. Like O’Neill, she didn’t react.

“Okay, you two,” he said to Jackson and Teal’c. “This is a US military operation and I’m the only conscious US military officer we’ve got right now. Am I going to get any grief if I start calling the shots until our fearless leader’s compos mentis again?”

Teal’c shook his head. “No, Colonel Dixon. Provided you step back when O’Neill is once more well enough to resume command.”

If he’s well enough to resume command. “That’s a given. Jackson?”

Jackson shrugged. “No. I’m good.”

“Okay. Teal’c, stay here and keep the folks calm. Jackson and I’ll go ahead, touch base with the SGC, get a handle on how we’re going to cope tonight. If O’Neill wakes, you can bring him up to speed.”

“Very well,” said Teal’c.

“Okay. Let’s go,” he said, and headed for the gate at a slow jog.

“Running?” Jackson panted beside him, incredulous. “How can you be running? This is obscene.”

He slid a smile sideways. “I’m on the US Military triathlon team, Jackson. As far as I’m concerned, today’s been a warm up.” Which okay, wasn’t entirely true, but he figured he was owed just a little bit of payback.

“Triathlon,” said Jackson, faintly. “I was right. You Special Forces types are insane.”

He just laughed, and kept on jogging.

At the gate they found piles and piles of equipment waiting for them. It wasn’t nearly enough, but at least it was a start.

“Oh my God,” said Jackson, sounding dismayed. “How are we going to do this? We have to build a whole new village.”

Dixon looked up from checking the first inventory list that had been attached to a stack of camp beds. “Easy. It’s just like eating an elephant. One mouthful at a time. Call the SGC, will you? Let them know we’re here, and that we need lights and generators pronto. I’m going to scope out the area, draw up a rough plan.”

That took him almost half an hour. Thank God the terrain round the gate was reasonably clear and open. They’d be squashed in pretty tight, though. Not a lot of space between the tents.

And with a bunch of contagious sick people that’s not exactly ideal. But I guess things could be worse. We could be in the middle of a damned forest. Or a swamp. Or a glacier. A lava field.

Pity there wasn’t a source of water handy, but the base could ship them through what they required. Or maybe they could just send through a hose and leave it on. Pulling a pencil from his pocket, he sketched a rough plan of their temporary village’s layout on the back of the inventory sheet. A command and control center. Separate quarters for SG-1. Medical tents, an ICU and quarantine area, general barracks, a crèche, mess tents, field kitchens, laundries.

Crap. I’m a soldier, not a town planner.

When he was done he showed it to Jackson, who examined it carefully then nodded. “I think that about covers it,” he said. With the SGC’s generators running and the lights plugged in and switched on, he’d busied himself sorting out which equipment was what. “Except…”

“Yeah,” Dixon said quietly, reading his mind. “The thing is, if anyone dies we’re going to have to cremate them, so we don’t need a mortuary.”

“No,” said Jackson. “No, I guess we don’t.” He kicked the nearest pile of gear. “God, I hate this.”

After reading all those mission reports he’d always suspected Jackson was emotionally volatile. Temperamental. The kind of guy who was swinging from the rafters one minute, crying into his beer the next. Not a headcase, not exactly, just… prone to moods. So, with that in mind…

“Yeah, it sucks, it blows, life stinks, we’re screwed,” he said briskly. “And so on and so forth, aiee aiee aiee, woe is us. Let’s head back to the others. We’ve got some serious organizing to do.”

Which stopped Jackson cold, at least for the moment.

They found the silent, exhausted villagers huddled in family groups and O’Neill awake and on his feet. Swaying a little, but upright. In his eyes a fierce gleam. Daring anyone to comment on his precarious state. “Report.”

“We’re good to go,” Dixon said easily, at his most relaxed and unthreatening. “We’ve got lights and power. First delivery of equipment’s there waiting, and I’ve done a rough layout of the village.”

O’Neill held out his hand. “Show me.”

He handed over his sketch. Watched O’Neill’s swift, keen appraisal. Saw the approval, quickly dismissed.

“Okay,” O’Neill said, and handed back the sketch. “Let’s do this. I want the basics set up at least before we call it quits for the night.”

 

Like the trek from Mennufer the task of creating their tent village was daunting but, with gathering momentum, the miracle happened.

The sick villagers were made comfortable, then the women designated as child-minders got the little ones fed and settled for the night. Another group of villagers took care of feeding everyone else with the MREs the SGC shipped through the gate. Those who weren’t children or manning the chow line were organized into teams and shown how to put up the military-issue tents. Sunset didn’t stop them; more arc lights and generators sent through from Earth turned night into day.

Stubborn to the last, O’Neill refused to rest. He insisted on being a team leader, nearly taking Jackson’s head off when the archeologist tried to object. Not even Teacl’c could convince him to sit this one out.

Dixon took the Jaffa aside. “Don’t bother,” he said quietly. “He’ll fall over soon and then you can stick him on a camp bed out of the way. But until then he’s going to work like there’s no tomorrow and nothing anyone says is going to stop him.”

“Indeed,” said Teal’c, after a thoughtful moment. “You understand O’Neill well, Colonel Dixon.”

No. But he was a good observer… and he remembered everything Frank had ever said about the man.

Tent by tent, a village grew in the wilderness.

“God, it’s incredible,” said Jackson, pausing to slake his thirst with a beer that Siler had snuck into the last crate of supplies. “These people… look at them.”

In silence they considered the Adjoans: afflicted, afraid, their leaders dead, far from home and surrounded by evidence of a world they’d never even imagined could exist. And yet they were building a tent village. Had overcome their fear of the gate, of all the strangeness, and just… got on with life. Doggedly did what had to be done, to survive, to win, to make a tomorrow for their children.

Dixon swallowed the last of his beer and dangled the empty bottle loosely from his fingers. “Yeah. The human spirit. Just when you think it’s been trampled to death in the mud.”

Jackson looked at him. “I guess you’ve seen a lot of that.”

Oh yeah. Somalia. Afghanistan. Bosnia. Iraq. Manmade hell-holes, each and every one. “I’ve seen my share.” He shoved his empty bottle in a crate already half-full of rubbish and glanced at the pile of folded tables Jackson was unfolding. “You good to keep going? I’ll sleep better if we finish this up tonight.”

Jackson was sweaty, dirty, stinking and exhausted, but he nodded. “Sure.”

Dixon smiled. Yeah. The human spirit. “Cool.”

Snaring the last cold beer, he wandered off to find O’Neill. It took him a few minutes; the stupid bastard had wandered off the reservation and was puking his guts up into some handy shadows at the village’s most distant edge.

When he was done Dixon held out the beer. “You want this?”

O’Neill hesitated, then took the bottle. “Where’d you get it?”

“Siler.”

“God bless him,” said O’Neill, unscrewed the cap and swallowed deep. It hadn’t been in his belly more than thirty seconds before it came straight back up again. “Crap,” he said, when he was finished retching. “Oh well. It’s the thought that counts.”

Dixon, light-headed with fatigue, every muscle aching, leaned against a handy tree. “So. You done proving to Adjo that you’re a mighty man? Think you might like to call it quits now?”

The question earned him a searing glare.

“I’m fine,” O’Neill muttered.

“No, you’re just stubborn.” He scrubbed his fingers through his filthy, sweat-damp hair. “I looked in on Carter a few minutes ago. No change.”

There was just enough drifting illumination from the powerful arc lights to reveal O’Neill’s face. Beneath the blood-black blisters and the silvery stubble, the dregs of color left to him had drained away completely. He looked almost… fragile.

And that’s the scariest damn thing I’ve seen since I got here.

“She’ll make it,” said O’Neill. “If she can survive a snake in her head she can survive anything.”

“What about you, Jack?” he asked. “What can you survive?”

Another searing glare. “This conversation. But not by much.” Then he turned. Tried to walk away. But his legs buckled, and he nearly fell.

“Hell,” said Dixon, and grabbed him by one arm. “Okay. You’re done.”

“Hammond,” said O’Neill, his voice slurring. “Need to — ”

“I’ll do it.”

“No, Dixon, I’ll do it,” said O’Neill, rallying. “I’m still in charge around — ”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “You’re also dead on your feet. You really want Hammond to watch you pass out or barf your guts up? What if he’s eating breakfast? One look at your face, he’ll lose his appetite for life.”

O’Neill tried to tug his arm free. “I’m fine.”

Dixon stared at him. I swear, if he says that one more time I’m going to put him on the ground myself. “Jack. Come on, man. It won’t kill you to get some sleep.”

A miracle, then. O’Neill surrendered.

 

Hammond hadn’t been in his office for more than five minutes when another call came in from Adjo.

“Hey, General,” said Colonel Dixon, gamely smiling into the MALP camera. “Just thought you’d like to know we’ve got ourselves a dandy little tent city here. We’ve christened it Georgetown. Hope you don’t mind.”

Mind? He was honored. Touched. “What the hell time is it there, Colonel?”

“Dunno, exactly,” Dixon said vaguely. Cruel fingerprints of exhaustion showed clearly on his face, which was starkly lit by the portable arc lights. “My watch strap broke and my brain stopped working about four hours ago.” Another weary smile. “Auto-pilot’s a wonderful thing.”

“Colonel, you need to rest. If you over-tire yourself you’re more likely to get sick and we can’t afford that.” And speaking of sick… “How are Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter doing?”

“Sir, they’re sleeping like itty bitty babies,” said Dixon. “I’ll be joining them in a minute, I promise.”

“Good. What about Doctor Jackson and Teal’c?”

“They’re having one last look around, General, to make sure everything’s ship-shape. Sir, can you let Doctor Fraiser know we’ll be ready for triage 0900 tomorrow, our time?”

“Of course.”

Dixon scrubbed a filthy hand over his face. “I have no idea how you pulled it off, General. Getting us everything we need so fast. It’s a Goddamn miracle, excuse my French.”

No, the miracle was the way his people coped with every dreadful thing the universe threw at them.

“Under the circumstances, Colonel,” he replied, “it’s the least we could do.”

“Sir, how are my guys holding up?”

“Actually, except for Major Logan, they’ve been recalled to Washington. He’s staying a while longer. Colonel, your men have done you proud. I’m sure when you read their mission reports you’ll agree.”

Dixon cleared his throat. “Yeah. They’re the best.” He hesitated, then, his expression changing. “Sir — I’m sorry, I hate to ask this — ”

“Ask.”

“Is there any way I can get a message to my wife? She’s — well, she’s pregnant.”

Oh, dear God. “Colonel Dixon — ”

Dixon held up a hand. “No, no, that’s okay, General. Forget I asked. I never should’ve — ”

“I wish I could help you, Colonel, but we’re under a communications blackout.”

“Yes, sir. I understand, sir. Forget I mentioned it.”

Damn. “If the blackout’s lifted, or if — ” No, he wouldn’t finish that thought. “If there comes a time when I can accommodate your request, Colonel, rest assured I will.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you sir. I’d — well, I’d appreciate it.”

“Colonel, I want you to know we’re doing everything possible to achieve a good outcome for this mission. The President very much wants the chance to welcome you home. As do I.”

On the video monitor, Dixon’s grainy image nodded. “Yes, sir. That’s good to know, General.”

Was it? Platitudes. Empty mouthings. That’s all his words were… and Dixon had to know it. He wasn’t some green lieutenant and this wasn’t his first barbecue. But he was a good man. He played the game.

I dread to think where we’d be without him.

“Colonel,” he said gently, “I want you to get some rest. Consider that an order. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” said Dixon, and didn’t catch the yawn in time. “Sorry. This is Georgetown, signing out.”

“Georgetown,” Harriman muttered, half-smiling, as the MALP feed disconnected. “That’s a good one.” Then he sobered, and glanced sideways. “Is there anything you need me to do, General?”

Hammond shook his head. “No, Sergeant. Unless… Are you the praying type?”

“Not as a rule, sir, no,” said Harriman carefully. “But I’m making an exception.”

He rested his hand on the sergeant’s shoulder. “Good man. SG-1 and those Adjoans need all the help they can get.”

Ten minutes after he returned to his office, Janet Fraiser was knocking on the door. One look at her face and he knew what she wanted. He’d been expecting this confrontation. Dreading it.

Before she could speak he said, “Those samples Teal’c took from Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter. Any results yet?”

“No, sir. It’s too soon. General — ”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Doctor. It’s out of the question.”

“Sir, you don’t even know what I’m going to ask!”

“Of course I do,” he said tiredly. “Now that SG-1 and the people of Mennufer have relocated to the Adjo gate, you want to join them as their physician. I appreciate your dedication, and your feelings, but as I said — the answer is no.”

“Sir — ” She stepped behind his office’s guest chair, fingers gripping its back so tightly her knuckles were ivory. “I understand the risks. But SG-1 can’t do this without help. Colonel Dixon trained as a field medic, and Daniel and Teal’c are proving competent with needles. That’s it. That’s all the medical firepower they have. One medic, one archeologist and a Jaffa against potentially hundreds of patients.”

“That’s not entirely accurate, Doctor. They have you, and your team, and your combined expertise.”

“On the other side of a wormhole,” said Fraiser, perilously close to scathing. “And sir, that’s just not good enough!”

“Well, I’m afraid it’ll have to be! Good God, Doctor! Don’t you think I want to let you go? Five times in the last hour alone I’ve stopped myself from ordering SG-1 home and to hell with Washington and the President. I — ”

“Sir,” said Fraiser, as he wrestled for self-control. “This isn’t your fault.”

There were only two people on the base with whom he could have anything approaching an open, honest conversation. Jack O’Neill was one of them; Janet Fraiser was the other.

“If not my fault, then whose?” he murmured. “I should’ve listened to Teal’c.”

“General…” She shook her head. “It wouldn’t have made any difference if you had supported his objections. The minute Washington knew there was naquadah on Adjo, this mission was always going ahead.”

For a moment he could only sit there, looking at her. She was right. She was right. The final word on the mission had never been his. Control of his people, his resources, the situation, had never been his. Washington and the Pentagon wanted that naquadah… and whatever they wanted, they made sure they received.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But there’s little purpose in dwelling on that now. Our focus must be SG-1 and the Adjoans.” He held up his hand as she went to speak. “Please don’t make me repeat myself, Doctor. Your request is denied.”

She went very still. “Yes, sir.”

“Now, I just spoke to Colonel Dixon,” he continued briskly. “Your MASH unit has been established, and he’ll be ready to triage the villagers with you and your team at 0900 Adjo time. Make sure you’re ready.”

“Yes, sir,” she said again.

He nodded. “Good. You’re dismissed.”

 

After all the frenetic activity, Georgetown at last had settled down to sleep. The biggest arc lights were switched off, just a few smaller lamps dotted the area now, intimidating the unfamiliar shadows. Dixon, wandering the dirt streets he’d helped to create, listened to the villagers’ drowsy murmurs through their tent walls. Mothers soothing children. Husbands comforting wives. Warm, human sounds, good sounds… but they stirred up his grief.

Lainie. Lainie. God, Frank, what have I done?

He looked in on Bhuiku, who sat in one of the isolation tents with Lotar. The kid was totally out of it, head pillowed on her camp bed, his hand holding hers. Hooked up to three different i/vs, she was still breathing. Another miracle.

Bhuiku had been nothing short of phenomenal. Once he’d been shown how to put up a tent and how to interpret the sketch-map of the intended village, he’d taken charge of a team and worked like a whirlwind. The kid was a natural leader. Yeah, okay, he was young, but so what? With Khenti and the other Elders dead someone had to step up to the plate. So far Bhuiku was the only one who’d shown the kind of chutzpah needed in a crisis like this.

So long as he doesn’t get sick. So long as he doesn’t die. Maybe we should quarantine him…

Except it was way too late for that. And besides, he wouldn’t go. No way he’d leave Lotar, his lovely, dying wife.

And I get that. I’d never leave Lainie.

Except… he had.

Walking blindly away from Bhuiku and Lotar, heading back to SG-1’s quarters, he came across Teal’c.

“Hey. Thought you were done for the night.”

“I have concluded my inspection,” Teal’c said quietly. “Now I must perform kel’noreem.”

Dixon nodded. They’d set up a single tent for Teal’c’s use beyond the edge of the village, so his meditation ritual wouldn’t be disturbed. “You got everything you need for that? Enough candles, a mat, some music — ”

The corner of Teal’c’s mouth turned up, just a little. “I require no music for kel’noreem.”

“Incense?”

“The candles are scented.”

Really? With what? But maybe that was an insensitive question. Better not ask it, just in case. “Is Jackson still wandering around here too?”

“Daniel Jackson has retired for the night,” said Teal’c. “You should retire too, Colonel Dixon. You appear fatigued.”

And you don’t. Must be nifty, being a Jaffa. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready to call it quits. Triage with Fraiser at 0900, okay?”

Teal’c offered his odd little half-nod, half-bow. “I shall be ready. Good night, Colonel Dixon.”

“Yeah. Sweet dreams to you too, Teal’c.”

A single halogen lamp burned in SG-1’s quarters. Dixon let the flap fall closed behind him and soft-footed it into the tent.

O’Neill slept with his back turned, soundless and still. Jackson was sprawled face-down on his camp bed, right arm dangling over the side, glasses still loosely clasped in lax fingers. A folded blanket poked from beneath one leg.

He slid the blanket free, unfolded it, and draped it over the lightly snoring archeologist. Then he crossed to Carter, to see how she was. He’d thought she belonged in one of the medical tents, but O’Neill wouldn’t hear of it.

“She stays with us. We look after our own.”

Carter was hooked up to an i/v with fluids. Teal’c had put it in. He was getting good at stuff like that. Putting in i/vs, taking blood and skin swabs. The SGC had insisted; the triaging of the villagers could wait till morning, but not SG-1. So O’Neill and Carter had been poked, prodded and sampled and their bits and pieces sent back to the base. They’d been given more antibiotics, too. Not pills this time, but hefty doses of intramuscular gunk intended to combat secondary infections.

O’Neill had insisted on injecting himself.

God, Frank. Does he ever let up?

Carter’s saline bag was half empty, slowly drip-drip-dripping through its plastic tube into the back of her hand. He checked the needle’s insertion site to make sure there was no swelling or inflammation. It looked fine. Next he checked her pulse. A little fast. And her skin was too hot. Fever still smoldering. God, she was pale. Almost translucent. He frowned down at her, so quiet, so vanquished by her disease.

Is O’Neill right, Sam? Are you going to make it?

Swallowing a groan, he dropped at last to his own camp bed. Good God, the sheer glory of sitting down…

A stirring behind him, then: “What did Hammond say?”

O’Neill. Voice gravelly with fatigue and whatever the hell bizarro infection rampaged through his body.

Bending down to unlace his boots, Dixon shrugged. “Not much. The President wants to throw us a party when we get back.”

“Yeah,” said O’Neill, after a long moment. “A party. Right. Think I’ll be at home washing my hair that night. Been to one White House party, you’ve been to them all.”

Stifling a groan, he pulled his boots off. “If you say so. Me, I don’t have the President on speed dial.”

“What else did Hammond say?”

That I can’t talk to Lainie. That they can’t help us, and
we’re all friggin’ screwed.

“My team’s okay. Most of them have gone back to Washington.”

“Yeah, like that’s important.”

Sweet baby Jesus. He stripped off his jacket and his torn, stinking tee shirt and dropped them in a pile ready for the next day’s laundry run to the SGC. “It is to me.”

O’Neill said nothing.

Smart move. Think I won’t hit a sick man? You’d better think again.

Man, he needed a shower in the worst possible way. Tomorrow, without fail. They had portable units now, courtesy of the base. With an audible groan, this time, he toppled like a felled tree, his stubbled face mashing into the skinny little pillow. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this tired. It nearly killed him, hauling the blanket over himself.

Blessed silence, save for Jackson’s snoring. Sleep descended like an ax.



Chapter Twenty-one
 

Janet stepped back from the electron microscope and rubbed her burning, bleary eyes. For nearly five hours straight she’d been wading through blood samples from Adjo. Every time she blinked the world turned red. In nearly five hours she’d seen more viruses and permutations of viruses than she’d realistically expected to encounter in a lifetime.

And she didn’t have the first idea of how to combat them. Especially now… with this new wrinkle she’d just discovered.

This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening. Not even our luck could be this bad.

Except it was, and it could, and what the hell she was supposed to do now she didn’t know. Couldn’t imagine.

She wanted to scream.

Nick, her lab assistant, looked up. “Doctor, I can confirm. We are seeing cross-contamination.”

“Yeah. I know. Dammit.”

She glanced at her watch. Nearly time for the next check-in from Adjo. And she needed to find out from Hammond what was happening with her request for smallpox vaccinations. Even though they weren’t dealing with any kind of pure Earth strain of the virus the vaccine might at least help slow down the progression of some people’s sickness. A desperate move, perhaps, but desperate was about all she had left.

“Can you keep going without me for the moment? I need to get downstairs.”

Nick, who was looking as tired as she felt, nodded. “Sure, Doctor.”

She patted his shoulder. “Terrific. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

Her body humming with fatigue, she leaned against the wall of the elevator as it trundled her down to Level 27 and Hammond’s office. The general was on the phone, again. The red phone. He beckoned her to join him and pointed at a chair. Her muscles wept with relief as she sat in its padded comfort.

“Yes, Mister President,” he said. His expression was a mingling of frustration, disappointment and despair, but nothing beyond respectful politeness sounded in his voice. “Thank you.”

As Hammond replaced the red receiver with exaggerated care, Janet pinned her hands between her knees so they couldn’t form into fists and start punching.

“Don’t tell me. Let me guess,” she said, and made no attempt to hide her own feelings. “I’m not getting any smallpox vaccine, am I?”

He shook his head. “No. You’re not.”

He’s a general and you’re a captain, Janet. Don’t lose your temper, you can’t win this fight.

As advice went it was damned good. She ignored it anyway.

“General, that’s ridiculous. In no way does this request jeopardize our secrecy. Smallpox vaccine might not be as common as it used to be, but we’ve got enough of the stuff stockpiled that nobody is going to notice a requisition of six hundred vials. Not when — ”

“Doctor Fraiser, you’re preaching to the choir,” said Hammond. “But we’re coming up on the mid-terms and mid-terms turn rational politicians into raving paranoid control freaks.” He shook his head. “And you did not hear me say any such thing about our Commander in Chief.”

“Well, sir, in that case I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe I should just start throwing boxes of band-aids and sugar pills through the gate to Adjo! And then we can all sit in a circle, holding hands and singing kumbayah! Because that’ll be about as much help as anything else I can think of right now!”

Temper flashed in Hammond’s eyes, then he sighed. “I’m sorry, Doctor. I wish there was more I could do. If you think I’m happy about this, you are gravely mistaken.”

“Then how am I supposed to handle this situation, General?”

“The way you handle everything, Doctor. With consummate dedication and professionalism to the limits of all available resources.”

“But that’s just it, I don’t have all available resources, sir, I’m being prevented from accessing all available resources!” she protested. “Sir, I can fix this. If you’ll let me, I can fix this.”

Hammond looked at her, his eyes unbearably tired. “And what is it you’re going to do, Janet? March on the White House and stamp your foot until the President changes his mind? Wave a magic wand and undo the damage caused by two Goa’uld three thousand years ago? Turn back time so SG-1 don’t step foot on Adjo? What?”

He hardly ever called her Janet. Only when he was immensely pleased… or immensely distressed. She cleared her throat. “Sir, I know some people who know some people. I have… connections. In the private sector. I could — ”

“Absolutely not!”

“Why, sir? Because of national security?” It took all her fraying self-control not to leap out of the chair and go ranting around Hammond’s neat, orderly office. “General, that’s a crock. It’s a tired old excuse that gets trotted out every time the suits in Washington don’t want to help us. What about loyalty? Every single team on this base has shed blood in the name of national security. Colonel O’Neill and his team have died for it. And now Washington expects us to sit on our hands and let them die again? For the last time? It’s not just wrong, sir, it’s criminal!”

“And so is disclosing the existence of this program!”

“Oh, please, General. You know I’d do no such thing. Let me do this. I won’t compromise the base, I won’t put anyone in danger. But I —“

Hammond shoved to his feet. “Dear God, Janet! Don’t you think I’m at my wits’ end too? If cutting off my right arm could save SG-1 and the Adjoans I’d be using a rusty knife right now! But I cannot agree to what you’re suggesting. You’d risk tearing to shreds our paper-thin veil of secrecy. You know as well as I do that we are only ever one crisis away from full disclosure… and full disclosure of this facility is not in anyone’s best interest.”

Some small part of her, the Air Force officer, knew he was right. But a larger part, the doctor part, was screaming at her to fight.

“General, I’ve just confirmed cross-contamination in the viral samples SG-1 sent through from Adjo. And I’m seeing newly sequenced RNA in the latest mutations that strongly suggests these Goa’uld viruses have started incorporating current Earth pathogens into their makeup.”

“From SG-1?” Hammond was frowning. “Doctor — ”

“Yes, sir. They were in perfect health when they left here,” she said quickly. “But short of irradiating our teams, General, there’s no way to prevent them from taking bits and pieces of Earth with them wherever they go.”

“And that includes viruses and bacteria. I know,” said Hammond. His fingers drummed the desk. “It’s one of our many calculated risks.”

“And this time, General, that risk has blown up in our faces. The situation on Adjo is now highly unstable. In short, sir, we’ve made things worse.”

Slowly, Hammond sat again. “That was not our intention.”

She was so angry she didn’t even try to censor herself. “Oh, well then, I guess that makes it okay.”

“Doctor Fraiser!”

“General Hammond, please, you have to listen to me. If we don’t do everything in our power to stop this disease we might well be responsible for committing genocide.”

“Genocide is a willful act,” said Hammond, his voice tight and dangerously low. “The situation on Adjo is an accident.”

“Forgive me, sir, but I don’t believe we have the luxury of making that distinction. We have an absolute obligation to undo the damage we’ve done to the Adjoan biosystem.”

“We are not ignoring our obligations, Doctor,” said Hammond. “Do you have any idea what the creation and support of the Adjoan tent city is costing?”

“Money.” As if that solved anything on its own. “Sir, we need more than money, we need help. The Tok’ra — ”

“Cannot be apprised of this current crisis.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s a consensus of opinion that with allies like them, we don’t need any more enemies.”

“But — but Jacob — ”

“Is part of the problem. Some of my superiors believe that because Jacob and I are friends, because we go back such a long way, my judgment might be compromised where the Tok’ra are concerned.”

She stared. “They think you trust them too easily because of Jacob?”

“It’s been suggested.”

“But sir, that’s nonsense. You’re never anything but scrupulously professional in your dealings with the Tok’ra.”

Hammond’s eyes warmed at her support, but his expression remained grave. “The thing is, Janet, while I do trust Jacob, implicitly… he’s not exactly Jacob any more, is he? And he’s walking a very fine line. You could even say his loyalties are divided now. But mine aren’t. And it’s not in Earth’s best interest for the Tok’ra to have access to all our dirty linen. Especially
not linen as dirty as this.”

What could she say? He wasn’t entirely wrong. Their status with the Tok’ra was perilously low already, particularly with the mis-step over Apophis and Sokar. Every time the SGC screwed up or went running to the Tok’ra for help their arrogance only increased. It really was a case of what they don’t know won’t hurt us.

“Sir, I appreciate the dilemma,” she said carefully. “But these circumstances are surely extraordinary. And then there’s the question of Major Carter. If her condition should deteriorate further, doesn’t her father have a right to know?”

Hammond shrugged. “Of course he does. In an ideal world Jacob would be with her as we speak. But this is just one of the drawbacks to active service. Jacob came to terms with it a long time ago.”

They all had, to a greater or lesser extent. Every man and woman who put on a uniform knew they might die alone and far, far from home.

The general’s phone rang, then, and he answered it. “Hammond. Right. Thank you, Sergeant.” Standing, he looked at her. “SG-1’s called in. Doctor, is there a compelling medical reason for them to be told of these latest developments with the virus?”

She shook her head. “No, sir.”

“Then the information is classified, until further notice. Tell your lab teams.”

Throat aching, eyes hot, she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

He led the way to the control room. Even with the imperfect video transmission through the wormhole, Colonel Dixon’s concern was plainly visible.

“General Hammond, Doctor Fraiser, I don’t know what to tell you. We’ve been here two days now, and in two days another forty people are down sick. Seven in the last hour. The villagers are saying this speed and rate of infection are unprecedented. Nobody else has died yet but I gotta tell you… it’s only a matter of time.” He took a deep breath. His eyes were troubled.
“Sir, I gotta ask. Is there a chance we’re responsible? Is this our fault, somehow?”

Janet looked at Hammond. He shook his head, minutely, and leaned into the mike. “Colonel, we have no way of knowing. Let’s focus on what’s most important. Are you or Doctor Jackson showing any signs of illness?”

“No, sir. We’re pretty tired, but that’s all. And Teal’c’s fine, but then he’s Teal’c.”

“And Colonel O’Neill? Major Carter?”

“O’Neill can still get around, if he has to. I’ve come pretty close to tying him to his camp bed once or twice. I think when this is over he’s going to shoot me with a zat again.”

Hammond made a little sound in his throat. “Colonel, I don’t doubt that for a moment. What about Major Carter?”

Dixon scrubbed at his stubble. “Sir, she’s been pretty unresponsive the last six hours. And — hell, I could be imagining things but it looks to me like her joints have kind of swollen up. Plus she’s developed this rash…”

“General, if I may?” said Janet, and Hammond stepped aside. “Colonel, it’s Fraiser. Did you say a red rash?”

“Yeah, that’s right, Doc.”

“And she’s still short of breath? Still running a fever?”

“Yeah. I’m keeping her temperature down with cool wet cloths and feeding her Tylenol when she’s awake enough to swallow, but it keeps creeping up. O’Neill’s sitting with her at the moment, talking to her. I think he’s getting through, but…”

Janet felt her insides twist viciously. Oh, Sam. Hang in there. What am I supposed to tell Cassie if you die? “Maintain that regimen, Colonel. Make sure Major Carter’s checked at half-hourly intervals. If her temperature spikes I want to know immediately.”

“Doctor?” said Hammond.

She looked at him. “Sir, the symptoms he’s describing sound like rheumatic fever. The only problem is, rheumatic fever usually presents after an untreated strep infection. That doesn’t fit here.”

He stared. “And is it fatal?”

“Ordinarily no, although there can be cardiac complications. The trouble is this only sounds like RF. It could be another mutation of the virus.” She turned back to the mike. “Colonel Dixon, I need more blood and a throat swab from Major Carter, ASAP.”

Dixon rubbed a hand across his tired face. “Will do.”

Hammond bent to the mike again. “Colonel Dixon, how are your supplies holding up?”

“You read my mind, General. On the medical front I need more of everything, basically. Lots more. I’m doing what Fraiser said, I’m treating the symptoms, trying to keep folk comfortable, but every time I turn around the symptoms have changed on me. Gotta tell you, it’s hard to keep up.”

“I hear you, Colonel,” said Hammond. “Don’t worry, you’ll get your supplies within the hour. You’re doing a sterling job.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not just me. Jackson and Teal’c are working round the clock too. And the villagers. We’ve turned into a pretty tight team.”

“And we’ve got your back. Stand by for Doctor Fraiser, with final instructions. Keep the faith, Colonel. You are not alone.”

“Yeah,” said Dixon, after a moment. “That’s good to know. Thank you, General.”

Janet took over the microphone. “Colonel, I need you to film your patients again, and send me blood samples of every new case you’ve got along with that footage. We’re building a database as fast we can, to track this thing. Once I’ve assessed your latest casualties I’ll give you my best-guess diagnosis ASAP and advise on the relevant courses of treatment.”

“Okay. Copy that.”

There was silence in the control room once the Adjo wormhole disconnected. Nobody was looking at anyone else. Hammond stared into thin air, Harriman pretended a passionate interest in the dial-up computer and the other tech, Lassiter, seemed to be having trouble with her pen.

“Doctor Fraiser,” said Hammond, subdued, shifting his gaze to look at her, at last, “can I leave you to organize the new medical supplies?”

“Of course, sir,” she said, scrupulously polite. None of this was his fault, she knew that in her head, but her gut was screaming punch his lights out! Earth’s smallpox vaccine might not be able to cure what was happening on Adjo, but she was sure it could help. It’s not fair, it’s not fair…

“Good.” Hammond turned to leave, then turned back. “Doctor, what’s your best assessment of Colonel Dixon and Doctor Jackson’s chances of remaining off the sick list?”

She nearly laughed out loud, the question was so impossible to answer. “Sir… I don’t have any kind of assessment. There’s simply no way of knowing. The only thing I can tell you that might be helpful is that Doctor Jackson’s most recent blood samples have shown a steady rise in leukocyte — white blood cell — count.”

“Caused by?”

She shrugged. “White blood cells are the immune system’s warriors. Ever since his prolonged exposure to the Goa’uld sarcophagus Daniel’s exhibited an unusually robust resistance to infections. He heals faster than normal and hasn’t caught so much as a cold. It could be the sarcophagus permanently and positively impacted his immune system and that it’s gone into overdrive on Adjo.”

“You think he’s impervious to whatever diseases Ra and Setesh left on the planet?”

God save her from laymen… “I’m not prepared to go that far, sir. It’s possible even his immune system could be compromised eventually. But it’s clear, at least in the short term, that Daniel’s got some kind of advantage.”

“Then is there any way Doctor Jackson’s blood can be used to prevent infection in those people still to succumb, or strengthen the immune systems of those who are sick now?”

It killed her, knowing she’d have to disappoint him. “Actually, sir, we’re already working on that. We’ve isolated the serum from Doctor Jackson’s blood and are running tests now, but… it’s not looking hopeful. It seems that whatever effect the sarcophagus had on him, it’s not transferable.”

The flare of hope in Hammond’s eyes died. “I see.” He nodded. “Very well, then. We’ll just have to continue praying that their own bodies can successfully overcome these infections. Doctor, I’ll leave you to continue the medical relief effort. If you require any command assistance, I’ll be in my office.”

“Sir,” she said, and watched him depart. Then she turned to Harriman. “Sergeant, I need some help in the medical supply room. Can you raise Siler for me, and get him to meet me there?”

“Yes, Doctor,” said Harriman. “Doctor Fraiser…”

She paused, her fingertips touching the open control room doorway. “Sergeant?”

His face was somber. “We can do this, right? We can bring SG-1 home safely, in one piece?”

“We can do our best, Sergeant,” she replied. “It’s all anyone can do.”

“Yeah,” he said, after a moment. “Ma’am, I’ll track down Sergeant Siler for you.”

“Thanks, Walter,” she replied, and left him to do that.

 

The unnatural wormhole spins and roars, ravenous. The g-forces it has spawned are brutal. He’s afraid. So afraid. But he can do this. He has to. Frank’s cracking jokes, trying in heartbeats to regain the ground they’ve lost over years. It’s hard to stay angry at him.

You want me to forgive you, is that it?

Yeah. I guess I do.

Was that all it took, then, to ease the barbed pain of betrayal? A simple apology? An admission of guilt? If he’d let himself see Frank years ago, if he hadn’t slammed the door in the man’s face, would they still be friends now? Maybe. Maybe not. Iraq had been bad. Next to Charlie, the worst experience of his life. Sometimes ‘Whoops. Sorry about that chief’ didn’t cut it.

But if that’s true, why does he feel different since Frank laid his soul bare? Why is that hot, hating ball of ancient rage beneath his ribs fading? Is it because now, years later, he understands the difference between wanting to keep a promise and being able to keep a promise?

Only now, years later and dangling above the maw of a monster, does he realize how much he’s missed his friend.

A voice shouts: “Colonel, look out!” and then he’s caught in a glass storm. Not even dilated time and g-forces save him from the pain. He feels his flesh slice, feels the blood escape down his arms, feels his mortality rise to choke him.

He loses his grip on the rope. The monster roars louder, so eager. Frank catches him, holds him, keeps him safe. He’s so busy repaying debts he puts the mission at risk.

“Get up there and arm the damn bomb!”

“Just climb!”

“Arm the damn bomb!”

“Climb!”

And then it’s Frank who’s slipping, Frank whose rope is cut, flying free. They’re anchored hand to wrist, locked eye to eye. So much to say…

“Frank! No!” O’Neill shouted, and half-fell off the stool beside Carter’s camp bed. She was too sick to hear him, but another hand caught his arm.

“Hey,” said Dixon. “Take it easy. You okay?”

O’Neill snatched himself free and settled back on the stool. His heart was pounding. So was his head. Fresh pain burned through him that had nothing to do with fevers.

“I’m fine. What do you want?”

Dixon held up Daniel’s digicam. “Fraiser needs an update on everyone’s condition.”

His head snapped round. “You talked to Fraiser? Dammit it to hell, Dixon, I’m ranking officer here. You don’t talk for me or this team.”

Dixon just looked at him. There was irritated impatience on his face… and reluctant pity in his eyes.

The pity was like acid.

“Jack,” he said, “I came to get you when I realized it was time to check in with the SGC. You were asleep. I thought you needed the rest.”

“That’s my call, not yours!”

“Screw you,” said Dixon. “So long as I’m the one upright and toting bedpans it is my call. You shouldn’t even be perpendicular. You should be horizontal with an i/v in your arm.”

“You try putting an i/v in my arm, Dixon, and I’ll put one in you where no i/v has gone before.”

“Yeah, right,” said Dixon. “You’re so weak I could knock you down with my pinky finger, Jack. Enough with the John Wayne routine, okay? You’re not fit for command. And if you’re even a fraction of the man Frank always said you were, you’d accept that fact and my help while you’re at it.”

Frank.

The dream was still salt raw, still screaming in the back of his mind. The horror in Frank’s eyes as gravity sucked him towards the wormhole. He’d always been a science buff. He knew exactly what was waiting for him on the other side. Endless death, atom by atom. Seconds lasting eons. No hope of reprieve.

God. Frank.

He felt his guts contract. Tried to keep the dream from showing on his face. Dixon was watching him, and Dixon already knew too much. He looked at Carter, stripped out of her heavy field uniform and redressed in lighter, kinder surgical scrubs. Reached out to her, and let the tips of his fingers rest against her bare wrist. Beneath his cold touch he could feel her sluggish pulse. Her sunken eyes remained closed, but she was still breathing. She was still with him. He hadn’t lost her, yet, or let her down.

Beyond SG-1’s small tent he could hear the sounds of transplanted Mennufer. Squabbling children, fretful and afraid. Adult voices raised to soothe them. Other sounds, as the afflicted tossed in their fevers and worse, suffering.

On the trek from the valley he’d thought they’d never make it. Too many people, too much fear and confusion, too big a task looming ahead. But they’d managed it. They pitched all those tents, set up all those camp beds, the field kitchens, the latrines, the makeshift hospital. Georgetown had sprung to life in the wilderness.

And that was largely because of Colonel Dave Dixon, who’d quietly and calmly, without fuss or fanfare, thrown his back to the wheel and worked without rest, without complaint, to see the job got done. Who did indeed carry bedpans, and do medical rounds, and take blood, and put in i/vs, and hold hands with the sick when their pain overwhelmed them.

Dave Dixon did that.

God, Frank, I want to hate him.

He looked up. “So what are you waiting for, Dixon? Make Fraiser’s damned home movie. How’s she doing, anyway? Any closer to coming up with a cure?”

Dixon fiddled with the digicam’s buttons. “Don’t think so. She didn’t mention it. She’s looking pretty rough. Hammond too.”

Really? Maybe we could trade places…

Except that wasn’t fair. In Hammond’s place he’d give exactly the same orders: no way could this Goa’uld-inspired disease cocktail be allowed anywhere near Earth.

“They say anything I need to know?”

Dixon shook his head. “No.”

O’Neill shifted on the camp stool, feeling the grinding ache in his bones. Not since Iraq had he felt this damned bad. “How are you doing, anyway?”

Surprised, Dixon stared. “I’m fine.”

“You look tired.”

“I am tired.”

“You should get some rest.”

That made Dixon grin, sarcastically. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that, Jack. Just let me, y’know, brief the relieving medical team.”

Smartass.

He looked at Carter, so still and distant on the camp bed beside him. It seemed the flesh was melting from her bones. Beneath the disfiguring red rash her skin was translucent. She hadn’t opened her eyes for him in quite some time.

Oh God. Please God. Don’t let her be dying.

Resting his hot and hurting gaze on her he said, “I’m glad you’re here, Dixon. Things are easier, because you’re here.”

“Hey,” said Dixon.

He looked up again, braced for something maudlin, something personal. A bonding moment.

“Smile! You’re on candid camera!”

Teeth gritted, he let Dixon record his scabby, crusted, blackened-pustuled face, his slitted eyes, and the fresh stinging blisters on his back and chest. He pushed to his feet, trembling, so the man could film Carter without interference, paying particular attention to the way her joints were distorted with swelling.

“Okay,” Dixon said eventually. “I’m done. Jack…”

“I know, I know,” he muttered. “I need to lie down.”

But he also needed Dixon’s help to do it. Dixon’s arm supporting his weight, easing him onto the camp bed, helping his legs to swing up from the ground. Movement was painful. Hell, breathing was painful.

“When did you last eat?” said Dixon, stepping back.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Didn’t ask if you were hungry, Jack.”

“Screw you.”

Dixon smiled. “When I’m done filming I’m coming back with food.”

The man was impossible. “When did you last eat?”

“A couple of hours ago.”

“And how long since you’ve slept?”

Dixon shrugged. “I’ll get my head down for an hour once I’ve sent Fraiser what she needs.”

He scowled at the tent’s sloping khaki ceiling. “For all the good it’ll do us.”

“Hey,” said Dixon, and nudged the camp bed with his boot. “Frank heard you talking like that, he’d kick your ass.”

Frank. Frank. The fear in his eyes as the wormhole swallowed him…

“I told you, Dixon. I’m not talking about Cromwell.”

“No,” said Dixon, after a moment. “No, you’re not talking about him.”

And then he left. Outside the tent, in the fading sunlight, he said, “Hey, Daniel. How you doing?”

So it was Daniel now, not Jackson? My, my, my. Weren’t they all just a cozy little team.

“Okay,” said Daniel. “Is Jack awake?”

“Awake and biting,” said Dixon. “I’ll see ya. Cinematic glory awaits.”

The tent flap pushed open and Daniel came in. “Hey. How are you feeling?”

It was galling, having to lie flat on his back and reply. But the effort of sitting up, even onto his elbows, was too much. He was drained again, all his energy poured into sitting over Carter.

“I’m fine. You’re not sick. Why aren’t you sick?”

Daniel blinked. “Ah… I don’t know. Give it time?”

“You don’t even have a headache, do you?”

“No. No, I don’t.”

“Well, that sucks.”

“Thank you.”

O’Neill sighed. “How’s Lotar?”

Daniel’s smile disappeared. “Dave keeps pumping antibiotics and vitamins into her, everything Janet can think of to keep her system strong, but…” He shrugged. “She’s dying. Probably it’s a miracle she’s lasted this long.”

“And Teal’c? Where’s Teal’c?”

“I shoved him into his tent and made him promise he’d kel’noreem before he collapsed.”

Crap. That was his job. He was SG-1’s team leader, he was the one supposed to be holding things together. They were his kids. His people. His… family.

“Hey,” said Daniel, and pulled a camp stool closer. Sitting on it, he reached out a cool hand. “You’ve still got a fever.”

“I told you. I’m fine.”

“Oh, Jack,” said Daniel, half-smiling, half-frowning, and removed his hand. “You are so far from fine. How’s Sam?”

He rolled his head on the miserly pillow, so he could see her sleeping face. “Well, she’s not dead.”

“Jack.”

Shrugging irritably, he pulled a face. “What? What do you want from me?”

Daniel heaved a sigh. “Nothing. Just… shut up. Go to sleep.”

He didn’t want to sleep. Frank was lurking in the dark behind his eyes, spinning… falling…

“I’m fine. I don’t need a nanny, Daniel. You should sleep. You may not be sick but you still look like crap.”

“Can’t,” said Daniel, around an ambushing, jaw-cracking yawn. “I need to help Dave with the next round of blood samples, skin swabs and injections. That’s not something the healthy villagers can handle. When was the last time you ate?”

God almighty, what was this? Tag-team harassment? “I’m not hungry.”

“Yeah. I’ll go get you some soup. Stay put. I’ll be right back.”

There was no point protesting. “Daniel!”

Daniel turned. “I know. I know. If it’s not chicken noodle you’ll throw it at me.”

“Well, yeah, but I wasn’t going to — ” He let air hiss between his teeth. “I’ve hardly set eyes on Teal’c since we got back to the gate. You know what he’s like, Daniel. If one of us is sick or injured, he hovers. Like a Jaffa hummingbird.”

“What do you expect, Jack?” said Daniel, gently. “He’s blaming himself. He thinks if he’d just fought Hammond that little bit harder the mission would’ve been scrubbed and we wouldn’t be in trouble now.”

“That’s nuts. Washington was never going to let Hammond scrub the mission. Not with a Goa’uld-free supply of naquadah up for grabs.”

“I know that. You know that. Even Teal’c knows that… but he’s blaming himself anyway.”

Of course he is. He’s Teal’c. Anger and grief and frustration clawed at him. This isn’t his fault. No-one wins an argument with Washington, not even Hammond. Not even me.

Abruptly he was too tired to think any more. Too tired to talk. Way too tired to eat.

“Daniel, forget the soup,” he said, hearing his voice slur. “Go help Dixon. Or better yet, get some sleep. Tell Teal’c… stop being an idiot. Nobody blames him. This isn’t his fault.”

He was out before the tent flap fell closed again.



Chapter Twenty-two
 

The only way to take care of Jack was to ignore him and his irritable outbursts. Daniel fetched a mug of reconstituted chicken noodle soup, courtesy of the Air Force’s finest culinary chemists, but when he returned with it to SG-1’s tent Jack was so deeply asleep he didn’t even wake to the whispered magic words: Mary Steenburgen wants to jump your bones.

As the soup cooled in its thermal mug he stood over his friend, noting the changes the Goa’uld bioweapon had wrought in him. Jack looked as bad as he had that time in Antarctica. Not for the first time he felt a prickle of guilt that he wasn’t suffering so much as a cough or a sore throat. Which was crazy, it was nuts. They were damned lucky he wasn’t sick. No way could Dixon and Teal’c cope with this mess on their own.

But even so. Just a little sore throat, to show some solidarity…

He turned to Sam and felt his heart’s rhythm hitch. Man, he’d never seen her so still. All of her Sam-ness, her energy, her humor, her intelligence, smothered beneath this weight of terrible illness. Crouching, he brushed his lips across her dull, brittle hair.

“Hang in there, Sam,” he whispered. “Don’t give up the fight. Don’t let the bastards beat you.”

No response, not even a flicker of eyelash.

Oh God.

He left her, and sat on the camp stool beside Jack. “Hey. Jack. You want this soup or not?”

Still no reply. Just like Sam, there was no hint his presence had made the slightest impression.

“Okay,” he said, and pressed his hand to Jack’s shoulder. “I’ll leave the mug here.” He set it on the ground beside the camp bed. “If it’s still warm when you wake up you should drink it, okay? Otherwise you’ll hurt the cook’s feelings.”

Which ordinarily would’ve provoked a sarcastically amusing retort. The persistent silence was hurtful.

Abruptly aware of his deep exhaustion, Daniel braced his elbows on his knees and cradled his head in his hands. He felt floaty. Disconnected. He might not be sick, but he had one hell of a migraine brewing. He should take a Tylenol. His eyes drifted closed…

The whooshing sound of an opening wormhole had him sprawling off the camp stool. “What? What?”

He’d sent the thermal soup mug flying. Cold soggy noodles littered the ground like dead worms. Gross.

Groggy, disoriented, he staggered to his feet. He’d fallen asleep? Damn. For how long? He checked his watch. Hell, nearly forty minutes. He looked at Jack, then Sam. Still breathing. No sign of waking. It was so wrong, them sleeping through a gate activation when it was practically on top of them. Just another reminder of the dire straits they were in.

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. We’ll win this. We have to.

He mopped up the soup spill then washed his face and hands and brushed his teeth, because somehow clean teeth always made things feel better. After that he took some painkillers, and went in search of Dixon.

The colonel was in the medical supply tent, unpacking the requisite equipment for the next round of sample-taking. His expression was melancholy, his eyes grieving and shadowed.

“Lotar died,” he said. “While I was filming her. I know we gotta cremate her but… Bhuiku wanted a little time. I figure an hour won’t hurt.”

They’d been expecting her death, but even so… the loss was like a knife thrust in the gut. A silent wail of grief pushed against his closed throat.

“You okay?” he asked Dixon, after a minute.

Dixon shrugged. “Sure. I’ve seen people die before.”

In some ways Dixon and Jack were a lot alike. “Doesn’t mean it’s not awful, Dave.”

Carefully, methodically, Dixon continued counting out the syringes and tubes. “Death is always awful, Daniel. Even when it’s a blessed relief, it’s still awful.”

And now they were straying into painfully personal territory. “Yeah. Look, if you don’t mind I’d like to go see Bhuiku. Then I’ll do rounds with you.”

Another shrug. “Sure. Teal’c and I can make a start.”

“Great,” he said, and then he hesitated. Harsh reality, creeping close. “Um — Dave — I’m thinking… maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to cremate Lotar. If there’s a way Janet could perform an autopsy…”

Dixon nodded. “Thought of that. Don’t see a way round the Code Red protocols.”

“We could try. We could start by asking Bhuiku’s permission.”

“Guess it can’t hurt,” said Dixon, after a moment. “The worst he can do is say no. Okay. Knock yourself out.”

The thought of asking Bhuiku to help them like that was horrible, but what choice did he have? For all he knew Lotar held the key to everyone’s survival.

Even so… necessity can be a cruel, cruel master.

He cleared his throat. “The wormhole, before. Incoming or outgoing?”

“Outgoing,” said Dixon, reaching for another case of syringes. “I sent the latest video footage back to Fraiser so she can get a head start on recommending treatment.”

“You told her about Lotar?”

Dixon gave him a look. “Gee, no, I forgot. Because a little thing like a dead girl is the first thing to slip my mind.”

Yeah. A lot like Jack. Way to go, Daniel. Just when you’re building a genuine rapport with the guy… “Sorry. That came out wrong. I didn’t mean — ”

“No, no,” Dixon said quickly. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t bite. I just…” He shook his head. “She was so young. I hate it when they’re that young, is all.”

“I know,” he said. Sha’re. Laughing. Luminous. Reckless in her love. “I hate it too.”

Dixon’s capable fingers fumbled with the clasps on the supply case. “My wife’s pregnant. Did O’Neill tell you?”

“Pregnant?” he said, startled. “No. Jack didn’t — he doesn’t — wow. I’m sorry.” Then he pulled a face. “Okay, not sorry, but — ”

“I know,” said Dixon, briefly smiling. “It’s our first. We thought it’d take longer, but — boom. Just like that. I just wish — I wish I could see her, talk to her. I wish — ” The clasp snapped open. “Anyway.”

Oh God. Just what Georgetown needed: more heartache. “Dave, I know things look bad. But Janet Fraiser is brilliant. If anyone can find a cure for this Adjoan plague, she can.”

“I know,” said Dixon. “Read the mission reports, remember?”

He nodded. “Yeah. So, I’ll get going. I’ll try not to be too long.”

The isolation tent had been set up on the furthest edge of their canvas village. One of the SGC’s portable halogen lights illuminated its interior, throwing stark shadows across the dead girl on the camp bed and the young man frozen in grief beside her.

Daniel crossed the space between them, walking softly, and touched a hand to Bhuiku’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Bhuiku turned to him, blindly, harsh sobs breaking through his reserve. “No… no… no…”

There was nothing to say. No words could ease this. Daniel opened his arms and held Bhuiku as a brother while the young man wept. As Jack had held him while he wept over Sha’re.

“I want to die,” Bhuiku groaned, stepping back. His face was ravaged. “What is my life without Lotar in it?”

“I know,” said Daniel. “Bhuiku, I know.”

Bhuiku opened his mouth to say something hard and hurtful, then closed it again. Stared. “You are weeping, Daniel. You do know.”

“My wife.”

“How do you live?” whispered Bhuiku. “Without her smile, her laugh, her touch, Daniel. How do you live?”

Struggling for the right words, he shrugged. Were there right words at a time like this? He didn’t know. “It’s what she would’ve wanted. Bhuiku, if you’d died instead of Lotar, would you want her to follow you into death?”

Bhuiki turned to stare at the bloated, disfigured young girl he loved so much. “No.”

“Then live for her, Bhuiku. Live a life to make her proud.”

Bhuiku’s face was slick with tears. “My mother grows weaker. She can barely speak.”

Odjit, the dragon. “We’re doing everything we can to help your mother, Bhuiku. To help everyone in your village who’s sick.”

Bhuiku dropped to his knees beside his dead wife. “Your people are so different to mine, Daniel.” His fingertips touched Lotar’s blotched, blood-smeared hand. “You command the chappa’ai. You have light without fire. You have many, many medicines and magics we cannot understand. But you are helpless against this sickness. Your people are so afraid they will not let you return home. You say Ra and Setesh were not gods. But if they were not gods, Daniel, how can they can punish us from so far away, from so long ago?”

“Evil can live a long, long time, Bhuiku,” he said quietly. “The evil Ra and Setesh sowed here has flourished for three thousand years. I believe we can defeat it, but we’ve not been here even a month. We need longer than that.”

Bhuiku looked at him, his eyes haunted. “I do not think my people have long, Daniel. I think my people are lost. Every rebirth season fewer and fewer Adjoans survive. Not just in Mennufer, but in all Adjo’s villages. Fewer babies are born. And for us, with Khenti and the other Elders dead, my people are leaderless. They look to you now, but either you will die or you will go home. And then what will happen?”

“Then you’ll find a new leader, Bhuiku. Someone brave and strong, who’ll hold the people together and help them make a new home. I think that leader could be you.”

Daniel watched Bhuiku consider that. Watched something old and cold creep into his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “If I do not die, I could lead Mennufer. But even if I live and do not lead I will make sure of one thing. We will never return to the days of the Elders, when all we did was wait for each rebirth and hope it touched our neighbor and not ourselves. Of that much I am sure.”

Staring at him, Daniel was struck by his uncompromising commitment. Young, yes. Grief-stricken, yes. But young men matured. Grief faded with time.

I think I’m looking at Mennufer’s future. Maybe even Adjo’s future, if he manages to survive.

It was a humbling thought. Like stepping through a temporal rift and being introduced to a young Alexander. A young Julius Caesar. Boadicea, before the Romans.

Oh God. Please let Bhuiku have better luck than them.

“Bhuiku,” he said, hesitant. “There’s something I need to ask you. Something difficult, but very important.”

Bhuiku smoothed Lotar’s dull hair. “Then ask me, Daniel.”

“Lotar might be able to help us defeat this terrible sickness, if you’d allow us to examine her body. It’s a procedure called an autopsy. I won’t lie to you, it’s unpleasant. We would need to… to cut her open. But if we did this thing, we’d treat her reverently. And afterwards there’d be a funeral.”

A shiver of revulsion flickered over Bhuiku’s face. “And if you did this autopsy. How would it help?”

“I’m not a medical doctor, I can’t give you medical answers. But it’s something we do all the time where I come from. And much has been learned, and many lives saved, because of it.”

A long silence. Another unsteady sigh. Then Bhuiku nodded. “Very well, Daniel. If you think it could help. If she could answer for herself, Lotar would say yes, I know it. She loved Mennufer and all its people. Even the ones she didn’t like very much.”

Daniel enveloped Bhuiku in a swift embrace. “Thank you. Thank you. Stay with her for as long as you need.”

Leaving the young man to his grief, he withdrew from the isolation tent and went in search of Dixon. The colonel was in the first hospital tent, collecting blood samples and skin swabs.

Daniel took a moment to steel himself against the suffering. It always took a moment, every time he came in. Then he made his way between the burdened camp beds, trying not to feel, not to react to the sights and sounds of putrid sickness. So much pain. “Hey,” he said, reaching Dixon, keeping his voice low. “You’re on your own? Where’s Teal’c?”

“Still doing his kel’noreem, I guess,” said Dixon. “It’s cool.”

He frowned. That didn’t sound right. Kel’noreem didn’t usually take so long to perform. If I didn’t know better I’d think Teal’c was hiding…

“So, what did Bhuiku say?” said Dixon, capping another tube of blood.

“About?” he said, tugged out of unpleasant thought. “Oh! The autopsy. He said yes.”

“Good,” said Dixon. “Now let’s get this finished.”

Swiftly, efficiently, tuned to each other now like Abbot and Costello in the baseball sketch, they completed their rounds. By the time they left the third hospital tent, burdened with samples, dusk had fallen. Arc lights and halogen kept the night at bay. In the field kitchens the villagers on cooking duty banged their pots and pans, filling the air with the aroma of dinner. Smelled like fried chicken tonight. There was a slow, steady drift of other villagers to the mess tents. Everybody seemed to love fried chicken.

“Okay,” said Dixon. “If you file the backup paperwork, Daniel, I’ll send the samples through to the SGC.”

Paperwork. Halfway across the galaxy in the middle of a crisis and they still couldn’t escape it.

He sighed. “Sure.”

It took him nearly twenty minutes to double-check the forms and slot them into the command center’s medical record filing cabinet. Filing cabinets! On Adjo! To his surprise, when he was done, he saw the wormhole back to the SGC was still open. Instead of going to find Teal’c he made his way to the gate, just in case something else had gone wrong.

But Dixon didn’t seem alarmed. He was standing in front of the MALP camera, hands shoved in his pockets, chatting to someone.

“ — be fine, Ben. Just tell McCreary I’m cool with it, if that’s what’s worrying him. If it’s not, tell him I’m cool anyway. I — ” Realizing he wasn’t alone, he stopped and turned. “Everything okay, Jackson?”

“Yeah. Filing complete. Have you told Janet about — ”

“She’s off-duty. I’ve told Ben — Major Logan. He’ll see she and Hammond get the message.”

Daniel leaned into the MALP camera’s field of vision. “Major, could be we’ll end up needing a refrigeration unit. We don’t want — ”

“I copy that, Jackson. Let me have Dixon again.”

Hmm. Major Ben Logan sounded… abrupt. Daniel stepped back so Dixon could get to the MALP.

“Yo, Ben.”

“Yeah, so, one last thing, boss. I spoke to Lainie today.”

Daniel saw Dixon’s face change. “How is she?”

“Kinda emotional. Dave, she told me your news.”

Dixon cursed, obscenely and inventively. “Okay.”

“I told her you were fine. You’d be home soon.” Logan’s pained frustration came through loud and clear. “Didn’t know what else to say.”

“You did good, Ben,” said Dixon, beneath his grime and stubble looking ten hard years older. “When you speak to her again, tell her — oh, hell. You know.”

“Yeah. Don’t sweat it.”

“Sure.” Dixon shook himself. “So I gotta go. Make sure Fraiser gets the message, yeah?”

“It’s a done deal, boss.”

“Good. Talk to you later, Ben. Dixon out.”

When Dixon made no move, Daniel shut down the MALP. The wormhole collapsed. Then Dixon sank cross-legged to the rocky ground and dropped his head to his hands.

Daniel, staring, forced himself to stand still. Just like Bhuiku, Dixon was ready to break. One touch, one gentle word, was all it would take. But unlike Bhuiku, the time wasn’t right. The colonel wouldn’t thank him for undermining his defenses.

“So, probably we should eat,” he said at last, when Dixon showed no sign of moving. “Then get some rest before the next round of bed checks and medication.”

Dixon nodded. “Yeah.”

“I just want to make sure Teal’c’s okay first. See you in the mess tent?”

With a grunt, Dixon levered himself to his feet. “Yeah.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll, ah, I’ll go then.”

“Daniel.”

He turned back. “Yeah?”

Dixon’s eyes were glassy with fatigue. He rasped a hand across his stubbled face, cleared his throat. “O’Neill.”

Oh God. Not now. “What about him?”

“You — might want to keep an eye him. He’s having nightmares. About Frank.”

Daniel felt his heart thud hard. “How do you know?”

“I know.”

Dammit. Dammit. “Dave, okay, I understand you want answers but — ”

“I haven’t said a word!” said Dixon hotly. “At least, not since we left Mennufer. I’m not stupid, Jackson.”

Maybe not. But just like Jack, you’re haunted by Frank Cromwell. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks for telling me.”

Dixon shrugged. “You’re the team’s mother hen. Thought you’d want to know, is all. I’ll see you at chow.”

Daniel watched him walk away until he was lost among the forest of tents: sturdy, dependable, courageous… and, despite all of that, still inconvenient.

Jack’s having nightmares? About Frank? Oh, crap. Then another thought occurred, indignant and unexpected. What does he mean, mother hen?

Feeling grumpy, feeling useless, he stomped off to find Teal’c.

 

Since it was impossible to knock on a tent flap, he had to stand outside Teal’c’s kel’noreem retreat calling his name. At first there was no reply. Then came a stirring, the sound of fabric rubbing fabric.

“You may enter, Daniel Jackson.”

Daniel flipped back the flap and ducked inside the tent. Within the warm canvas gloom Teal’c’s kel’noreem candles burned softly, perfuming the air with a faint scent of blown roses. Teal’c stood against the tent’s back wall, hands clasped behind him, as far from the opening as he could get. Shadows blurred his face, making him somehow… insubstantial.

“Teal’c, what’s going on? Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not feeling sick?”

“I do not get sick, Daniel Jackson.”

No, not usually. But he’d seen the paintings in the shrine. The dead Jaffa, their dead symbiotes beside them.

“Teal’c — ”

“What has happened, Daniel Jackson? You appear… distressed.”

Oh God. He didn’t want to say it. He had to say it. “Lotar died.”

Silence, profound and disquieting. “I see,” said Teal’c.

He took another step closer. “Teal’c, it’s not your fault.”

“That is your opinion.”

Another step. “Teal’c, the chances are good she was sickening when we met her. And you — we — didn’t create rebirth. The Goa’uld did that.”

“But our presence here has made it worse, Daniel Jackson. Is that not so?”

“It’s a theory. It’s not proven fact. Teal’c — ”

“And is SG-1 not now stranded on this planet?”

“For the moment, yes, but — ”

“And if I had not failed to prevent the approval of this mission, would not we and the Adjoans be far better off?”

Damn, it was Cor-ai all over again, Teal’c in an orgy of guilt-driven self-crucifixion. “Teal’c, this isn’t on you. This is on Washington. The Pentagon. Nothing you could’ve said would have stopped the mission going forward. The brass and the suits love the smell of naquadah in the morning.”

“Nevertheless,” said Teal’c, so typically uncompromising. His face was still shadowed. “I should have tried harder.”

Right. Okay. Time for an O’Neill-style pep talk. “Yeah. Maybe. But the point is, you didn’t. You didn’t, Teal’c. You backed down and we came. And now we’re stuck here, and people are dying, and what are you doing? You’re sulking in your tent. You’ve got Jack worrying about you, and he’s got enough on his plate right now, don’t you think? God. If he wasn’t fast asleep he’d damn well kick your ass, Teal’c.”

Smooth as poured oil, Teal’c stepped into the fitful candle light. His eyes were full of pain.

“You would be wise to consider your words, Daniel Jackson.”

“And you’d be wise to consider your actions,” he retorted, heart pounding. “Dixon and I need you, Teal’c. We’re running on fumes. I know you feel responsible. I know you hate yourself right now because of what’s gone wrong, because Lotar’s dead, and the Elders. But — ”

Some deep emotion stirred in Teal’c’s eyes. “You did not side with me against General Hammond, Daniel Jackson.”

The accusation caught him unawares. Knocked the breath right out of him. “What?”

“None of you did.” Shockingly, Teal’c sounded hurt. “You dismissed my fears as fairytales.”

“I did no such thing! I — ” Daniel stopped. Flinched. Folded his arms, needing protection. Oh hell. “Teal’c, we took a calculated risk. That’s what we do. If we let the possibility of danger stop us none of us would set foot through the gate.”

“Nevertheless.”

“There was no proof. No concrete evidence that anything was wrong here! When we found out otherwise it was too late. And we never would’ve found out if we hadn’t come!”

Teal’c shook his head. “Like the Goa’uld, we have grown arrogant. Complacent. Because we have achieved some victories over our enemy we no longer fear them as once we did.”

Okay. Enough. “Newsflash, Teal’c! I’m plenty afraid! And — and — okay, maybe you’ve got a point. Maybe by not fighting Hammond with you, we let you down. That’s something we can talk about — when this is over. But first it has to be over. And for it to be over, Dixon and I need you back. We need you to get your head in the game.”

Teal’c’s eyes glittered. “My head is in the game, Daniel Jackson. I am not sulking.”

He unfolded his arms. Held up one apologetic hand. “No. No, you’re not. Poor choice of word. I’m sorry.”

“I merely…” It was disconcerting, seeing Teal’c lost for words. “I needed to recover my equilibrium.”

“And have you?”

Slowly, Teal’c nodded. “I believe so.”

“Good.” He let out a shaky breath. “That’s good. Now what say you and I get some dinner, before the last of the fried chicken is gone?”

A long silent moment, precariously balanced. Then Teal’c nodded again. “Very well.”

Daniel backed up a couple of steps, towards the tent flap. Then he stopped. “Tealc… I’m sorry.”

“As am I, Daniel Jackson,” said Teal’c, very quietly, and ducked his head to lead the way from the tent.

 

Returning to the base only five hours since leaving it the previous night — truly, he’d have been better off commandeering one of the guest quarters — Hammond read through the message slips stacked on his desk. Reached the fourth one and swore, unrestrainedly. Then he marched out to the control room, on the warpath.

“Sergeant Harriman! Why was I not notified immediately of Lotar’s death?”

Harriman stood. “Sir, you’d just left the base when word came through. In my judgment telling you then wouldn’t have changed anything and — and — sir, you needed the break.”

Well… he couldn’t argue with that. He’d nearly run his car off the road twice on the way home. “Very well.”

Harriman sat down again. “I’m sorry if I overstepped, General.”

They were alone in the control room. “It’s all right, Walter,” he said. “I appreciate your concern.”

“Yes, sir. Sir — ” Harriman picked up a video-tape from the console and held it out. “Here’s the latest footage from Adjo.”

He’d ordered that a copy be made for him of all the incoming patient records. It would be rank cowardice to deny these people Earth’s unrestricted assistance then refuse to look the consequences in the eye. He took the tape. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

Returned to his office, he watched it.

So much pain. So much suffering. Jack O’Neill and Sam Carter, his people. Looking at them, as always, was bad. Even worse was looking at Mennufer’s children. Babies too young to understand what was happening, blistered and bleeding and sinking towards death. Moved to tears by their weeping, by the stoic misery of their parents, he thought, as always, of Tessa and Kayla. Thought how he’d feel if his precious grandchildren were similarly afflicted, and that someone with the power to help them refused.

I’d want to kill them. I would.

Last of all he watched the girl Lotar die. Quietly. Almost… invisibly. In her body one moment — fled from it the next. Mercifully Dixon stopped filming just as the first anguished cries of her young man were recorded.

As the tape rewound he looked at the crumpled note on his desk. SG-1 reports death of villager Lotar. Then, added in a scrawl, black pen this time, not blue: Permission obtained to perform autopsy. Which was all very proactive, but under the circumstances both impractical and unlikely.

Under the circumstances. And how many more innocents will die because of our circumstances? How soon before Jack and Sam are added to the list? And all because the President and the Pentagon care more about naquadah and covering their butts than they do for saving lives.

He looked up at a knock on his closed door. “Come.”

“Sir,” said Janet Fraiser. She looked as grim as he felt.

“You’ve heard, I take it?” he said, and waved her to the visitor’s chair. “Lotar.”

She sat down, her movements jerky with the force of her self-control. “Yes. General, I need to perform that autopsy.”

He knew she’d ask him. She wouldn’t be Janet Fraiser if she didn’t. “And if you did, Doctor? Can you guarantee it would make a difference?”

“Guarantee?” She shook her head. “Of course not, sir. But at this point any new information might be crucial.”

“And there’s no way it could be performed remotely? You couldn’t — couldn’t talk someone through the procedure and observe via a MALP, for example?”

“Sir?” She sat back, staring. “You can’t be — ” She stopped. Collected herself. “General, while technically that might be possible, not only would the results be sub-standard, from a research perspective, I would never put a layman through the experience. Autopsies are… extreme.”

Yes, well, it was only a thought. “Bringing the body here is out of the question. You know that.”

“Of course. I’d go there.”

“And if something went wrong you’d be stuck there. The risk is — ”

“Worth taking.” Now she sat forward, clenched fists on her knees, the light of battle in her dark eyes. “Sir, provided I’m fully kitted up and take every precaution I don’t anticipate any possibility of contamination. If Hazmat suits weren’t capable of doing their job nuclear specialists and USAMRIID investigators wouldn’t wear them in hot zones. Adjo is just another hot zone, sir. Not my first, and probably not my last.”

“It sure as hell will be your last if something goes wrong!”

She stood. “Sir, I am officially requesting permission to conduct vital medical research that might save SG-1, the people of Adjo and possibly salvage the mission as well. The risk to me is beyond minimal. The potential advantages to this base are off the chart positive.”

“Have you forgotten, Doctor, that once you set foot on Adjo you can’t come back?”

“Technically, that’s true. But sir, at no time while I’m on Adjo will I directly interface with a virus,” Janet said carefully. “Furthermore, immediately prior to my return to Earth I will make sure my HAZMAT suit is completely disinfected. In addition, you will oversee the placement of a decon unit on the gate ramp and I will exit into it from Adjo. My HAZMAT suit will be contained and incinerated, I’ll be sprayed with more disinfectant, put on a new HAZMAT suit and work in a quarantined lab until any potential incubation period has passed. I’ll even submit four hourly blood samples for testing.”

Hammond considered her. “Clearly, Doctor, you’ve given this a lot of thought.”

“Yes, sir.”

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so pressured. He stared at his desk, at the crumpled note. “How confident are you that doing this will lead us to finding a cure?”

“Sir, I’m very uncomfortable with the word cure,” she said, frowning. “And all I can tell you for certain is that not doing this might be a fatal mistake.”

He’d have to clear it with the President.

Or else I could prove, yet again, that it’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission.

The blistered, crying babies. Lotar’s final exhalation. The fear, not quite masked, in Jack O’Neill’s bloodshot eyes.

“All right, Doctor. You have a go.”



Chapter Twenty-three
 

An hour later, standing at the base of the gate ramp, cramped and already hot in the highest hi-tech military-issue Hazmat suit available on good old planet Earth, Janet let herself feel one dreadful pang for Cassandra.

But she knows why I’m going. She wants me to save Jack and Sam and the rest of the team. She knows what it’s like to be a victim of the Goa’uld.

Cassie, her daughter, was an extraordinary soul.

Hammond had come down to the gate room to see her off. Siler was there too, ready to drag her enormous trolley-load of medical equipment up the ramp. Without a doubt this was going to be one of the most bizarre autopsies ever carried out in the history of medicine.

And I’ll never be able to write about it for the American Medical Association or the New England Journal. Damn.

The wormhole bloomed, and settled into place.

“Good luck, Doctor Fraiser,” said the general. “Give our best to SG-1.”

She turned and nodded. “Yes, sir.” Her voice came out flat and tinny, with that mechanical buzz belonging to all Hazmat comm-systems.

“And Doctor?” Hammond’s voice and face were stern. “I expect to see you back here in a few hours, is that clear?”

Her heart thudded. “Yes, sir.” She looked at Siler. “Well, Sergeant. I’m ready if you are.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Siler, and with a grunt got the heavy trolley moving up the ramp. Just before she stepped into the wormhole he added, “Ma’am, tell the team we’re really pulling for them.” He cleared his throat, almost embarrassed. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but there’s a vigil for them in the base chapel.”

She nodded. “I did know that, Sergeant. And I’ll be sure to let SG-1 know. Now give me a ten count, then send the equipment through after me, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Stargate travel no longer fazed her. She emerged from the wormhole onto Adjo and neatly stepped aside, waiting for the trolley-load of supplies to emerge behind her. It came through safely, she checked it, no damage, then turned to see who’d come to greet her.

Daniel. Teal’c. Colonel Dixon. Adjo’s sun was just rising, throwing pale light over everything. Daniel looked like hell. So did Dixon. She could even detect signs of strain in Teal’c.

“Hey, Janet,” said Daniel, and waggled his fingers. “Man, it’s nice to see your face. Kind of.”

She wished she could hug him, comfort him, but for so many reasons she had to keep her distance. “Hey, Daniel. Good to see you too.”

Beyond them huddled the tent city of Georgetown, a cramped and crammed-in not-quite-a-slum of dwellings and functional temp buildings, designed to save this small population from extinction. The whole set-up reminded her of refugee camps she’d seen in Africa and Asia. She thought she could feel the same oppressive despair weighing down the atmosphere. Her air supply was self-contained, but she knew what the place smelled like: the mingled odors of imperfectly washed humans, cooking food, sickness, smoke from the portable incinerators, chemical latrines.

But it could be worse. Things can always be worse.

A few of the villagers who’d not yet succumbed to disease hovered in the background. Clearly they’d lost their fear of the Stargate, but they’d never laid eyes on anything close to a Hazmat suit before. Eyes wide, mouths open, they gasped and pointed and clutched children close.

Janet nodded at them. “Colonel Dixon, Teal’c, you might want to reassure the locals I’m not a monster. And after that take my gear to wherever Lotar’s located. Daniel, before I get started on the autopsy I’d like to check in on Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter.”

“Thought you might,” said Daniel. “Come with me.”

She walked through the tent city at his side, slowly reacquainting herself with the confines of a Hazmat suit. She hadn’t had to wear one since the incident on what she always, thanks to Jack, thought of as the plant people’s planet. God, she really hated working wrapped in rubber; it made her feel like one of those poor schmucky football team mascots. But she’d put herself through a lot more discomfort than that to help SG-1.

“So,” said Daniel. “What did you make of my findings in the cave?”

“What findings?”

“You know. The cave paintings. The ones showing how all this started. The release of the plagues by Ra and Setesh. The dead Jaffa.”

Dead Jaffa? She stopped. “Daniel, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You don’t — ” Fist pressed to his head, he spun round to face her. “Janet, I wrote a whole report on it, I drew pictures. Colonel Dixon sent it through to the SGC yesterday morning.”

She shook her head. “I never saw it. Tell me about the dead Jaffa.”

“The diseases the Goa’uld turned loose here killed them.”

What? “But Teal’c’s not sick.”

“I know,” said Daniel.

“Does he know why? Does he — ”

Daniel spread his arms in a ‘look around you’ gesture. “There hasn’t been much time for chatting, Janet. I told him about the paintings, but he didn’t have an explanation. I was expecting you to follow up — ”

“Once I’d read your report.” She blew out a breath, the sound hollow and echoing inside her suit helmet. “Okay. When I’ve done what I came here to do, I’ll sit down with Teal’c. See what he knows. It might be nothing, or — ”

“It might be something.” Daniel chewed his lip. “I really hope it’s something, Janet. Things are pretty bad.”

As if she needed him to tell her that. In silence they continued to SG-1’s tent.

Jack was ill-advisedly out of bed, sitting on a camp stool beside Sam. He let go of her flaccid hand when he saw they had visitors and pushed unsteadily to his feet. “Hey, Doc.”

She nodded, for a moment not trusting herself to speak, wondering if this was what victims of the Great Plague in London had looked like. “Colonel. At the risk of spoiling our happy reunion, I feel bound to point out to you that you should be in bed.”

Somehow he managed to smile. “Ah. Still the Napoleonic power-monger, I see. Nice to know some things don’t change.”

“I wouldn’t want to disappoint you, sir. Now please. Go lie down, and I’ll examine you in a minute.”

He didn’t even have the strength for a token protest, just nodded and creaked his way back to his camp bed. She dropped to the stool and looked at Sam.

“Hey sweetie,” she murmured, her gloved fingers pressed gently to the lymph nodes under her friend’s jaw. Swollen. Tender. Even stuporous, Sam flinched. “You hang in there, Samantha. I’m not giving up on you just yet.”

Daniel said, “If it’s any consolation, she hasn’t gotten worse overnight.”

Her eyes were stinging. Damn. “That’s good news, Daniel. She could use more fluids, though. Go fetch me an i/v kit and a couple of bags of saline, would you? I’ll set it up now.”

“Sure,” said Daniel. “Won’t be a moment.”

Leaving Sam, she crossed to Jack. “Hey there,” she said, and pulled another stool close to sit on. “How ya doing, mi amigo?”

He blinked rapidly. “Janet, I’m — ” His voice broke, and he closed his eyes. “Crap.”

She took his hand and held it lightly, mindful of the open sores marring his skin. They should be bandaged. Damn, he was stubborn. “I know. I know. It’s okay.”

He pressed his other hand across his face, trying to hide. Needing to hide. “I cannot believe how screwed we are.”

“You’re a little screwed, yeah,” she said, struggling to keep her own voice steady. “But you’re not dead yet. And if I’ve got anything to say about it you won’t be dead for at least another forty years.”

“Your lips to God’s ears, Janet.” He let his hand fall from his eyes, showing her his naked, frightened face. “What the hell are you doing here? You shouldn’t be risking yourself like this. You’ve got Cassie to think of.”

“It was Cassie who told me I had to come, or else. I’m under strict instructions to make you all better.” She cleared her throat. “General Hammond sends his best, and Siler says to tell you there’s a vigil for you in the chapel.”

His head rolled on the pillow, his stark gaze shifting. “Sam’s bad.”

There was no point lying. “Yeah. She is.”

“I can’t believe Daniel and Dixon aren’t sick.”

“Well, I think I can explain Daniel, but as for Colonel Dixon?” She shrugged. “This thing is a crap shoot. You’re running roughly a 1-in-3 ratio of infected to healthy. So far, he’s got lucky.”

“Yeah. He should buy us lottery tickets when this is over. So, is there a name for what Carter’s got? What I’ve got?”

“Not really. I mean, nothing past Adjoan Strain A, Adjoan Strain B, Adjoan Strain — ”

He grimaced. “That’s original. Janet, how the hell did you convince Hammond to let you come?”

“No-one told you? I’m autopsying Lotar. It might help me understand what’s happening. Develop a treatment.”

He tried to sit up. “No. You can’t. One slip of the scalpel and you’ll end up on a bed right beside Carter. I’m pulling rank. Turn around and go home.”

Gently she pressed him onto his back. He was so weak, so unwell, he had no hope of fighting her. “Sorry, Jack. I got my clearance from our boss. And last time I looked colonel doesn’t outrank general.”

He was breathing heavily, almost wheezing. Fluid in his chest. “Dammit, Janet — ”

She had to grin, even though her throat was tight with pain. “Hey. We can play movie trivia quotes later. Right now I want you to lie still and shut up so I can examine you.”

Defeated, he let her poke and prod without argument. His lymph nodes were tender, too. And his belly. When pushed, he admitted there wasn’t really any part of him that didn’t hurt to some degree.

“Okay,” she said, and took his hand again. The fact he didn’t object distressed her almost more than his deteriorated condition. “Yet again you’re proving to the universe that you are one tough bastard. But let’s not kid ourselves. You’re sick, Jack. So you let the guys look after you. I know you hate being dependent, but things are how they are and they’re not going to change. At least not any time soon.”

His eyes were too bright, and it wasn’t just from his low-grade fever. He was right on the edge. The only other time she’d seen him this close to breakdown was after Frank Cromwell’s death.

She tightened her fingers. “If our friendship means anything, if ever you’ve trusted me as your doctor, you’ll promise me, promise me, you won’t get up again today.”

“Hell,” he said. “Who taught you to play this dirty?”

Another tight smile. “My skills evolve as the need arises.”

He sighed, a raspy, bubbling exhalation that ended in a cough. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Good,” she said, not even trying to hide her relief.

And then his hand tightened on hers, harder than she’d have thought was possible. “Now you promise me, Janet. Swear you won’t let my team die. Swear you’ll get them out of here alive.”

“Jack — ”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he said, and let go of her. “I know you can’t promise that.”

She pressed her palm to his cheek and lied. “No. I can. I’ll save them, Jack. Whatever it takes.” Burdened with his trust she lied… and he heard her do it. “Do you hear me? I’ll save them.”

Before he could answer, Daniel returned with the i/v kit for Sam. “Sorry I took so long,” he said. “I was — I got — anyway. Sorry.”

They exchanged looks. She knew exactly why he’d taken so long, he was giving Jack the space and time he needed with his doctor. She smiled. “That’s okay. Let’s get Sam set up. Then I’ll check in on the rest of your patients and after that… Lotar.”

 

Daniel stayed behind after Janet finished with Sam. She’d cursed putting in the i/v — apparently Hazmat suit gloves made the job a lot harder. He offered to do it but she said no. He thought, looking at her face as she inserted the i/v needle, that tending Sam herself, finally getting hands-on in this crisis, was a kind of healing for her.

 She looks like she needs it.

He found his comb and gently ran it through Sam’s hair, knowing how much she hated being unkempt. I love my job, don’t get me wrong, she’d told him once, when they were up to their eyeballs in another crisis and plastered head to toe with mud. I just — sometimes I really wish it wasn’t so messy. Y’know?

“There you go, Sam,” he murmured, and tossed the comb onto his camp bed. “Pretty as a picture.” Then he went and sat beside Jack. “Hey.”

With an effort Jack lifted his swollen, blistered eyelids. “Hey.”

“How you doing?”

“Never better.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that.”

Wheezing, Jack shifted on his camp bed. “Can’t believe Fraiser’s in town.”

“No. It’s good. And all it took to get her here was the need for an autopsy.” He heard the bitterness in his voice, and tried to soften it. “And wanting to make sure Teal’c, Dave and I don’t run the SGC out of Tylenol.”

“No way,” said Jack. “You’re doing great, Daniel.”

Jack so rarely broke out in compliments. Despite the sharp pain of Lotar, he smiled. “Thanks. Although…”

“What?”

He was still their team leader. He had the right to know. “Teal’c’s taking this pretty hard. He’s blaming himself.”

“Damn.”

He hesitated, then added, “And us.”

Jack stared at him, his eyes so sunken, so bloodshot. “The whole… fairytale thing?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s wrong,” said Jack. “It’s not his fault, it’s not our fault. It’s not even Washington’s fault. For once. The Goa’uld did this, Daniel. They’re the only ones to blame.”

“I don’t know,” he said, troubled. “I can’t help — ”

“Daniel.”

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Okay.”

“Tell him to come see me. I’ll put him straight.”

Oh, so not a good idea. “You’re not well enough for exciting conversation, Jack.”

Jack managed a grin, a travesty of amusement. “If I can survive Dixon, I can survive anything.”

Right. And speaking of Dixon… How the hell do I say this tactfully? “Ah, how are you guys doing, anyway? How are you doing, him being here? Was I wrong, to worry? Y’know, about him stirring up — ”

Jack glared. “Oh, cut the crap, Daniel. The bastard told you, didn’t he.”

There really wasn’t any point, being tactful with Jack. “About you having nightmares? Yeah. Sorry.”

With a muffled grunt, Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m fine.”

Except he so clearly wasn’t. “Jack — ”

“I’m fine, I said, and that’s the end of the discussion,” Jack snapped. And then had to take a moment, to recover his breath. “Haven’t you got a bedpan to empty somewhere, or something?”

Actually, there was a lot of or something he needed to do. “Dixon’s really not a bad guy, Jack,” he said quietly, standing. “He’s worried about you.”

“I’m touched,” said Jack, and closed his eyes.

Daniel sighed. Okay. That went well. And knowing precisely when he was beaten, he left Jack alone.

 

Walking alone from SG-1’s tent to Georgetown’s medical district Janet found she had to stop for a minute, and take stock. Let the enormity of what was happening here hit her, so she could absorb it and move on. Be effective. Do her job.

I’ve read about field hospitals during the Civil War but I never thought I’d actually get to help recreate one.

It was an experience she could happily have lived without.

Gradually her turmoil eased and she was able to really take in what she was seeing. Dear God, what they’d achieved. It was some kind of miracle. She didn’t want to think what SG-1’s journey from Mennufer had been like, leading hundreds of people, many of them ill, needing to be stretchered, through the unforgiving terrain lying between the Stargate and the valley that had been the villagers’ home.

Maybe we should rechristen Jack ‘Moses’.

And if that wasn’t hard enough, then to arrive at the gate… only to see the mountains of equipment waiting for them. To cope with the rest of what they needed being sent through, hour after hour. She’d seen the operation from the SGC end. It had boggled her imagination, how fast Hammond had managed to organize tents and supplies and camp beds and portable generators and lights and — and everything SG-1 needed to create their home away from home.

A small herd of unaffected children, a roughly equal mix of boys and girls, had gathered in one of Georgetown’s narrow streets and was playing with the soccer ball Siler had included in a shipment of supplies. She stood and watched them for a while, wondering at their laughter.

Never underestimate the resilience of kids.

But even though this happy little band looked healthy enough, who knew what was brewing inside them, waiting for the chance to erupt in fevers, blisters, rashes and worse?

Oh God. They need a doctor.

According to Daniel they were currently dealing with one hundred and ninety-four affected villagers, whose symptoms ranged from mild to severe. It was insane. Daniel, Teal’c, Dixon and some barely competent unsophisticated villagers attempting to give modern medical treatment without a single medical degree between them. It was like trying to empty an ocean with a teaspoon.

And I have to leave them. I have to go back to Earth. So much for honoring my Hippocratic Oath.

Her stomach knotted with tension, she left the children to their ball game and kept on walking.

So far there were eight hospital tents. She worked through them methodically, one by one, recognizing faces in real life from their digicammed reproductions. She checked vitals, scribbled treatment notes, corrected medications, attempted many explanations, ran out of new prayers. Forced herself to meet the eyes of friends and family sitting with their ailing loved ones. Accepted their awed thanks, absorbed their inconsolable grief. Teal’c made the rounds with her; Dixon was snatching an overdue break, getting something to eat.

When she was finished she stepped outside tent number eight and stood with her hands on her hips, breathing. Just breathing. Struggling to keep inappropriate emotion at bay.

Teal’c’s hand came to rest on her shoulder. “It is indeed distressing, Doctor Fraiser.”

She blinked hard. “Yeah.”

“But there is yet hope. Not every villager has succumbed to these plagues.”

“I don’t know how much longer that’ll last, Teal’c,” she said, and looked at him. “The viruses have undergone some significant mutations. They’re incorporating biomaterial from SG-1 and infecting a population that’s been isolated for three thousand years. That’s why the plague is more severe this time.”

Teal’c’s face stilled completely. “Does O’Neill know?”

“No.” She sighed. “I don’t see there’s any point telling him. He can’t undo what’s happened. And I don’t want him feeling any worse than he does already.”

“You wish me to keep this information secret?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. Besides, the damage is done. Separating you from the villagers now would be pointless. And somebody has to treat the sick.”

“Indeed,” he said soberly.

Frowning, she considered him. Strong, stalwart Teal’c. The only person on Adjo who could breathe the tainted air and touch the infected without the fear of being infected himself.

Yes. Yes, and why is that? I’m so used to Teal’c’s perfect immunity I’ve started taking it for granted — and I shouldn’t. My God, I shouldn’t. Not with what Daniel found in that cave…

“Teal’c,” she said slowly, following the nascent train of thought. “Why are you immune to these diseases when your Jaffa ancestors died from them in Ra and Setesh’s war? I mean, yes, the original pathogens have changed over time, but clearly they’re still fatal. Why does your symbiote protect you when theirs couldn’t protect them?”

“Since Daniel Jackson told me of the cave paintings I have been thinking,” Teal’c said. “The Jaffa of the distant past were more like the humans from which we were created. Their Goa’uld symbiotes did not protect them. Those Jaffa could get sick and die. Then the Goa’uld changed us further, so their symbiotes did protect us.” His face twisted. “We were told this was the Gods showing us their great love.”

Janet felt her skin crawl. Loathsome, loathsome beings. “When exactly did they do this? Do you know?”

“No. The Jaffa have no written history, Doctor Fraiser. It is forbidden. Our truths are passed from father to son, from priestess to acolyte. In stories, in whispers, lest the Goa’uld overhear. Some truths have been lost to us, when the Jaffa who knew them died before they were able to share their knowledge.”

“But you’re certain you were changed.”

“Indeed.”

Mind racing, Janet stared at him. “Except… what if you weren’t, Teal’c? What if it was the Goa’uld who were changed?”

“By whom?”

She shook her head. “The battle was only between Ra and Setesh, but you said Adjo was off-limits to everyone,” she said slowly. “That sounds to me like there was some kind of summit meeting of system lords as a result of what happened here. That they reached a — a group agreement. Does that sound possible?”

Teal’c nodded. “If the matter is considered serious enough, system lords will put aside their differences in order to protect the Goa’uld empire in its entirety.”

Okay. Okay. So. Thinking it through… “Teal’c, every Jaffa, no matter which Goa’uld he or she serves, is reliant on a symbiote for survival. So all the system lords must’ve agreed to the plan.”

“Plan, Doctor Fraiser?”

“Yes. To genetically modify the species. To alter Goa’uld biology so symbiotes can produce the secretions that destroy a Jaffa’s
natural immune systems at the time of the prim’ta and allow their alien immune systems to replace it. And — and — ” Oh, God. Was this the answer to one of the questions that had been bugging her for so long? “What if they were changed even further? What if they were modified to not just act as your immune system, but to give them the ability to actively cure human diseases? Like cancer? Like the plague? What if the ancient Goa’uld redesigned themselves so they could not only protect their living incubators but also perfect human beings as their ultimate hosts? The curing of human ailments, allied with exposure to the sarcophagus, explains how the Goa’uld can keep a human host alive for centuries.” Her heart was pounding. She had no proof, not a shred of it, but every instinct told her she was right. “Does any of this sound familiar to you? I mean, do you know when the Jaffa first became immune to disease, or the Goa’uld first exhibited the ability to cure cancer, for example?”

“No,” said Teal’c, his expression grimmer than ever. “The Jaffa are kept in ignorance of many things, to prevent them from becoming a threat to their Goa’uld masters. But what you are suggesting, Doctor… it does sound like the Goa’uld.”

She didn’t know whether to be pleased by that, or worried. And I don’t know how I can use it to help Adjo. Not yet. There’s something… something… I just can’t quite see it. But I will. I have to. All I need is time to think…

She clasped Teal’c’s arm lightly. “Okay. I have to perform this autopsy. Thanks, Teal’c. You’ve given me a lot to consider.”

“You are welcome, Doctor Fraiser,” he said, and bowed.

She made her way to the small tent where Lotar waited, and there found Lotar’s young husband. Bhuiku’s grave composure was impressive. Standing beside the decently sheet-shrouded body of his beloved he said, “Daniel promises me you will treat my wife with respect, Doctor Fraiser.”

“Yes, Bhuiku,” she said softly. “You have my word. I only wish I didn’t have to do this at all. I am deeply grateful for your permission to proceed.”

He nodded. “It is what she would have wanted.”

“Daniel has told me how hard you’re working to help your people. Our people. I can’t begin to tell you how much it’s appreciated.”

“Colonel O’Neill and his team came to us as friends,” he said, his eyes bright. “Our Elders deceived you and so your friends are trapped, as we are trapped, in the nightmare of rebirth. It is possible they will die or be forced to remain on Adjo forever. Knowing this, Doctor, how can I not help them?”

His pain stabbed through her, so sharply she almost made her own confession, almost told him what his people’s eager acceptance of SG-1 among them had done to them.

But I can’t. It’s too dangerous. Oh, God. I feel like a criminal. Like it’s my fault.

“Bhuiku,” she said, hearing the huskiness in her voice, “your people are victims of the Goa’uld. We don’t blame you or your Elders for this, and it breaks our hearts to see you suffering, to be unable to end that suffering.”

“If I believed a god existed, Doctor, I would thank it for sending you to us.”

Oh, Bhuiku. “I — I need to get started now.”

He looked at Lotar. “When you have done what must be done, may I come back and sit with her again?”

“Ah… Bhuiku…” She cleared her throat. “It might be better if you didn’t.”

Bhuiku flinched. “I see.”

He walked out of the tent without a backwards glance. Janet waited until self-control returned, then set up her instruments and got to work.

 

It was a long, painstaking business. When it was finished she walked out into the bright Adjoan sunshine. Inside the Hazmat suit she was clammy with sweat. Breathing deeply, she tried to forget the images washed in blood across her inner eye, the dreadful suffering they implied. When she had herself in hand she found Teal’c mending a broken camp bed, and asked him to see her medical equipment and the cases of tissue samples safely to the gate. Then she went in search of Bhuiku and found him with Daniel, sitting in a patch of shade. Daniel was peeling potatoes and Bhuiki shelled peas. When he saw her approach he stood, and again she was struck his dignity and grace.

“It is done, Doctor Fraiser?”

She nodded. “It’s done. You can hold her funeral now.”

Bhuiku’s eyes filled with tears, but he didn’t let them fall. “I do wish to see her one last time.”

Daniel looked up, alarmed. “Ah, Bhuiku — ”

“It’s all right,” she said. Suspecting as much, she’d worked hard to minimize the gruesomeness. “Sit with her, Bhuiku. Say your last goodbye. But she must be cremated before sunset.”

“I understand,” he said, and walked away.

Janet cleared her throat. “Okay, Daniel. Now that we’ve got a moment to ourselves, I want to examine you and Colonel Dixon. No arguments.”

He threw the peeler and a half-denuded potato into the pot beside him. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Where’s the colonel?”

Daniel grimaced. “Emptying latrines.”

They sent a village boy to run and fetch him, and she examined Daniel in the command tent. He was still unaffected. Exhausted, but unaffected.

“Still,” she said severely, “you have to get sufficient rest. Don’t rely on your sarcophagus advantage, Daniel. You might not be as bullet-proof as we hope.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and tried to dredge up a smile.

He left the tent, and Dixon entered. “I’m fine. Really.”

“I’m sure you are, Colonel,” she replied. “But what say we don’t let my medical degree go to waste?”

“What were you able to learn from the autopsy?” he asked, as methodically she checked his lymph nodes.

“That Lotar suffered a catastrophic system failure. Until tests are run on the tissue samples I collected that’s all I can say for certain.” She checked his temperature, his blood pressure with a digital monitor, flashed a pen-light in his eyes. “Okay,” she said at last. “That’s it.”

“And I’m good?”

“For now. But — ” She considered him closely. “Colonel, Major Logan told me about your wife.”

Dixon scowled. “Then he was out of line. I’m fine. Lainie’s not your concern.”

“No. But how you’re coping with the situation is.”

He scrubbed a hand across his tired face. “Just back off, would you? I told you, I’m fine.” Then he sighed. “Sorry. I was channeling O’Neill there for a minute.”

“And very convincingly, too.”

He met her gaze squarely. “Doctor Fraiser, I’m handling it. I’ve got no other choice, have I?”

No. He didn’t. And nothing she could say would make the situation any easier, so… “All right, Colonel. We’re done. And I’ve got to go. I’ll just look in on Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter one last time.”

He stood. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks, Doc. I’ll see you at the gate.”



Chapter Twenty-four
 

It was harder to walk through Georgetown this time. Children at their lessons. Mothers nursing babies. Young men with ravaged eyes. Old men with no hope. She found it almost impossible to look at them, knowing now just how much these people needed her. Knowing she was about to blithely abandon them.

No. Not blithely. I’m going kicking and screaming. And when I get back home I’m going to fight to come back. If I have to march into the Oval Office myself, I’m not letting anyone wash our hands of this.

Jack and Sam were both sleeping. She kissed her gloved fingers though her face-mask and pressed them to Sam’s hollow cheek and, because they were alone, did the same to Jack. Neither of them stirred.

“You’re not forgotten, okay?” she told them. “We haven’t left you behind. Don’t you die while I’m gone. Do you hear me? Don’t you dare.”

Step by dragging step she made her way back to the Stargate. Daniel, Teal’c and Dixon were waiting for her at the DHD. The wormhole was engaged, and it looked like her equipment and tissue samples had already been sent back to the SGC. A portable spray-pack of heavy duty antiseptic stood ready.

“So. Guess this is goodbye,” said Daniel, once he’d finished spraying her down. He sounded forlorn. Tried to smile, and couldn’t quite manage it.

Traitor, traitor, her inner voice whispered.

She shook her head at him, her Hazmat suit dripping. “No. Not goodbye. I’m just… going next door. Any time you need to talk to me, Daniel, you pick up the phone.” She shifted her gaze. “That goes for all of you. I know you’re scared and lonely and way out of your depth… but you have so many people at home standing with you. So many people praying for you. We won’t stop until we find a way out of this.”

“We know,” said Dixon, nodding. He was smiling, but his eyes were bleak. “Thanks, Doc. You’d better get going.”

Yeah. She’d better. The SGC was waiting for her. Safe. Uncontaminated. Light years away from her desperate, struggling friends and the people they were killing themselves to save.

Oh God. This is too hard.

She took a step back. One small step towards betrayal. “Look after yourselves. Do whatever it takes to keep Colonel O’Neill in that camp bed. Teal’c, you have my medical authority to sit on him, if that’s what it takes.”

Teal’c’s eyebrow lifted. “I will tell him you said so”.

Another step back. Just call me Benedict Arnold. “Remember, you have to take good care of yourselves or you won’t be any good to anyone else.”

“We will,” said Colonel Dixon. “Don’t worry. It’s all under control.”

Under control? Are you crazy? This is the most chaotic mess I’ve ever seen in my life. We can’t win this. Not from a distance.

Yet another step back, the third and final. Even through the Hazmat suit she could feel the wormhole’s fierce pulsing energy, feel the hum of the Stargate buzzing through her bones.

She looked at Georgetown one last time. At the children. The mothers. The bewildered, struggling fathers. Looked at the faces of the team she was leaving. Turned. Stared at the beckoning event horizon. And thought: Oh God. I can’t do it.

Before anyone could stop her she twisted the clips on her wet Hazmat suit helmet. Breaking the seal. Breaking a lot of things. Pulled the helmet off and breathed the tainted, killing air of Adjo.

Shouting behind her. Boots on red rock. Frantic hands seizing her shoulders, spinning her around.

“You idiot, Janet! What have you done?”

Dazed, she stared into Daniel’s furious, despairing face. The helmet slipped to the ground. “What I had to, Daniel.”

He shook her again, not gently. “General Hammond is going to kill you for this! Jack’s going to kill you.”

She managed a smile. “Don’t forget Adjo. It might have first dibs.”

He shook her so hard then that her teeth chattered, and a heartbeat later crushed her to his chest in a suffocating hug. “Oh God. You’re insane, Janet. I should kill you.”

The radio crackled. “SG-1, this is Hammond. We’re still waiting for Doctor Fraiser.”

Dixon, his face white, dragged the radio from his pocket. “SGC, this is Dixon. We have a problem. Doctor Fraiser is compromised. I say again, she’s been exposed.”

Silence. Then Dixon’s radio hissed. “Colonel Dixon, let me speak to her.”

She took the radio with trembling fingers. “This is Fraiser.”

“Janet.” Hammond sounded wounded. “I trusted you.”

For a moment she couldn’t answer. “I’m — I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t come here meaning to do this.”

She heard him breathing, hard, as he struggled to maintain his discipline. Then Dixon snatched the radio, shoved her Hazmat suit helmet in her hands and growled, “Get it on again. Quick.”

“But — ”

“Do it!” he shouted. Then he said to Hammond, “Sir, Fraiser’s exposure has been minimal. Recommend you place a decon-team on high alert and — ”

“Colonel Dixon, if Fraiser’s been compromised her return is not possible. A fact of which she is perfectly well aware.”

“General — ”

“Colonel, are you deaf? Fraiser’s stuck there like the rest of you!”

The helmet still in her hands, Janet met Dixon’s glare without flinching. “He’s right. I can’t go home.”

“My God. You stupid — ” He bit the rest of his words back, but she could guess what he’d been about to say. Something unmilitary.

“It’s okay, Colonel. I’ve been called a lot worse than a bitch before now.”

Ignoring that, Dixon jabbed a finger at the Hazmat helmet. “For the love of Christ, woman, would you put that thing on? There’s still a chance you haven’t been infected and if that’s the case I’d like to keep it that way!”

Of course. He was right. She was an idiot, not thinking.

“General Hammond,” said Dixon, as she re-sealed herself inside the Hazmat suit, “I am sorry. I didn’t see it coming, or I’d have — ”

“It’s all right, Colonel. Nobody’s blaming you. Doctor Fraiser is responsible for her own actions and she alone will suffer their consequences.”

She held out her hand. After a brief hesitation, Dixon gave her the radio. “Sir,” she said, “I appreciate you’re less than pleased with me right now. Respectfully, I request that you table your disapproval of my actions until we can discuss them face to face, and instead focus our energies on reaching a successful resolution to our current crisis.”

“Are you saying you think there’s a way out of this?”

She looked at Teal’c, who’d not said a word or even moved since she threw her hat in the ring with SG-1. He returned her stare, face tranquil, eyes blazing. In the back of her mind, an idea clamored to be heard.

“Sir, I have a glimmer of a thought. Request permission to follow it up.”

“Permission granted,” said Hammond, after a long pause, his voice heavy with irony.

“Thank you, General. Sir, I’m going to need more equipment. A lot of it. Can I send you a list?”

“Yes.”

“In the meantime, can Doctor Warner and the lab team get started on those tissue samples?”

“I’ll see to it. Doctor — ”

She knew what he wanted. Wished she could give it to him. “I don’t know, sir. When I said a glimmer, I wasn’t being modest. I have to think about it. I need some time.”

“Well, Doctor, for your sake — as well as everyone else’s — let’s hope you’ve made the right choice.”

“Yes, sir.” Guilt scorched her. “Sir — about Cassie — ”

“I’ll take care of her. Hammond out.”

Stunned, she handed Dixon back his radio. “Thank you, Colonel.”

As the wormhole collapsed, he shoved the radio in his pocket. “Okay. What now?”

“Now?” She breathed out, long and slow. “Now I make a list of the things I need from the SGC, then I get to take a long walk and see if I can figure this out. You, Daniel and Teal’c should get back to the hospital tents. You’ve got rounds.”

He stared at her. “God almighty, you’re a piece of work.”

“Hey!” said Daniel sharply. “She’s put her life at risk for us, Dixon. Don’t go taking that tone with her.”

The look Dixon gave him was eerily reminiscent of Jack at his most scathing. “Doctor Jackson, as the highest ranking military officer still standing I’ll take whatever tone I like with Doctor Fraiser, who also happens to be a captain in the United States Air Force.”

Daniel traded him glare for glare. “Be careful, Colonel. She keeps a stash of blunt hypodermics.”

Janet bit her lip. “Sorry, sir. We’ve been friends for a while. And Daniel never has managed to get the hang of military protocols.”

Dixon’s scathing stare was transferred to her. “And if what I just saw is any indication, Doctor, the same thing could be said for you!”

Ouch. “When I became a doctor, Colonel Dixon, I took an oath to my patients that transcends every other promise I’ll make in my life. I don’t suppose you know what it said?”

“Yeah. Sure. Do no harm.”

She jabbed a thumb behind her. “If I’d stepped through that Stargate I’d have broken my word.”

Still angry, Dixon nodded. “I get that. I do. Just…” He scrubbed a hand over his pale, tired face. “Be right, okay? Just be right.” Then he sighed. “Jackson and I’ll be doing rounds, if you need us.”

He walked away. After a moment, Daniel followed.

Teal’c considered her gravely. “You have taken a great risk, Doctor Fraiser.”

She shrugged. “I had to.”

“This… glimmer of a thought. Does it by any chance involve my symbiote?”

Mouth dry, heart thudding, she bit her lip. “Pretty arrogant, I know. Seeing as how I didn’t ask if that was okay.”

His eyes warmed. “It is okay, Doctor Fraiser.”

“You have my word, Teal’c,” she said harshly. “I won’t put you at risk.”

The warmth in his eyes died. “You will do what you must to save SG-1 and the people of Adjo, Doctor. To do less than that will dishonor us both.”

She had no answer for him. All she had was hope. “All right. It’s a deal.”

 

Hammond stood for a long time in the control room after the wormhole from Adjo had collapsed. Sound by sound, the stunned silence surrendered to his people returning to work around him.

I should have known. I should have realized. Once she was there, she could never come back. Never abandon them. I’ve been a damned fool.

“Sergeant Harriman,” he said quietly, “ensure that Doctor Warner’s team gets those tissue samples ASAP. Tell him if there’s any further equipment or personnel he needs, I want to know about it. I’ll be in my office.”

Harriman nodded. “Yes, sir.”

He walked out, his spine straight, his shoulders unbowed, and felt half a dozen gazes follow him.

The first thing he did was call his daughter, asking her to collect Cassandra from school. The child and his grand-daughters were good friends. She could have a sleepover with them, and tomorrow they’d make more permanent arrangements for her care until Janet returned.

If she returns. If she hasn’t done something that can’t be undone. No. He couldn’t think like that. In that direction lay despair, the great sin. She’ll come home. She has to.

 

By the time Dixon realized Jackson had left the hospital tents it was too late. He’d already told O’Neill about Fraiser’s crazy-ass stunt. He walked into SG-1’s tent just as O’Neill was flailing about trying to get on his feet.

“Where is she? Where the hell is she?”

“Fraiser’s busy,” he said, and drilled Jackson with a look. “You couldn’t keep your mouth shut for five minutes, could you?”

Jackson fired up. “Hey, he’s our team leader. He’s got a right to know!”

“Yeah, but did he have to know ten seconds after it happened? He’s sick, dammit, he’s supposed to be resting. Now you’ve got him wallowing around like a drunken hippo and what good is that going to do him? Fraiser’s here and she ain’t going anywhere. He could’ve ripped her a new one after he got some more sleep.”

“Okay,” said O’Neill. “Sitting right here, if anyone’s interested.”

Jackson turned to him. “I couldn’t stop her, Jack. If I’d had any idea she was planning something this crazy I would‘ve — ”

“I know,” said O’Neill. He sounded exhausted. Looked worse. “It’s okay, Daniel. I want to kill Fraiser, not you.” He smiled, without humor. “For once.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Jackson rubbed at his eyes. “Hell, Jack. What are we doing to do?”

“Nothing,” said O’Neill. “Dixon’s right. Fraiser’s made her bed, now she’ll have to lie in it.” His breath caught and he started coughing, that dreadful tearing bark.

Dixon looked at him, then turned. “Daniel,” he said quietly. “Can you give us a minute?”

“Go,” O’Neill wheezed. “Find out what Fraiser’s on about with this glimmer of thought crap.” Then, as the tent flap closed behind Jackson, he added, “Well? What?”

Dixon shoved his hands in his pockets. “Okay, Jack. How do you want play this?”

“Play what?”

“How bad are you feeling? Honestly?”

Instead of answering, O’Neill looked across at Carter, who hadn’t so much as twitched a finger at their raised voices. Then he stared at the crusted blisters on the back of his hands. Finally, he looked up. “I’m not dying.”

“Is that a statement of fact or wishful thinking?”

O’Neill glared, his bloodshot eyes baleful. “I’m not dying.”

Maybe not today. “Okay. But…?”

Silence. O’Neill’s face was a study in angry indecision. Then it cleared. “But I’m not capable of leading this team, either. Or this mission. I haven’t been for days.”

More silence. Beyond the insubstantial canvas wall, life in Georgetown went on. Dixon blinked. “I didn’t expect you to admit it.”

“Because Frank told you I was an egomaniacal jerk?”

“No. Because I know what they mean to you.”

O’Neill grunted.

Frustrated, he banged a fist on his thigh. “I swear, I didn’t know Fraiser was going to do it, Jack. I wish to God I’d realized. I got her back into the Hazmat suit — too slowly, I admit, but — anyway. Chances are she’ll be okay.”

A convulsive shudder ran through O’Neill’s body, and he dropped his forehead into his hands. “She’s too gutsy for her own good, that’s her problem.”

“I guess…” He chewed his lip. “If she stayed here instead of going back then we’re even more screwed than we thought. And now she’s screwed, right along with us.”

O’Neill nodded, still staring at the ground. “Yeah.”

The man was deeply distressed. Dixon felt his jaw drop. “Hey. You and Fraiser. You’re not — ”

“What?” O’Neill looked up. “No! God, no. She’s my doctor. We’re friends.”

Which meant squat, but he’d let it go for now. “Jack, I need to know. If you’re too sick to stay team leader, are you willing to trust me with the mission, and your people’s lives?”

O’Neill snorted. “You mean I get a choice?”

“Of course. Say the word and I’ll defer to Teal’c. No problem. But there might be a bit of a problem if I have to call Jackson ‘sir’.”

Another snort. “Hey. I’m sick, I’m not demented.”

Dixon dropped to a crouch, so they were at eye level. “I’ll keep your people safe, Jack. As safe as I can. You have my word.”

“Yeah. I know. But don’t get the wrong idea, Dixon. This doesn’t mean I’m going to talk to you about Cromwell.”

“Didn’t think it did.”

“Just so long as we’re clear.”

“We are.”

“Okay.” O’Neill shook his head wearily. “Get Fraiser in here, would you? Now Daniel’s woken me up I might as well give her a piece of what’s left of my mind.” He pulled a face. “My last official act as team leader.”

He stood. “You sure?”

“No, I just said it to amuse myself.”

“Yeah. Right. I’ll be back in a minute.”

He found Fraiser and Teal’c in the tent the Jaffa used for his kel’noreem. They were both cross-legged on the matting, with Fraiser taking notes from whatever Teal’c was saying.

“O’Neill wants to see you, Doc,” he said. “He’s pretty pissed so I don’t suggest you keep him waiting.”

Fraiser sighed. “Dammit, Daniel…” She closed the note book. “Time to face the music, I guess.”

Teal’c went with them to SG-1’s tent. They ducked inside, and Dixon slid himself into an unobtrusive shadow. Can’t wait to see how O’Neill handles this.

Fraiser spoke first. “Colonel O’Neill, you — ”

O’Neill’s finger jabbed at her. “Shut up.” He turned to Teal’c, and not even the ravages sickness had wrought could hide the bitter anger in him. “Tell me you didn’t know she was going to do this. Tell me you didn’t cook up this insane stunt because you think this mess is all your fault.”

Teal’c stood at parade rest. “I did not know. I had no hand in Doctor Fraiser’s actions.”

Silence. Dixon watched as some of the burning fury drained from O’Neill’s eyes. “Okay.”

“O’Neill — ” Teal’c began, but O’Neill’s finger jabbed again.

“Now you shut up.” He glared at Fraiser. “Well?”

Behind the curved plastic of the Hazmat suit’s face-mask, Fraiser’s expression was torn between anger and chagrin. “Colonel, I don’t appreciate your tone.”

“And I don’t appreciate you being a bonehead.”

“Does that mean you intend to decline any treatment I might arrive at as a result of my actions?”

Nailed him. O’Neill stared. “You can fix this? For real?”

“No promises, Colonel,” Fraiser said coolly. “But I do have an idea. Teal’c and I just need time to figure a few things out.”

A sideways glance at Teal’c. “Where does he fit in?”

“My symbiote,” said Teal’c. “Doctor Fraiser believes it might hold the key to a cure.”

“Not a cure, a treatment,” said Fraiser, edgy. “Cure is a four-letter word.”

“Potayto, potarto!” said O’Neill, just as edgy. “Can you fix this or not?”

“Perhaps. If my idea pans out there’s a chance we can eradicate all symptoms of this plague. Maybe even knock out the core virus itself.”

“I thought the plague disappeared on its own after the rebirthing season,” said O’Neill. “Isn’t that what the villagers said?”

Fraiser didn’t answer that one. Behind the face-mask her eyes were guarded.

“What?” said O’Neill, and sat a little straighter, even though it clearly cost him. “Fraiser? What?”

“The plague viruses have mutated beyond their normal parameters,” she said carefully. “As a result, I suspect they won’t return to dormancy as usual.”

“Because of us, right?” said O’Neill, closing his eyes. “Somehow us coming here has screwed with rebirth.”

Fraiser sighed, a metallic sound through the Hazmat suit intercom. “I’m afraid so.”

O’Neill looked across at Carter, surrounded by i/v stands, still as death beneath her blanket. “So we did this. It’s on us.”

“Not intentionally,” said Fraiser, in a small voice.

“Yeah. Right,” O’Neill replied. His tone would have etched glass. “That’s what we’ll put on Lotar’s headstone. Whoops. Sorry.”

“If Doctor Fraiser is right about my Goa’uld symbiote,” said Teal’c, “we might yet undo this damage.”

“At what risk to you, Teal’c?” O’Neill demanded. “We’ve already seen how fast you die if anything happens to Junior. And it’s not like we’ve got a stash of his little cousins wriggling in a jar somewhere ready to take his place.”

“I am prepared to take the risk,” said Teal’c, unperturbed.

O’Neill scorched with him a look. “Yeah? Well it’s not your call. If you think I’m trading my life for yours, think again. Carter won’t go for it either.”

Teal’c’s expression chilled. “You are free to refuse medical treatment, O’Neill, as is Major Carter. But that will not stop me from helping the people of Adjo.”

“Even if it costs you your life?”

Fascinated, Dixon watched as Teal’c nodded.

Hell. It’s the Cor’ai take two. If O’Neill thinks he can browbeat Teal’c on this one he is demented, as well as sick.

And O’Neill knew it. “Fine. Whatever, Teal’c. It’s not like I’m in any shape to stop you. Fraiser — ”

Her head came up, wary. “Sir?”

“Pin your ears back, because this is an order. If you honestly think you and Teal’c have a chance here, you take it. You do your best to get us out of this mess. But the minute, no, the second it looks like Teal’c’s life is in danger, it’s over. You pull the plug.”

Fraiser nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now scoot. You two have a lot of work to do.”

The moment Teal’c and Fraiser were out of the tent, O’Neill slumped, almost groaning. Dixon eased him onto his camp bed, and covered his shivering body with a blanket.

Fighting unconsciousness, O’Neill stared up at him. “Okay, Dixon. The team’s yours now. You better take care of them… or I’ll kick your ass.”

“You got it, Jack,” he said quietly, and left the man to his pain.

 

“Okay, Teal’c,” said Janet, as they walked the streets of Georgetown. “Here’s what I’m thinking. If we accept the hypothesis that the Goa’uld genetically engineered their symbiotes so they could act as a Jaffa’s immune system and cure human diseases, then doesn’t it also follow that the genetically engineered symbiotes were given the ability to specifically defeat the viruses that Ra and Setesh let loose here on Adjo?”

“Yes,” Teal’c said, after a moment. “But if that is so, why then was Adjo declared rek’ash’navai?”

Damn. Good question. “Well — maybe because even with the genetic engineering the pathogens in their pure state were just too virulent. Even with genetic engineering the symbiotes were still at risk, then. But now that’s clearly not the case. I mean, your symbiote’s keeping you healthy. Which means the original pathogens have weakened considerably in the last three thousand years.”

“Your explanation seems logical,” said Teal’c. “But I am not a doctor.”

Some days I don’t feel like one either. “We know already that a Goa’uld can share a human body without the human immune system rejecting it. So there was already some kind of genetic tampering, to make that possible. Which means, theoretically, if we can synthesize a vaccine from your symbiote’s blood, and then find a way to mass-produce it, we can innoculate everyone here — maybe everyone on Adjo — and halt this thing in its tracks.”

Teal’c looked at her. “And how long will that take?”

Oh God. Too long. “Let’s not worry about that now. Let’s take this one step at a time. First, I need a sample of your symbiote’s blood.”

They hurried to the medical supply tent, where Teal’c stripped off his fatigue shirt and tee-shirt, baring his symbiote pouch to the warm air. She rummaged in the supply cases for a fresh sample kit, cursing the clumsiness of the damned Hazmat suit.

“You want to do this standing or lying down?” she asked. “We can get a camp bed.”

“You would have to kneel,” said Teal’c. “I shall stand.”

Except, even standing, she couldn’t get the job done. With Teal’c holding the symbiote three-quarters of the way out of its pouch, keeping its thrashing to a minimum, she tried to take the blood but the damned Hazmat suit made her too slow, too awkward. After the fourth failed attempt she stood back, sweating.

“Okay. Screw this,” she muttered. “Teal’c, take a break.”

And as he returned the symbiote to its haven and sat down, not quite steady, she stripped off the suit.

“Hey,” she said, meeting Teal’c’s horrified gaze. “It had to come off sooner or later. There’s the small matter of eating, drinking and peeing.” She sniffed, then screwed up her nose. “God. I stink. When we’re done here I’m taking an hour-long shower.”

Teal’c stood. “Colonel O’Neill will be most displeased, Doctor Fraiser.”

Truth be told, I’m not so happy myself. I guess now I’ll really have to make this work. “It’s fine, Teal’c. I’ll be fine. Now let’s get this done.”

Blessedly free of the Hazmat suit’s restraints, she got the blood she needed.

“Thank you, Teal’c,” she said. “You should rest. I know that was unpleasant.”

“I cannot rest,” he said, pulling on his tee-shirt. “I must assist Colonel Dixon and Daniel Jackson with their rounds.”

“Rest,” she insisted. “You’ve got an extra pair of hands on the team now. Take advantage of them.”

“Very well,” he agreed, and left the tent.

After scribbling notes to go with the blood sample, outlining her theory and jotting down a list of the equipment she needed from her lab, she bundled everything into an empty transport case, hurried to the gate and opened a wormhole to the base.

“Sergeant, I need to speak to Doctor Warner.”

“Janet!” said Bill, seeing her via the MALP camera. “My God — your Hazmat suit — you’re staying there?“

“Yes,” she said. “Trust me, Bill. You’d have done the same thing. Look, I’m sending you through a sample of symbiote blood and an outline of my theory. Double check my reasoning, will you? Make sure I’m on the right track? Then we can talk about what comes next.”

“Symbiote blood?” said Bill. “From Teal’c? What — you’re thinking a vaccine? My God, is that even possible?”

Oh, the joys of not having to explain everything. “That’s what I’m hoping to find out, Bill.”

“There’s not a lot of blood in a symbiote, Janet. We’ll have to be careful.”

She felt sick. “I know.”

And as for the ethical considerations, well… it was a Goa’uld. And this crisis was the Goa’uld’s fault to begin with. She didn’t have the luxury of being squeamish.

“I’ve included a list of equipment I need, so I can set up my own lab. Once we’re agreed we’re headed in the right direction I can duplicate your processes and we can double-check our results.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Okay. Hold on.” She pushed the supply case into the wormhole then returned to the MALP. “Package is on its way. Did you get those tissue samples from the autopsy?”

“Yeah. The team’s started working on them already.”

“Make sure you put aside a separate batch of viral cultures. We’ll need them for when we’ve got a prototype vaccine.”

“When?” said Bill, after a short silence. Then he sighed. “Okay.”

Janet looked around, but there was nobody nearby. “I have to say when, Bill. I can’t let it be if. Things are bad here. They should’ve had a doctor from the start. Hell, they should’ve had an entire medical team. Talk about a wing and a prayer, this set-up is crazy. I don’t see how — ” She stopped, breathing hard. Stay positive. Stay positive. “Have you got that sample case yet?”

“Yeah,” said Bill. “It’s just coming up to the control
room now.”

“Good. So send me that equipment ASAP, will you? We have to get started, Bill. These people don’t have much more time.”

“I hear you. We’re on it, Janet. You’re not alone in this,
okay?”

With the wormhole disengaged, she stared at the empty Stargate ring.

They don’t have much more time… and neither do I.

After three years in the SGC she wasn’t the doctor she used to be, that was for sure. Her skills had expanded far beyond their original parameters. Working with Linnea to cure the people of Vyus of the strange phenomenon called ‘the vorlix’ had opened up a new world of medicine to her. With Bill Warner and their people as back-up she could do things that once she’d considered the sacred province of research scientists and biochemists.

I can do this. I can. God help me, I have to.



Chapter Twenty-five
 

Jack took one look at her out of the Hazmat suit, sat up on his camp bed and launched into a blistering tirade. She stood there and took it. What choice did she have?

He is so pissed at me he doesn’t know what to do with it.

Of course, she was pretty pissed at him too.

Because hey. Disobeyed a few orders yourself y’know, Jack.

But he was too sick to keep it up for long. After a couple of minutes he ran out of breath and invective and had to content himself with glaring.

“I’m sorry you’re unhappy,” she said quietly, once she was sure he was done. “And I take exception to the idea that I’m trying to be a hero. We both know that’s not my style. I made the best choice for my patients.”

“And the worst choice for yourself!” he retorted, wheezing. “Janet — ”

“Colonel, I’m on a massive anti-viral cocktail, plus prophylactic antibiotics. My general health is excellent. I’m confident — ” Liar, liar — “that I’ll be fine. Now you have to stay calm. Your condition may have stabilized, but that could change if you’re not careful.”

He grimaced, and with difficulty lay down again. “You call this stabilized? I’ve got enough fluid in my chest to sink the Titanic, I can’t sit upright for more than five minutes at a time, I can’t walk more than ten feet without falling down — ”

“I know,” she said. “You’re sick. But you’re not getting worse.” She bit her lip. Time to give him the bad news. “Jack, I’m moving Sam into the women’s ICU tent.”

He stared at her, unblinking, then shifted his gaze to Sam, so still, so silent, so absent. “Is that really necessary?”

He wasn’t questioning her medical judgment, she knew that. He was just afraid. Which makes two of us. This is the sickest Sam’s been in her whole life. If I can’t save her…

“She needs closer monitoring,” she said. “She needs oxygen and — ”

“Oxygen?”

“As a precaution. Jack, she needs a catheter. She needs her privacy.”

“Yeah,” he said, after a moment. “Yeah. Okay.”

“I’ll have Teal’c and Colonel Dixon come get her. Stay put,” she said, sternly. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

But when she returned, Teal’c and Dixon in tow, of course he was off his camp bed and on the stool beside Sam, holding her hand and talking to her.

“ — out of this, Carter. We didn’t survive Antarctica, and Apophis’s invasion, and you getting Goa’ulded, and — and that damned black hole and — ” He stopped. “We didn’t survive all that,” he continued after a moment, his voice unsteady, “and the rest of it, for you to get taken down by some damned snakehead virus. Okay?”

Sam wasn’t comatose. Not yet. Her eyes were open, and she was looking at Jack. “Okay.” She sounded frail. Insubstantial. “Whatever you say, sir.”

Crooking a finger at Teal’c and Dixon, Janet led them across the tent. “Hey, Sam, you’re awake,” she said brightly. Bedside rule #1: Always keep your game face on. “That’s great.”

Jack let go of Sam’s hand and retreated to his own camp bed. Sat down again and started picking at the scabs on his wrist, pretending he wasn’t terrified and furious and lost.

“Janet?” said Sam, in that horrible faint whisper. “Why aren’t you wearing your Hazmat suit?”

“It’s at the drycleaners,” she said. “So, Sam, I’m thinking you’re about ready for a change of scenery.”

“We’re going home?”

Oh God. “Not quite yet,” she said, keeping her voice steady with an effort. She started unhooking Sam’s i/v lines. “But you’re due for a respite from this pit of testosterone. I’m transferring you to one of the women’s tents.”

“Oh,” said Sam. Her eyes drifted closed. She had so very little stamina. “Okay, Janet.”

With the i/v lines safely discarded she nodded to Teal’c and Dixon. “Gently,” she warned. “Take it nice and slow.”

As they lifted the camp bed she retreated to the tent flap and held it wide for them. Slowly, carefully, they carried Sam out. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” she told them, and turned back to Jack.

“How’s it going with Teal’c?” he said. He had himself in hand. If she didn’t know him so well she’d think he was indifferent to Sam’s plight.

“Too early to tell,” she replied. “Bill Warner and I are about to start running tandem tests on the symbiote’s blood. We’ll know more in a day or so.”

He rested his head in his hands. “A day or so,” he echoed. “Does Carter have that long? Do any of us?”

She needed to catch up with the guys, and Sam. But Jack needed her too. Everyone needs me. Where’s a good cloning machine when you need one? “No-one’s giving up, Colonel. Everyone’s fighting.”

“Yeah.” He looked up at her, his eyes cynical. “If you ever get sick of medical emergencies you should think about running for Congress.”

“Lie down,” she advised him. “Rest. I’ll be back in a while to take your next blood sample and give you a nice multi-vitamin shot.”

He grunted, and assumed the horizontal. She pulled a blanket over him, let her hand rest briefly on his head, then left him to sleep.

As she made her way back to the ICU tent where Sam was waiting, Daniel caught up with her. “We’ve got four more sick,” he said bluntly. “Three kids, one adult. They’re in the triage tent.”

When would it end? “Take a history. Get their vitals. Record their baseline status on film for the database. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Daniel nodded but didn’t change direction. He still hadn’t succumbed, but he looked ill with exhaustion. “You’ve moved Sam?”

“Yes. Daniel — ”

“Sorry. Okay,” he said, then nodded in the direction of a distant smoke column. “Lotar’s funeral.”

She felt a pang. “How’s Bhuiku?”

“Sad, but holding it together. I wanted to stay with him until she — until it was over, but — ”

Too much work to do here. That was one of the worst things about a crisis: so many small human decencies had to be curtailed. The big picture took precedence, the small moments got lost.

“Most of the villagers who aren’t sick or on duty are with him, though,” Daniel added. “He’s not alone.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“No,” he said, and broke off to follow orders.

The streets of Georgetown were quiet. The long day was drawing to a close. Villagers not rostered on for work duty or standing with Bhuiku had retreated to their tents, families seeking strength and solace in family. Thank God it was the dry season. She didn’t want to think what this place would be like if they had to cope with pouring rain on top of everything else.

At least we’re holding it together, sanitation-wise.

Like the latrines, they’d sited the incinerators at the furthest edge of the village. They burned pretty well round the clock, reducing medical waste and all the other detritus of camp life to smoke and ash. The air of Georgetown held a permanent gritty after-taste.

And now it’ll be worse. There’s nothing quite as awful as the stench of a burning human body. And Lotar’s won’t be the last.

There were three other female patients in the women’s ICU tent. Two of them were fading fast. One of them was Bhuiku’s mother. Poor boy. First his wife and next his mother. After a quick check on their status she got Sam settled in and hooked up to more i/vs, an oxygen tank and a catheter. When that was done, and Sam was sleeping again, she joined Daniel in the triage tent and got the four new patients sorted out. Then, her belly rumbling, she went in search of food.

“Hey,” said Colonel Dixon as she entered the mess tent, and patted the table beside his plate. “Take a load off, Doc.”

It was still early, so the tent was barely a quarter full. She nodded and smiled at the villagers who were already eating, and they smiled shyly back at her. One of them was Bhuiku, come from his wife’s funeral. He seemed to be doing okay, all things considered.

She carried her tray of meat loaf and mashed potato over to the colonel and sat down. Gave him a quick once-over look, now that she wasn’t thinking of ten other things at the same time.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Don’t know why, seeing as I don’t have a symbiote or a sarcophagus in my past, but…” He shrugged. “It’s against my religion to look gift horses in the mouth.”

She smiled. “Mine too.”

He poked his fork into his own mashed potato. “Sam looks rough.”

“She’s hanging in there.”

Dixon pushed his plate away. “I’m real glad you’re here, Doc. I know I was mad. I still am, I guess. But I’m glad, too. We needed you.”

“I know.”

“This thing with Teal’c. Is it the real deal? Can it save us?”

She kept her eyes on the meat loaf. “Colonel Dixon — ”

“Sorry,” he said, and shook his head. “I should know better than to ask.” He checked his watch. “Nearly time for rounds again. How’s O’Neill doing?”

“He’s stable,” she said, looking up. “Teal’c told me he’s stepped down for the duration. Put you in charge.”

“Yeah.”

“You okay with that?”

He shrugged. “Does it matter if I’m not?”

“I think it matters,” she said, carefully. “It just can’t be allowed to make a difference. If that makes sense.”

His smile was brief. “You sound like Frank. Colonel Cromwell. The guy who — ”

“Yes, sir. I remember Colonel Cromwell.” But with events overtaking them, avalanche-like, she’d pushed aside Dixon’s connection and the memories it stirred. She took a moment to eat some dinner before it went completely cold. To think about whether she should say something or preserve a discreet silence.

What the hell.

“That was a bad business all round,” she said. “I understand you and the colonel were good friends. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks,” said Dixon, after a moment. “You weren’t there, when he died.”

“No. I was topside.”

Dixon picked up his knife and started threading it through his fingers. “One of the closest calls the SGC’s ever had.”

“Yes,” she said, and shivered. A year and more later, it still brought up the hair on the back of her neck. “Too close.”

“But you’re still here,” he said, and put the knife down. “You still support the program.”

“Yes.”

He sat back. Looked around at the scattering of villagers. “And will you go on supporting it when this is over?”

She’d lost her appetite. After pushing the plate aside she folded her arms on the trestle table. “Yes, Colonel. I will. Because despite the bad times, despite the close calls, what we do is important.”

He almost smiled, then. “Saving Earth. The galaxy.”

“From the Goa’uld?” She nodded. “That’s the plan.”

He reached for his mug, took a sip from it. Swallowed. “O’Neill said the two of you are friends.”

“Yes,” she said, suddenly cautious.

Dixon stared into his mug. “He ever talk to you about Frank?”

Well, hell. “Colonel, you can’t seriously expect me to — ”

“Cromwell was my best friend and he died,” said Dixon, his fingers tight around the mug. “And nobody will give me the time of day about what happened. O’Neill won’t — ” Air hissed between his teeth. “Frank was my best friend.”

“Colonel,” she said gently. “I’m sorry. I am. But I can’t discuss this. If you want to know what happened with Colonel O’Neill and Colonel Cromwell, then you’ll have to ask Colonel O’Neill. And if he doesn’t want to tell you…”

“Yeah,” said Dixon, and shoved back his chair. “Okay. I’ve got rounds. I’ll see you in the trenches, Doc.”

She watched him leave the mess tent. He took the scenic route, stopping to chat with the villagers. Answer their questions. Smiling, joking, keeping up their morale. He really was a very decent man.

Oh, Jack. Jack. Do you have to be so stubborn?

Her meat loaf and mashed potato were cold. She ate them anyway, then got back to work.

 

The days after that disappeared in a blur. Every dawn, at noon and before they lost the light she conducted rounds with Daniel and Dixon, dictating treatment notes and doing what she could to ease the villagers’ suffering. Another eight people came down sick, and despite their best efforts twelve more died. One of them was Bhuiku’s mother. Twelve more autopsies. Twelve more funerals. Twelve more stinking smoke columns clouding the sky.

Miraculously, she, Daniel and Dixon remained off the sick list. Sam, like Jack, continued holding her own. Not getting any worse, not getting any better. Then Jack, the idiot, snuck out of SG-1’s tent when nobody was looking and tried to wander round Georgetown as though he felt fine.

Dixon found him in a heap under a tree and carried him back to bed in a fireman’s lift. Janet didn’t even bother scolding him; his own miserable discomfort was its own punishment. She continued to monitor and treat him, and Sam, and keep an eye on Daniel and Dixon…

… and in every other waking moment she worked with Teal’c and the symbiote, and in her makeshift lab.

Bill Warner concurred with her hypothesis regarding Teal’c’s immunity. Hearing that had been a huge relief. He was a brilliant scientist, her shelter in the storm.

The symbiote’s blood was proving hell to work with. Brittle, unstable, it deteriorated swiftly once removed. Every stage of the process was taking three times too long, they had to keep discarding samples and starting over with fresh blood. Which of course led to its own set of problems.

Teal’c had no idea how much blood could safely be taken from his symbiote before the creature’s life was threatened. She didn’t know either, since the SGC wasn’t in the habit of experimenting on its personnel. Terrified of hurting it, killing it, killing Teal’c, she took each sample in tiny drops, like a miser. Gave half to Bill Warner, kept half for herself. Worked until she couldn’t see straight, knowing Bill was doing the same.

Six days after her arrival on Adjo, while everyone else in the camp was sleeping, she put a call through to the SGC for one of her regular medical updates.

“Sorry, Janet,” said Bill. “The last sample you sent corrupted half-way through the testing process.”

She shoved her hands in her pockets to still their trembling. “Mine too. Before it corrupted, though, what were you seeing?”

“For the first time, definite indications that its leukocytes can be synthesized. You?”

“The same.” Through the blanketing exhaustion she felt a flicker of hope. “It’s a good sign.”

“We need more than that, though. And I need more blood.

How’s Teal’c holding up?”

“Bill, he’s like Superman. I don’t know how he keeps going. But all this blood we’re taking from the symbiote — I’m really concerned. It’s working overtime to keep him clear of disease. Its color’s changed, its sluggish. Its not fighting the needle anywhere near as hard as it did in the beginning.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’d be so much happier if it was its usual horrible, aggressive self.”

Bill sighed. “What do you think about Teal’c’s blood? Is there a chance — ”

“I thought of that. But Bill, you know how comprehensively we’ve tested it over the last three years. The way a Jaffa’s immune system functions, it lacks the properties — ”

“I know, Janet. But we should try anyway.”

He was right. At this point no idea, however how unlikely or far-fetched, could be dismissed.

“Okay. I’ll get a blood sample from him and send it through ASAP. Don’t forget to — ”

“Test it against what we’ve got on hand, to make sure
there aren’t any nasty surprises. I know.”

She winced. “Of course you do. Sorry. Bill, you sound tired.”

“And you look worse. Don’t worry about me. Just you take
care of yourself.”

After a couple of minutes of medical housekeeping she disconnected the call and went in search of Teal’c. He was in his private tent, completing a session of kel’noreem. When she entered at his invitation, he stood.

“Doctor Fraiser. How can I be of assistance?”

Hell.He looks exhausted. What was I saying about him being Superman? “I’ve just spoken with Doctor Warner.”

He clasped his hands behind his back. “I see. Am I correct in assuming the latest blood sample has corrupted?”

She really didn’t like the look of him. For the first time since they’d met — a couple of medical emergencies notwithstanding — he appeared to her unwell, his intimidating aura of vitality dimmed.

“I’m sorry. Yes.”

“Then you must take another.”

“Teal’c — ”

“You are not to concern yourself with me, Doctor Fraiser. All that matters is the creation of this vaccine. I am perfectly capable of continuing.”

She shook her head. “No. You need to rest. The symbiote needs to rest. Doctor Warner and I are pursuing another angle. I’d like to take a sample of your blood, this time.”

“My blood?” Teal’c considered her. “Doctor Fraiser, if my blood were useful would you not have already begun experimenting with it?”

“Are you telling me my job, Teal’c?”

His eyes narrowed. “Of course not.”

“Good. Then if you’re finished here, we can take care of it.”

He accompanied her to her lab without further protest. She took his blood, ordered him away to get some sleep, split the samples and sent half back to Bill. Knowing as she did so that they were tilting at a very rickety windmill. Knowing, too, that they had no choice.

When that was done she stopped in to see Sam. Her friend was sleeping. Didn’t react to the digital blood pressure monitor or thermometer, the hanging of two more i/v bags — fluids and antiobiotics — or the inspection of her catheter, for infection or local irritation.

Looking down at her, Janet had to blink hard. Sleeping? God, she’s closer to comatose. She’s slipping again. She’s slipping away. The thought was unbearable, a knife-thrust of failure. Furious, helpless, she withdrew from the ICU tent and continued rounds, to check on Jack.

Daniel was in SG-1’s tent too, lying on his camp bed reading one of the paperbacks the SGC had donated to Georgetown’s library. When she entered he sat up, tossing the book aside. “Hey. Janet. Is everything okay?”

There was no point giving him chapter and verse. He knew how sick Sam was, he spent time with her every day. Reading aloud to her. Holding her hand. As for the problems with the symbiote blood… No. The last thing he needs is another burden. “Fine. Just playing doctor. How are you?”

“Fine,” he said, the bald-faced liar. “I’m a bit worried about Jack, though.”

“Why?”

“Ever since he tried to play tourist he seems to be getting more and more… listless.”

Jack stirred on his camp bed. “Hello, not dead yet,” he croaked. “Not deaf, either.”

She and Daniel exchanged tired grins. “Hey, Colonel,” she said, and went to him. “How’s things?”

He was looking a little dehydrated. His scabby, blood-crusted face was too thin. “Not dead yet. Not deaf.”

She sat on the camp stool beside him. “So I see. When was the last time you had something to drink?”

He shrugged. “Today.”

“Colonel, you need to keep up your fluids. I/vs aren’t a fashion accessory. If you don’t drink at least two liters a day — ”

“Okay. Okay.” He grimaced. “How’s the research coming?”

“It’s… promising.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He knew her well enough to know she wasn’t lying… and well enough, too, to tell that wasn’t the whole truth. But he didn’t push it.

“Okay,” he said, as his eyes drifted closed. “Keep up the good work. Let me know how it goes.”

She stood and looked across at Daniel. “I think — ”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s under control.”

“Okay,” she replied. “I’ll leave you in charge.”

If anyone could keep Jack in line, it was Daniel.

But he’s right. Jack’s listless. Oh God. Don’t let him be
going downhill too…

Thrusting aside that fear, all her fears, she went back to her makeshift lab and focused on the work.

 

More days blurred by. Teal’c’s blood proved a bust. She wasn’t surprised but still, it was a hard setback to take. She wasn’t sure the symbiote was ready to lose more of its own blood, but when she expressed her doubts to Teal’c he took her wrist in a painful grip.

“It is my decision, Doctor. I wish you to use me to save SG-1 and as many Adjoans as you can.”

“I know, Teal’c. I know you do.” Her wrist was hurting. “But if I end up killing you to achieve that — ”

“I could die in battle for one of them tomorrow. This is no different.” He released her wrist. “Honor my wishes, Doctor. I cannot stand by, protected by my enemy, when my friends are suffering and in danger of death.”

What could she say to that kind of courage? “Okay. Okay, Teal’c.”

And she took more symbiote blood.

After that, time lost its meaning. There was light. There was dark. At intervals there was food. Drink. She virtually abandoned Daniel and Dixon, leaving them to take care of the sick villagers almost without her. They didn’t need her anyway. Dixon had always been competent and by now Daniel was a dab hand with a needle, taking blood, setting up i/vs. And Bhuiku was there, too, burying his grief in work, leading his people. More villagers died. More fell ill. Every day was the same. Hope seemed a long way away.

She wore a path from her lab to the Stargate, conferring with Bill Warner nearly every hour. They finally had a breakthrough in the synthesis process and were able to proceed to live testing on mice. The first attempt was a failure. In private she wept, and showed a brave face to the world.

Against her better judgment she continued to harvest blood from Teal’c’s symbiote. Weakened, perhaps frightened — though she’d never know for sure — Teal’c urged her on. Wouldn’t let her falter. He was suffering now, but never made one complaint.

It was Hammond who called Georgetown to say the second round of animal tests had yielded cautious success.

“Congratulations, Doctor. Yet again you’ve confounded
expectations.”

She was so tired it took a moment for his news to register. “Thank you, General. But it’s not just me.”

“You came up with the idea. You risked your life to
implement it.”

“Teal’c’s the one risking his life. Sir, I know we need to move on to the next stage but — ”

“Teal’c’s at risk?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s aware of the danger?”

“Yes, but he won’t let me stop. I don’t — I can’t — sir, what should I do?”

“Doctor…” Hammond sighed, so far away. “I can’t answer that. You’ll have to use your best medical judgment. Weigh the alternatives and do what you believe is right. Whatever decision you reach, you know you’ll have my full support.”

So, no pressure then. “Yes, sir. Sir… what would you do, if you were me?”

“I’d do what I had to, Janet,” Hammond said softly. “If Teal’c’s made his mind up, I wouldn’t stand in his way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How are Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter?”

Oh God. She was hoping he wouldn’t ask. “They’re deteriorating, General. Their symptoms are chronic, not acute, but… sickness is wearing them down. Wearing them out. They’re very weak now, and nothing I do for them is making a difference. Their only hope is the vaccine.”

“I see.” Thousands of light years between them, and the grief in his voice was as loud as though he shouted in her ear. “Well, when next you see them, give them my best.”

“Yes, sir.”

Feeling as though her own blood had turned to lead she returned to her lab, where Teal’c was waiting. The lamplight gleamed on his gold forehead brand. As she entered he sat up, his movements far less smooth than usual. He took one look at her face and bowed his head.

“Success.”

She nodded. “Yes. The vaccine works. But to treat Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter — ”

“You require more blood from my symbiote.”

She sat on the camp stool beside him and took his hand. “I’m sorry.”

“And the Adjoans? With the next blood I give you, can we also treat them?”

“One step at a time, Teal’c.”

He nodded, hearing too clearly what she hadn’t said. “In an ideal world, Doctor Fraiser, how long would you suggest we wait before harvesting more blood?”

“Two weeks at least. Preferably a month.”

“And in your estimation, how long do they Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter have before they succumb to the ravages of this plague?”

He’d insisted she not keep their condition from him. “Sam? A week. Maybe ten days. The colonel… longer. But less than a month.”

He smiled, painfully. “Then we both know what you must do.”

Oh God. “In the morning, Teal’c. We can wait until the morning.”

“Very well,” he agreed. “But no later.”

She left him to rest, and made her way through Georgetown’s arc-lit alleyways to SG-1’s tent.

Thank God for naquadah generators. None of this would be possible without them.

The irony wasn’t lost on her. They’d come here in the first place to find a safe, reliable source of the damned stuff because without it their hopes of defeating the Goa’uld were slim to none.

And we did. We found it. But my God… the cost…

To her alarmed surprise Daniel was fast asleep on his camp bed. It was relatively early, by their reckoning only quarter to nine.

“Is he okay?” she asked Dixon, who was sitting beside Jack making notes on his medical chart.

“He’s exhausted.” Dixon dropped the chart, and shoved his pen in a pocket. “Surprise, surprise.”

She dropped to a crouch beside Jack and checked his pulse — sluggish — and then the level of fluids in the i/v she’d had to set up. He’d need a new bag in an hour. His swollen eyelids flickered at her touch, but he didn’t open them, or speak.

“He’s fading, isn’t he?” said Dixon, his voice soft.

She stood. “Yes.” There was little point in trying to deny it. Dixon was a medic and he’d seen active duty. He’d seen men die. “But there’s still time to save him, and Major Carter. We have a workable prototype vaccine.”

He started to grin. “Hot damn. Doc, you are a genius.”

Oh God, I wish. “We’re not home yet, Colonel. There are some significant hurdles yet to overcome.” Like, how do we create enough of the vaccine without killing Teal’c in the process?

His wide smile faded. “Oh. Okay then. Give it to me straight. What do you rate our chances of success?”

She wouldn’t insult him by lying. “Less than fifty-fifty.”

For a long time he was silent, then he sighed. “Okay.”

“Hey — the odds could be worse. Don’t give up just yet.”

“Yeah,” he said, then dragged a hand across his face. “I know. Only here’s the thing. And I know this is going to sound a hundred different kinds of selfish… but I’m just too damned tired to care.” He stared down at Jack. “That guy there was the last man to speak to Frank Cromwell before he died. And until Jack O’Neill tells me different, I have to believe Frank died thinking O’Neill hated his guts. Still blamed him for something he didn’t do on purpose, that was an accident, that he couldn’t fix. That he spent years hating himself for. Trying to make amends for. And if O’Neill dies too, I’ll never know if Frank found peace before the end. It’s eating me up, Doc. I could cry like a baby.”

He said it lightly, as if it were a joke, but the pain in his face told her no… he wasn’t joking.

She folded her arms. Cleared her throat. “Colonel…”

His expression changed. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? You know exactly what — ”

“I’m sorry,” she said, and took a step back. “I can only imagine how hard this is for you. But I’ve told you already. I can’t talk about it.”

And before the look on his face shattered all her convictions, she fled.

 

 

 

 

Colorado Springs June 20th, 1998

 

The night before the memorial for Hank Boyd and his team, O’Neill found himself on Janet Fraiser’s front step, ringing the doorbell. He wasn’t entirely certain how he’d got there. Unable to bear the stark silence of his own house, even with the stereo blaring something mournfully Mozart, he’d had to get out. Get in the car. Drive. Really fast.

And somehow, stupidly, he’d ended up here.

He could hear Jack-the-dog, barking hysterically. A moment later the door opened. Cassandra. Her face lit up in a smile of such innocent delight that he had to smile too, even though he had nothing to smile about.

“Colonel Jack!” Cassie exclaimed, and bounced forward to give him a hug. “Hi!”

“Hi yourself, grasshopper,” he greeted her, and returned the enthusiastic embrace. The feel of small arms, holding tight. The uncluttered, uncomplicated warmth of affection. Love without an agenda. “You’re in your pajamas.”

“I’ve had my bath.” And then she let go of him. “Do the thing, Colonel!” she begged. “Come on! Please? Let’s do the thing!”

He rolled his eyes. “Oh, God. Not the thing.”

The dog kept on barking as she danced on the spot. “Please? Please?”

So they did the thing. Playing circuses. She turned upside in a handstand, he grabbed her bare ankles and lifted, she clasped his running shoes, and he walked them over the threshold and into the house, pausing to swing the front door shut with one swipe of his hip. Then down the hall. Into the kitchen. Jack-the-dog followed, beside himself with excitement. Clearly this was the most fun he’d had all day. Stupid mutt.

Janet was at the sink. Seeing her, Jack felt a tingle of nerves. She turned as Cassie, giggling, implored: “Do the goosestep, Colonel, do the goosestep!”

The look on Janet’s face was daunting. Pretending to stagger, he shifted away so he wouldn’t have to see it. “You’re getting too heavy for me to do the goosestep.”

Cassie bounced up and down, her nose rubbing his knees. “I am not either! Do the goosestep! Please?”

How could he refuse? She was the only ray of sunshine in his life, these days. So he marched round and round Janet’s kitchen bench while Cassandra sang a show tune at the top of her lungs, off-key.

After the third lap his ears were screaming for mercy. “Okay,” he said, stopping. “That’s it. I’m an old man, I can do no more.”

She was such a good kid. She never whinged. Never whined. She let go of his shoes and dangled there, still giggling. He lifted her a few inches higher and, mindful of the island bench, swung her like a pendulum from side to side. She laughed so hard she was nearly sick and the dog about leapt inside out, licking her face every time she went by.

He could feel Janet’s gaze on him, hot between his shoulder blades.

With one last, huge effort he swung Cassie up and around and caught her safely in his arms. She was a slip of a thing, there was nothing to her. All light and laughter, sunshine and song. She clamped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. Her cheeks, flushed with excitement, were close enough to kiss.

She leaned back a little and considered him intently. “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you for ever.”

He shrugged. “Oh, well, you know. Work.”

“Huh,” she said, unimpressed. “You mean hospital. Again. Janet said. I wanted to come visit you but she said you were asleep.”

Amazing, the amount of cynicism a kid her age could pack into one comment. One look. One huff of breath.

He still wasn’t ready to look Janet in the eye. “I kind of hit my head. That can make you pretty sleepy.”

Cassie unwrapped one arm to wag a finger at him and put on her severest scolding expression. “I thought I told you to be more careful?”

God. She slayed him. He pulled an apologetic face. “Sorry, ma’am.”

Her scowl faded. A shadow touched her serious eyes and she pressed a small warm palm against his cheek. “I’m sorry, too. About your friends. Janet said.”

That nearly undid him. He had to swallow, hard, and wait for a moment. Then he took the small warm hand that comforted him and kissed her slender, childish fingers. “Thanks, Cass,” he said, his voice rough. “I appreciate that.”

“Cassandra,” said Janet. She sounded… restrained. “Time for bed.”

Cass sighed and rolled her eyes, and then let loose with an impish grin. “Tuck me in?”

It was what he missed most, not having Charlie any more. The simple moments. The quiet intimacies. Lamplight and bedspreads at the end of the day. Of course he’d be a teenager now. Way too old for sissy tucking in. “Oh, all right. I suppose so. If I have to.”

“And tell me a story?”

“Tell you a story?” He pretended to be outraged. “Hell’s bells and buckets of blood! And what are you going to do for me?”

The impish grin widened. “Be your best girlfriend for ever and ever.”

She was already. “Oh,” he said, and found another smile for her. “Okay. I can live with that.” He wandered towards the kitchen door. The dog padded after, toe-nails clicking on the tiles. “Which story?”

“Umm,” said Cassie, as they left the kitchen behind them. “The one about the time you got back at the school bully by painting the rabit poo and making him think it was candy.”

Ah, the follies of youth. He’d told her that story six times at least. She could recite it with him verbatim, and often prompted when he left out a line. “Again? Cassandra Fraiser, is there something you’re not telling me?”

She giggled, pink with secrets, and he banged his forehead lightly to hers. The pain he couldn’t show her, a child, was numbing a little.

Maybe instinct had done him a favor, guiding him here.

He got her tucked into bed and told her the rabbit poo story. Told her another one, a highly edited version of a recent mission with names and places changed to protect his tender ego. By the time he was finished her eyelids were drooping. He kissed her on both cheeks, and when at last her fingers uncurled from his he left her to sweet dreams and went back to the kitchen.

Standing in the doorway, watching Janet as she stared through the window into the silver night, he said, “She’s asleep.”

Slowly Janet turned and raised an eyebrow at him. “Rabbit poo? Just what are you teaching my daughter, Colonel?” Beneath the arch humor, she was still angry.

Yeah, well, so am I. And I didn’t start this.

“Vital lessons in tactics and strategy,” he answered. “Besides. He deserved it.”

“He?”

“Billy McGrath.”

She nodded. “Ah. The school bully?”

“The same.”

A heartbeat of silence, and then she moved to a cupboard, took out two glasses and a bottle of Laphroaig — he’d recognize the label blindfolded — and held them up. “Drink?”

Was it a peace offering? Or an overture to battle? He couldn’t tell. Not yet. But he was here, so… “Sure.”

They sat at the cleared and spotless kitchen table and sipped the smoky malt, unspeaking. Suicidal moths threw themselves at the window, making soft banging sounds before they fell to the ground outside.

At length, she shifted a little on her chair. “Bill Warner says you’ve made a good recovery.”

It was more than could be said for Frank Cromwell. Frank, swallowed alive by the monstrous wormhole that Carter’s bomb had collapsed. Redirected. Whatever. The bomb that had nearly claimed his life, too.

And yet here I am. Saved, again. There’s got to be a reason. I just wish I knew what.

“Yeah,” he replied. “Not bad.”

She looked at him sharply over the rim of her glass. “Headaches?”

“Some.”

“You taking anything?”

Stupid question. How long had she known him? “Mmm.”

Long enough not to bother arguing, at least. She just pulled a face and reached for the whiskey. “More?”

He could drink the whole bottle but that would be dumb. “Better not.”

So she helped herself to another generous finger of liquid gold, and sat there, and sipped it, and waited for him to speak.

He had no idea what he wanted to say. If he wanted to say. He was back to not knowing why the hell he’d come here. After all, she’d betrayed his trust. Broken an unspoken promise. Nobody in his life, now, not even Hammond, knew about him what Janet Fraiser knew. It had taken him a long time to feel easy about that. But he liked her, and trusted her, and in the end he’d let her in.

And she’d repaid him by talking about him to his team. Told them his secrets. Secrets that were his to tell, dammit, that he’d never wanted them to know. Frank. Abu Ghraib. Hell, and nightmares.

Just thinking about it curdled his guts all over again.

She had no right. I don’t give a crap how many times she’s saved my life. She crossed the line. She’s in the wrong. Did she really think I’d take it lying down?

Except…

“I know you meant well.”

“But?” she said, when he didn’t continue.

He met her quiet gaze steadily. “I don’t have to say it. You know.”

She took a careful sip of whiskey. “Yes.”

“My relationship with Frank Cromwell was private,” he said. Feeling anger’s heat lick along his bones. “Not for public consumption.”

She sat back, a new and caustic edge to her stare. “Well if that’s true, why did you go out of your way to let everyone within earshot know you had a beef with him?”

She might as well have stuck a knife in his ribs. “What?”

“You were rude to him in front of me. Sam. General Hammond. God knows who else.” Her fingers drummed the table. “You might as well have taken out an ad, Jack.”

Sometimes it was easier to hate a friend than an enemy. He got up from the table before he said something unforgivable, and walked away from her. Walked the length of the kitchen until he hit the sink and glared into the moonlit garden until the bubbling fury subsided. Jesus. She was lecturing him?

My God, this woman. Why can she twist me inside out like a pretzel?

He wasn’t in love with her. God. Not in a million years. She was like — like a sister. Or an evil guardian angel. Jabbing him with needles. Stabbing him with truth.

Did I want them to know? Did I want everyone to know Frank couldn’t be trusted? That the book and the cover bore no relation? He was slick. He was smooth. He got people to like him. To — hell — love him like a brother. And then, when it mattered most…

“I — ”

He had to stop. Clear his throat. He should go. Just go. Frank was dead. It didn’t matter. That particular piece of the past had died with him and good riddance. But instead of walking out he kept on talking.

“You know my file. Probably better than I know it myself by now. You know what happened in Iraq.”

“Unfortunately I do, yes,” she said. Her voice was soft, and gentle as the moonlight. Running beneath it an undercurrent of distress. He didn’t know if that made things better, or worse.

“Those are the facts. Who did what, to which bits, and how many times. But the file won’t tell you what it was like. And I can’t. I can’t talk about that, Janet. Not to you. Not to anybody.”

Her silence was palpable. It spurred him on. He needed her to understand. Didn’t want her thinking he was just some crazy, irrational torture survivor, a trendy poster boy for PTSD.

“We knew what would happen to us if we got caught,” he said tightly. “We talked about it. Frank promised, he promised, that no matter what nobody would be left behind. He promised he’d shoot us himself before he let any of us get taken. I believed him. And then he left me there.” He shifted so he could see Janet’s face from the corner of his eye. But only a little, so she couldn’t see very much of him. “Afterwards people kept asking me, how did you do it? How did you beat them? How did you survive? And I told them, I was well trained. Or, my family. Or, knowing my buddies were counting on me.” He felt his lips peel back in a snarling smile. “Lies.” He shifted again, so she lost sight of him. “It was hate.”

He heard her shocked little gasp. “He thought you were dead, Jack.”

“He thought wrong,” he replied. And again saw Frank’s anguished face… heard the torment in his voice…

“What?” said Janet. “Are you okay?”

Damn, she saw too much. But he’d started this. He might as well finish it. She was a doctor… and he’d come to be healed. “Frank said that what he did to me in Iraq was the same as what I did to Hank.”

Hank Boyd and his team, like Frank, probably still dying in slow motion in that black hole, each heartbeat of agony lasting a lifetime. Hank, his good friend. Crazy guy. The best.

“Well, he was wrong,” said Janet. “Because you didn’t do anything to Hank.”

When he closed his eyes he saw Hank’s face on the base monitor. Distorted with terror. Stark with grim knowledge.

“Yeah, I did. I killed him.”

He heard her sigh. “So you killed him. So now what?”

That spun him round. “You think I killed him?”

She shrugged, the warm sympathy in her eyes turning chill. “I think it’s pretty clear that you don’t care what I think.”

It took him a moment, then he realized what she meant. She hadn’t forgiven him for how he’d reacted when he found out she’d talked to his team. “I was angry.”

“Oh. Well. Sure. That makes it okay then.”

This was her house. Her kitchen. There were no uniforms here. He was Jack, not the colonel. She wasn’t obliged to call him sir. To guard her tongue. To hide her pain.

He swallowed. “You’re hurt.”

Eyes glittering, she raised her glass. “Give the man a kewpie doll.”

Okay. This was a road to be walked both ways. “You don’t think I had a right to be pissed off? About you and Hammond telling everyone that… stuff?”

“Well, for one thing it wasn’t everyone, it was Daniel and Sam and Teal’c,” she snapped. “And for another it wasn’t a joint operation. Hammond called me and the team into his office and just started talking. There was nothing I could do.”

What? Hammond told them? “I didn’t know that.”

“You didn’t ask.”

Well, crap. Why didn’t she say? When he tore her a new one for talking out of turn, why didn’t she tell him it wasn’t her?

Because you scared her, jackass. She did exactly what you wanted her to do, she tucked her tail between her legs and headed for the hills.

It was a miracle she’d let him through her front door.

She was looking at him now, reading him like a book. “Do you want to know what I think?”

Yes. No. Hell. Why had he come here?

“Okay,” she said. “Here’s what I think. I think Frank Cromwell had a split second to make a decision. I think he decided to save his team instead of risking them for someone he thought was already dead. I think he probably wanted to die himself when he found out he was wrong. I think he hurt every day of every week of every month of the last seven years because of it. I think you were wrong not to see him. I think you probably know that now, because you’ve led your own teams for the past five years and you’ve made some tough calls that weren’t always appreciated and you’ve lost one or two men of your own and suddenly it’s not so black and white any more. I think you were blinded by your own pain, and then when you finally began to understand things from his point of view you were too stubborn to admit it. Too pigheaded to make the first move. And now he’s gone, and he’s not coming back, and the things you thought you’d say to him one day… one day when it suited you… they’re just smoke on the wind.”

He couldn’t breathe. Could barely see. Every word was a bullet, tearing him apart.

God dammit. God dammit. Frank… I’m sorry.

“He sent flowers to Charlie’s funeral,” he said, his voice ragged. “Sarah wanted me to call him. Say thanks. Say something. Anything. She never stopped trying to get us talking again. But by then it was way past too late. By then I wasn’t talking to anyone, not even her.”

By then he had no words worth speaking. All he could do was sit in Charlie’s room, holding the gun that had killed his son, putting its barrel in his mouth and taking it out again… over and over and over and — 

On a deep breath he pulled himself out of that memory.

Oh God. Frank’s dead.

It was too late to say sorry.



Chapter Twenty-six
 

“Hey, Jack,” said Daniel. “How are you doing?”

Jack didn’t answer. Like Lotar at the end, he was sunk deep in stupor. On fluids. On oxygen. Teetering on the edge of existence.

I haven’t seen him look this bad since Antarctica. He nearly died then. God, we need another miracle.

Aching with exhaustion, he blotted sweat from his face. He was feeling pretty awful himself. Nauseous. A splitting headache. Pains in his gut. He hadn’t told Janet. There wasn’t much point.

If my luck’s run out and the plague’s finally got me, my best hope is the vaccine she and Teal’c are cooking up. She can’t afford to be distracted.

Outside the tent, Adjo was lightening towards dawn. Another day, another funeral. They’d farewelled ninety-four villagers so far. Everything stank of cremated flesh. Bhuiku was holding his people together, but only just. If they didn’t find a cure soon there’d be nobody left for the young man to lead.

Behind him Dixon coughed and rolled off his camp bed. Groaned and muttered, then joined him beside Jack.

“Morning.”

Daniel glanced up. “Yeah. Looks like it.”

“He’s still with us?”

“He’s hanging in there. In his own words, he’s one stubborn sonofabitch.”

Dixon nodded. “Yeah. Frank said. Did you know he was taken prisoner by the Iraqis in Desert Storm?”

“Yeah.”

“Frank said they gave it to him pretty good, but… he held out.”

Daniel shifted a little on the camp stool. “You know, you say that a lot. Frank said.”

“It’s true,” said Dixon, shrugging. “He talked about O’Neill all the time. I guess O’Neill never talked about him.”

“No. I never heard of Colonel Cromwell till after he was dead.”

“Figures.”

He sighed. “Dave… what is it you want?”

Another shrug. “Doesn’t matter now. Doesn’t look like I’m going to get it.”

Daniel looked up. There was such sorrow in Dixon’s face. In his glazed, exhausted eyes. “Jack’s a good man,” he said at last. “He’s also the most aggravating, complicated, difficult man I’ve ever known.” He hesitated again, then decided to continue. This might be his last chance to get through to Dixon. “We met a little while after his son died. He blamed — blames — himself for Charlie’s death. Not pretend blame, not self-pitying blame. It’s complete, uncompromising self-condemnation.” He took a deep breath. “So however hard you think he is on other people, on Frank Cromwell, believe me. He’s a hundred times harder on himself.”

Dixon’s eyes turned grim. “Don’t be too sure. I met Frank after O’Neill kicked him to the curb.”

Oh boy. “Look. Dave. I don’t know exactly what happened between them. Mainly I’ve just read between the lines. And all you know is what Cromwell told you. Not that I’m suggesting he lied — ” he added hastily as Dixon’s thin, pale face flushed with temper. “But every story has two sides.”

“You’re just defending O’Neill because he’s your friend.”

That made him smile, even though his head was pounding. “Trust me, Dave. That doesn’t stop us butting heads. We’ve come close to nuclear meltdown once or twice.”

Dixon frowned, disbelieving. “Uh huh.”

“Oh please. You don’t think we put everything in our mission reports, do you?” He rolled his eyes. “The thing is, Dave, assuming Jack survives this illness, you are never going to get him to discuss his friendship, or lack of it, with Frank Cromwell. Trust me, he will never talk to you about something that personal. And the sooner you accept it, the happier you’ll be.”

After a long, heavy silence Dixon nodded. “Okay.” He checked his watch. “We should start rounds. Unless… you want me to do it? You’re not looking too hot.”

That made him smile. “Don’t suppose you’ve checked in a mirror lately, have you?”

“Nah,” said Dixon. “Too scared. Okay. We’ll do rounds, then you should get some more sack-time. Be damned if I end up doing this all on my own.”

“You go ahead,” said Daniel. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”

“Sure,” said Dixon, and made himself scarce.

Daniel stared down at Jack again, chewing his lip. “Okay. As much as I really want you to be better, I’m hoping you didn’t hear any of that. Jack…” He reached out, rested his palm on Jack’s quiet head. “I’m going to be really pissed if you make a liar out of me. You’ve survived so much already… don’t you dare let a snakehead virus get you.”

With a wincing grunt he levered himself to his feet, then dragged himself off, stumbling, to the hospital tents.

 

In her makeshift lab, Janet checked for the last time she had everything she needed, then turned and made herself smile. “Okay, Teal’c. Are you ready?”

Lying on the portable examination table, stripped to the waist and surrounded by apparatus, he nodded. “Indeed.”

She didn’t need him to tell her he’d endured a bad night. She’d shared his kel’noreem tent, wanting to be on hand, concerned about his diminishing strength. The Goa’uld symbiote, though still immature, was old enough now to recognize its danger and punish him with pain and nightmares for daring to risk its life in this way. He’d tried to repress any expression of his suffering, mindful of her desperate need to rest… but not even he was strong enough to remain completely stoic.

It had nearly killed her but she’d stayed on her camp bed, knowing it would mortify him if she acknowledged his struggle. He was the proudest man she’d ever known… and that was saying something.

“Doctor,” he said, and gently took her hand. “We are both aware this procedure entails risk. Should I succumb, I — ”

“Don’t,” she said fiercely. “I don’t want to hear — ”

“Doctor Fraiser.” His voice was husky. “It has been an honor and privilege to know and serve with you. I will die a fortunate man.”

Oh hell. Oh crap. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. Now hush.”

She reached her gloved hand into his symbiote pouch and carefully withdrew the weakly writhing larval Goa’uld. Was it her imagination, or could she see its eyes flash? Hear its screams of outrage and pain?

I have to. I have to. I don’t have a choice.

Working swiftly, she secured the symbiote in the padded clamps she’d set up. Inserted a needle into the great vein running the length of its belly. Pulled back on the plunger and sucked out its blood. Thin and pale blue, it trickled reluctantly into the syringe’s reservoir. 2ccs. 5ccs. 8ccs. The symbiote was barely moving now. Oh God, had she taken too much?
She removed the syringe, placed it on the sterile tray. Unclamped the symbiote and thrust it back in its pouch.

“Teal’c,” she said, and tapped his cheek lightly. “Teal’c? Can you hear me? Can you sense the symbiote? Is it all right? Are you?”

His eyes were half-closed. His lips moved, then he whispered: “Yes. I sense it. It is… very weak.”

She felt sick. “Okay. You rest. I’m going to get this blood back to the SGC so they can get to work.”

“Yes… I will rest…”

Hands shaking, heart racing, sweat sliding down her spine, she transferred the precious symbiote blood into a test tube, sealed it, packed it into a protected container then called Dixon on her radio.

“Colonel, I’m ready to send this blood back to Earth. Can either you or Daniel come to the lab?”

As she was dismantling the symbiote-restraining apparatus Daniel entered the tent. “How’s Teal’c?”

“Very weak,” she said shortly, then gave him a second, more searching look. “Daniel, what’s wrong? You look like hell. Are you sick?”

“No. Just tired,” he said. His voice sounded pale. “I need some sleep, that’s all.”

Appalled, she stared at him. His skin was chalky white, his eyes red-rimmed and bloodshot. Oh God. I’ve been so wrapped up in Teal’c and the symbiote, so afraid for Jack and Sam, I’ve been taking him for granted. And Dixon. They’re dead on their feet. And Daniel looks… wrong. “Okay. I need you to stay here with Teal’c. Keep a close eye on him. I’ll be back ASAP.”

She’d opened so many wormholes now she could do it in her sleep. She was doing it in her sleep. Hammond took her call.

“Tell me you have good news, Doctor.”

By now she’d almost lost track of the time difference between Adjo and Earth, but she suspected he was staying up way past his bed time. “Sir, I’m sending through more symbiote blood,” she said into the MALP. “I just hope it’s enough, because I’ve pushed Teal’c as far as I can.” She felt the air catch in her throat. “Maybe too far. General, he’s very weak.”

“Doctor, you did what had to be done. You can’t reproach
yourself. Teal’c volunteered.”

In theory that was supposed to make her feel better. In practice… “Yes, General. I know. Ah — hold on — ” She put the sealed container on the ground in front of the wormhole’s event horizon and gently nudged it through with her foot, then returned to the MALP. “Sir, the blood is en route now.”

A few moment later: “Doctor, we have it. How are Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter?”

“They’re still with us.”

“Thank God.”

“General, do I need to impress upon you the urgency of — ”

“No, you do not. We’ll send you the vaccine the minute it’s ready. Just… hold on, Janet. A little longer.”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered. “Sir, the Adjoans…”

“You’re doing all that is humanly possible, Doctor. You can’t reproach yourself. It’s not your fault we only have one symbiote.”

No, but knowing that didn’t assuage her guilt. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Fraiser out.”

As the wormhole collapsed she bent over, fist pressed to her guts. Hang on, Jack. Hang on, Sam. It’s nearly over. Her radio crackled.

“Doc? Dixon. I need you in tent four. I’ve got a kid spiking a fever.”

She toggled the radio. “On my way, Colonel. Daniel?”

“Yo,” said Daniel, after a moment.

“How’s Teal’c?”

“Out of it.”

“Okay. I won’t be long.”

“Sure.”

Dredging up her strength, she jogged through Georgetown’s deserted streets to hospital tent four.

 

Hammond sat forward, his fingers laced on his desk, and stared at Bill Warner. “Let me get this straight, Doctor. Are you telling me there is absolutely no way we can synthesize enough vaccine for our people and the Adjoans from the blood Doctor Fraiser has sent you?”

Bill Warner shook his head. “I’m sorry, General. We can reliably produce vaccine from the symbiote blood, but we can’t synthesize the vaccine from the vaccine. That is, we can, but it won’t work. Ah — in layman’s terms, more or less, it’s the difference between producing a lot of xeroxes from one original, and producing them by xeroxing each subsequent copy. The image degrades. In this case, exponentially.”

“You’re certain?”

He shrugged. “We’ve been trying ever since we first got the process to work.”

“So the only way we’re going to make enough vaccine to save the Adjoans as well as SG-1 is by locating another source of symbiote blood.”

“Yes, sir.”

He sat back. “I see. Thank you, Doctor Warner. Don’t let me keep you from the lab.”

Warner nodded, and hurried out. Alone again, Hammond rested his elbows on the desk, clasped his hands and rested his chin against them.

So that’s it. I can save my people but nobody else. The people we helped to infect, the people we hope to exploit, I’m supposed to leave them to fend for themselves. To what — die out, leaving Adjo conveniently empty? So we can waltz in and take its naquadah at our leisure? Is that the plan?

Washington would never openly admit it, but… yes. That was the plan. The question was, could be live with it?

“Never in a million years,” he said, and picked up the phone. “Sergeant Harriman? In my office.”

Harriman arrived thirty seconds later, his expression cool and contained. “Sir? What do you need?”

Just like that. No hesitation, just rock solid commitment. Dear God, I have good people. I have the best. “I want to speak to Jacob Carter. Failing Jacob, a member of the Tok’ra high council.”

Harriman’s eyes widened behind his glasses. “Yes, sir.”

As the door closed behind Harriman, Hammond stared at the photos on his wall. A younger George. A more reckless George. The George who’d placed his trust in strangers, a long time ago in 1969.

Perhaps the Tok’ra can’t help us. But by God, I’m going to let them try.

 

Janet was finishing up with Dixon’s fevered patient when her radio crackled again.

“Janet! Janet! Get over here, quick!”

Daniel, sounding uncharacteristically panic-stricken.

“We’re on our way!” she said, and followed Dixon out of tent four at a run, watched by alarmed and curious village nurses.

Dixon let her enter the lab tent first. Teal’c was thrashing in a major convulsion, with Daniel struggling to keep him contained on the exam table. Dixon joined in, throwing himself across Teal’c’s kicking legs.

“What happened?” she demanded, scrabbling in the medkit. God, God, where was the diazepam? There. Her fingers closed around the bottle and she grabbed a syringe. Ripped off its plastic steri-pack with her teeth. “What triggered this?”

“You’re the doctor,” Daniel grunted. “You tell me!”

There were flecks of blood-tinged foam on Teal’c’s lips. His eyes were rolled back, flickering crescents of white. His clenched fists beat the air, his heels drummed the table.

“Hold him down!” she shouted, filling the hypo. “Before he wrecks the place and kills us all!”

“We’re trying, Doc,” Dixon retorted. “Can you please hurry up?”

She took a deep breath and lunged, hypo extended. As it made contact with his skin Teal’c bowed almost in half. Even as she depressed the plunger his flailing arm escaped Daniel’s precarious control and slammed with brutal force across her chest. She went flying. Landed awkwardly. There was an audible snap as her right distal radius broke.

She screamed, in shock and fury as much as pain. No, no, no, I don’t have time for a wrist fracture!

Teal’c heaved and flailed again, the damned sedative was taking too long, and this time it was Daniel who bore the brunt of his strength. Teal’c’s fist caught him in the belly. He dropped to the ground like a poleaxed steer, choking.

Right arm cradled against her torso, her world scarlet around the edges, Janet scrabbled over to him. “Daniel? Daniel!”

He was curled on his side, classic fetal position, knees snatched close to his belly, and moaning. “Oh God, Oh God, it hurts…”

Tell me about it. “Daniel, where does it hurt?” she demanded. “Relax. Let me look.”

“He hasn’t been feeling good for a couple of days,” said Dixon. Teal’c was finally calming down, with the diazepam taking effect he was restrained by the colonel’s body weight alone. “Said he was tired, but this morning I didn’t think he looked right. I was going to make him let you check him out, once you were done with Teal’c.”

Daniel’s face was ashen. Sheened with sweat. With sweat on her own face, dear God her wrist hurt, she managed to slide her uninjured hand past his guarding defenses and feel his lower right abdomen.

He nearly hit the roof.

Oh, no. No. This cannot be happening…

“What is it?” said Dixon, as she pulled back, swearing. “What’s wrong with him? Hell, what’s wrong with you?”

“I’ve got a fractured right wrist,” she gasped. “And I think Daniel’s ruptured his damned appendix.”

Dixon stepped back. “No. He can’t have. That means he needs surgery.”

“Then isn’t it lucky for him that you’re here?”

He gaped. “Me? I’m not a surgeon!”

She looked up at him grimly, the hot pain blurring her vision. “You are today, Colonel.”

“But — but can’t you do it? I mean, I’ll help, but — ”

“Not a chance. I’m right-handed, and I’m not ambidextrous. Come on, Colonel, you’re a medic. You can do this. If you don’t he could be looking at peritonitis.”

“Oh Mary Mother and her sweet baby Jesus,” Dixon whispered. “Why me?”

 

There really was no time for finesse. She got Dixon to give Teal’c another hit of sedative, then manhandle him down to the far edge of the tent where he could sleep off its effects and hopefully recuperate. While he did that she spread fresh sterile sheets on the table, one handed, frantically praying she could stay on her feet.

“There’s an air-splint in the big medical kit there,” she told Dixon, pointing. “I need it on my wrist. Now.”

As he applied the splint, his hands shaking, he said, “How can I take out Jackson’s appendix? We don’t have any way of anaesthetizing him!”

“True,” she admitted, through gritted teeth. “Our circumstances aren’t exactly ideal. But we can do this, Colonel. We have to do this. Because I’m not going to stand here and watch Daniel die. Now get him on the table. Gently! We’re going to dose him to the eyeballs with sedative then take the edge off with morphine.”

He stared. “Are you crazy? You’ll crash his central nervous system!”

“Ha,” she said, teeth bared. “Thought you said you weren’t a surgeon? Come on. Clock’s ticking.”

He was right, of course. What she planned to do was beyond insane. But what choice did she have? Daniel’s life was in danger. Peritonitis. Septacemia. A short, nasty road to the morgue. For a tiny, useless nub of flesh the human appendix could do one hell of a lot of damage.

What the hell had brought on an attack in the first place? She wasn’t aware of any virus that could cause appendicitis… but they were dealing with the Goa’uld, after all. Where they were concerned, anything was possible.

Or maybe it’s because his immune system’s been working so hard against the Goa’uld’s plagues, this infection snuck under its guard. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is getting that damned appendix out of him.

The pain from her fractured wrist was so ferocious Janet risked giving herself a 5mg shot of morphine. Then she and Dixon got Daniel prepped: sedated him, stripped him, shaved him, swabbed him, draped him. Fitted with him a digital blood pressure cuff. Hard-eyed and focused, Dixon didn’t miss a beat.

Thank God. Thank God. This could actually be worse.

“Okay,” she said. “Help me get ready first, then you can prep.”

Grim and silent he assisted her into a scrub top, swabbed her good hand with iodine wipes and eased it into a new latex glove, then helped her put on a mask. She was as ready as she’d ever be.

“I’ll never fit into your scrubs,” he said. “What do we do?”

Was there time to dial the SGC, get them to shoot a large enough pair through? Maybe. But that’d leave her alone with Daniel and Teal’c. If something went wrong…

“Forget them,” she decided. “It’s not like this is a sterile environment. And I’ll be putting him on i/v antiobiotics once we’re done.”

“Okay, Doc. You’re the doc.” He grinned, nervously. “I’m just playing one on Adjo.”

“Right,” she said, once he was as prepped as he could get, and stared at her with wide, white-rimmed eyes. “You can do this, David. I have absolute faith in you. It’s not a difficult procedure, thousands are done every year. And I’ll be right with you, talking you through it every step of the way.”

He swallowed. “Yeah. Till you pass out. You look like hell, Janet.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’ll manage. So let’s do this, all right? Daniel needs us.”

Dixon nodded. Took a rib-cracking deep breath and blew it out. “Yeah. Good. Okay, Doc. Let’s rock and roll.”

 

Hammond greeted Jacob as he came down the gate ramp, two hours after his call went through to the Tok’ra. “That was fast.”

Jacob gave him one of his dry half-smiles. “Well, George, you used one of the old Alpha emergency codes. Did you think I’d stop on the way for a burger and some fries?”

“The last time we spoke you were deep undercover.”

“Luckily for you I came up for air three days ago. But I’m due to go back under tonight. So, what’s wrong, George? What’s the emergency?” Jacob’s expression shifted from sarcastic humor to alarm. “Is it Sam? Is she okay?”

The gate room was far too public for this conversation. “Come on up to my office, Jacob,” he said carefully, “and I’ll explain everything.”

The look Jacob gave him wasn’t reassuring.

The explanation took some time. When he was finished, Jacob just stared. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Hammond ran a hand over his face. “If only, Jacob. If only. I’m not saying you aren’t within your rights to scold, even though you didn’t know anything about Adjo, but I’d appreciate it if you could put that on hold until we’ve salvaged the situation. That is… if you can help us.”

“Meaning if the Tok’ra can help you?”

“That’s right.”

Jacob shifted on his chair, his face tight with pain. “You should’ve told me about Sam before this, George.”

It was hard, but he forced himself to meet his old friend’s hard gaze. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t.”

“She’s really that sick?”

“Yes. O’Neill as well. Right now they’re hanging on by their fingernails.”

Jacob’s head dipped, and when he looked up again his expression was subtly different. Selmak. “If the information you’ve provided is correct, General Hammond, then our help is possible. The Tok’ra did not split from the Goa’uld until after the original incident on Adjo. That means our symbiotes’ blood contains the same essential properties as that of the Goa’uld.”

Hammond felt a crushing wave of relief… which was quickly swamped by trepidation. “And do you have enough symbiotes who’d be willing to donate some of their blood to help us create the amount of vaccine we require?

Jacob’s head dipped again as Selmak retreated. “I’m not going to lie to you, George,” Jacob said, looking up. “What you’re asking for is — is enormous.”

“I know that,” he said soberly. “But there are hundreds of lives at stake.”

Jacob snorted. “Yeah. Not to mention a planet-load of naquadah.”

He wanted to snarl at that, but kept his temper in check. Not a good idea to kick the golden-egg laying goose. “Jacob. Can you help?”

“I can’t answer that, George,” said Jacob, standing. “It’s too big a decision for me and Selmak to make without consultation. I need to take this to the Tok’ra High Council.”

“Of course.”

“I do understand the urgency, George.” Jacob’s eyes were bleak. He was thinking of Sam. “You’ll have your answer within the hour.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

As they walked back to the gate room, Jacob glanced at him sidelong. “Does Washington know you’ve contacted me?”

“Not yet,” he said heavily.

“They’re going to spank you for this, George. You have to know it.”

He felt his jaw clench. “Jacob, they are welcome to try.”

The wormhole bloomed, and Jacob stepped into it. When the Stargate was empty again, Hammond returned to his office to distract himself with paperwork for the next sixty minutes.

 

Halfway through the appendectomy, Dixon was breathing like he’d just run a marathon. His eyes above his mask were still white-rimmed and disbelieving. “Jesus wept. Are you sure he can’t feel this?”

Janet glanced at Daniel’s paper-white, flaccid face. “No. He’s in dreamland. David? David, pay attention. We need to get through the peritonium. Once we’re into the abdominal cavity I’ll check the appendix, okay?”

He nodded. “Okay.”

Ignoring the way the pain from her broken wrist blew up and down her arm like a tornado, she used her left hand’s fingers to ease into the warmth of Daniel’s belly and coax his appendix into the light.

“Oh crap,” she said inelegantly. “When he wakes up I’m going to kill him.”

The appendix was enormously swollen, and yellow with pus. Daniel must’ve been feeling sick for days. Most likely thanks to the wild blow from Teal’c’s fist, infected matter was leaking from its tip. How much pus was sloshing around his abdominal cavity was impossible to say.

“Right, David,” she said, pushing that appalling thought aside. “We’re on the home stretch. You’re doing great.”

She talked him through the excision of the appendix, the stitching of the colon and then everything else. Removing the clamps and blood-soaked swabs. Working his way backwards out of Daniel’s belly, one suture at a time. Dixon’s technique was… interesting. Daniel would end up with one butt-ugly scar.

But that’s a hell of a lot better than being dead.

Eventually it was over. Dixon fixed a wound pad over the incision site, then she supervised him putting Daniel on fluids and i/v antibiotics.

“Sit with him,” she said, dizzy with pain and relief, and stripped off her mask. “I need to check Teal’c.”

He was regaining consciousness. Blinking, uncertain, he let her help him sit up. Stared at the air-splint on her arm.

“Doctor Fraiser… your wrist…”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “A simple fracture.”

His eyes widened with distress. “I did this? I remember losing control…”

“It’s okay,” she said softly, and put her left hand on his shoulder. “You weren’t responsible.”

“The symbiote lost its reason,” he said. “It feared it was dying.”

“I thought there wasn’t a conscious connection between a larval Goa’uld and its Jaffa.”

“There is not, as a rule. Only rarely, in dreams, and under duress.” Teal’c sighed. “It is calm now. It is recovering, as am I.” He looked around, and saw Daniel on the makeshift operating table, Dixon hovering over him. “Doctor Fraiser? What has happened?”

“Daniel’s appendix ruptured. We had to take it out. But he’s fine, Teal’c. He’s going to be fine. Now I need you to rest while I contact the SGC.” She glanced at Dixon. “Colonel? You’ll be all right?”

He nodded, his own mask discarded. “Oh, I’m fine — now.”

After getting him to help her throbbing right arm into a sling, she made her unsteady way to the gate and dialed home.

“What the hell, Doctor?” said Hammond. “You look like you’ve been run over by a truck! Is that — is that a sling?”

She bit her lip. “Yes, sir. We had a little hiccup.”

“Hiccup? What do you mean, hiccup?”

“Oh. You know. Teal’c in convulsions, Daniel with a ruptured appendix. Same old, same old. Oh yes.” She held up her arm. “And I’ve broken my wrist.”

“Janet!”

“I’m sorry, sir. I think I’m a little punch-drunk. How are Bill and his team coming along?”

“You’ll have your vaccine within forty-eight hours, Doctor. Do you think our people can hold on that long?”

Tears were so close. She couldn’t let them fall. “Yes, sir. I think they can.”

“Doctor, what about Jackson? You said his appendix ruptured?”

“It’s okay. We caught it. Colonel Dixon performed an emergency appendectomy, under my supervision. Daniel should make a full recovery.”

“And Teal’c?”

“A reaction to his symbiote losing so much blood. He’ll be fine too.”

“That’s… a relief, Doctor,” said Hammond. He sounded stunned.

You should try looking at it from my side of the wormhole, George.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “General, I need to go.”

“Yes, of course. Keep me apprised of your situation. Hammond out.”

She dragged herself back to the lab tent, where Teal’c was sleeping again and Dixon was collapsed on a stool, staring at unconscious Daniel as though he might sprout a pair of wings and fly away any second. Like herself, the colonel looked as though he’d been run over a truck.

“Hey, Doc,” he said. “What are we going to do about your arm?”

She looked at her broken wrist through its cradle of air-splint. “We’re going to do nothing. I’ll grit my teeth till it can be treated at home.”

“Is that a comment on my surgical expertise, Janet?”

She felt her face warm. “I hope you don’t mind that I called you David, sir. Under the circumstances — ”

“My mother’s the only woman who calls me David,” he mused. “And only when she’s really pissed. I prefer Dave, if it’s all the same to you.”

Despite everything, she had to smile. “Okay. Dave. I think I can manage that.”

“Oh, I think you can too, Doctor.” He managed a tired grin. “I don’t think there’s anything in the universe you can’t handle.”

She gave him a look, then crossed to Daniel. Ran his vitals. His color was improving. His blood pressure was a little low, but acceptable. He still had a fever, but it wasn’t life-threatening. All in all he was a lucky, lucky man.

Smoothing her good hand over his hair she said, “Hammond says we’ll have the vaccine within forty-eight hours.”

Dixon’s breath hitched. “And after its administered, we can go home?”

“If it works.” She looked at him steadily. “But I can’t promise it will, Dave. I wish I could.”

“But… there’s a chance, right?”

“Yes. There’s a chance.”

“Well, hell,” he said, and buried his drawn face in his hands. Surrendered to exhaustion. Emotion. Relief. After a moment he looked at her, eyes bright, cheeks wet. “It’ll work. We haven’t survived all this to fall flat on our butts now.”

From your lips to God’s ears, Colonel. Let’s pray you’re right.

“I need to check on Colonel O’Neill and Major Carter. Can I leave you here for a little while longer?”

He nodded. “Sure. But when you come back I will check out your wrist, and then you’re going to lie down for a while. Doctor Fraiser, you’ve had a busy day.”



Chapter Twenty-seven
 

The next thirty-six hours were the longest, most painful of Janet’s life. Abandoning Teal’c and Bhuiku to do what they could for the surviving Adjoans, keeping Dixon with her as an extra right hand, she divided her time between Daniel, Jack and Sam. To make life easier she corralled them in the same ICU tent. Daniel she kept sedated and on antibiotics, giving his long over-stressed body the rest it so desperately needed. Jack and Sam stayed on their existing regimen, drifting closer, inexorably, towards the brink.

She wasn’t a particularly religious woman… but when she wasn’t being a doctor she said her prayers, hard.

Ten minutes before the thirty-seven hour mark, the Adjo gate opened. It was General Hammond.

“Doctor Fraiser, stand by to receive urgent medical supplies.”

Janet a tidal wave of adrenaline. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“And Janet?” Hammond’s voice was alive with excitement. “Not only will you find there’s enough vaccine to treat everyone in Georgetown, but it’s guaranteed to get the job done.”

She stared into the MALP camera. “Sir? I don’t understand.”

He laughed, sounding younger and more carefree than she’d heard in weeks. “It’s amazing what you can do with a little help from your friends.”

It took a moment for his meaning to sink in. “General? You didn’t — did you go to Jacob Carter?”

“Yes, Doctor, I did.”

“I thought the President — ”

“The President is yet to be apprised of the situation,” said Hammond. He sounded remarkably jaunty, given he’d disregarded a direct order from his Commander in Chief. “There’ll be hell to pay when I tell him tonight, but frankly I don’t give a damn.”

“Why should there be trouble, sir? Surely Washington can’t object to the Tok’ra saving so many lives?” A nasty thought occurred. “Unless… sir, what did you have to give them to secure their help?”

“A piece of the mining action on Adjo.”

Oh boy. He was right. Washington would pitch a fit. “General, it was worth it. And if they don’t believe you, I’ll tell them myself.”

Hammond’s laughter was wry. “It may yet come down to that, Doctor. Okay. Keep your eyes peeled… we’re sending you the vaccine now.”

A few moments later the Adjoan wormhole rippled, and a trolley trundled through laden with sealed medical containers. Heart thudding erratically, Janet went to it. Touched them. Pressed fingers to her trembling lips. Then she returned to the MALP camera.

“General, shipment received. Please pass my thanks along to Jacob.”

“Will do. The Tok’ra scientists who’ve assisted Doctor Warner and his team assure me that you and the Adjoans will be completely free of viral contamination within twelve hours of receiving the vaccine. Once blood tests confirm it, you and SG-1 can come home. Of course you’ll be subjected to rigorous decontamination protocols…”

Not to mention the debriefing session of a lifetime… and for herself severely rapped knuckles. Maybe even an official censure.

But I don’t care. I don’t. That’s just words. This is life.

“Thank you, General,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, it seems I’ve got some vaccinating to do.”

Hammond laughed. “Certainly, Doctor. You’re dismissed.”

She found Teal’c, Dixon and Bhuiku in one of the mess tents, each forcing down an MRE.

“Doctor Fraiser?” said Teal’c, slowly standing. “What is the matter? You are weeping…”

Only then did she realize her cheeks were wet. “It’s the vaccine,” she said, her voice choked.

Dixon’s fist hit the trestle table. “No way. No way. They said it would work, they said — ”

“No! No!” she said quickly. “You don’t understand. General Hammond reached out to the Tok’ra. To Jacob. There’s enough vaccine for everyone in Georgetown… and it’s guaranteed to work.”

Bhuiku stared at them, his expression bewildered. “What do you say? What do you mean?”

She had to sit down. Her legs had gone all rubbery. “I mean, Bhuiku, that we’ve found a way to cure your people.”

“Hey,” said Dixon. “I thought cure was a four-letter word.”

She laughed. God, how long had it been since she’d laughed? “Right now, Dave, I’m prepared to make an exception.”

“So… what happens now?” he said.

“Now?” She pushed to her feet. “Now, my friends, we get to do some good.”

 

The vaccine wasn’t designed to be given as shot. The patient’s upper arm or hip were nicked in a small, straight cut with a miniature spade-shaped knife dipped in the vaccine. Considerably more ambidextrous now than she’d been before her broken wrist, Janet demonstrated the technique to Teal’c and Dixon, using her own hip first, then demonstrated it again as she vaccinated Jack and Sam. Then she watched as Teal’c vaccinated Bhuiku, and Dixon vaccinated the proud young village girl Nebti. Satisfied as to their competence, she portioned out the vaccines… and the healing of Adjo began.

Hammond hadn’t been exaggerating. Whatever the Tok’ra did to enhance the original vaccine, it kicked in like a turbo-charger five hours after it was administered.

Seated at Jack’s side, dozing, she jerked awake as she heard him stir. As she watched, heart thudding, he groaned and opened his eyes. “Hey. Janet.” His voice was weak, a thready whisper. “What’s going on?”

She took his hand and leaned forward, smiling. “Hey yourself, Colonel. Guess what? We’re going home.”

 

Hammond, of course, was at the base of the gate ramp to mark SG-1’s return a day later. A team of vaccinated medical personnel had gone through to Adjo with stretchers for Jack, Sam and Daniel. Hammond’s expression, when he saw them carried down the ramp, wasn’t entirely under his control.

Janet, with Dixon and Teal’c beside her, followed them down the ramp then halted in front of Hammond.

“Sir,” she said, and offered him a shaky left-handed salute.

Hammond’s eyebrows lifted. “Now you remember to follow military protocol?”

“Sir — General Hammond — ” Her voice sounded tight, like her throat was strangling it. “About the other villages on Adjo. The plague — ”

“It’s in hand, Doctor,” said Hammond. “The Tok’ra will continue their humanitarian efforts.”

Oh thank God. Thank God. She had to wait again before replying. “That’s excellent news, sir.”

“It is indeed.” He turned to Teal’c, and Dixon. “Welcome home, Teal’c. Colonel. I don’t know what to say.”

Dixon grinned. “Well, sir, due respect, you could say I’m dismissed to go find a telephone. I’d kind of like to call my wife.”

“I’ll bet you would,” said Hammond. “Colonel, you’re dismissed.” As Dixon withdrew, with alacrity, Hammond again looked at Teal’c, his expression sober. “Anything I say to you will sound… sadly inadequate. Nevertheless, I’d like to try. A little later, when things have settled down.”

Teal’c bowed. “Of course, General. At your convenience.”

He shook his head. “No, Teal’c. At yours. Now why don’t you head on to the infirmary? Doctor Fraiser and I will be along in a moment.”

“General,” said Teal’c, and left them alone.

“Well, Janet,” said Hammond. His tone was cool, his eyes warm. “In light of recent events, anything I say to you on the matter of orders, the following of, must surely smack of pots and black kettles.”

She cleared her throat. “Yes, sir. Sir — ”

He smiled. “Not now. You and I will be having a conversation, of course. But right now I expect you’d like to see how SG-1’s getting on. And then you’ll need to get that wrist taken care of.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, feeling her face heat.

“Lead the way, then,” he said. And added softly, as she turned, “By the way, Janet. Good work. Well done.”

“You too, sir,” she replied, not looking back. “You too. And thank you.”

 

The evening of their return to Earth, O’Neill sat in the infirmary with his team, minus Dixon. Not because he was still feeling hostile towards the man, but because this was a moment just for them, alone. Besides, the guy was glued to a phone catching up with his regular command. Or else he was lying, and still talking to his wife.

“So,” he said, lounging in a chair at Daniel’s bedside. “That was interesting, wouldn’t you say?”

Sitting opposite, with Daniel between them, Carter pulled a face. “I can think of a few other ways of putting it.”

She was looking herself again, thanks to the Tok’ra. No longer translucent. A long way from death. So was he, for that matter. Blisters cleared up, scabs scrubbed off. All his aches and pains a memory. Whatever was in that Tok’ra vaccine, it was pretty cool.

Damn. And now we owe them.

Except he wasn’t sorry, not really. Not with Carter sitting there grinning at him, brimful of life.

“All that matters,” said Daniel, sleepily, “is that we saved the Adjoans.”

He was still looking peaky. Exhausted. In pain, despite the morphine. A pity the Tok’ra couldn’t vaccinate him for the post-op blues.

“Hey,” O’Neill said, and nudged the bed with his knee. “When are you going to show me your scar?”

Daniel frowned. “I’m not.”

“Spoilsport.” He looked sideways. “So. Teal’c. You’re awfully quiet.”

Standing against the wall, Teal’c shrugged. “I have nothing to say, O’Neill.”

Maybe not. But I do. He cleared his throat. “Okay. Here’s the thing. I was wrong. You were right. And I apologize.”

“Yeah,” said Carter, her amusement swiftly fading. “Me too, Teal’c. I’m sorry… and thank you.”

Teal’c had come damn close to killing himself, to save them. Before she’d gone up to the base hospital to have her wrist set, at last, Janet had told them just how close a call it had been.

And what can I say about that? I don’t have the words.

But he could say this… “Seriously, Teal’c. I let you down. I made fun of your beliefs. I was a jackass. If anyone nearly got us killed, it was me.”

“Ah, no, sir,” said Carter, with a troubled glance at Teal’c. “I didn’t support him either. I’m just as much to blame here.”

“Don’t be greedy,” said Daniel, his eyelids at half-mast. “I’m the fairytale expert, remember? I’m sorry too, I should’ve — ”

“Be silent,” said Teal’c. His eyes were gleaming. “Your apologies are appreciated but unneccessary. We are in the business of risk, are we not?”

O’Neill exchanged another look with Carter. “Well, sure, but — ”

“Apportioning blame now is pointless,” said Teal’c, serene. “And despite the unpleasantness of the mission, a good outcome has been achieved. As you say here on Earth, let us count our blessings.”

He looked at Carter, restored to health. Looked at Daniel, minus his appendix but on the mend. Looked at his hands, no longer covered in blood-filled pustules. Took a deep breath, and felt his healed lungs fill with air. Looked at Teal’c, and smiled at him gently.

“Yeah. Okay. I guess I can do that.”

A nurse came and threw them out then, because Daniel needed his rest. The three of them walked to the elevator together. After so long on Adjo — God, it felt like a lifetime — there was something surreal about the grey concrete walls.

“You going home, sir?” said Carter.

He nodded. “Oh, yes. You?”

“Yeah…” she said slowly. “Only first I thought I might — ”

“What?” he prompted.

Her cheeks were pink. “You’ll think I’m an idiot.”

“Oh, I already think that,” he said, so innocent.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” she said dryly. “I was going to say, I thought I might go up top for a while.”

He stared. “Up top? Of the mountain?”

“Yes, sir. As top as we can get, anyway.”

“Well… okay. Why?”

She shrugged. “Why not?”

He raised an eyebrow at Teal’c. “Good question.”

“Indeed.”

So they all went up top, all three of them. Sat on the wild grass and looked at the endless midnight blue sky, silent and brilliant and stitched with familiar constellations. Breathed in the cool air, the Earth air, the sweet air of home.

They counted three shooting stars… and called it a night.

 

The Adjo mission debrief was held at 1500 on the day after SG-1’s return. It went pretty much as Dixon expected: long, loud, and full of vigorous debate. The only player not present was Jackson, still stuck in the infirmary recovering from his ruptured appendix. He did tender a statement, however, which was read into evidence by O’Neill, with snarky asides.

When at last it appeared that all the arguments had been exhausted, Hammond summed up the official response from on high.

“Although several questionable decisions were taken, by more than one person now present at this table,” he said, “the President has decided that, on balance, the positive outcomes from this mission have outweighed the negatives. Therefore no action will be taken against you, Doctor Fraiser, for disobeying direct orders and exposing yourself to viral contamination while on Adjo. There will be a note made on your permanent military record, but the matter will end there.”

Fraiser, her broken wrist healed by the Tok’ra, nodded. “Yes, General. Thank you, sir.”

The look Hammond gave her was hard to read. Affection. Exasperation. Admiration. Awe. “In closing, Doctor, I’ll pass along something the President said to me, regarding your actions.”

Fraiser stiffened. “Sir?”

“He said, and I quote, ’Tell your damned doctor she’s spending too much time around Jack O’Neill.’”

“Yes, sir,” said Fraiser, and kept her eyes on her notes.

“What about you, General?” said O’Neill, ready for a fight. “Bottom line is you saved our butts. They better not be hammering you for going to the Tok’ra.” Not even a lingering trace of illness remained in him. He and Carter looked as healthy and refreshed as though they’d just come back from three weeks at a spa.

Man. Those Tok’ra are something else.

He was disappointed he hadn’t gotten to catch up with Carter’s father, but Jacob was off at another secret location, causing some Goa’uld somewhere a world of grief.

Ah well. Maybe next time.

Hammond was frowning. “That would be between me and the President, Colonel.”

“But — ”

The tips of Carter’s fingers touched O’Neill’s arm. “Of course, General,” she said, as he subsided. “But we would like to say, for the record, how much we appreciate what you did for us. Risked for us. Colonel O’Neill’s right. We’d be dead right now if you hadn’t gone to my father and asked him for help. I know Washington’s not pleased with the deal you made, but — ”

Hammond snorted. “Washington has belatedly come to recognize that in giving the Tok’ra cautious access to such an unprecedented supply of naquadah we have — for the first time — put them a little in our debt,” he said, teeth bared in a sharkish smile. “What’s more, as a result of their pecuniary interest in the planet, they’ll be assisting us in figuring out how to decontaminate Adjo. All in all, it’s worked out quite well.”

“Even though Bhuiku’s only agreed to grant us conditional access to Mennufer’s naquadah mine?” said Carter.

“Washington is confident his position will soften, sooner rather than later.”

“Don’t bet on it,” said O’Neill. “That kid’s not stupid. He knows not to give too much too fast. And he’ll have the rest of Adjo’s village leaders singing the same tune inside a month. Good kid.” He pulled a face. “It just sucks we couldn’t save Lotar for him. I wish — ”

He glared at the desk. There was a moment’s silence. A chill of sorrow. Dixon felt the ache of grief, renewed. Saw it echoed in O’Neill’s set face.

Yeah, Jack. Don’t we all.

“I’ll need your completed mission reports by 1500 tomorrow, SG-1,” said Hammond, eventually. “After that you’re on two weeks’ leave. It’s overdue, and well-earned.”

The team exchanged pleased, relieved glances. “Thank you, sir,” O’Neill said quietly.

“People…” Hammond sat back. “That concludes our debrief of the Adjo mission. It turned out to be one hell of a ride, but you know what they say: any landing you can walk away from is a good one. You’re dismissed. Ah — except for you, Colonel Dixon. I’d like a word.”

As the others filed out of the briefing room, Dixon stood behind his chair.

“Your wife was pleased to hear from you, I take it?” said Hammond.

Pleased was an understatement. They’d both bawled like babies. “Yes, sir.”

Hammond smiled. “Good. Colonel, I’ve sent a separate report to General McCreary, regarding your contributions to the Adjo mission. But I’d like to say in person how impressed I am with what you achieved in your short time with us. Doctor Fraiser is adamant you saved Jackson’s life.” He shook his head, sighing. “You know, in the three years this base has been active I can only think of two other missions that come close to this one, in terms of threat level and complications.”

“Actually, General,” he said, grinning, “I’d say three. And strangely enough they all involved SG-1.”

“Three? Well, you could be right,” said Hammond. “But be that as it may, Colonel… I want you to know this. If ever you’re looking for a change of scenery there’s a locker with your name on it at the SGC. All you have to do is ask.”

He sucked in a deep breath. Let it out with care. “Sir, I am flattered. And I’ll give your offer due consideration, I promise. For now, let me say it’s been an honor and a privilege serving under you. And if things fall out that way I’d be proud to do it again.”

He saluted. Hammond saluted him back.

And then it was time to say his goodbyes.

 

Fraiser first, typing medical notes in her infirmary office. She looked up as he tapped on the door. Smiled. “Colonel Dixon. You’re leaving?”

He nodded. “Yup.”

“You pleased?”

“Ecstatic.”

“Really?” She pretended to pout. “Gee. Hurt a doctor’s feelings, why don’t you?”

“Nah, not really,” he said, relenting. “It’s been… Chinese.”

He watched her work that one out, and grin when the penny dropped. “Yes, indeed,” she murmured. “Around this place we live in very interesting times.” She stood and held her hand out. “So, goodbye, then, sir. Doctor to doctor.”

Instead of shaking her offered hand, he kissed it. “You’re awesome, Janet. You’re one of a kind.”

She grinned. “I’m pretty sure the same can be said of you, Dave. Be good to yourself. Enjoy being a dad. Send us a photo when the baby’s born.”

“I will,” he said, touched. “How’s Jackson doing? Is he up for a visit?”

“A quick one. He’s still pretty run down.” She spread her fingers. “Five minutes. That’s all.”

But when he found Jackson, the guy was sleeping. He didn’t have the heart to wake him up, so he scrawled a note and left it propped on the nightstand by the bed. Sorry I wasn’t Martha Stewart with a needle, Daniel. Call me when you’re back on your feet. I’ll take you to dinner.

He found Carter in her lab, playing with the first naquadah samples they’d sent back from Adjo. Area 51 had refined them, and she was dancing like a little girl. When she saw him her face lit up in that glorious smile.

“Hey. Colonel Dixon.”

“Major Carter. Having fun?”

The smile widened. “You’d better believe it.” She shoved her hands in her pockets. “So. You’re going home?”

“Fast as my little transport flight can carry me.”

She nodded. “You’ll be missed, sir. We owe you, big time.”

“Enough for you to call me Dave? Now we’re not in a chain of command?”

She laughed. “Yeah. Okay. Dave.”

“And if I hug you goodbye, Sam, are you going to report me for conduct unbecoming?”

Her answering smile slipped, and suddenly her eyes were full of tears. “I’d report you if you didn’t,” she said, and stepped into his embrace. “Thank you, sir.”

He nearly missed Teal’c, heading offworld to his family. The wormhole was engaged and shimmering and he was half-way up the ramp.

“Colonel Dixon,” he said, turning back, and fisted one hand against his heart. “You are a worthy warrior of the Tauri. I would go into battle with you again without hesitation.”

Dixon nodded, and returned the Jaffa’s salute. “Back atcha, Teal’c. If I have a son I hope he’s half the man you are.”

Teal’c smiled. Nodded. And stepped through the Stargate. Dixon watched until the wormhole collapsed, then turned round.

O’Neill was standing in the control room, just to the left of the gate technician.

Okay, then. A case of last but not least.

By the time he reached the top of the spiral staircase, Sergeant Harriman had disappeared. It was just him and O’Neill and the looming gray Stargate on the other side of the glass. Dixon drifted over to stand, not beside him, but near by. Shoved his hands in his pockets. Stared at the gate.

It had killed Frank Cromwell. Indirectly it had nearly killed him, or at the least come perilously close to getting him stranded on the other side of the galaxy. And yet it looked so peaceful. So harmless. Just a big metal ring.

Sure. Turn it on. Hell, what could go wrong?

Beside him, O’Neill rocked a little on his heels. “So. Hammond offered you a full-time gig here?”

He slid his gaze sideways and swiftly back again. “Yeah. But don’t worry. I said thanks, but no thanks.”

O’Neill shrugged. “Pity. I asked him to offer it.”

“Yeah, right,” he scoffed, without thinking. Then turned his head to stare. O’Neill wasn’t joking. What the hell? “Why?”

Another shrug. “Why not?”

There were so many reasons, they all tangled on his tongue.

O’Neill sighed. Shook his head. “You handled yourself like a pro, Dave. You saw the mission through. And… you took care of my team.”

He looked at O’Neill, and O’Neill looked back. No mask. No armor. Naked honesty. Simple truth.

His turn to sigh. “You’re never going to talk to me about Frank, are you?”

“Nope,” said O’Neill.

He was surprised, then, to realize it no longer mattered. Or didn’t matter so much. Or mattered in a different way. Maybe because the others had spoken for O’Neill, whether they meant to or not. Or maybe because O’Neill had spoken for himself… not with words, but with actions.

I’ll just have to hope, Frank. I’ll just have to believe that before you died you got the absolution you needed. And who knows, my friend… maybe one day I’ll get this stubborn bastard to change his mind, and we’ll drink a toast to you. I believe in miracles, now.

He grinned. “Well, Jack, I got me a plane to catch. So long. Take care of yourself. And don’t think I’ve forgotten I owe you a zat blast.”

He walked away then, without looking back. Slowly. Comfortably. Knowing that one day, some day, they’d see him again.

And you know what, Frank? I think I’m looking forward to it.
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