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  Chapter One


  
     
  


  The rangers’ jeep finally accelerated and sped off along a barely visible track. It chased up a cloud of powdery dirt and exhaust fumes, and once that had settled at last a dust-covered figure crept from a hollow beneath the pueblo’s northern wall.


  “About time,” the figure muttered and sneezed.


  Ten years or so ago he’d have turned up his nose at the Indiana Jones antics. Ten years or so ago he’d been an assistant professor (tenure track) and would have had no problem getting a digging permit. Those could be surprisingly hard to come by if you weren’t affiliated to some accredited research institution. On the other hand, how many assistant professors (tenure track or no) got to go zipping across the galaxy for a living? There was something to be said for lousy hours and constant peril.


  Okay, so the Air Force probably could have sorted out a digging permit. But that would have meant queries and paperwork, followed by red tape and questions, followed by inquiries and procedure. Besides, this wasn’t anything to do with the Air Force. This was to do with his being inquisitive. Not to mention that playing hide-and-seek with the National Park rangers actually was fun.


  Dr. Daniel Jackson grinned and tried to fluff the dust from his hair. Pointless, really. Chaco Canyon was the place where dust had been invented, together with multi-story masonry and ruler-straight highways. The latter being weird, because the Anasazi hadn’t been familiar with the concept of wheels. This and other inconsistencies had piqued his curiosity, which partly explained why he was skulking around here. Lousy hours and constant peril notwithstanding, he still was an archaeologist. He remembered that well enough.


  With the jeep gone, the canyon fell quiet again. The jackdaws returned, wheeling above parched clay ruins and cawing their annoyance at having been disturbed. Daniel sympathized. The rangers’ patrol visit had cost him half an hour.


  “So what?”


  This wasn’t a mission. This was Thanksgiving weekend, and he only had himself to worry about. Jack had gone fishing; Teal’c had barricaded himself in his quarters as soon as he’d heard that Jack was going fishing; and Sam was tinkering with something or other in her lab, which meant that, unless Earth came under attack from the Goa’uld, she wouldn’t resurface anytime soon. Nobody had suggested communal turkey carving, and in a way Daniel was grateful.


  Truth was, it still felt odd being back in a… corporeal way. It felt even odder among other people. Partly because other people, from natural nosiness and sometimes genuine concern, tended to ask where he’d been for fifteen months. Even if Daniel could have resolved that question to his own or anybody else’s satisfaction, he wouldn’t have been allowed to divulge the answer. And the reasonably vague but truthful I ascended to a higher plane of existence generally proved a mood killer, except among Buddhist monks. In short, smalltalk got a bit awkward these days.


  A breeze sprang up and chased a couple of dust devils across the plateau, swirling pink and orange in the low sun. Time to do some shoveling. Daniel hopped back into the kiva – a vault where religious ceremonies had been held. A shaft of muted daylight dropped through the ceiling after him, picking out a sleeping bag, a backpack, some cooking gear, and a laptop huddling in a corner.


  Yesterday he’d discovered a corridor down here, buried under rubble and undisturbed. If anything lay beneath, he’d see it within the next couple of hours, thanks to somewhat abbreviated excavation methods his former instructors wouldn’t have approved of. But the proper shoring up of tunnels and scrupulous sifting of dirt for bone fragments and shards of pottery fell by the wayside if you didn’t have a digging permit and hordes of eager student helpers.


  In the back wall yawned the hole he’d dug so far. It stretched downwards through hopefully solid debris. If it wasn’t solid, he’d find out soon enough. Daniel grabbed a trowel, eased himself in, and cautiously began to crawl. The air smelled of mould and that indefinable dry and heavy something he recalled from digs in Egypt. Age or death, either one would do. Strictly speaking, there wasn’t much difference between this and browsing through a subterranean library at the point of imminent collapse. Alright, so there was a difference. The fate of mankind didn’t hinge on this. As far as he knew…


  Two hours, thirteen minutes, and forty-eight seconds later the obstruction in front of him gave and an avalanche of rubble swept him into head-on acquaintance with a painfully firm floor. Stone slabs. Sprawled on his belly he groped for the flashlight he’d lost in the tumble. At last he found it wedged between a piece of rock and his left boot. The cover glass was intact, the switch still worked, and the light snapped on obediently. Pointing it at his face hadn’t been a good idea.


  Blinking against a swarm of charcoal blobs on his retinas, he directed the beam into the room. Gradually the blobs faded to dust motes dancing in the light. The first thing to move in here in God knew how long.


  The chamber was round and larger than he had expected. Well, he hadn’t really expected anything but, given the locale, the size of the room came as a surprise to say the least. About two meters in from the wall a colonnade circled the space. The whole ensemble, pillars and all, had been carved from rock. Its surfaces looked perfectly smooth. Too smooth.


  The Anasazi highways didn’t really explain this, and Daniel felt that odd prickle starting to rise in the pit of his stomach. He coughed up some dirt, scrambled to his feet, and slowly wandered around the arcade. There were no markings of any kind, no ornaments, nothing to indicate what this place had been used for. Only two pillars stood out. One was metal, bronze by the looks of it; the other, directly opposite, shone green… Some sort of observatory? Over at Pueblo Alto was a notched wall that let you determine solstice. Which could mean the pillars here represented summer and winter solstice. Bronze for summer, green for winter. Or the other way round. But if this was an observatory, then the room ought to be open to the sky…


  Backing out from under the colonnade, he let the beam glide across the ceiling. No sign of an opening, just the same immaculate surface spanning the room like a dome. Off the top of his head, he could think of only a few devices capable of cutting stone to this kind of finish. None of them human, let alone early Native American.


  “So where did you guys learn stonemasonry?”


  His shoulder collided with something large and unyielding. For a split-second as he spun around he had that sensation you’d commonly associate with being caught red-handed in a Goa’uld armory. The beam of the flashlight jittered in the darkness, and he willed his hands to stop shaking and train the light on the obstacle.


  Of course it didn’t breathe. It didn’t have glowy eyes either. It was an upright slab of limestone that clearly hadn’t been made by whomever had created the rest of the chamber. The workmanship was primitive by comparison, with clearly visible chisel marks and decorations at last. He circled the stele, fingers tracing a pair of straight lines around the top. The opposite side had a more elaborate carving, evidently important. It was a relief, framed  by a rough, square cartouche, and –


  Daniel took a step back, suddenly feeling cold. A stylized triangular body, round, faceless head, and upraised arms. The arms didn’t belong, but the image itself was unmistakable. He’d seen and touched it hundreds of times over the past years.


  “Uh-oh.”


  This shouldn’t be here. This so shouldn’t be here. Worse, he had no ready explanation for it. Tuning out the relief and its possible implications, he concentrated on the rest of the room. The pillars were familiar somehow. Bronze and green. Bronze and green. Bronze and green should ring a bell, although at the moment it stubbornly refused to chime. But at least he knew that it meant something. He’d have to head back and do some serious research.


  He found himself staring at the carving again. It shouldn’t be here.


  “General Hammond’s gonna love this…”


  He pulled out his camcorder and started taping.


   


  So much for letting Thanksgiving roll out quietly.


  The plan had been a shower, a beer, and pearls of wisdom by Homer. Instead his phone had been ringing as he’d walked through the front door. He’d dumped his bags, answered the call, done a crisp one-eighty, and sprinted back to his truck. After which he’d still managed to arrive late. So excuse him for cantering into the briefing room slightly unwashed and in non-reg leisure wear, to the delight of his CO and assembled team.


  “Sorry, sir.”


  “Take a seat, son,” grumbled Major General George S Hammond. He’d probably wanted to watch The Simpsons as well. “It isn’t like this was scheduled.”


  True.


  Colonel Jack O’Neill slipped into his usual chair at the conference table and tried to gauge expressions. Teal’c looked genteelly bemused, which meant that anybody else would look stunned stupid. Carter looked fascinated, which was a bad thing. She might choose to expand on her fascination, and then they’d all be here at least an hour longer than they absolutely had to be. Daniel looked suspended in mid-diatribe, which pegged him as the culprit. And what else was new?


  Possibly the fact that Daniel was accompanied by twice as many printouts and reference tomes than he usually dragged around with him.


  “Dr. Jackson’s about to brief us on a pretty odd find he’s made at a place called Peñasco Blanco in New Mexico,” supplied the General. “Carry on, Dr. Jackson.”


  “New Mexico?” Jack blinked. “What were you doing in New Mexico?”


  “Camping trip. I got bored.”


  “You could have come fishing.”


  “Jack, I think you… uh… missed the point.”


  “Who says fishing’s boring?”


  “Daniel Jackson. Perhaps you should continue,” Teal’c suggested smoothly and a tad too fast.


  Carter gave a small hiccup-ey sound, like she was clamping down on a snort, and something weird seemed to be going on with Hammond’s face.


  “Dr. Jackson, please?” the General insisted.


  On the screen of the TV next to Daniel you could see the grainy, underexposed image of a large round chamber with lots of columns. Two of them were slightly bigger than the rest and different in color and material. Right in the middle of the room reared some kind of standing stone.


  “Sorry ‘bout the picture quality. All I had was a flashlight… Right. My initial clue were those two pillars” – Daniel’s knuckles rapped the screen – “bronze and green. Actually bronze and smaragdus, which is an old word for emerald. They suggest an origin within the North African Punic culture. The Carthaginians colonized the Western Mediterranean, including Gibraltar, where they built a temple…”


  Oh here we go! Maybe next time he should just ignore the excuses and take Daniel fishing. What was the fishing like in New Mexico? On the notepad in front of him Jack doodled a bass jauntily flopping through sand.


  “… so, thanks to those bronze and emerald columns, Gibraltar actually became known as ‘The Pillars of Hercules’. Hercules, because the Carthaginians associated him with their main deity, Baal Hammon.”


  “Baal?”


  He hadn’t meant to say that. He’d opened his mouth and it had walked out. Now Carter was goggling, wide-blue-eyed, Are you okay, sir? Which required the standard Sure, peachy, drop it! stare in return, combined with the fervent hope that Daniel hadn’t picked up on it. Daniel didn’t remember, and Jack felt no inclination to jog his memory. Once Daniel remembered, he would want to talk about it, and talking about it featured right at the bottom of Jack O’Neill’s list of Desirable Things To Do.


  “It’s a title,” clarified Daniel. “Basically it means ‘Lord Hammon’.”


  Oh yeah? So Baal would be Lord what? Lord Goddamn Sadistic Son of a Bitch?


  “It still doesn’t explain the finish of the chamber,” Carter threw in, mercifully yanking the applecart into a completely different direction. “I’ve analyzed those samples you brought. They look as though the stone was grown. Literally. Something’s been done to its crystalline structure on the molecular level. The nearest thing to it that we know of would be the Tok’ra tunnels, but this is much more refined.”


  “You’re saying we’ve got the Tok’ra digging up our backyard?” Jack frowned.


  “You have not, O’Neill,” replied Teal’c. “This is unlike any structure the Tok’ra would create.”


  “That’s reassuring.”


  “Uh… Jack?” Daniel was wearing his If you think this sucks, wait for the other shoe face and pushed a button on the remote. “Check this out.”


  The image zoomed in on the monolith at the center of this tailor-grown cave. Then it zoomed in further until the edges of the stone disappeared from the frame, leaving a rough white surface and, on it, a clearly visible relief:
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  “Holy Hannah…” whispered Carter.


  “I couldn’t have put it better myself, Major.” The corners of Hammond’s mouth twitched. “I’ve already contacted Groom Lake. A team of specialists from Area 51 has sealed off the site and is conducting tests as we speak.”


  “Obviously the ‘gate glyph for the Tauri.” Deserting his spot by the monitor, Daniel poured himself some water. “But there is a chance that it’s simply a huge coincidence,” he remarked between two sips.


  Teal’c’s left eyebrow said Bull!


  Jack couldn’t have put it better himself. “Arms aside, how huge a coincidence are we talking about, Daniel? Cosmic?”


  “It’s Punic, and the –”


  “Nah.”


  “Huh?”


  “Puny’s more like” – Jack’s thumb and forefinger pinched a quarter inch of air between them – “so.”


  “Punic, sir.” His 2IC grinned. “From Phoenicia.”


  “Wrong continent, Carter. Phoenicia is in Asia,” commented Jack, looking smug. “The puny guys are from North Africa.


  “Which would be the problem.” Obviously Dr. Jackson wasn’t buying. “I mean, apart from the cross-fertilization. I got thrown by that, plus I’m not exactly firm on Punic cultures, so I never recognized it until I found that stele. It’s a religious symbol, the so-called ‘Sign of Tanit’. Now, Tanit was a Punic deity commonly identified with Ishtar or Astarte or Ashtoreth, all of which were just different names for a prominent goddess of fertility in the ancient –”


  “Ah!” The stack of books was at least twenty inches high, and Jack wasn’t about to languish through a detailed précis on each of its components. Not quietly, anyway. “We trust you. What’s it mean?”


  “A while back someone hatched a wild theory about the Phoenicians sailing to the New World and leaving their footprints all over the place. Wacky, but it may explain this. Coincidence, in other words.”


  “So what about the technology used on the stone? See, last time somebody hatched a wacky theory, the Air Force ended up building this facility under Cheyenne Mountain… It’s called Stargate Command,” Carter observed drily. “We’ve also found out that the Goa’uld were the common denominator. No coincidence, in other words.”


  “I just wanted to give you the alternative.” Adjusting his glasses, Daniel dropped into a chair next to her. “Interestingly, the people who supposedly built Peñasco Blanco were called Anasazi. That’s a Hopi word, and it means ‘Ancient Enemy’. Draw your own conclusions.”


  “An exceedingly apposite name.”


  “My thought precisely, Teal’c.”


  Jack sketched a mustache on his bass. “Okay, so if I understand you correctly these Punic guys set sail one fine day, got lost, and had trouble blending in with the local crowd because they’d brought along a Goa’uld?”


  “I doubt they got lost. The Phoenicians invented navigation. Otherwise, yeah, it’s possible. Some of them may have bailed out when the Romans invaded Carthage in 146 BC.” Daniel shrugged. “As for the rest, I simply don’t know enough about the culture. However…”


  “However?”


  “An Oxford University team has just dug up a whole new temple precinct in Tunisia. I’ve been comparing pictures, and it could be where this stele came from. The leader of the dig is a Dr. Kelly. She’s an authority on Punic cultures. I’d like to show her what we’ve got.”


  “Is that advisable, Daniel Jackson?”


  Going by Hammond’s frown, he had the same problem with this as Teal’c. Or Colonel O’Neill for that matter.


  “Daniel –”


  “I know, I know. But what do you think she’ll do? Go public?” Daniel gave a wry grin. “As far as she’s concerned I’m a total flake. My academic reputation’s shot to bits. I promise you, someone like Kelly’d rather bite her tongue off than admit she even talked to me.”


  “Point taken, Dr. Jackson.” General Hammond shifted forward in his chair, palms flat on the table. Wrap-up time. “So where does this leave us?”


  “With a lot of loose ends, sir,” Daniel acknowledged. “Unless I get your permission to see a lady about an artifact.”


  


  Chapter Two


  
     
  


  Below stretched the deep blue blanket of the southern Mediterranean and jutting out into the water lay a parched belly of land that held the remains of Kerkouane, an ancient fortress town. To the naked eye it looked like a bomb site. Stumps of columns and leftovers of walls formed an unruly maze. The Romans had dropped by for a visit, about the same time they’d levelled Carthage and rebuilt it to suit their own taste. No rebuilding had ever happened in Kerkouane, which meant that this jumble of ruins was the only major site of genuinely Phoenician origin in all of Tunisia. Most of the excavation had taken place in the 1950s, but some digs were still active, including a recent one, backed by the University of Oxford. Its tents were pitched beyond the far end, a little inland and set back from the main complex.


  Outside the largest of these tents stood a sturdy, apple-cheeked, elderly woman. Everyone’s favourite granny. The looks distracted from forty-odd years of academic achievement, and from the lofty heights of that experience and its concomitant accolades she glared down at a mousy girl, young enough to be her granddaughter.


  “Tophet? Did I hear you say tophet, Miss Mafham?” snapped the granny. “And I suppose that afterwards the priests held a jamboree and gnawed the bones. Don’t tell me! You’ve found a wee little femur that smells of incense and has teeth marks on it, right?”


  “No, Professor… I just thought –”


  “Don’t think! You’re paid to catalogue. I’m paid to think. That’s why they publish what I write, an experience I’m sure you’ll never have to deal with.”


  “Yes, Professor.”


  Miss Mafham, a postgraduate with an appalling tendency to mistake random association for structured thought, shrivelled into a sweat-soaked tank top and fled towards the trenches.


  Dr. Siobhan Kelly smiled briefly, entered the tent, and sagged into a canvas folding chair. Forefinger and thumb tweaked the front of her shirt and flapped it in a futile attempt to ventilate her ample bosom. Beastly climate! Grunting, she let go and focused her attention on a decorating table that filled half the tent.


  It served as desk, lab counter, and specimen tray, and on it lay a series of six rubbings Mafham the Mouse had taken this morning. They showed six different symbols framed by square cartouches, all of roughly the same size. Almost like some kind of hieratic script. But one didn’t get to be Head of the Institute of Archaeology by postulating novel writing systems every time one came across something not directly identifiable. So what the dickens were they?


  Snatches of conversation drifted into the tent. The chatter and calls of diggers and students could be heard all the time and, like the roar of a waterfall or surf at the beach, she simply tuned them out. Eventually her concentration was broken by the mention of her name.


  Miss Mafham’s dulcet tones answered a query. “Yes, she’s in there… But frankly, I wouldn’t risk it at the moment. We’re in a foul mood.”


  “We usually are, as I recall. In there, you said?”


  American accent. A vaguely familiar voice, straining to drift up from underneath the baggage of decades’ worth of names and faces. Before it could rise to the surface, the tent flap swept back to admit a silhouette, black against the noonday brightness outside. Behind it the flap dropped, shutting out the glare and easing the tent’s interior back to a diffuse saffron glow.


  “Hi, Professor.”


  “You!”


  The hair had undergone some radical pruning, he’d filled out in a way that rather suited him, and something in his face said that he’d encountered real life. Well, he certainly had asked for that, hadn’t he? Contrary to all advice.


  Dr. Kelly gathered the rubbings, turning them face-down. “There are no vacancies on this dig.”


  “Nice to see you, too, Professor. I’ve got a job, thanks.”


  “Then what are you doing here?”


  “I thought I’d stop by for that drink you owe me.”


  “I owe you what?”


  “Remember, last time we met?”


  Oh yes. The occasion had been unforgettable. Dr. Siobhan Kelly, then on a scholarly exchange sponsored by the Oxford-Princeton partnership, had been among the first to leave the lecture room that afternoon. And yes, they had arranged to meet for a beer later. She hadn’t kept the appointment.


  “I don’t recall anything of the sort.”


  “No, I don’t suppose you do… Something came up, didn’t it?”


  Quite. A whole outrageous load of codswallop about the 4th Dynasty and the Giza Pyramids had come up.


  “So what do you want?” she snapped.


  “I need your professional input.” He pulled a fistful of Polaroids from his shirt pocket and held them out to her. “Ever seen this before? I’m thinking it’s Tanit.”


  “Tanit? By your standards that’s a bafflingly conservative interpretation!” When Kelly finally looked at the pictures, she bit back a curse. This was impossible. Unless he’d really sunk that low… “Which one of those thieving louts has given this to you? More importantly, where has he hidden it and how much does he want?”


  “Your diggers have nothing to do with this. I found it.”


  She stared at the pictures again. The resolution was barely high enough to bring out detail, but in one of the photos somebody had rigged a yardstick next to the stele. Height and proportions matched exactly. “Where?”


  “I’m sorry, Professor. Need to know.”


  Need to what?


  The cheek of this plonker was incredible. “Let me show you something, Jackson. And then, if you’d still prefer keeping it to yourself, we’ll call the police.”


  Kelly stormed from the tent, nearly tripping over that wretched girl, Mafham, and leaving Daniel Jackson to follow.


   


  Jetlagged and panting in the heat, Daniel stumbled over rough paths covered in crushed white rock. He’d only arrived this morning, after ten solid hours of sampling the joys of commercial air travel, followed by an endless car journey over diabolical roads. Either side of him, sweat-glistening faces peered up from holes in the ground. The diggers had taken cover at Kelly’s passage, which generally was a good move. He muttered “Hi” and “B’slama” and tried not to lose sight of the Professor.


  She’d careened to a stop in front of a trapdoor. Electric cables coiled from under the panels to a nearby generator. On the door itself someone had pinned a sign that read No Trespassing/Défense d’Entrer. Kelly undid a padlock and chain and flung back the door panels. A sparse row of overhead lights in wire mesh cages illuminated a steep flight of stairs. At the bottom a corridor stretched away into the shadows.


  “Watch where you put your feet,” she growled, thundering down the stone steps without the slightest concern for what she might be treading on.


  “Do as I say…” Mumbling to himself, Daniel tiptoed down the stairs into merciful coolness. He followed the dimly lit passage until he emerged in a lofty room.


  Domed. Round. With columns.


  “Oops…” he whispered.


  “Quite something, isn’t it?” Softening up for once, Kelly stood framed by two pillars on the far side, smiling around the chamber like a proud mom showing off her kid. “This is unique.”


  No, actually… Daniel ran a hand over the surface of a wall. The same uncanny smoothness. The same colonnade, complete with the two odd pillars out. Bronze dull with age, the smaragdus retaining its sheen. The main difference to Peñasco Blanco was a circle of six stelae, concentric to the pillars.


  “Mafham, the insolent little brat, thinks it’s a tophet.” Kelly scowled.


  “A tophet?”


  “A place for human sacrifice.”


  “I know that, Professor.”


  She snorted, quite possibly in disbelief. “That blood-curdling theory’s been bandied about for ages. Pat and lurid and guaranteed to sell.”


  “Interesting. Historical propaganda, huh?”


  Another snort. “Most of what we know of Punic history was written by the worst enemies of Carthage. How would you rate the credibility?”


  “The Romans… Diodorus?”


  “Amongst others.” She still clutched Daniel’s Polaroids and waved them at the stelae. “Take a closer look. Chop-chop! And when you’re through, you’d better start explaining, duckie!”


  Oh yeah. She’d love that one. What she’d love even more was the contingent from Area 51 that would firmly and politely push her out of here just as soon as he gave the word.


  Daniel walked over to the nearest stele, stepping carefully, as though the floor might suddenly shift under him. White, porous limestone. Chisel marks. Rough surfaces. The same decorative lines around the top and bottom. A cartouche. Not the Sign of Tanit. Subtle additions, reflecting a different esthetic perhaps, but there could be no doubt.


  Orion.


  He sucked in a sharp breath, moved on, almost running.


  Canis Minor… Bootes… Pisces… Andromeda… Corona Australis…


  And an empty base at the center of the circle. One stele was missing. The seventh symbol set apart from the six coordinates. Just as on the Giza cover stone. It was a Stargate address, minus the point of origin. That had somehow found its way to New Mexico.


  Kelly’s voice drifted into his consciousness from lightyears away. “Initially I thought it might be a shrine to Hammon but with what you’ve shown me there” – she waved the Polaroids again – “I’d say Tanit is by far the more likely candidate. Obviously her stele had pride of place.”


  “Obviously…”


  The word ‘stele’ must have sparked the Professor’s memory. “So. Where is it?”


   


  Symbols were racing across the screen, rapidly changing shape, transforming one to the next. The dialing computer was searching its files for an address that would match a permutation of the glyphs Daniel had faxed back. It had been running for over three minutes now, which was unusual. Normally it took a minute or less. The longest search ever had clocked in at two minutes and forty-one seconds.


  Now they were approaching the four-minute-mark.


  Suddenly the hypnotic flow of glyphs ground to a dead stop and at the center of the screen a legend showed in red: No Match Found.


  “What does this mean, Major Carter?”


  “It means it’s found no match, Teal’c.” Colonel O’Neill, being helpful.


  Sam hid a quick grin and kicked the swivel chair around to face her CO and Teal’c who’d both been hovering in the control room ever since the fax had come in.


  “It means the address Daniel has sent us isn’t on the Abydos Cartouche or –”


  “Not on the Abydos Cartouche?” The Colonel looked a little pained. “Carter, last time we got a batch of those I was communicating in a weird variant of Latin and building doohickeys nobody could figure out. There’s gotta be something cruvis with that computer of yours.”


  “No, sir. Nothing wrong.” This time she didn’t bother to hide the grin and shook her head emphatically. “I’ve run a couple of known addresses against the program, just to make sure. They came up. It’s definitely not there.”


  “How come?”


  “Not a clue, sir.”


  His show of skepticism almost made her laugh. Or scream in frustration, depending. The next move would be a request to Think of something, Carter! Sam supposed she might as well get a head start. Last time we got a batch of those… Back when he’d been communicating in that weird variant of Latin and building doohickeys nobody – including Major Dr. Samantha Carter – could figure out, he’d also been playing with the dialing computer. Until General Hammond had ordered him prised off the hardware, that was.


  “Uh… Sir?”


  “What?”


  “You gave me an idea.”


  “I did?” Fists stuffed into the pockets of his pants, Colonel O’Neill bounced on his toes and seemed inordinately pleased with himself.


  “Yep.” Sam smiled. “A hunch, anyway. You said it yourself just now. You inputted a whole bunch of new ‘gate addresses into the dialing computer.”


  “Don’t remind me…” The bouncing stopped. “Besides, if it were one of those, it still should have popped up, right?”


  “Right. But we didn’t let you finish, did we? The General had you stopped. What if you didn’t get round to –”


  “Inputting this one.”


  “Precisely.” She turned the chair 15o east towards Teal’c. “What are the odds of an address being neither on the Abydos Cartouche nor in the Ancients’ repository?”


  Teal’c pondered this for a few moments. “I believe they are negligible, Major Carter. An omission from the Abydos Cartouche may be due to a variety of reasons. However, considering that the Ancients built the Stargate system, it is most unlikely that they should have forgotten one of its planets.”


  “Well, they did manage to lose a whole city, didn’t they? Why not a planet?” proposed the Colonel.


  “Because they didn’t have the resources of the Pentagon at their disposal, sir?” Sam asked mildly. “Besides, they didn’t lose it. They hid it.”


  “You’re starting to sound like me.” He’d ignored her quibble and his tone betrayed a worrying amount of satisfaction. “So what do you suggest we do next?”


  “There’s one way of finding out. Dial –”


  Her reply was cut short by the clatter of highly polished regulation shoes rattling down the metal staircase at the back of the room.


  “Anything yet, Major?”


  “In a manner of speaking, sir…” Then she gave General Hammond the same answer she’d just given Colonel O’Neill and Teal’c.


  “I’m sure Dr. Jackson will be intrigued to hear it,” the General said, distinctly unenthused.


  “When’s he due back, sir?”


  “Sometime tomorrow night. He’ll be bringing company.”


  “Company?”


  “Dr. Siobhan Kelly.” Hammond’s gloom intensified. “She wasn’t exactly pleased when we shut her down, so she pulled some strings. The British Secretary of Defence happens to be an Oxford graduate, and I’ve just spent three quarters of an hour on the phone listening to the Old Boys’ Network in operation. The Brits’ position is that, since they’re covering up for our small scale invasion of Tunisian soil, they’re due some form of return. Else 10 Downing Street will find itself unable to keep the lid on the Stargate Program. Dr. Kelly is to be considered a representative of the British Government and will accompany any mission undertaken as a result of her discovery at Kerkouane.”


  Colonel O’Neill’s objection got as far as “Ah!” and withered under a baleful stare from his commanding officer.


  “Save it, Jack. It’s nonnegotiable. They’ve got us over a barrel. If the Tunisians had got wind of the activities of the Area 51 team, we’d have a diplomatic nightmare on our hands.”


  “You know me, sir. Always happy to welcome a new scientist on the team. I’m getting used to the old ones, and we don’t want to open the door to complacency, do we?”


  


  Chapter Three


  
     
  


  She’s not that bad once you get to know her, Jack.” It was remarks like this that occasionally made George Hammond wonder about the state of Dr. Jackson’s amnesia or recall or the gray zone in between. By his own account, the young man had been close to pushing Professor Kelly off the plane somewhere above Labrador.


  Not that Hammond blamed him. Personally, he harbored an ugly little notion of the corridors of Whitehall reverberating with laughter as Her Majesty’s Secretary of Defence told his pals how he’d saddled some puffed-up Yank flyboy with an aging Medea.


  He’d thought it only polite to welcome the lady upon her arrival last night. As far as wasted efforts went, this one had been a rare beauty. She’d treated him like a slightly retarded bellhop and begun listing the things she objected to in the VIP quarters. None of which compared to the fuss she’d raised when he’d informed her that, yes, he knew perfectly well who she was, and, no, that still wouldn’t gain her admission to a classified briefing. All things considered, Hammond was beginning to question whether SG-1 would ever forgive him for this one. Then again, given the current state of affairs, the mission might not get underway today or at any time in the foreseeable future.


  Armed SFs hung around the fringes of the ‘gate room, shuffling their feet. Colonel O’Neill stood leaning against the wall under the control room window, cap pulled over his eyes, shuffling his mouth. Teal’c towered next to him, deaf to the mutterings and looking like he’d entered a state of catatonic kelno’reem. Dr. Jackson had dropped back under that cloud of doom from which he’d briefly emerged to deliver his optimistic assessment. Half an hour ago SG-7 had come back from a survey mission and been mightily surprised to encounter this illustrious reception committee.


  At last the unmistakable sounds of a blazing argument drifted from the C Corridor. Jack shut up, bobbed off the wall, and raised the bill of his cap to half-mast; Teal’c opened one eye; and the cloud of doom swallowed Dr. Jackson.


  Two seconds later Dr. Siobhan Kelly strode through the blast door, a case study in how appearances could be deceiving: granny bun, quick black eyes, a round face that seemed composed of soft little clumps of putty. She was decked out in a brown tweed suit, pink linen blouse, woolen socks, and sturdy boots. A scuffed Gladstone bag completed the ensemble.


  “Cool,” murmured Jack O’Neill, voice carefully pitched to ensure plausible deniability. “The long-lost love-child of Miss Marple and Conan the Librarian.”


  At a safe distance behind the Professor followed Major Carter, clutching a battle dress uniform. “Sorry about the delay, sirs. I –”


  “Oh shut up!” Kelly snapped. “I refuse to wear those ridiculous pyjamas!”


  The ridiculous pajamas might have been an improvement, but General Hammond seriously doubted the tactical benefit of pointing it out. “Stand down, Major.”


  Heaving a sigh of relief, Sam Carter tossed the garments in question at a bewildered SF and joined her team mates. Kelly meanwhile had spotted Dr. Jackson.


  “I was led to believe we were going to New Mexico to pick up my stele!”


  “I never –”


  “Listen, Jackson, if I spend a minute longer in this concrete mausoleum, I’ll –”


  “General, how about we just get this show on the road?” Jack eyed the Professor like an arachnophobe would regard a tarantula. “Before she starts dismantling the place?”


  “I beg your pardon?” Kelly spun around. “Who are –”


  She was cut off by a sudden clank. Sergeant Davis up in the control room must have interpreted the Colonel’s enquiry as an order. Or maybe he had decided that this was the easiest method of curing a chronic earache. Either way, the ponderous noise of the Stargate spinning to life finally directed Professor Kelly’s attention to the most prominent item in the room.


  Slack-jawed with astonishment and blessedly quiet, she took a few steps toward the ramp. On the ‘gate the first symbol engaged, the chevron snapping into place.


  “What in God’s name is that?”


  “A figment of my imagination.” Dr. Jackson sounded smug. For good reason, George Hammond was sure.


  She ignored the retort, mesmerized by the sight. “What is it doing?”


  “Wait and see.”


  The inner ring continued to turn. Chevrons locked and glowed the color of old sherry. Then, with the abruptness of great power, the event horizon leaped forward, arrested halfway into the room, and contracted to a shimmering cobalt membrane across the Stargate.


  Bag firmly tucked under one arm, Professor Kelly climbed the metal steps and proceeded toward that membrane until her right hand touched its surface. “How quaint. A vertical fishpond.”


  The next moment she’d stepped through and disappeared.


  “Oh crap!”


  The expletive just hung there for a stunned second while nobody moved. Then Jack O’Neill unfroze and started sprinting up the ramp, Major Carter on his heels. Dr. Jackson and Teal’c followed at a more leisurely pace.


  “This is a novel approach…” observed Dr. Jackson, a small but worrying trace of admiration in his tone.


  “I concur.”


  Left behind in the ‘gate room, George Hammond contemplated the event horizon until it collapsed. “SG-1, you have a ‘Go’,” he said, mostly because he always said it.


   


  Jack shot from the wormhole at twice the legal speed. The problem was exacerbated by Kelly having parked herself smack in his trajectory. They got up close and personal and tumbled down the stone steps in front of the ‘gate, a tangle of limbs, tweed skirts, Gladstone bag, and one P90. Once the planet had stopped revolving around him, he risked opening his eyes. The sun was shining – correction: both suns were shining – the birds were tweeting, a gentle breeze fanned the tops of some enormous trees, and lined up atop the stairs stood his team, staring at him in a kind of radiant disbelief.


  “I caught her!”


  “Uhm… We noticed. You okay, Jack?” Daniel was trying to sound solicitous. It needed work.


  Beneath him, Kelly started to buck.


  Oh yeah, you’re clearly on top of this situation, O’Neill. Now, when you rise, eventually, make sure you don’t mix up the accessories. Yours was the gun, not the bag.


  He pushed himself up, which was rewarded by a loud groan from below. Getting from a static push-up to an upright position proved slightly more of a challenge. The way his left knee felt, it must have knocked a dent into one of those steps. Nothing a ten-mile hike wouldn’t cure. Guessing that he still held center stage, he suppressed a grimace.


  Carter had sauntered down the stairs and was handing him his cap. It didn’t distract from that stifled giggle and made him feel vindictive. How come she hadn’t taken flight, anyway? She’d been right behind him.


  “Carter, help the Professor. And while you’re at it, lay down a few ground rules. Starting with Get the hell away from the ‘gate!”


  “Yessir!” Eyes narrow, the giggle throttled.


  Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Colonel.


  Minor accidents thus taken care of, he picked up his P90 and gimped along a broad stone-paved path, putting some distance between himself and Kelly, just in case. The path extended ruler-straight, from the Stargate at one end to a large building about three hundred meters away. It was surrounded by a sparse forest of tall cedars with very little undergrowth. Dry, fallen needles carpeted sun-dappled ground, muffling footfalls and scenting the air. More birds, with crickets doing something contrapuntal in chirp flat minor. Otherwise not a sound, and there wasn’t a soul in sight. To the north the foothills rose to a mountain range, craggy and barren, shivering in the heat. No sign of human – or alien – up there either. No surprises. No Ancient Enemy.


  So far P2X 159 seemed perfectly normal – excepting the surplus sun – and it matched the MALP footage. Nothing to indicate why it should have been omitted from the Abydos Cartouche. Nothing to twang his antennae, and that was a rarity.


  Staff weapon loosely clasped in one hand, Teal’c came circling towards him through the trees. Going by the Jaffa’s relaxed jog, he also thought they’d found the perfect vacation spot. Maybe that was it: exclusive summer camp for the discerning snake-lover, with an unlisted address to keep the rabble away.


  “Find anything, T?”


  “I did not, O’Neill. The area appears to be deserted.”


  “So we go… What?”


  Teal’c was gazing past him, looking worried all of sudden – the way a cat looked worried. You had to know him to get it. Jack wheeled around.


  Tweed flapping around a pair of plump calves, Miss Marple the Barbarian was sallying forth along the walkway, Carter and Daniel in her wake. Sole trace of the recent collision was the flamboyant list of her bun, which teetered on a round, gray head and represented the only thing fluffy about her. Mentally preparing himself for a shouting match that would have left a drill instructor weeping with joy, Jack O’Neill stepped squarely in the path of the oncoming valkyrie. She threw him a passing glance and maneuvered around him.


  “Nothing broken I see. Don’t hang about, duckie! We want to get to that site, don’t we? Chop-chop!”


  Duckie?


  Daniel and Carter slowed to a reluctant halt, their faces studiously blank.


  “Duckie?”


  “We tried, sir.”


  Daniel said nothing and shifted the Gladstone bag from left to right.


  “You gotta be kidding me…” He turned on his heel. “Professor!”


   


  The roar of a waterfall or surf on the beach. She tuned it out. With difficulty. He was more persistent than a first-year undergraduate.


  “Professor!”


  Yes, yes, yes. All in good time!


  Stepping through the giant hula hoop, she’d fully expected to come out the other side dripping wet and staring at a concrete wall. She hadn’t expected this. Of course Jackson had told her about it, but Jackson told a lot of fantastical stories about a lot of fantastical things. When she’d ended up on the stone dais with the second hula hoop, she’d still believed that it was a colossal hoax. After all, there were rumours about the Moon Landing having been a fake. Then she’d seen the twin suns and changed her mind. A fake on this scale was beyond the capacity even of the current British government.


  Amazing. Truly amazing…


  The architecture of the building ahead looked Punic. Or rather, it looked like what generations of archaeologists had construed to be Punic architecture. They’d been right about the flat roofs. Massive walls rose to three stories of superbly crafted bevelled stonework. Inset in the walls was an archway, some fifteen feet high, its wooden gates –


  “Professor! Stay put!”


  Oh for goodness’ sake!


  – open. Through the archway one could see an inner courtyard, lined by a colonnade. The layout was similar to the Kerkouane precinct. They’d liked their curved lines, hadn’t they? Quite possibly it was a temple, but closer examination would verify this –


  An ear-splitting crack and dust and morsels of shattered stone rained down from the lintel above her head.


  “Bloody Nora!” Siobhan Kelly jerked around.


  “Do I have your attention now?” That nasty black box of a gun draped across his midriff, he came swaggering towards her like something out of those Rambo films and had the nerve to grin.


  “You shot at me!”


  “I didn’t shoot at you. If I’d shot at you, you wouldn’t be complaining.”


  This wasn’t funny. “Of all the –”


  “Ah!” A surprisingly elegant hand flew up and he took off his sunglasses, hard and angry eyes belying the grin. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Professor, we’re not in Kansas anymore. Carter here explained a few facts to you just now, but maybe you didn’t get the message. So –”


  “Oh please! I’ve been conducting excavations since before you were an itch in your daddy’s trousers. Do you have any idea of who I am?”


  “One huge honkin’ pain in the mikta. I, on the other hand, am the guy who’s under orders to bring you back in one piece, and if you interrupt me again I’ll gag you. We didn’t get a chance to introduce ourselves, so, for the record, I’m Colonel Jack O’Neill. Colonel means you’ll do exactly as I tell you when I tell you, and if I’m not around, you’ll listen to Major Carter. Are we clear on this?”


  “Of course we are. I fail to see the problem, Colonel.”


  His jaw dropped into speechlessness. Good. That settled it then.


  Kelly turned and passed through the cool shadows of the archway and into the courtyard. A rather imaginative obscenity sailed past her, then she heard him bark at Jackson.


  “Daniel! Stay with the Professor. If she does anything that might upset me, zat her.”


  What her?


  Rapid steps scampered up from behind. Well, maybe Jackson could be of some use. Unlike that girl or the big Afro-Caribbean deaf-mute with the tattoo.


  “Professor! Listen! Jack isn’t doing this to annoy you. He’s –”


  “Shush… Just look at this! Isn’t it marvellous?”


  The courtyard was vast, much larger than any remains she’d ever seen on Earth. On Earth… What a peculiar thought!… Paved with white slabs, it measured a good one hundred and fifty yards at its longest. Its width was approximately two thirds of that. The two apexes of the oval were marked by freestanding bronze and smaragdus pillars, gleaming in the sunlight. Although they rose above the height of the colonnade, they still were dwarfed by the structure projecting from the southern side of the courtyard: a round, fat-bellied tower, narrowing towards the top. Ninety feet high at least and limestone-clad, the same virginal white as the paving. It had no windows, but opening onto the yard was an immense double-panelled gate, cast of solid bronze and adorned with the relief of a bull’s head.


  “Interesting.” Wandering closer, Kelly took off her jacket and slung it over one shoulder. If she’d known about the climate, she’d have worn something thinner. Naturally noone had bothered to suggest appropriate clothing… “Jackson, do you see this? Want to tell me what you make of it?… Jackson?”


  He was gone. Silent heat filled the court. In the shadows under the archway stood the deaf-mute, staring back towards the hula hoop, clutching his stick and guarding the entrance like a good little soldier. Nobody else was in sight. She felt an odd, disturbing jolt of abandonment.


  “Jackson! Where are you?”


  Nothing.


  “Jackson!”


  “In here, Professor!”


  Kelly spotted him across the yard, his head poking from one of those doorways that led off the colonnade at regular intervals. “What are you doing?”


  “Have a look!”


  It wasn’t what she’d had in mind, but the alternative was staying adrift in this white arena. So she trotted over. Jackson stood inside a small, dark room that held a single sleeping platform and, across the floor from it, a stele. On it was a smaller copy of the bull’s head relief she’d seen on the bronze gate to the tower.


  “Interesting,” she said again.


  “There are thirty of them. I counted,” he offered. “They remind me of monk’s cells.”


  “Not the chamber, you pillock! I’m talking about this!” Kelly pointed at the bull’s head. It was heavily stylised, the tips of the horns sweeping outward like the frame of an old lyre.


  “I’m guessing it’s Meleq.”


  “How would you know?”


  Jackson crouched, one finger tracing a scatter of wedge-like engravings beneath the bull’s head. “Ugaritic cuneiform. Roughly translated it says, Happy art thou, child, chosen to serve the Lord Meleq.”


  “Master of storms and patron god of Tyre. Phoenician, not Punic. Phoenicia was the mother country. Carthage was a colony… Interesting,” she repeated absently, still studying the stele. “I need to get into that tower out there.”


  “Looks locked to me.”


  “So? We’ll break it open.”


  He rose and strolled out under the colonnade. “There’ll probably be objections, Professor.”


  “Oh really? From your one-man-junta?”


  “I was thinking more of the people who worship here.”


  “Good Lord, Jackson! This is a historical site. Which generally means the worshippers met their idol several hundred years ago.”


  “Perhaps you should tell him that.” Jackson definitely sounded amused now.


  “Whom?”


  “Him.” Jackson pointed past her. “I don’t think he knows he’s history.”


  Trailed by O’Neill and Carter, a short, black-haired middle-aged man – if indeed man was the proper term under these circumstances – came walking towards them, smiling. He wore a headband and a brilliant red and purple cloak, standing out from the whiteness of the courtyard like a bruise. Five yards away from her and Jackson, he stopped and bowed ceremoniously, still smiling.


  “You, too, are welcome to Tyros, my friends. Please permit me to escort you to our city.”


  “Oh dear,” whispered Professor Kelly.


   


  Thunderheads were pushing in from the south, piling over the suns and tarnishing colors, even the plum and mauve riot of their guide’s robes. The wind had picked up sharply, made cedars groan, smelled of salt. They couldn’t be far from the coast. Dust and dried pine needles flew before the gusts, and despite the rain-heavy twilight Sam put her sunglasses back on to protect her eyes.


  The darker it got, the more subdued their guide became. His name was Hamilqart, and he was an Acolyte of the Second Grade. Whatever that meant. Cheerful and chatty, with an easy smile, he’d kept looking at them as though they were the answer to his prayers. Until the storm had started brewing. Sam hoped he didn’t interpret it as a sign that the native deities disapproved of their presence.


  A first lightning bolt zapped across indigo skies, and Hamilqart jumped like a spooked rabbit. The lightning was followed by an impressive clap of thunder, which in turn was followed by a moan. He stepped up the pace, almost to a run, robes fluttering madly behind him.


  Around the next bend the forest parted and they emerged at the edge of a cliff. In the distance below stretched a rugged coastline, misted over by foam and battered by breakers that rolled in from a churning, lead-gray sea. Inside a large natural harbor two ships tore at their moorings, pitching madly. Looped around the harbor and creeping up the hillsides lay the city of Tyros. Ant-like, people rushed along streets and over squares and sought shelter in houses. Even from here you could tell they were scared. A new stroke of lightning bound the frantic scurrying in momentary suspension, as though their collective lives had hiccupped. A thunderclap, and as it rumbled out, the frenzy resumed.


  “Lord Meleq is angry,” Hamilqart wailed.


  “He’s the master of storms?” asked Daniel.


  Kelly, all wind-tossed bun and swirling tweed, clasped her bag to her chest. For a moment it seemed as though she was going to comment and decided against it. Her lips twitched into a furtive little smile. Proud teacher. Since Hamilqart had appeared on the plan, she’d shown amazing restraint. Not that anyone was complaining.


  More flashes and roaring thunder, then the heavens opened. No need for shades now. As Sam pulled them off, prospects brightened marginally.


  “Yes. Lord Meleq is the Lord of Storms, and he is very angry.” Their guide’s reply was barely audible over the crackle of rain.


  “Why?”


  “We have been remiss in our devotions!”


  As if to confirm this declaration of guilt, a bolt of lightning struck a nearby cedar. The tree was instantly ablaze and toppled in a splutter of flames and static.


  Hamilqart gave a panicked squeal. “We must make haste!”


  He set off again, sandals flopping on rain-slick pavement. Hundreds of trickles of water came shooting off the slopes, merged to rivulets, to creeks, to an ankle-deep blanket of rainwater gurgling over the path.


  They stumbled after Hamilqart, down the road, past scattered buildings on the outskirts of town, across squares and through narrow passages, until he finally halted in front of a large house not far from the city center.


  “My home. Please enter.”


  Without much ceremony he ushered them through the front door and straight into an inner courtyard. Soaked to the skin, they huddled under the arcade surrounding the atrium. Rain still pelted down, drops skipping inches high from a mosaïque floor and the surface of a round, shallow pool.


  As the glow of movement wore off, Major Carter had trouble keeping her teeth from chattering. A heap of drenched tweed, Kelly next to her suffered no military compunctions and sounded like a baby rattle. The brim of Daniel’s hat sagged over glasses milky with condensation; opaque discs that made him look as though he’d pulled down the shutters and gone home for the day. Perhaps not a bad idea… The Colonel had removed his cap to up the ante in the hairstyle stakes and was wearing something best described as electrocuted porcupine. It clashed with a tense face. The only one who looked wet but otherwise unruffled was Teal’c. Par for the course.


  “Father!”


  A loud yell and the patter of bare feet on stone disrupted the stillness. Barreling down the arcade came a dark-haired, dark-eyed boy, perhaps nine or ten years of age, in brown linen pants and a miniature version of their host’s colorful robes.


  When he noticed the strangers, he skidded to a stop, drew himself up, and announced in dignified tones, “Mother was worried.”


  Implying that he hadn’t been. Jack O’Neill smiled. So did Hamilqart.


  “I am well, my son. Go and tell your mother that I have brought guests.”


  The boy was about to obey when the lady of the house appeared of her own accord, attended by three servants. Slim and willowy, she stood half a head taller than her husband and had ancient, wary eyes, as though she’d heard bad news once too often.


  “Friends, this is my beloved wife, Ayzebel.” Hamilqart beamed.


  She bowed gracefully. “My husband. I am glad to see you back. You honor me by bringing guests.”


  “Guests who were sent by Meleq himself,” he informed her, swelled with pride. “They came through the Chappa’ai.”


  Chappa’ai? mouthed Kelly, frowning, but she didn’t interfere.


  Just as well. If she’d bothered to listen to Daniel, she’d know. But Sam was more concerned about the fact that Hamilqart knew the word. She cast a swift glance at her CO, who barely perceptibly shook his head.


  Play it by ear.


  “Welcome to our home.” Ayzebel studied them solemnly. Then her gaze arrested on the Jaffa, awestruck. “You are a spirit!”


  Whatever Teal’c might have expected, it probably had been more along the lines of traitor or shol’va rather than spirit. As a matter of fact, spirit was pretty much the last thing that sprang to mind when you looked at him.


  Now he cocked a puzzled eyebrow and attempted to correct the error. “I assure you, I  am –”


  “Of course he is!” cried Hamilqart. “Meleq would not let those he loves travel without a guardian.”


  “Of course he is,” the Colonel echoed firmly, drilling Teal’c with a stare that said the error suited him just fine.


  “Then we are doubly honored.” Again Ayzebel bowed. “Please permit me to show you to your rooms.”


  “Thank you.” Water dripping from his hat, Daniel performed an obeisance that would have looked good at a Japanese business meeting. “The honor is ours.”


  The boy had remained in the background during the introductions, but now he bounced alongside his mother, curious and eager. “Can I come?”


  “Sure you can.” Head tilted, Jack O’Neill grinned at him. “What’s your name?”


  “I am Luli,” he proclaimed importantly and flopped into a bow. On the upswing he added, “Heir of Hamilqart.”


  


  Chapter Four


  
     
  


  This is the market,” Luli explained unnecessarily. He was wearing Jack’s ball cap and had been appointed their guide for the morning. So far he’d taken them around the stadium, the race course, and the city temple.


  Everywhere they’d encountered friendly, smiling people who seemed genuinely pleased to see them. Probably the reason why Jack allowed Luli to drag him off down a narrow covered alley and towards an exotic symphony of smells that advertised the proximity of at least fifty different food stalls. Daniel watched the pair disappear in a throng of locals and grinned. The only thing missing was the penny whistle, otherwise Jack could give the Pied Piper a run for his money. How he did it was a mystery, but the fact remained that he’d got himself instantly adopted by yet another kid.


  Maybe it’d draw him out a little. Daniel’s memory wasn’t exactly trustworthy these days, but Jack seemed different, more remote. Not unfriendly, and of course the jokes kept coming hard and fast, plating the armor, masquerading as extroversion and hiding the man. He’d sat in that tent at Vis Uban claiming they were friends over a chasm of distance. Not coldness, not something you really could put a finger on. Just… distance. Of course Jack had never been outgoing, not as far as Daniel recalled, but this put a whole new spin on self-contained. Sam and Teal’c simply accepted it; in fact, they’d warned him off. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out that something had happened and they refused to tell him. Kinda like walking into the briefing room and getting that hearty welcome from General Hammond: Dr. Jackson, this briefing is classified. Was he part of SG-1 or wasn’t he? Whichever, Daniel was unwilling to let it slide. Letting stuff slide wasn’t in his nature, that much he did recall. Except, he had a hunch that Jack would be a tad more difficult to crack than the General.


  “They off on a mission or something?” Sam had fought her way through to him.


  “Looks like it. I think Jack’s about to get a crash course on local cuisine.”


  She laughed. “You’re saying he needs rescuing?”


  “Nah. Sea urchin’s supposed to be a delicacy.”


  “Sea urchin?”


  “Little black prickly things that are a pain to step into.”


  “How do you eat them?”


  “Carefully?”


  “Very funny, Daniel.” She looked around, taking in the sights and sounds of the bazaar. “Amazing what a difference sunshine makes.”


  Wasn’t that the truth? Last night’s dinner had been a pretty awkward affair. Hosts slumping into dejection at each thunderclap tended to make the guests a bit jumpy. By morning it had blown over, though, and Hamilqart’s mood turned to exuberance. He’d gushed about rising suns and good omens and hastened into town to apprise something called ‘the Synod’ of their arrival.


  The town was similarly buoyant now. A sea of colors flooded the market, stallholders were praising their goods and asking fantasy prices, prospective buyers loudly begged to differ, the bass boom of portly men mingling with the soprano of shrewd old women. Hoots of laughter and snatches of music from a tavern somewhere, and the scents of perfume, leather, clay, and spice.


  Sam pointed at a tightly packed row of stalls selling textiles in all shades of violet and pink. “Fashion district?”


  “Kind of,” replied Daniel. “Phoenician is derived from the Greek word for purple. It’s because they’d figured out a way of using the extract of purple sea snails as dye. Seems like these guys imported the idea.”


  “Yeah. Except, we still don’t know how they got here in the first place.”


  However they’d got here, they sure as hell weren’t afraid of Jaffa, which probably was a hint. Daniel’s gaze drifted to Teal’c who stood near an intersection of two alleys, produce and jewelry. He was keeping a watchful eye on Dr. Kelly, planted like a breakwater amid milling shoppers and sketching Punic/Phoenician street life into her notebook. More than one passerby bumped into her, too busy smiling and bowing at the Jaffa to pay any attention to where they were going. Every now and again whispers of spirit could be heard. A woman in a silk robe held a toddler up to him. With that ferocious baring of teeth he called a smile Teal’c obliged, murmured something, and briefly placed his hand on the child’s head.


  “Beats having folks run from you screaming,” muttered Sam. “I guess we’d better round them up and find Luli and the Colonel.”


  Two minutes later they were headed towards the food stalls, Teal’c shooing a meek Professor before him. Over breakfast he’d informed her that he was, indeed, an alien. Ever since she seemed convinced that Howlin’ Mad Murdock had somehow morphed into B A Baracus and treated him with the utmost caution.


  The missing pair hovered near a stand that sold seafood. Furtively spitting small black bits of bristle, Jack was trying to look ecstatic.


  “Ever had fresh sea urchins, Professor?”


  “Delicious, aren’t they?” Dr. Kelly graced him with an innocent granny smile. “I told the boy you were fond of them.”


  Imminent second-degree murder was averted by Teal’c. “O’Neill,” he murmured.


  Spitting some more, Jack turned casually and followed the Jaffa’s gaze. Half hidden in the shadows of a brightly striped awning huddled a man, watching them. He was tall, in his thirties, a good deal shabbier than even the poorest Tyreans they’d seen so far, and he wore calf-length pants, a tunic in muted browns, and a strange floppy cap. When he realized he’d been spotted, he slowly stepped out from under the awning, not threatening but poised to run at any moment. By instinct or experience he’d identified Jack as the leader of their little group.


  “Who sent you?” he rasped. “And what do you want?”


  The man never got an answer. Red-faced with anger, small fists balled at his sides, Luli leaped forward.


  “You dare speak to him, scum? You dare come here? Go away! Go where the likes of you hide! Go –”


  “Whoa!” Jack caught the boy by the scruff of the neck and pulled him back. “Easy! What’s he done?”


  “He is a heretic! He offends the Lord Meleq!”


  “And you can tell that how?”


  “By his clothes!” The look Luli shot him was universal to children the galaxy over: You’re a nice guy, but you’re not really clued in, are you?


  “His clothes?”


  “They’re Phrygian,” the Professor chimed in drily.


  Daniel nodded. “You can tell by the headwear.”


  “See? Even they know!”


  By now people had begun to gather, muttering and staring, their mood shifted from relaxed friendliness to lynch-mob menace. Somebody spat at the man’s feet. With a subtle move Teal’c lowered his staff weapon an inch or two, asserted his presence. The circle of onlookers widened fractionally. The stranger’s eyes took in the staff, the tattoo, and his face contorted in a grimace of hatred.


  “Jaffa!”


  That reaction at least had an ugly flavor of normalcy.


  “He’s my friend,” said Jack sharply. “And you’re –”


  He was cut off by an excited outcry that came racing up the narrow passage like floodwater, sloshing up the walls and spilling into doorways. Simultaneously, dozens of shoppers started pushing down the alley towards the source of the shouts, jostling along anything in their path. Daniel heard Jack’s frustrated yell and realized that the so-called heretic had vanished. Into a stall or into the mass of bodies, it didn’t matter. The man was gone, and they and a potentially nasty situation were being washed away by the human tide.


   


  At length the throng disgorged itself onto a vast open space by the harbor. O’Neill sheared away from the crowd and made for a section of the dock that was relatively clear of people. Major Carter and Daniel Jackson had also seen him and followed, as did Teal’c, herding before him Professor Kelly and the boy.


  “What the hell was that all about?” growled O’Neill.


  “Quick! Quick!” Impatiently, Luli prodded him to move nearer the edge of the seawall before others had the chance to occupy the prime place. “They’ve come back!”


  “Who’s come back?”


  “Abibaal,” the child exclaimed, pointing across the harbor. “Abibaal is coming back.”


  The two vessels they had seen from the cliff on the previous day floated on their moorings, beaks of iron protruding from the prows and three banks of oars stacked one above the other on port and starboard. Between them, rounding the peninsula that formed one of the piers of the inner harbor, a third ship became visible; this one smaller and under sail, its oars limply trailing in the water.


  “They should have returned from Sidonia yesterday,” the boy babbled breathlessly, stumbling over his words. “The storm must have delayed them. There will be a big ceremony tonight.”


  More and more Tyreans gathered along the quay to cheer the vessel’s progress. Driven by a southerly wind, it now passed between the two battleships. Two diminutive figures could be discerned scaling the mast and crawling onto the top boom above the sail. As they worked their way outwards to the tips, cutting the tackle, the huge, leather-quilted square began to sag. This, as Teal’c surmised, was not the customary procedure of striking sail.


  His assessment had been correct. The crowd became quiescent, their elation replaced by troubled murmurs until those abated too. In the end the silence was broken only by the cries of gulls and the groaning of ropes and canvas from the oncoming ship. The destruction of the sail had decelerated its approach, and the drag created by idle oars slowed it further. On deck a solitary man hastened forward and grabbed the pole of a sculling rudder mounted to the prow. In the stern another sailor handled its twin.


  Laboriously the vessel began to turn until it stood at ninety degrees to its former course. Its motion had all but stopped, but it would not be enough. The crewmen knew. Wide-eyed and helpless they watched as their ship slid broadside against the harbor wall and shrieked to a rest, hull on stone, oars snapping and splintering like matchsticks.


  “Don’t look!”


  Putting himself between flying shards of wood and the boy, O’Neill pushed Luli back from the edge of the quay to shield him from physical harm and from the sight beyond the frightened faces of the sailors.


  The scene spoke of carnage in all its obscene glory. This had been a merchant vessel, not a battleship, yet someone had chosen to attack it. Shattered fittings everywhere proved that a fight had taken place, as did the crumpled, gored corpses that littered the deck. A number of them wore armor, possibly a detail of soldiers dispatched to prevent just such an occurrence. If so, they had failed in their task, and they had paid a high price for it. Among them lay bodies clad in the plain, utilitarian garb of sailors. Seagulls settled on them, hacking pieces of flesh from gaping wounds. The man who had operated the stern rudder snatched up a piece of wood and hurled it at the birds. It skittered over the deck and came to rest against the limp fabric of the sail. The gulls spun up and circled briefly before diving onto the carcasses once more, beaks agape, yellow eyes blazing.


  “Whoever did this, they weren’t after the cargo.” Leaning over edge of the dock, Daniel Jackson peered into the hold. More bodies there, their blood soiling bales of cloth and ingots of bronze.


  One of the survivors looked up, his visage soot-stained and defeated. “No, friend,” he mumbled. “They took the children.”


  “What children?”


  “Six firstborns of Sidonia, sent to –”


  “Colonel!”


  Major Carter’s voice was soft and tightly controlled as she pointed at the poop deck and the source of the stench that hung, cloying and putrid, above the vessel. Knotted together in grotesque poses, skin taut and blackened where it had not split to reveal the stark ruby of muscle, teeth bared and cracked from the heat, lay further corpses. Singed ends of rope were coiled around them and the planks beneath charred, smoke still curling up in places. The victims had been tied, suggesting that they were burned alive. Teal’c could think of only two reasons to do this, torture or execution. Professor Kelly turned away, fighting a reaction that had gripped most of the bystanders close enough to see and smell.


  Two of the seamen pushed a gangplank up onto the quay. Their three comrades silently carried the first body ashore and carefully, reverently, placed it on the ground. The dead man had been one of their own. The crowd receded before them, for fear of being tainted and to create space for the many dead to come.


  As the sailors returned aboard to collect another corpse, the eerie quiet finally was broken by a call.


  “Make room! Make room for the Synod!”


  Heads twisted and feet shuffled among murmurs of relief, and people pressed against each other to clear a path for a solemn procession of priests and acolytes, Hamilqart among them. It was led by a man in lavish amethyst robes, who moved with the fragile grace some old people possess. He approached the body and wordlessly stared down at it, standing almost as tall as Teal’c himself, white hair flowing to his shoulders, on his head a circlet of gold. Then his gaze wandered over the deck, the fallen there, the sailors who had interrupted their grim duty for the duration of this scrutiny, and at last to the abomination in the stern of the ship.


  “You were wrong,” he said softly. “Abibaal, old friend, you were wrong.”


  Suddenly he spun around, surprisingly agile for a man of his age. Clear, penetrating eyes studied Teal’c and the rest of SG-1.


  “I regret that we could not offer you a better welcome. But perhaps it was Meleq’s will that you should witness this. Please return to Hamilqart’s house. I shall come to see you. There is much to talk about.” After a quick glance at O’Neill he added, “Leave the boy with me. He will be safe. His father wishes to speak to him.”


   


  ‘Kandelabrum’ was a Priest of the Third Order, Luli had said.


  Alright, so the guy’s name was Kandaulo.


  It was a mind game. One best kept to himself, given the circumstances. Anything to distract from that ship and its reek. Nothing stank like senseless butchery.


  ‘Kandinsky’ had turned up at Hamilqart’s house less than two hours after they’d got back, about an hour after the water had gone slightly tepid and Jack had begun to contemplate leaving the bathtub. Apparently the Phoenicians had a thing about bathtubs. According to Kelly there were dozens of them in that place where Daniel had found the ‘gate address. They were carved from stone, high-walled, and too short to stretch out if you were above 4’3”. He couldn’t have cared less. He’d happily have hopped into a thimble, just as long as he got to scrub off that stench. There was nothing else they could have done, except watch people mourn their dead. He knew how that went. He had first-hand experience.


  Clean and in fresh clothes, he now listened to ‘Kandahar’ offering them the option of doing something. Well, not really offering. The priest was talking more in terms of destiny and Meleq-sent. The sort of stuff that normally rang the entire O’Neill carillon of alarm bells at once.


  Normally.


  Ayzebel had risen from her chair further down the arcade, making the rounds with glasses of perfumed water. How she’d heard of the ship was anybody’s guess, but when they’d returned from the harbor, the whole patio had been awash with crushed blossoms, jasmine and honeysuckle and roses strewn on the floor, drifting in the pool, dreamlike and fragrant. That, and a hot bath in each room. To cleanse them of death, she’d said. It took more than soap and water.


  Smiling at her, he accepted a glass. The corners of her mouth curled up, but the eyes stayed somber. Then again, his own attempt probably hadn’t been all that convincing either.


  “How would you wish us to help?” asked Daniel.


  They were sitting in a shady corner of the patio, on four low benches arranged in a square. Carter next to him, her hair still damp after the bath. She had a stubborn look of composure, and momentarily he wondered what kind of mind games she played. Teal’c and the Professor perched opposite, Kelly’s complexion still a subtle shade of green, but Jack didn’t derive any satisfaction from it. Living history was a lot less fun than digging it up from the safe distance of millennia. He knew that too. On the bench to the left sat Hamilqart and Daniel in diplomacy mode, and across from them, enthroned on a seat all to himself, ‘Kantankero’, Priest of the Third Order.


  “Is this not obvious?” His Eminence winked, as though he’d realized that Daniel was dragging his feet on purpose. “We would ask you to help us find the men who did this.”


  “We know nothing about these men.”


  “Luli tells me you have encountered one of them.”


  “The Phrygians?”


  Papa Smurf on the market, with the bad headgear and worse PR. The only one in this place who seemed to think that a Jaffa was a Jaffa was a Jaffa. And that made no sense, did it? If the Smurfs were the bad guys, how come they were afraid of the big, bad First Prime?


  “Yes, the Phrygians.”


  “Why would they attack your vessel?”


  “Because they are heretics.”


  And wear goofy hats. What kind of an argument was that?


  “They don’t share your ways of worship?” Daniel enquired cautiously.


  “They have vowed to wipe out our ways,” explained Hamilqart, leaving the Priest of the Third Order to ponder the ignorance of Meleq’s putative emissaries. “They worship the bull-slayer, the one sworn to destroy the Lord Meleq.”


  Three or four bells in the carillon were swinging into a peal. What did they really want? Find the killers who had slaughtered and burned a shipful of people or fight an unholy war? Or was it one and the same?


  “You believe we are trying to wage senseless war?” The priest’s odd, too-clear eyes were fixed on Jack.


  All that and a mind reader, too?


  “I don’t believe anything right now. It’s not like you’ve given us a lot to go on. I want to hear more about the Phrygians.”


  “You are shrewd. Lord Meleq has chosen well.” Kandaulo smiled, content. “I shall tell you what you wish to know. The Phrygians are the Ancient Enemy.”


  Teal’c and Daniel engaged in a wordless display of synchronized eyebrow-raising.


  “They have pursued us here, and they have never stopped decrying us. They disrupt our devotions. We can no longer worship as we ought to, and Meleq punishes us. They claim he delights in punishment, and they continue to raid our cities and murder our priests. One of those killed in the stern of the ship was Abibaal, my friend, our High Priest. Worst of all, they steal our children. Meleq’s children.”


  “The children who were abducted from the ship?” prompted Daniel.


  “Those and others.”


  Those and others.


  “How many?” asked Jack. As if the exact number mattered. He knew for a fact it didn’t. He was an authority on that one.


  The third-degree reverend was still staring at his quarry, feigning omniscience. His eyes were quicksilver gray, with pupils like pinpricks. At least they didn’t glow. “Forty-three in all.”


  For a moment the yard fell quiet enough to hear the petals flutter as a ribbon of wind sighed past the pillars. Then Carter stirred softly and blew out a little puff of breath.


  “Are they… Do you have any indication that the children are still alive?”


  The see-all eyes slid away from Jack at last and on to Carter. “You do not want to exact revenge on our behalf, Lady Samantha? You are as wise as you are beautiful. I shall not deceive you. We cannot say, other than that the children were alive when they were taken. But Meleq has sent you to us. He has sent his spirit with you. It must be his wish that you help us free our children. If they are still alive.”


  If they are still children.


  Teal’c hid a wince, a wisp of cold sadness flickering over his face. Jack could guess where he was right now. A dungeon on Chulak, crying kids and pleading parents, as Apophis and his entourage were taking their pick of the hosts.


  Kill the rest!


  The Priest of the Third Order gazed at him again, scared of the wrath of his god, imagined or real, and suddenly Jack got sick of the mind games, his own and Kandaulo’s. The facts were inescapable. They’d all seen them. Except, he was the last person who should be trusted with this decision. He’d have to make it anyway and hope to God that he didn’t make it simply for the memory of a dead child.


  “Do you have any hunch at all of where the Phrygians are hiding?”


  “So you will aid us?” Kandaulo asked back.


  Jack nodded, oddly relieved to watch a minute Mexican wave of corresponding nods ripple from Carter to Teal’c to Daniel. For once even Kelly looked like she might be in agreement… perhaps it was constipation.


  “You have my thanks and the thanks of our people.” Kandaulo rose from his bench. “Tomorrow you shall meet the Synod and confer. But tonight we shall prove that no man can prevent us from rightful worship, and we shall beg Lord Meleq’s blessing for our endeavor.”


  By foresight or choreography he turned precisely in time to face Luli who had emerged from the house. Dressed in white robes and a thin diadem similar to Kandaulo’s, the boy crossed the yard with a studied poise that seemed jarringly wrong, a million miles away from the kid who’d been chasing through the patio to greet his father. When Ayzebel saw him, she leaped up as though her chair had caught fire, eyes huge, one hand clamped over her mouth, trying to hold in her soul or her sanity.


  Then the hand dropped, slapped aside by a wail. “No!”


  Like Sara nine years ago. But Luli wasn’t dead, was he?


  Luli continued his private little parade, refusing to meet his mother’s eyes. “You shame me, mother. You shame this family.”


  She shrank into herself and without another word fled down the arcade. For a second it seemed as though Hamilqart wanted to go after her, but one of Kandaulo’s crystal gazes nailed him to the spot.


  “The Lady Ayzebel is distressed,” the reverend announced, stating the obvious. “That is understandable, and Lord Meleq will value her sacrifice all the more. In time she will come to recognize the great honor bestowed upon your house.”


  “Mind telling me what’s going on?”


  It’d been way too loud, with way too much of an edge, but the carillon was jingling like Christmas morning, and Jack was on his feet, not quite sure how he’d got there. A strained smile on their host’s face, glove puppet scrunched into a fist kind of smile, and Hamilqart was about to answer when Luli glided to a halt in front of them, his smile even more surreal, somewhere between Happy-Clappy and brainwashed.


  “I have been chosen, Jack. Meleq has chosen me to serve him.”


  “Who says, Luli?”


  “Kandaulo and father. It is a great honor.”


  Kids crying and parents pleading. But Luli wasn’t crying, was he?


  Ignoring the twinge in his knee, Jack crouched to be at eye-level with the kid. “What does that mean? Chosen?”


  “I shall serve Meleq.”


  Yeah, he’d grasped that. Circular arguments. Gotta love ‘em.


  “Luli, if it’s such an honor, why’s your mom so upset?”


  At last the boy dropped the act and his small face creased with a mixture of sly guilt and sulkiness normal for his age. Like he knew he’d been shooting his mouth off and hurt mom.


  “Mother does not like it because I am her only child. That makes me the firstborn, and that is why I have been chosen.” He pouted a little. “She should be proud of me.”


  Hamilqart woke from his rigor, still smiling, stepped forward, and placed a hand on Luli’s shoulder. “She will be, my son. She will be pleased when Lord Meleq is pleased with us once more.”


   


  Countless torches illuminated the stone path from the city to the temple. You could see them snake up the hill, twinkle from between trees, flickering and alive like some mythical dragon’s tail. The Tyreans had turned out in force, both sexes, all ages, carrying those torches and lining two miles of road either side. Their utter stillness made the spectacle even more unreal. No chants, no drums, no ritual noise of any kind, just bowed heads and oddly elated silence. It was quiet enough to hear the swishing of surf on rocks far below, air streaming through a night bird’s wings, the hoarse twitter of cicadas – even the rustle of Ayzebel’s cloak as she shivered. She’d led them to the spot by the cliff where the forest ended and stood waiting.


  “They shall arrive soon,” she murmured, her voice hollow with a desolation that made Sam’s stomach clench.


  Arms folded in front of his chest, the Colonel leaned against the trunk of a cedar a few steps away from the rest of his team, inhabiting his own thoughts. He’d made the right call, Sam firmly believed that. So did Daniel and Teal’c. You couldn’t witness a ship unload a massacre and ignore it. But he’d been unusually tentative to make a decision. She figured she knew why. This whole situation was too close to the nerve; to wit, his reticence.


  I lost my son!


  It had been one of the very few occasions when he’d actually mentioned it – a desperate last-ditch effort to dissuade Malachi from time-looping them into the Hereafter – and the look on his face hadn’t been something you’d easily forget. As a matter of fact, Sam Carter was perfectly content never to see that much raw pain again, which stopped her from even trying to bring it up now. Not that he’d let her, anyway.


  “Hey, Carter! Something’s happening,” he whispered.


  Major Carter stifled a little gasp of surprise, hoped to hell he hadn’t noticed her staring at him for the past two minutes, and squinted down the path in the direction he was pointing.


  The dragon was losing its tail. Right at the bottom of the cliff, where the road entered the city, torches winked out, snuffed one after the other, parallel lines of nothing crawling up the hill and eating the brightness. Just ahead of them she could make out the procession. Moving dots of brilliant white, tinted golden by torchlight – the children, twelve of them, Hamilqart had said. Behind billowed the dark purple of priests and acolytes. They moved at a slow, ceremonial pace, and once the last of the acolytes had passed, the onlookers by the roadside would extinguish their torches.


  “Tsk! Look at it!” The ever-present Gladstone bag had yielded a collapsible hunting stool, one of those gizmos with a spike at one end and a seat that unfolded like leaves on the other. Balancing on this idiotic contraption sat the Professor, furiously scribbling in her notebook. “Mafham’s ominous Passing Through the Fire… It’s a blooming pageant, Jackson!”


  Daniel shushed her, and Sam wondered about the unfortunate Mafham. Teal’c peeked over Kelly’s shoulder at the notebook, cocked an eyebrow, and returned his attention to the road.


  They were drawing closer now. The children walked in pairs, side by side, stacked like organ pipes, shortest to tallest. The little ones in front could hardly be older than six. Tiny white robes, heads held high, their faces much too serious, as though the responsibility for an entire people had been dropped on their narrow shoulders. In a way it had, though, or at least that’s what they’d been told. Sam grimaced. They should be climbing trees or batting balls through living room windows.


  “We do it, too,” muttered Daniel. “Think of the Dalai Lama. Same thing in the Middle Ages. Little kids, sometimes as young as three or four, were sent into monasteries and convents. They were called oblates, gifts to God. Their parents never saw them again.”


  Great. She resisted an impulse to glance at the Colonel.


  Between them, Daniel and Kelly had managed to extract enough information to form at least a rough idea of what was going on. The children, all firstborns, would spend a night of fasting and prayer and be initiated to the cult of Meleq at dawn. It explained the monks’ cells that Daniel had found.


  As to what happened after the initiation, accounts got a bit hazy. Hamilqart had grown misty-eyed and cited the ‘Ineffable Mysteries of Meleq’, as though that shed any light on the matter. They would grow up in the care of the Lord Meleq, he’d said, as had hundreds of others before them, until the Phrygians had begun to interfere. Supposedly Meleq had been displeased and sent floods, storms, and diseases. So Abibaal, the late High Priest, and two acolytes had secretly sailed to Sidonia to pick up children there, bring them back, and hold some kind of mass initiation to appease Meleq. The outcome of that plan had docked in the harbor this afternoon.


  Right now they were watching Plan B, as drummed up by the Synod under the new leadership of Kandaulo. Plan B was Forge Ahead Regardless, based on the assumption that the Phrygians would be unable to stage another raid so soon.


  Over night sounds and the whisper of flames drifted the rasp of leather soles on stone. Ayzebel shifted again, fingers clenched in the lush fabric of her cloak, knuckles stress-white against violet. The first children were passing. One of the two munchkins out front wore his bottom lip clamped between his teeth, wet streaks glistening on his cheeks, a matching smear soiling the sleeve of his robe. At a guess, his parents had been further down the hill. How on earth was the little tyke supposed to stay up the entire night? Fasting and prayer. The kid was five, if he was a day.


  Sam looked away, looked for Luli.


  He was the right half of the fourth pair, next to a chubby boy with red hair and freckles who seemed out of breath. When he spotted his mother, the put-on dignity sprang hairline cracks. He missed a step and his eyes went wide, dark and pleading, as if to say Can we go home now, mom? Then he blinked, stuck out his chin like something that had escaped from a second-rate production of Annie, and marched on.


  Ayzebel hadn’t moved. No shiver, no rustle. Body taut as a string, her face bled of color, she stared through the procession. Still waiting, as though she hadn’t even seen her son, and perhaps she really hadn’t. Her pupils were unfocused, gazing at something miles and years away. Still waiting. Maybe for her husband.


  The children filed past, and after them followed two young men carrying brass bowls with incense. Fanned by motion, white smoke coiled in the breeze and unfurled over the crowd, spreading a moldy sweet blanket of scent. Wisps of it reached for the nine members of the Synod; an assortment of old men, sharp as hawks, the veil of piety thin as the smoke from the braziers. Rulers first, priests second. Ahead of them strode Kandaulo, the new High Priest. He seemed relieved and tense at the same time, smiling and X-ray-eyeing the bystanders as though he expected trouble and Phrygian caps. The pale gray eyes settled on her and the smile deepened. Incongruously, Sam found herself wanting to believe its sincerity. Then Kandaulo had passed, too.


  Behind him and the Synod, like the train on a wedding dress, trailed a symphony of mauve and lavender; the acolytes, among them Hamilqart, beaming proudly, not quite craning his neck but straining to catch his wife’s eye. Ayzebel concealed her face, and the beam collapsed.


  As the last purple back moved on up the road, torches were stubbed upside down in the dirt and night fell.


  “Do you mind?” barked Kelly, having lost her desk lamp.


  Sam heard a brief snort that must have come from Daniel. Around them rose the noises of people beginning to depart, soft calls of farewell, feet shuffling towards the road and the city. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw Ayzebel stray to the edge of the cliff, gazing out over a starlit coast and calm, inky sea. Teal’c had noticed as well and joined her, murmuring something too quiet to be heard. After a moment she faced him.


  “We shall return to the house,” she said.


  “Absolutely not!” retorted a rotund shadow in clipped British accents. “I must see what is happening at the temple!”


  “It is not permitted.” Ayzebel’s gentle voice again. “Only the postulants and the priests have access to the temple at this time.”


  “But you don’t understand! I have to record –”


  “That’s not how it works, Professor,” Daniel interrupted the looming tirade. “We’re going back to the house. You can ask Hamilqart in the morning.”


  “Or look it up on the Internet, maybe?” The creak of rusty hinges and irritation announced that Kelly was folding her hunting stool. Under protest. “No wonder your head is stuffed with silly ideas, Jackson! How can you people expect to learn anything if you never bother to gain first-hand experience? Alright, alright! Give me that, duckie! I’m going!”


  Amen to that.


  Kelly hefted the Gladstone bag and set off down the road, Daniel trotting after her. Teal’c and Ayzebel were a few steps ahead of them, Teal’c’s head just visible above an amorphous mass of people. A hand lightly touched Sam’s shoulder, making her start.


  “I thought Miss Marple would take root,” murmured Colonel O’Neill. “Listen, Carter. If anyone should ask, I’m taking a walk.”


  Crap. “You’re planning to check out the temple, sir?”


  “You never know. I might end up there.”


  “Is that wise?”


  “Probably not. I’d look it up on the Internet but there’s no modem in my bathtub.” A quick white gleam in the darkness told her he was grinning. It disappeared abruptly. “I need to find out, Carter. Something feels funny.”


  And that was that. Arguing with the Colonel’s funny feelings didn’t pay.


  “You want backup, sir?”


  “No. Just make sure Miss Marple doesn’t catch on. If she realizes that I didn’t invite her along, it’ll cost me my manhood.”


  Sam chuckled. “I’ll keep her busy.”


  “See you back at the house in…” He turned to let his watch catch the starlight. “Two hours.”


  “Sir? What if –”


  “I can take care of myself. I’m good at this, Carter.”


  Before she could say anything else he’d slipped among the trees and vanished.


  


  Chapter Five


  
     
  


  Siobhan Kelly rose on tiptoe, peered over several shoulders, and spied the shaven head bob at a reassuring distance above a great many hirsute ones. Then again, distance didn’t mean much because that alien lad had eyes in the back of his polished pate. She sidestepped one of the Tyrean aubergines, bent over, and pretended to tie her shoelaces. Young Jackson, slaloming through an entire clan of natives, failed to notice. Excellent. Without straightening up, she ducked off the road, and hid behind a tree trunk. The multitudes kept oozing past. Dim starlight picked out a shock of blond hair; the girl drifted by, looking preoccupied. Three bothers down, one to go. But that meddlesome pocket-edition of Attila the Hun was nowhere in sight. Where the dickens had he got to?


  The steady stream of humanity – alienity, rather – gradually thinned to a trickle of stragglers. She must have missed him. So much the better. Bag in one hand, Kelly clutched the branches of a bush with the other and hauled herself up the embankment. A few dozen yards into the forest she came upon a narrow trail. Dear Mama had gone to her grave still harbouring a firm belief in the constitutional benefits of the carrot, and perhaps the heaps of daucus carota shovelled into little Siobhan from an early age had produced some effect other than diarrhoea and an abiding dislike of all things orange. Despite her age, Kelly’s night vision was perfectly in order. Good enough to see that the trail ran uphill in approximately the right direction and to follow it.


  As the patter of feet and the murmur of conversations faded, nightlife in the forest took over. Owls hooted and small mammals – or possibly marsupials – skittered through the undergrowth. Their activities invited the question whether there were large mammals or marsupials and, if so, whether they had fangs. She set down the Gladstone bag, opened it, and groped for her hunting stool. The leaves that unfolded to create the seat had elongated holes for better grip. In other words, the stool could double as a walking stick and weapon. Chances were she wouldn’t kill anything with it, but a hefty smack with the steel-tipped end was guaranteed to make those man-eating platypuses think twice.


  Platypuses or platypi? Perhaps platypus, with a long ‘u’. Ought to ask Jackson in the morning.


  The thought elicited a giggle, astonishingly loud in the quiet of the forest, and this in turn called to mind some patently absurd advice on how, when travelling on foot in the wild, one should generate a maximum amount of noise so as to frighten away predators. Absurd or not, the Professor felt sure that no self-respecting predator would be frightened by a giggle. The situation required harsher measures. Taking a deep breath she launched into a full-throated rendition of Good King Wenceslas. Not quite seasonal, of course, but it was the only song she could remember off the top of her head.


  The trail led steeply uphill, and a quarter of a mile on the good King Wenceslas wheezed his last. It reminded her that she wasn’t thirty or even sixty anymore.


  “Chin up, duckie,” she panted.


  At last the trail levelled out onto a small clearing around a few rocks and a well. Through the break in the treetops one could glimpse a patch of starry sky, and the well was the kind of idyll to which Greek mythology habitually ascribed at least one nymph. Water pearled over rock and minute fronds of moss and tinkled into a shallow basin, its sound cool and tempting. Kelly bent down and scooped a handful, drinking thirstily.


  Halfway through the second scoop, a large, strong hand snapped over her mouth and a corresponding arm whipped across her midriff, clamping her into near immobility. She swallowed the wrong way, snorted water through her nose. The stick proved useless, so she dropped it, coughed, spluttered, and wiggled in her attacker’s grasp, trying to bite that hand or place a kick. Not a chance. She went limp. She’d read that somewhere. It worked.


  A startled gasp, and the vise grip eased almost immediately. Enough for her teeth to find purchase and bite down hard on the hand. The grunt of pain was satisfying, but instead of releasing her, he tightened his hold again.


  “For cryin’ out loud! Stop it!” he hissed, pulling her to the ground and into cover by the rocks around the well. “I’m gonna let go now. Don’t even think of making any noise!”


  Of all the confounded nuisances, it had to be Colonel O’Neill! He did as promised, but the Professor had no intention of not making a noise. The man was a Neanderthal! A bloody Irish Neanderthal! She exploded.


  “Are you insane?”


  “Try pissed off! Keep your voice down, dammit! I could hear you from a mile off. Like a moose in heat!”


  A what? Just how rude could you get? However, considering the relative proximity of the temple, Kelly did as he’d asked.


  “You could have killed me!” she snarled back. “What if I had a heart condition? Hm?”


  “I should be so lucky! What the hell are you doing here?”


  “I could ask you the same thing!”


  “I asked first!”


  The pale starlight lit up a face tight with anger. Well, he wasn’t the only one annoyed. Now she’d have to get rid of the fool, which would cost valuable time.


  “I am doing my job. Something you clearly are incapable of appreciating. I suggest you just wend your merry way, and I’ll continue with my research.”


  The attempt to push herself up was defeated when he yanked her back. “Stay down! Am I correct in assuming that Major Carter hasn’t been consulted on your little fieldtrip?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that ‘Yes, I’m correct’ or ‘Yes, she knows about this’?”


  “Yes, you’re correct. And I was doing perfectly fine until you jumped me.”


  “Ow!” He gave a surly sneer. “I bet that hurt.”


  “What? Being attacked by a six-foot lummox?”


  “Admitting that I’m right. I’m six foot two, by the way.” He lowered his voice even further and seemed to listen for something. “Look, Professor, much as I’d like to tie you to a tree and leave you there till morning, I don’t want to scare the other guys. We’ve got company. So –”


  “Company?”


  “Will you shut up for once in your life? There are men out here. I’ve counted fifteen so far, but at a guess there’s at least twice as many, probably more. Up until you came bumbling through the bushes, they had no idea that anyone else was enjoying the fresh air and scenery. Chances are they’re looking for us right now. So you will pack that bag and that swagger stick of yours and stay glued to my tail. Is that clear?”


  Men in the forest?


  Unfortunately he didn’t sound like he was joking. As a matter of fact, he didn’t even sound angry anymore. He sounded coldly professional. As though he actually knew what he was doing, God help her. Slowly, Dr. Kelly nodded, gathered her belongings, and rose.


  Once they’d entered the forest, he began to trace a wide circle in northerly direction, moving with surprising stealth. No wonder she hadn’t heard him in the clearing. Kelly imagined a grimace each time the hinges on the handle of her bag creaked or the cap of her boot kicked at a branch. Every now and again he’d stop dead, listen and watch for a minute or so, and either adjust their course or carry on. The theatrics were sublime.


  After a lifetime of creeping through brambles, he belly-flopped behind a fallen tree and motioned her to do the same. Some hundred yards ahead reared a huge, dark obstacle; the outer wall of the temple. To the right along the wall the faint, unsteady glow of light spilled onto white flagstones, probably from the archway through which they’d entered the precinct yesterday.


  “Oh crap…” whispered O’Neill.


  Charming language.


  He’d taken out a toy-sized spyglass and was giving himself a crick in the neck, scanning the roof of the temple. If he had any manners at all he’d offer the glass to her so she could have a peek as well, but apparently that was too much to ask. She’d just have to see for herself, wouldn’t she? Squinting hard, she gazed at the upper expanse of the wall, capped by a dark velvet sky and a myriad stars. Suddenly something black and shadowy blotted out a small segment of what passed for the Milky Way in these parts. It disappeared again, but several feet to the left of it wafted a similar shadow. Then that vanished, too.


  “Move!” O’Neill rasped. “Go, go, go!”


  “What?”


  “Not now!” He roughly hauled her up by one arm and over the bole. “Move!”


  Never letting go of her, he broke into a run, dragging her along whether she liked it or not. Moments later they broke from the forest and onto the stone path. The going was easier, but that didn’t make much of a difference, because he’d picked up speed. Shouts and metal clanking, neighing of horses and a dozen rushed footfalls behind them explained what had imbued him with this unexpected sense of urgency. It seemed the temple was under attack.


  Not thirty anymore, not even sixty… Stitches stabbing her side, breath coming in rapid oxygen-depleted yelps, feet turning to lead, perspiration running from her scalp and down her face, her neck, her back, the shouts growing louder. That inviting gap in the wall just ahead now, not far, not far at all, you can make it, duckie, like cross-country back at Rodean, you can… Blinking through a vinegary trickle of sweat that had seeped into her eyes, she saw the bright gap shrink to a narrow rectangle.


  Commotion there, too; frightened faces and flying purple, fear turning to doubt to outrage to hate. Those morons thought they were with the attackers.


  “Wait!” yelled O’Neill. “They’re on the roof, dammit! Watch your heads! Don’t… Wait!”


  The light winked out amid the dull rattle of bars being slid across the inside of the gate.


  Without losing his stride, O’Neill darted left among the trees, wrenching her sideways at the same insane pace. A bit further in Kelly slipped in a patch of mud and fell hard, almost taking him down with her, skinning her knees and spraining her wrist.


  “Stay put!”


  His shout was followed by the bellow of a gun. A scream, and their pursuers, mere yards away, skidded to a temporary stop. One of the men had dropped, clutching a shoulder. O’Neill stood braced against a tree, aiming at the next target. With a handgun! How many bullets did these things have? Six? The modern ones had more, hadn’t they? One handgun against God knew how many alien savages. Why hadn’t he brought that great big cannon of his? Pathetic planning!


  Huffing with frustration, she groped for her stick and scrambled towards a nearby cedar. Stay put, indeed! They weren’t going to take her without a fight!


  Albeit savage, the savages weren’t stupid. They spread out, offering less of a cohesive target, and the front men carried shields. O’Neill was firing again, several times, rounds pinging on metal plating, probably piercing whatever armour those people had, but they still kept coming. She heard the crack of a breaking branch behind her, wheeled around and lashed out wildly. She must have connected, too, for her attacker howled in pain or fury and raised a stubby sword.


  A gladius. Here? How did they come by those? While some distant corner of her mind still puzzled over the incongruity, another shot rang out and the Roman sword sunk limply, followed by its owner in whose forehead gaped a small round hole.


  Covering her had been a mistake. With O’Neill’s attention diverted, five men had made a dash for him. The flat of a blade crashed down on his arm, sent the gun flying. He ducked, rolled out from under them. When he rose again, he was hefting a knife.


  Well, that was no good, was it?


  Wishing she’d joined the fencing club instead of the debate team when she’d first enrolled at Oxford, Professor Kelly grabbed the hunting stool with both hands and charged. The spiky end impaled itself in the posterior of one of O’Neill’s attackers, and the man leaped forward with a roar, his knees sagging, dragging down her makeshift weapon. She wrested it free and hit him over the head with it.


  For a second or two there was a dumbfounded lull, then four more men launched themselves into the fray. O’Neill disarmed one and wounded another, just as a third snuck up behind him. The pommel of a sword struck his temple, vicious enough to split skin, and he crumpled. The attacker snatched him as he fell and held him propped up like a puppet, fist locked in his hair, edge of the sword across his throat.


  “Remitte!” the savage shouted at Kelly.


  Give up? Not on your life, duckie! In response she swung the hunting stool at the nearest victim.


  “Remitte!” This time the blade had drawn blood.


  Obviously that pillock meant it, and O’Neill was unlikely to be any more pleasant with his head cut off. She supposed she owed him one. If he’d taken to his heels and left her there – which anybody with half a brain would have done, by the way – he could have outrun them.


  “Oh alright, then!” Grudgingly Kelly dropped the stool and raised her hands.


  “Nolite occidere!” the man barked at his compatriots and almost gently lowered O’Neill to the ground.


  Don’t kill them? Well, that just wasn’t cricket! If she’d known –… Some broken-nosed oaf cautiously approached her, and suddenly his eyes went wide.


  “Quam avia mea videtur!” he hollered, and a few of the men started laughing.


  “So I look like your grandmother, do I? I’ll give you your grandmother!”


  A huge, beefy hand snapped around her wrist and blocked the blow. Simultaneously something very hard impacted with her skull. Kelly’s last conscious sensation was a teeth-rattling thud, then she blacked out.


   


  Teal’c had escorted Ayzebel into the house, and Daniel had posted himself by the open front door waiting for his team mates and the Professor. On the streets some kind of carnival was in full swing. After the darkness and quiet of the hillside, the city seemed garish and noisy. Torches stuck in iron brackets at every house and flickered over a scene that had mutated from worshipful elation to Bacchanalia. The good burghers of Tyros had raided their wine cellars, pitchers and amphorae were passed to family and strangers regardless, with everyone vying to achieve maximum inebriation in minimum time. A delicate, dark-eyed girl caught his eye, smiled, and glided towards him.


  “Please, friend, drink.” Small brown hands held up an amphora.


  Her smile, shy and placid, reminded him of Sha’re, and he grinned back. “No, thank you. I… uh… get sick…”


  “Please, friend. Just one sip,” she insisted and gave a conspiratorial wink that contradicted the shyness. “My girlfriends are watching. They said I would not have the courage to ask.”


  Across the street hovered three other girls, giggling and blushing.


  Daniel chuckled. “A dare, eh?”


  “Do not be angry, please.” It was her turn to blush. “You and your friends are the talk of the town. Is it true that you came through the Chappa’ai?”


  “Yes.” He took the amphora, had a token sip of wine, and handed it back. The threesome across the street hid their faces in a shivering flurry of veils. “What do you know about the Chappa’ai?”


  “What everybody knows. It is the Gate of Paradise, the entrance to Lord Meleq’s realm.”


  “Does the Lord Meleq ever come here?”


  “Not to the city!” She laughed. “Sometimes, when he is pleased with us, he visits the temple. He has not visited in a long time.”


  “Yeah, I heard about that.” Daniel’s arm described a generous circle, encompassing her, her friends, and the streetful of revelers. “So why are you celebrating?”


  “Because the Lord Meleq’s servants have entered the temple at last, and he will be pleased with us again. Also, we have a new High Priest.”


  “The king is dead, long live the king, huh?”


  The girl’s forehead creased in bafflement, but she still smiled. “Excuse me?”


  “Never mind. It’s just… it’s something we say.”


  “Oh.”


  A homespun band had formed a little further down the street. A couple of drums, three string instruments that looked like bouzoukis and a singer with laudable enthusiasm and a foghorn voice. To top it, he was either tone-deaf or too drunk to stay on key. The local party animals didn’t mind much. Throwing arms over each others’ shoulders, they linked into a stumbling line of dancers. Hava Nagila gone pear-shaped. The line proceeded on the Conga principle, picking up passengers as it went along. Somebody reached for the girl, snatched her robe. She grabbed Daniel’s hand.


  “Join us! It is fun!”


  He freed himself and jumped back a step, smiling. “Thanks. I’d rather watch.”


  For a second her eyes clouded in disappointment, then she was swept away. As the line staggered past, a scuffle erupted near its end. In fact, it looked more like a wrestling match than a dance, steps hopelessly mixed up and shouts rising over the bawl of the singer. Suddenly the line broke and spat out a hulky man who landed flat on his face. Sam Carter stepped over him, dodged groping hands, and skipped from reach. When she saw Daniel, she waved and came loping up the steps, torn between amusement and irritation.


  He laughed. “Natives getting frisky?”


  “You have no idea! I was trying to get out of it without causing a diplomatic incident. What on earth are they on, anyway?”


  “A prototype of Cabernet Sauvignon, by the taste of it.”


  “Daniel?”


  “I only had one sip. Courtesy of an admirer.”


  “Yeah. Right.” The Conga line was wobbling into a U-turn at the end of the street, and Sam made for the door. “Let’s go inside before they come back.”


  “Speaking of diplomatic incidents, what happened to Jack?”


  “The Colonel… uh… went for a stroll.”


  She disappeared inside looking decidedly shifty, which suggested that the itinerary for Jack’s nocturnal sightseeing tour included the temple.


  “A stroll, huh?” he called after her. “With the Professor?”


  Sam’s head popped back through the door like some toy on a spring. “What did you say?”


  “Where’s Kelly?”


  “Not funny, Daniel.”


  “I’m not kidding. Where is she?”


  “Kelly was with you.”


  “We got separated. I figured she’d joined you and Jack.” Which was about as lame as it got. Daniel suppressed an urge to cringe. He should have known. “You think she –”


  A frightening leap in noise levels announced The Return of the Conga, and Sam pulled him into the courtyard and closed the door.


  “Do I think she suckered you and went straight up to the temple? As a matter of fact, yes.”


  “What do you want to do?”


  “Remind Colonel O’Neill to harm her severely in case he finds her, which he probably will,” she replied grimly, keying her radio. “Colonel? This is Carter. Come in, sir… Colonel?”


  The radio burped copious amounts of static, but there was no reply from Jack.


  “Damn,” she muttered softly.


  “Yeah.”


  “Major Carter. You have returned.”


  Hands clasped behind his back, Teal’c strode across the atrium, torchlight tinting his skin bronze. His measured, powerful grace fit the place completely and lent him the air of an Oriental potentate visiting his seraglio. You practically expected him to start salaaming. He didn’t go quite as far. He merely inclined his head. Next, that eyebrow ratcheted up. Colloquial Jaffa for What’s with the numbers?


  “Colonel O’Neill hasn’t come back yet, but Kelly’s made up for it by giving Daniel the slip,” Sam informed the eyebrow.


  It was joined by its counterpart in a rare display of surprise. “I see. Do you wish to search for Professor Kelly?”


  “No.” She sighed. “I’m pretty sure the Professor’s gone to the temple, and you heard what Ayzebel said about that. If we turn up as well, it’ll only make matters worse. We wait. The Colonel should be back in less than an hour, and if she hasn’t shown up by then we’ll reassess our options.”


  Teal’c studied her thoughtfully. “I believe you are correct, Major Carter. It will be wiser to wait.”


  Which was exactly what they did. Daniel stretched out on the rim of the pool, staring up at a square of stars. A little further along sat Sam and Teal’c, talking quietly. The whoops and howls of the revelers in the street drifted in only faintly, and the patio still smelled of the flowers Ayzebel had strewn earlier in the day. He could get used to this, if it weren’t for the fact that things were off somehow. Like one of those pictures by M C Escher, showing what seemed like a perfectly good staircase until you looked closely and realized that the stairs led both up and down at the same time. The staircase grew larger and three-dimensional, and General Hammond got really annoyed because he met Dr. Kelly who argued that she’d been excavating staircases since before George was an itch in his daddy’s trousers, and he couldn’t possibly be going up the stairs if he was coming towards her. Kandaulo skipped down-up the opposite side, chasing Hamilqart and Ayzebel who backed up-down hopping like Easter bunnies into Teal’c and the Conga Line who were singing Ay Bouzouki to Baal, but hopscotch wasn’t allowed on the stairs, so Sam was frantically typing on a computer to figure it all out, because Jack lay upright, crushed against a metal spider web, hurting and terrified, and he fell and fell and fell, up and down, into a silent ocher downside-up-upside-down abyss, and everything he always locked down floated up, inside out, carved in his face, terrified and hurting.


  Daniel?


  “Jack!”


  He jerked awake, nearly rolled into the basin, and steadied himself with the wrong hand, up to his armpit in water. At least it chased away the remnants of his dream. If it had been a dream. Teal’c and Sam stared at him, mystified, and the noise from the street had stopped completely.


  “Daniel Jackson?”


  “Daniel?”


  “What happened to Jack?” he croaked.


  “I told you half an hour ago.” Sam frowned. “The Colonel went up to the temple.”


  “That’s not what I mean! While I was… gone!” His fingers fluttered in lieu of a more accurate description, sprinkling drops of water on the floor. “While I was gone. Something happened to Jack while I was gone.”


  Oh here we go again! That goddamn exchange of furtive looks. Dr. Jackson, this briefing is classified. Screw this!


  “You were dreaming. Daniel, you’re probably –”


  “Don’t give me that, Sam!”


  “Daniel Jackson, we –”


  At which point the front door crashed open. Daniel half expected the Conga to make an entrance and felt an uncharacteristic desire to shoot the lot of them. Except, it wasn’t the revelers. It was a group of twelve men, led by Kandaulo and Hamilqart, and they weren’t dancing. Most of them had minor injuries, all of them were dirty, and six of them wore armor and swords. Guards of some sort, and burly ones at that. Sam had leaped to her feet.


  “Hamilqart?”


  Their host squirmed, and Kandaulo pushed him aside. “Apprehend them!”


  The guards took two or three steps and froze in their tracks as Teal’c made a meal of rising to his full height. Psychological warfare personified. How did you arrest a spirit if you actually believed in such things?


  “Them!” Kandaulo pointed at Sam and Daniel.


  The guards dithered, glanced at Teal’c.


  “What is the meaning of this?” the spirit enquired politely.


  Evidently this was the night for abortive explanations. Before anyone had a chance to reply, Hamilqart’s wife came rushing along the arcade, trailed by a bevy of servants, some carrying torches.


  “Husband!”


  “I am well,” the master of the house reassured her, a little wistful, as though he had preferred to return covered in heroic wounds.


  “I am glad to see you unharmed.” Almost the same words she had used the previous day, but now they seemed formulaic, and she looked relieved for all the wrong reasons.


  Teal’c fixed the largest of the beefcakes with a glare he could only have picked up from Apophis. “You! Speak!”


  The man shuddered and a glow of eager dread spread over grime-smudged features. Then he sank to his knees. “The temple was attacked, Lord Spirit. Your friend and the old woman were among the Phrygians.”


  “I do not believe you.”


  His face mere inches from the floor, the hapless guard shivered again. “It is the truth, Lord, I swear.”


  “I saw them.” Gingerly, Hamilqart stepped forward. “They did come running toward the gate ahead of the other attackers. But I admit it is possible that they –”


  “You locked them out!” Ashen-faced, Sam voiced what none of them wanted to admit. “Was there any particular reason or were you just scared to kill them yourselves?”


  It sparked a murmur of outrage among the men, and Hamilqart winced. Daniel supposed he should step in and smooth over the friction. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. Passivity by choice this time, not by higher obligation, and for once it felt right. If he closed his eyes he saw the same images Sam must be seeing – charred, blackened bodies. The memory of that stench seemed terribly real, and Jack had not responded to Sam’s radio call.


  “Woman! Do not speak out of turn! And do not accuse us of cowardice when it is your friends who acted cowardly,” spat Kandaulo. “They fled with the Phrygians. Once they had captured our children.”


  “O’Neill would do no such thing.” The Lord Spirit stared down the priest. “We wish to view the temple precinct.”


   


  “Meleq protect us!”


  The guard carrying the torch flinched at the sudden glare of the flashlight.


  Teal’c had not required it earlier. His eyesight was sharp enough to discern where a multitude of footprints veered off the stone path. As the Tauri were fond of saying, a blind man could have seen it. Now the broad white beam of Major Carter’s flashlight picked out the smooth imprints of numerous sandals that had flattened plants and soil and overlaid any earlier trace. He could not say with certainty whether O’Neill had come this way.


  He followed the trail regardless, motioning Major Carter to accompany him. His perseverance was rewarded. Some twenty paces further into the trees, he discovered a puddle surrounded by muddy ground. Most of the sandal-wearers seemed to have evaded it, and at the far end he found the profile of a combat boot.


  “Looks like the Colonel’s,” Major Carter stated.


  “Indeed. And it appears that a great many others were in pursuit of him.”


  “Thanks, Teal’c. Keep those positive thoughts coming, why don’t you?”


  “As yet we know nothing of the pursuers’ intentions.”


  “Sure. They were trying to sell Girl Scout cookies.” The beam of light scanned the ground as she moved further along the tracks. “It’s probably why the Colonel shot this guy. He wasn’t in the mood for cookies.”


  This response took Teal’c by surprise. It had been worthy of O’Neill. But like O’Neill, she used flippancy to conceal her anxiety from herself and from others.


  Major Carter was pointing the flashlight at a waxen face. The eyes stared wide open, etched with an expression of rage and surprise. Almost exactly between them gaped the entry wound, its size consistent with a 9 mm round. Even without this additional confirmation he would have been certain. The Tyreans did not possess firearms. The Jaffa peered past gloomy tree boles and at the ghostly shapes of men who lingered on the path, whipped by the rain and the biting wind that had risen.


  “Priest! You requested proof that O’Neill was not aiding the attackers,” he called out. “You may wish to view this.”


  A tall, white-haired figure emerged from the group and cautiously glided into the forest. A pair of guards escorted him, lighting the way. It was true that Kandaulo had demanded proof, but he would not relish seeing it. Men such as he resented having their assumptions overthrown by fact. Conceivably this and the humiliation that went with it would heighten the priest’s hostility.


  When he arrived, he regarded the corpse with disdain. “Is this your proof? You have seen what the Phrygians do. They are animals. His fellow bandits could have killed him.”


  “They could not.” Teal’c permitted himself a minute smile. It was as he had foreseen. “Which of their weapons would cause a wound such as this? Turn him around.”


  The guards obeyed and recoiled when they beheld what the Jaffa already knew to be there. The back of the dead man’s skull was missing, disclosing a mess of blood and brain matter. At last Kandaulo’s scorn gave way to uncertainty.


  “What did this?” he rasped.


  “A small piece of metal ejected at high speed from the weapon O’Neill used.”


  “But this cannot be! You are –”


  “Dammit!”


  While they were debating, Major Carter had continued to search the area. Clearly with some success, although she did not appear to welcome the results. Retrieving an object from beneath a patch of fern some ten meters to the right, she straightened up abruptly.


  “Want me to demonstrate, Kandaulo?”


  An instant later, the nature of her discovery became obvious. She fired, and the bullet tore into a tree trunk behind the priest, provoking a shocked outcry. It was Kandaulo’s good fortune that Major Carter’s fury did not affect her marksmanship, and perhaps it would teach him not to employ the term ‘woman’ in a pejorative fashion. Teal’c did not wait for this, admittedly unlikely, event to occur. He joined his team mate.


  “It’s Colonel O’Neill’s Beretta, and it doesn’t look like he dropped it deliberately. The safety was off, and there are three rounds left in the magazine, counting the one he’d chambered.” She swiped rain water from her face, and her voice sounded rough with anxiety. “He said he didn’t need backup. Why the hell did I listen to him?”


  The Jaffa could have given several answers to this query, none of them helpful. At this stage the evidence suggested that O’Neill had succumbed to vastly superior numbers. Major Carter’s presence would have made no difference.


  “We should proceed,” he advised, silently admitting that he dreaded what else they might come upon.


  The ground around the ferns was trampled, footprints converging on it and verifying Teal’c’s first impression. A fight had taken place here. Within a short time they had collected two further items: the peculiar seating device the Professor had employed earlier in the evening and a Bowie knife. The knife lay trodden into the soil a few meters away from the location where Major Carter had found the sidearm. There could be little doubt that O’Neill had been disarmed, and that Professor Kelly had indeed been with him.


  However, the near total absence of blood was encouraging. Teal’c had seen the massacre on the ship and he had seen the sword lying next to the dead soldier. When these people killed, they killed messily. For the first time since Kandaulo had arrived at Hamilqart’s house, he dared to hope. The hope was spurred further by a combination of tracks, which –


  “Sam? Teal’c?”


  Daniel Jackson had been examining the interior of the complex, and now he approached through the trees, his task evidently completed. What was more, it seemed to have left him agitated enough not to observe where he was going. A frequent occurrence with the young man. He tripped and nearly fell, backtracked and picked up an old-fashioned leather bag.


  “Hey! Did you see this? Kelly’s bag.”


  It was indeed. Teal’c received the item, and Daniel Jackson squinted at the small pile that constituted their previous finds.


  “I take it Jack was here?” he asked.


  “Teal’c and I are leaning towards the idea,” said Major Carter. “You come across anything useful?”


  “Depends on how you define useful. According to the people in there” – Daniel Jackson cocked a thumb in the direction of the temple – “the first wave of the actual attack came from the roof. While some of the mob staged a mock run on the gate, the boys on the roof rappelled into the courtyard and opened a side door.”


  “Tactics 101,” muttered the Major. “Nice, tidy, almost guaranteed to work.”


  “Tidy being the operative word, which is where it gets interesting… I mean, you guys know more about this stuff than I do, but compared to the ship this was asking politely. It looks… less angry.”


  “In what way, Daniel Jackson?”


  “No gratuitous butchery. It’s still not pretty; the Tyreans took casualties and they’ve got two men seriously wounded, but it seems to have been a straightforward fight, rather than…” He shrugged. “You know.”


  Less angry… Teal’c turned the words over in his mind. “I believe your description may be apt, Daniel Jackson. O’Neill killed one of their number, yet they did not kill O’Neill when they had the chance to do so. They abducted him.”


  “What makes you so sure all of a sudden?” Major Carter gazed at him, the strain in her face easing slightly. Unlike death, capture could be remedied.


  Teal’c pointed out the tracks he had noticed just prior to Daniel Jackson’s arrival. Two parallel sets of sandal prints scaled the hill. Between them ran a pair of smudged, uninterrupted marks, almost certainly left by boot caps.


  “Someone tall and heavy was dragged by two men. I am confident that this person was O’Neill.”


  “What about Kelly?”


  Off to the side yet another trail could be seen. “Professor Kelly was carried. The imprint left by the right foot is deeper. Her abductor must have conveyed her slung over his right shoulder.”


  Major Carter gave a bleak smile. “Anyone mind if I get Kandaulo and rub his nose in this?”


  


  Chapter Six


  
     
  


  The groaning was frightful and it wouldn’t stop. Drawn-out and labored, it rose at ten-second intervals, ebbed and erupted again, interspersed with reedy sighs. He had a vague but nasty suspicion that he might be responsible for it, because the sheer misery of the noise roughly equaled the torque somebody had applied to that vise around his skull.


  Suddenly the groans were overlaid by a new sound, just as drawn-out but less rhythmic in nature. He was fairly certain that, on this score, he couldn’t possibly be the offender. Even with all the chili in Mexico both volume and aroma would have been beyond him. The mother of all farts was followed by a second helping, marginally less succulent.


  “Gmph,” he said, not sure what exactly he meant by it.


  The good news was that the groans continued. In other words, if he’d been the one saying Gmph, he couldn’t be the one doing the groaning.


  How about you open your eyes and check, huh?


  He was still admiring this sterling piece of advice when a whole new insight wafted through the fog that inhabited his brain. His current abode moved. To be precise, it rolled. Pitched. Swayed.


  “Oh crap,” mumbled Colonel Jonathan ‘Jack’ O’Neill, USAF.


  In response, something velvety snuffled across his face and began nibbling at his hair. Sweet. He tried to swat at the snuffly velvet thing and noticed that he could barely move his arms. There probably was a connection between the vise and the fact that his hands were shackled.


  “Lookee here! Who’s returning from the Land of Nod?” said a voice, not quite identifiable yet, but already grating on his nerves. “Wakey-wakey, duckie!”


  His eyes snapped open, from dismay if nothing else, adding to his list of excellent reasons for which to throttle Miss Marple. The abrupt onslaught of light, dim as it was, tightened the vise by several notches. Fighting the urge to pass out again, he had a go at orienting himself. He was lying on a pallet of dank straw, which presumably explained the stalks in his mouth. The pallet hugged a curved wall of wooden planks and had an opposite number. Kelly sat on that, looking offensively cheerful, despite the fact that she was trussed up as well.


  “Marvellous, isn’t it?” she chirped. “Cricklebottom and Haig claim that Phoenician ships had no hold compartments. Morons!”


  She’d said the ‘s’-word.


  Jack allowed himself a moment of empathy with Messrs Crinklebutt and Haze and set about regaining something that approximated an upright position. No point in postponing the inevitable, and the endeavor might help him forget Kelly’s presence for a while.


  Oh yeah… His head vigorously disagreed with the sit-up. Somebody else seemed to disagree too. An indignant snort buzzed into his ear, and tiny warm flecks of spittle sprayed the left side of his face. Looking up, he found himself staring at a snuffly, velvety, hairy snout. It belonged to one of two horses chained to metal rings in the floor. Mr and Mrs Ed shared their fate with his right ankle. Nice.


  Wood, hemp, and canvas emitted a symphony of groans, and their cell lurched into a violent sequence of rolls and pitches. The horses took it stoically, unlike his stomach. That flipped. On the upside, it let the headache pale to insignificance. Breathing slowly and deeply through his mouth, he struggled to ignore the cold sweat and to focus on the horses. He faintly remembered something to do with horses. Something to do with dangling sideways in front of a saddle, his nose colliding with a pungent flank at each jolt… jolt… lousy choice of words under the circumstances…


  Through the wooden grate that locked off their end of the hold he could see two rows of benches. On them fourteen bulky men pulled at bulky oars. The queasy reality of the ‘s’-word became less and less deniable. Then again, it could be worse. He could have a starring role in this B-picture remake of Ben Hur and be out there, pulling away to avoid the wrath of some seven-foot meatball with a cat o’ nine tails.


  “I’m amazed we’re still alive,” Kelly remarked conversationally. “They’re Romans.”


  “I thought they were Phrygians.” It came out a little clipped. Talking caused a hideous upward motion in his gorge.


  “Maybe it’s a disguise. They speak Latin, and all their equipment and weapons are Roman. Bloody barbarians!”


  Barbarians? The Romans? Jack had an inkling that Crinklebutt and Haze might have argued with that, but he didn’t feel fit enough to take up the gauntlet. “Why didn’t you get out of there?”


  “One of those plonkers was threatening to cut your throat.” She shrugged. “He sounded convincing.”


  “Oh,” he said, wondering if he should ask who or what a plonker was.


  “Is that all you can say? Oh?”


  As a matter of fact, yes. Beyond the grate the front echelon of oarsmen soared skywards, while the pallet dropped out from under Jack in a seesaw countermove. This time one of the groans had definitely been his. Hot on its heels a fist of nausea raced up his throat, and he tasted bile. Eyes narrow, Kelly peered at him.


  “Lie down,” she recommended.


  “I’m fine!”


  If he told himself long enough, it might come true. And even if it didn’t, there was no way on P2X 159 that he’d barf his guts out in front of Miss Marple. No! Way!


  Then two things happened. They were catapulted from the trough they’d sunk into seconds ago, and Mr Ed chose that precise moment to vent his terminal flatulence. Again. Jack lunged for a bucket that stood by the foot of the pallet and barely made it. After five minutes of retching he’d graduated mostly to dry heaves. Kelly was still watching him with scientific interest.


  “You’re seasick.”


  Oh yes. She definitely had a knack for diagnosing the obvious.


  “Why the hell do you think I joined the Air Force instead of the Navy?” he gurgled and dived over the bucket again.


  “Because nobody in their right mind would want to wear those poncy bell-bottoms?”


  Jack was surprised enough to abandon his intestinal calisthenics for a wry grin. “That too… By the way, I won’t be held responsible for the consequences if you make me lau–”


  Just in case he added a free demonstration, in the course of which he noticed that something was missing.


  “Where’s my radio?” he croaked once he’d finished the current round.


  “I think it spooked them. They threw it away.”


  Great. This day just kept getting better and better. “It spooked them? How?”


  “It started talking. That girl was trying to contact you.”


  That girl likely as not meant Carter. “When exactly was that?”


  “About ten hours ago.”


  “What?”


  “When you first came round you turned a little rambunctious. They made you drink some sort of draught.”


  He had absolutely no recollection of anything beyond sniffing horse flank and figured he must have forgotten to mention that he had issues with the drugged-out-strapped-to-the-bed thing. And ships! He had issues with ships, too.


  “My guess would be poppy seed. You were out for rather a long time.” She sneezed, shivered a little, and added accusingly, “I was starting to worry.”


  “I’m fine,” he muttered again, distractedly noting that it hadn’t become any truer since the last time. A change of topic might be in order. “Are you okay? They hurt you?”


  “The pillock who knocked you out thumped me on the noggin too, but not seriously. Mind you, he –”


  “Professor?”


  “Yes, duckie?”


  “What’s a pillock?”


  “A plonker. Don’t interrupt me! As I was saying, he told his chums not to kill us.”


  “He told them not to kill us?”


  “Quite.”


  Jack finally gave up and eased back onto the pallet, experiencing the same murky sense of confusion he’d had yesterday, listening to Kandaulo in Hamilqart’s patio. So the folks who’d allegedly massacred a shipload of people over a dispute on religious practice had gone through the trouble of abducting Kelly and him instead of killing them. And this was after he’d put a few of these guys out of commission. It didn’t compute. He also needed to pee, but that didn’t bother him nearly as much. Generally speaking, he had no problem playing the village idiot, but he preferred doing it on his terms rather than because he genuinely didn’t get it. Confusion wasn’t a viable tactical proposition.


  Mr Ed seemed to share Jack’s misgivings and snorted in his face.


  “Can it, horsebreath!”


  “He likes you,” offered Kelly.


  “Yeah, well, somebody has to…” Turning his head, he waited for the next wave of nausea, which miraculously didn’t materialize. Lying down did help, although he had no intention of admitting it to Miss Marple. “They took the children?”


  “I gather that was the point of attacking in the first place.”


  “Where are they?”


  “Eight of them are in the forward hold here, and the little ones are on the other ship. They were drugged, too. Apparently these people are of the opinion that children should be seen but not heard.” She stared at him. “I must say I agree.”


  He chose to ignore the dig. “Two ships?”


  “Yes.” Kelly nodded. “Two galleys. Small ones.”


  “Which tells us what?” groused Jack, profoundly averse to the notion of small in conjunction with eight or nine Beaufort ripping across the deck above.


  “Think, duckie! Or do you only use your head to prop your ears apart? It tells us that they probably don’t have battleships. If I were to stage a raid like this, I’d want a big, fast, armoured ship in the event of the injured party coming after me. Correct?” She smirked and proceeded to answer her own question. “Of course it is. Now, if they don’t have battleships, why do you think that is?”


  He was suffering flashbacks to fourth grade and that mealy-mouthed gargoyle of a teacher. Apply yourself, Jonathan!


  “Come back, Daniel. All is forgiven,” he grumbled under his breath. Aloud he said, “Because recent fluctuations on the Tyrean stock market have driven yacht prices through the roof?”


  “Very good!” cried Kelly. If she weren’t tied up, she’d clap her flippers like a performing seal. “They can’t afford them. Coincidentally, most of our intrepid warriors double as oarsmen, which is another indicator that we’re dealing with a relatively small guerrilla organisation rather than a nation state.”


  “We already know that. Kandaulo told us.”


  She snorted, startling Mr Ed. “Don’t insult my intelligence! You weren’t exactly subtle, you know? You don’t trust that imitation wizard as far as you could throw him.”


  Ah. He’d have to work on this diplomacy thing some more – later. “Any idea of where we’re going?”


  Another snort. This time Mr Ed farted in protest against the constant invasion of his territory. The Professor graced him with a scowl and continued to pontificate. “The ships were moored in a derelict harbour. I’m not sure how far or in which direction from the temple, because I didn’t wake up until we were nearly there. Once they had loaded the children and those nags, they left the cove due south, about twenty men to a ship.”


  Some useful information at last, though it wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear. Not quite as hopeless as being thrown off-wormhole and somersaulting through the wrong Stargate and into an ice cave, but close. Come to think of it, Sam Carter putting a splint on his leg had been eminently preferable to Kelly watching him toss his cookies. For starters, the ice cave hadn’t rolled, plus they’d had a means of communication for all the good that had done.


  “Without my radio it’ll be tricky…” he murmured. “Although Carter’s got more rabbits in her cap than anyone else I know.”


  “The girl?”


  “The theoretical astrophysicist. You just think you’re smart. She is smart. But in case Carter can’t track us down, we’ll have to start thinking about making it back to Tyros on our own.”


  “And just how do you propose to do that? Spew the enemy into submission?”


  Hey, it was a thought…


  “Besides,” Kelly prattled on, “in my humble opinion acts of piracy are a great deal easier to accomplish when one isn’t chained to the floor. So do us both a favour, get some rest, and keep your Jolly Roger where I can’t see it!”


  Excuse me?


  In all probability it was wisest not to follow up on that one. Miss Marple had a point, though; short of actually staying alive, there was absolutely nothing they could do about this mess before they reached dry land. If they reached dry land.


  God, he hated sailing!


   


  “It’s SG-1’s IDC,” announced Sergeant Davis, a hint of a quaver in his voice.


  George Hammond closed his eyes in resignation. SG-units 3 and 17 had just come back from a surprise run-in with a gang of Anubis’ Jaffa, and the infirmary was packed to capacity.


  “Open the iris,” he said.


  “Med team on standby, sir?”


  “Easy on the defeatism, Sergeant.”


  While the gray panels of the iris scraped open, Hammond entertained himself by envisioning a scenario where, just for once, the premature return of his flagship team didn’t herald trouble but merely the heartfelt desire of the rulers of P2X-whatever to wish him a belated Happy Thanksgiving. When Major Carter emerged from the event horizon under her own steam and without any visible damage, his spirits rose a little. Next he noticed the look on her face. This, combined with the fact that she was still her own when the wormhole collapsed, put paid to the Thanksgiving wishes.


  The Major didn’t wait for him to meet her. Swatting SFs from her path, she stormed through the blast doors and came barreling up the stairs to the control room, two steps at a time.


  “Sir. Sergeant.”


  Bedraggled and soaking wet, with dark smudges under her eyes – dirt or exhaustion – she seemed to have been on the go for twenty-four hours straight, running all the way.


  Hammond frowned. “Major, something tells me you didn’t just drop in to see how we’re doing.”


  “No, sir. I mean, yes, sir…” Petering out, she ran a wet hand over her face. The smudges stayed. Exhaustion, then. And something else. Fear. “Sir, with your permission, I’d like to stage a UAV search as soon –”


  “Permission denied!”


  “General, we’ve –”


  “At least until I find out what makes you come barging into my base like your pants are on fire!”


  “Yessir!”


  She straightened up, the disciplined façade snapping back into place with a vengeance. The fact that it ever had been out of place told its own tale.


  “Briefing room, Major.”


  “Yessir.”


  Not waiting for her to move, he made for the stairs. From the corner of his eye he noticed Walter Davis’ face crease with worry. The Sergeant almost looked his age, and George Hammond wondered just what age he looked at this moment. Behind him Carter’s footsteps dragged, from fatigue or guilt or both.


  If anyone had told him seven years ago that an astrophysicist, a civilian linguist/archeologist, a former First Prime, and a pretend cynic with a penchant for artistic insubordination were to form the most close-knit, effective team he’d ever deployed, Major General Hammond would have called a shrink. But here they were, nearly seven years on, having saved good old Earth and a few other planets several times over, and along the way they’d all developed an uncanny knack for bouncing back. Hammond was very well aware that, given the line of work they were in, the bounce might just not be enough one of these days. Going by Major Carter’s entrance, today could be the day. Then again, he’d thought that before.


  Buoyed by a pinch of bogus optimism, the General scaled the last few steps to the briefing room. It was overheated, as usual, but in this instance he didn’t mind. The infirmary was busy enough without Sam Carter catching the common cold.


  “Have a seat, Major.” Hammond sank into his usual chair at the head of the table.


  She took off her backpack and sat across the corner from him. The sleeves of her BDU left moist smears on the polished tabletop, and the water dripping from her jacket gathered in puddles on the leather seat. Whoever had dreamed up this executive briefing room suite needed a reality check.


  “Sir, we’ve lost Colonel O’Neill,” she said without preamble.


  “Lost Colonel O’Neill?” he shot back, hoping to hell this wasn’t a euphemism.


  “He’s missing.”


  Missing, not dead. George Hammond let go of a breath he hadn’t known he was holding, his gut-deep relief venting itself in irritation. “Of all the infuriating hobbies, did he have to take up this one?”


  “Sir?”


  “By my count it’s the third time inside twelve months, Major.”


  Last time he’d leaped after Harry Maybourne through some sort of force field that promptly catapulted the Colonel to an unknown location and a vacation experience with a difference. It had taken them a month to find him. Jack had been retrieved with a great deal of luck and some help from the Tok’ra, nursing a skewered thigh and suffering from the aftereffects of a hallucinogenic that made LSD look like candy.


  The time before had been worse. They’d ascertained his whereabouts fairly early on in the game, only to find that extraction was impossible. All they could do was organize a diversion and pray. It had worked, and he’d recognized the chance for what it was, escaped, and stumbled home a few days later, tired and wan and reticent. The clothes he’d worn had been shredded in odd places, but there’d been no physical evidence of what Baal had done to him, other than a ripe case of sarcophagus withdrawal. It spoke volumes; the only thing that did. To this day the General was convinced that Colonel O’Neill’s so-called report contained as economical and sanitized a version of the truth as Jack had thought he could get away with.


  I ended up rescuing an old girlfriend I’d never met before.


  And then some, George Hammond reckoned. And then some…


  And now this.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  No matter how exhausted or anxious, at least Major Carter could be counted on to deliver a succinct debrief, and thank Heaven for that. The story was convoluted enough, what with ghost ships, high priests, divine retribution, underage monks, and guerrillas in funny hats.


  Halfway through the directly relevant part he interrupted her. “You’re saying you… lost… Dr. Kelly as well?”


  Sam Carter flushed, which finally put some color into her cheeks. “Yes, sir. She… uh… she disregarded orders and went to the temple on her own. It’s no excuse, sir. I should have been aware that she’d try something like that.”


  Perhaps, but General Hammond had the distinct impression that, should Dr. Kelly decide on any specific course of action, there would be no stopping her. Having said that, he didn’t exactly look forward to his upcoming conversation with the British Secretary of Defence.


  Most frightfully sorry, old chap, but we’ve lost your representative. Sure you want her back?


  “Teal’c and Dr. Jackson?”


  “They’re at Tyros. Daniel’s trying to gather as much background information as he can, and Teal’c’s there to smooth the waters with the Synod. The locals –”


  “Think he’s a spirit. Yeah, I got that,” Hammond cut in, figuring that this had to be one of the most outlandish notions he’d ever come across, and he’d come across quite a few of those since being posted to this command.


  “At the moment it’s helpful, but we don’t know how long it’ll last,” she admitted. “Sooner or later it’ll turn into a problem. Kandaulo seems to feel that Teal’c threatens his position, so we’ll have to make the most of it while we can.”


  The General nodded. “And there’s no indication of Goa’uld presence? What about this Meleq? Could he be Goa’uld?”


  “It’s possible, sir, but we have no confirmation either way. Daniel says a girl he spoke to referred to the Stargate as the entrance to Meleq’s realm. It could be a hint. If Meleq is a Goa’uld, he keeps an unusually low profile.”


  “Let’s hope it stays that way. Carry on, Major.”


  “Teal’c tracked the Phrygians to an old harbor in a cove about three klicks west of the temple. He believes that four, maybe five, of them were on horseback and that the riders had Colonel O’Neill and Dr. Kelly, and also some of the older children. The smaller ones were carried on foot.”


  “A harbor?”


  “Yes, sir. They got away by ship. Actually, we’re guessing two ships.”


  “Major, oceans have a habit of being large. Very large. How in the blazes do you –”


  “Have a look at this, sir.”


  She leaned sideways and fished for her backpack. When she got it, she pulled out what looked like a papyrus, unrolled it, and spread it on the table, careful to avoid the wet patches she’d left earlier. It showed a rugged shoreline stretching east to west, with a mountain range rising behind it.


  “Hamilqart let me borrow this. It’s a map of the coast and the offshore islands. Not exactly GPS accuracy, but good enough to work with. Relative distances pretty much pan out, and the scale is about 1:10.000.” Sam Carter’s right index finger stabbed a speck inland. “There’s the temple precinct. And there” – the finger slipped further west – “is the harbor they used. Tyros is to the east of both, which is handy tactically. No risk of running into reinforcements coming from the city. If they are as clever as we think they are, they won’t have sailed east, past Tyros, nor west, past Sidonia.” She pointed at the blob that marked Sidonia. “In other words, the most likely course for them to take would have been south.”


  General Hammond dubiously stared at a profusion of tawny irregular shapes that littered the blue ground south of the coast. “Just how many islands are we talking about, Major?”


  “Not all of them, sir.” She was trying to sound upbeat and failed miserably. “Only about fifty.”


  “How many?”


  “We’ve narrowed it down as much as we could.”


  The edges of her palms sectioned off a cone-shaped area opening towards the south. It showed considerably more than fifty islands, though some clearly too small to serve as a potential base for the kidnappers. A number of others were marked in delicate writing, which he couldn’t decipher.


  “What are those?”


  “Tyrean colonies. Hamilqart pointed them out for me. He believes that the Phrygians are unlikely to hide on any of these. I’m inclined to agree. That leaves any uninhabited island of reasonable size and with some kind of natural harbor. I realize it’s still a huge area, sir, but it’s better than nothing.”


  Not by much, Hammond thought, and asked, “How do you want to proceed?”


  “I’d like to stage the first UAV sortie as soon as I’ve computed a search grid, sir. Distances and flight conditions will be marginal, but when I left Tyros the storm was starting to blow over. If we get the jump on this, sir, we might be able to spot them while they’re still at sea. It’d nail them there and then. The Tyreans are too scared of the wrath of Meleq to set sail in this kind of weather.”


  If, if, if… The air was thick with conditionals, but it wouldn’t get any better than this, would it? The General gazed at Sam Carter’s hands, still cupping that wedge of map, as though she were trying to contain something precious.


  “I’ll have this map, Major,” he said at last. “Sergeants Davis and Siler can do the necessary. You go have a hot shower and at least six hours of sleep. That’s an order.”


  “No!” The hands flipped down, pinning the map to the tabletop, and she added, “Sir.”


  “Major –”


  “General, I know they’re both more than qualified. But I’m faster. Plus, we won’t have telemetry beyond thirty miles radius around the ‘gate. I’ll have to preprogram search patterns and the recording sequence. Once I’ve done that I’ll hand over to Davis and Siler and have my shower.” She gave a wry grin. “I’ll even try to sleep, as per your order. Please, sir.”


  She’d definitely hung around Jack O’Neill enough to pick up a slightly nonchalant attitude. On the other hand, George Hammond couldn’t deny that she had a point. He smiled a little and rose.


  “Alright, Major. You’ve got forty-five minutes. Then you’re out of there until 1730 hours. Are we clear on this?”


  “Yessir! Thanks, sir.”


  Before he could say anything else, Sam Carter jumped up, snatched the map, and was on her way to the control room.


   


  The unmanned aerial vehicle zipped from the event horizon, climbing rapidly until it had reached operational height, and buzzed south towards the coast.


  “Another one!” Hamilqart shouted excitedly, blinking in the rain, his eyes tracking the UAV for as far as he could see it.


  Which was a pretty long way. On a clear day the grayish blue paint job on the device would have made it invisible from the ground, but beneath the overcast sky it stood out, a fast-moving, lighter blip. Not that anyone here had the wherewithal to shoot it down, even if they’d wanted to.


  “Graceful like a crane,” mused Hamilqart. For the moment he seemed to have forgotten that his son was missing, too.


  The crane would plummet like a lead duck if it ran out of fuel, but Dr. Jackson decided not to disillusion their host. This was the third and last UAV sortie, and Hamilqart had greeted the previous one in similarly rhapsodic style. The guy’s enthusiasm reminded Daniel of Jack, and in a roundabout, bleary-eyed kind of way that got him back to last night’s weird dream and the unsatisfactory conversation that had followed.


  DanielJackson, we –


  What? We believe you should mind your own damn business? Dollars to donuts.


  He sighed and flipped up the collar of his jacket against the wind. It didn’t keep out the cold, but it sent a small cascade of rainwater chasing down his back. Lord Meleq’s alleged climatic reprisal was beginning to reach old-testamentary proportions. Obviously his lordship was peeved enough to aim for the Deluge. It hadn’t stopped raining since last night, and if it continued a little longer, Daniel would be able to farm mushrooms under his boonie hat. He spent a rueful thought on the comforts of the warm, dry Synod Hall.


  Said comforts had been precipitously abandoned when the UAV’s receptors picked up the tracking signal from Jack’s radio ten seconds into the first go-around. Much to the alarm of the Synod, Dr. Jackson’s own radio had burst into crackles and started to emit the gruff tones of General Hammond who’d requested that someone check out the coordinates. Seeing that Teal’c’s esoteric status would allow him to make easier headway with the priests, Daniel had volunteered and departed for grid coordinates G-J/37. Despite the weather, Hamilqart had offered his services as a guide, either because Kandaulo had told him not to let the strangers out of his sight or because he felt guilty for abandoning Jack and Dr. Kelly.


  They’d found their target within five paces of where Jack’s knife had lain, half submerged in mud, which explained why even Teal’c had missed it the night before. Of course there was no further trace of Jack. He must have lost his radio in the fight. Daniel had reported back to the SGC, secure in the knowledge that the combined radios now made him 200% trackable. A dejected General Hammond had asked that Dr. Jackson stay onsite to help with the retrieval of the UAV if necessary.


  That had been six hours ago. When the UAV had returned for the second time, a couple of Siler’s guys had arrived through the ‘gate and brought an umbrella whose style suggested that they’d requisitioned it from an elderly lab assistant. The umbrella had lasted exactly eleven minutes before succumbing to a gust. Folded over and half stripped, it looked like a spider with psoriasis and lurked in a sheltered corner by the steps to the dais. Daniel himself had retreated among the trees by the path and slumped in the mud in silent acknowledgement of the fact that he couldn’t possibly get any wetter or filthier than he already was.


  Hamilqart finally lost sight of the UAV and came to join him. He cast a dubious glance at the archaeologist, then at the squishy ground, and turned around a couple of times like a giant cat looking for a place to settle. At last he grunted and dropped into a stiff-backed squat, which he evidently deemed necessary for opening a conversation.


  “This bird of Meleq? Did the Lord Meleq himself create it, Daniel Jackson?” He had adopted the spirit’s way of addressing Dr. Jackson.


  Grinning, Daniel shook his head. “No. We built it.”


  “But it comes from Lord Meleq’s realm.”


  “No. It comes from a place called Earth, where we live.”


  It was Hamilqart’s turn to grin, and he coupled it with a sly wink. “You are making fun of me, Daniel Jackson. Every child knows that the Chappa’ai is the entrance to Lord Meleq’s realm.”


  “It’s the entrance to a great many places. Literally hundreds of them. You punch the right combination of symbols on this” – Daniel pointed at the DHD – “and you can travel almost anywhere you like.” Suddenly a thought struck him. “Do you know which symbols open the gate to Meleq’s realm?”


  Eyes so huge that the pupils were ringed by white, Hamilqart stared at him as though he’d been asked to kill his own mother. “Only two people alive ever know this secret. The High Priest and his successor. Since the death of Abibaal it is merely one, Kandaulo, as no successor has yet been chosen. Of all the people of Tyros, Kandaulo alone is permitted to touch the lock. For anyone else even to try would be the most despicable heresy.”


  The lock, huh?


  “I’m sorry, Hamilqart. I didn’t mean to offend. I’m just curious.”


  “So am I, my friend. So am I.” Pulling his dripping robes a little tighter around him, he recovered his affability as quickly as he’d lost it. “And I am sure you meant no harm. But tell me, this bird? How do you make it fly? Is it magic?”


  “No magic. It’s science.”


  “Science?”


  Terrific, Jackson! This guy’s idea of science is Pythagoras and very little beyond. Should have agreed to magic and left it at that. He’d now have to try and explain Bernoulli’s Principle, which he barely understood himself, to someone whose grasp of aerodynamics was strictly limited to sailing and in a rudimentary fashion at that. Where was Sam when you needed her?


  Having backed himself into a corner, Daniel decided on an unhappy medium. “We studied the wings of birds and copied them. That’s how we make the machine fly.”


  “Ah,” said Hamilqart and pounced on the obvious flaw. “But they don’t look –”


  – like birds’ wings. Dr. Jackson was painfully aware of it. “Hamilqart, may I ask you a question?” he interjected quickly.


  “Of course you may.”


  “I was told that Lord Meleq visits the temple sometimes.”


  “This is true. What is your question?”


  “Have you ever seen him?”


  “Just once, a long time ago.” Hamilqart’s face crimped into the likeness of a basset hound, and he seemed to want to disappear in the folds of his robe.


  As well he might. It could be bad news. In Daniel’s experience, the only gods who ran around showing their faces tended to be conspicuously bright-eyed. On the other hand, it was equally possible that one of the priests simply dressed up as the god.


  “What did he… uh… look like?”


  “Masterful. Tall and dark, clad all in black, as befits the god of storms. When he spoke –”


  “How did he sound?” Daniel struggled to keep the alarm out of his own voice.


  “Like the gales that announce the coming of the tempest.”


  His Tyrean friend seemed to be back in lyrical mode, which wasn’t overly helpful, and Dr. Jackson figured that any queries regarding drainpipe acoustics might be counterproductive. A new tack maybe…


  “So you’ve only seen him that one time?”


  “Alas, it is true. You must understand, I am a mere acolyte. Only the priests are permitted to regularly behold the Lord Meleq.”


  Which kind of lent credence to the costume party theory. If the priests were faking divine appearances, they wouldn’t risk discovery by overdoing the act. And the fact remained that so far the team had found no evidence of Goa’uld activity on the planet – by and large a pretty hard thing to overlook. Still, better to make sure.


  “So none of the ordinary people ever see him?”


  “No. Not unless –” Hamilqart cut himself off. “But that has not occurred for many years, Meleq be praised.”


  A fat drop of water tore loose from a low-hanging branch and hit the brim of Daniel’s hat with a loud splat. A warning from Meleq against undue curiosity? He decided to take his chances.


  “Unless what?”


  “Unless a person commits an act of grave heresy or treason. They are much the same thing, obviously.”


  “Obviously. So what would happen if a person committed such an act?”


  “Once they are apprehended – which they will be, naturally, because the Lord Meleq will not let traitors and heretics go uncontested – they are brought to the temple. The High Priest invokes the Lord Meleq and begs him to grant Purification.”


  “Purification?” Call it a wild-ass guess, but Dr. Jackson didn’t think soap and water came into it.


  “It is a great ceremony,” explained Hamilqart. His voice trembled, and he displayed an air of gravity that clashed absurdly with his drenched robes and the untidy black curls plastered to his forehead. “Our highest ceremony, because it reveals the majesty and the mercy of the Lord Meleq. It also is the only one that may be attended by all the people.”


  “And it entails what exactly?”


  The Tyrean had straightened from his crouch, as though the matter were too exalted to be discussed in proximity to lesser things such as mud. Or perhaps it was the good old fight or flight instinct kicking in. Arms spread wide, Hamilqart stood in the pouring rain and began to chant.


  “Submit, oh child, that thou mayest be cleansed from thy transgression. Submit, oh child, that thou beest purified in Meleq’s fervor. Submit, oh child, that thou shalt be consumed by the blessèd Mysteries of Meleq…” The arms drooped, and he trailed off, like someone had suddenly pulled the rug out from under him. “Forgive me. I… I get carried away… You may be lucky enough to witness a Purification.”


  “Witness it?” Daniel wasn’t entirely sure he’d appreciate the honor. “How come? Didn’t you say this hasn’t happened in a long time?”


  “I did. But look around you, Daniel Jackson. The Phrygians openly challenge the Lord Meleq and attack us and our children. With your help we shall find them and when we do, Meleq shall receive our children and he shall purify the transgressors, Phrygian and Tyrean.”


  “There are… uh… transgressors among your own people?”


  “Aïe!”


  It was difficult to tell whether his panicked little squeal referred to the fact that there were spiritually and politically unsound elements among the Tyrean population, or to the slip of the tongue that had let this particular cat out of the bag.


  “Do you know who they are?”


  “Oh no! No, of course not. Such people are very clandestine, are they not? But the Phrygians  knew… things… only one of us could have known. They knew of the side door to the temple. They knew the children had been chosen. They knew it was safe to come to the harbor.” Hamilqart had slumped back into a squat, as if weighed down by mortification, and now he switched topics, prattling on aimlessly. “The harbor was a pleasant place once. A fishing village. My wife Ayzebel was born there, but it has been abandoned since. You –”


  At that moment a sliver of sunlight pierced the clouds, widening and reflecting in a myriad drops of water. Over the Stargate and the temple precinct rose a rainbow, luminous against the leaden sky. Latching on to it with something bordering on desperation, Hamilqart clapped his hands.


  “I am wrong to quail,” he exclaimed. “Look! Even now the Lord Meleq tells us that we are not beyond deliverance. There is hope yet! My son shall be returned to Meleq’s service, and your friends shall be redeemed.”


  Redeemed.


  Daniel wondered about the Tyreans’ idea of redemption. He gladly would have settled for found – alive and in one piece, if that wasn’t too much to ask the Lord Meleq. Watching the rainbow fade as the cloud cover swelled solid again, he had an ugly suspicion that it just might be.


  


  Chapter Seven


  
     
  


  At least they’d unshackled his feet, which made it easier to walk in a straight line. Terra firma, his ass! The ground moved, and never mind that they were climbing a pass. Rough-hewn stone treads gently bobbed under his boots, up and down and sideways. His inner ear hadn’t adjusted to dry land yet – although dry was relative. Thick clouds shrouded the peaks and sagged all the way onto the trail; the next best thing to being wrapped in a wet blanket.


  A few hundred feet below, the two ships lay moored in a sheltered inlet that started to melt into fog and drizzle. On the path behind him, cajoled up the mountain by a contingent of Phrygians or Romans or whatever, followed the older children. The four youngest had been taken by riders who’d left the moment their horses were brought ashore. Luli was with the older ones, tired and scared and cold but otherwise unharmed.


  The bad news was that, so far, opportunities for escape were so scarce as to be non-existent. A steep chasm to his left, equally steep mountainside to his right, a pass that didn’t do his knees any favors and could be closed by two armed men, and his hands were securely tied behind his back. Besides, there was nowhere to run. They were on an island. Given the situation, he supposed he should feel flattered to rate a total of four Schwarzenegger-sized babysitters who rewarded unscheduled stops with fits of pique.


  “Moh-vay!” barked Goonius Nosenseofhumorus and coupled it with a shove, in case there were any linguistic ambiguities.


  Jack stumbled and barely checked the impulse to head-butt the guy. It might be refreshing but the end result would probably prove unhealthy. For him.


  “How do you say Next time I’m gonna beat the crap outta you in Latin?”


  His crash course in ancient languages courtesy of Malachi’s machinations had been sadly deficient where it came to Latin cuss words. It had taken him five loops to discover something that approximated ‘idiot’…


  But Goonius had caught his drift anyway, because he didn’t repeat the maneuver. Instead the tip of a sword grazed that tickly spot in Jack’s neck. Not quite an answer but the prospect of a few inches of steel up the medulla was persuasive enough. He bit back a curse and walked on.


  Heavily leaning on a stick somebody had cut for her, Miss Marple was hatchoo-ing her way uphill some ten meters ahead of him. Either the sneezes were an homage to Dr. Jackson or she’d caught a whopper of a cold. Other than that she clearly preferred sailing trips to hiking, despite the fact that her hands were untied. Maybe he should give these folks a heads-up on the true nature of the beast. Jack grinned a little. She’d been right, though: this was like something out of Gladiator. Question was when they’d meet the lions and tigers and bears, oh my…


  A little later the unlikely trek of children and legionnaires and assorted prisoners reached the crest of the pass, and Colonel O’Neill developed a hunch that the menagerie would pose the least of his problems. He found himself gazing into a valley enclosed by sheer rock. The only access route he could see was the one he currently stood on. It led to a fortified settlement. The surrounding land had been cleared for farming and offered pasture, grain crops, vegetables, and practically no cover unless you fancied your chances of hiding behind a pig. Except, it wouldn’t come to that. On his own he might have been able to sneak out unnoticed and make a run for it, but not with Kelly and the kids. He couldn’t leave them behind, it was as simple as that. They either all went or nobody did. He’d just have to think of something else. Diplomacy, for instance.


  “God help me,” he whispered and received another polite invitation to keep moving.


  Picking his way down the trail, he foraged for any facts left over from long-ago, paralytically boring history classes. The garrison – village, really – was based on a Roman encampment. Rectangular layout, single-story houses instead of tents, passages and alleys intersecting at right angles. A sturdy wooden wall topped a man-high earth berm, which explained where all those trees from the clearing had gone. Watchtowers reared above it at regular intervals, but only every other was manned. By a single soldier.


  Staff shortages? Maybe. It looked like Kelly had been right on this one, too: they’d pulled out all the stops to stage the raid on the temple.


  But why take that risk? Why leave the settlement vulnerable? Cockiness? Hardly, considering they’d bent over backwards to make sure he wouldn’t get ‘rambunctious’ again.


  What then? What could be so important about abducting those kids?


  Eventually the gradient eased and the path dipped into an olive grove. After that it flared into a gravel road that led straight on for about a mile and ended at the only visible gate in the perimeter wall. As they approached, the gate swung open, disclosing a town not quite drab but modest, a stark contrast to the colorful affluence of the market of Tyros. Main street was split by a fragrant sewer and lined with workshops; a fletcher, an armorer, a couple of weavers, a cobbler, a blacksmith, a variety of woodworkers.


  Now and then craftsmen glanced up as they walked past; furtive smiles for the kids, bemused or startled frowns for the prisoners. The latter suggested that adult captives were a novelty, but he already knew that. They hadn’t taken prisoners on that ship, had they? Fighting to push past unbidden images of carnage, Jack wondered what the sudden change of SOP meant and ended up with lions and tigers and bears. Oh my.


  At last they arrived on a large square at the heart of the settlement. It was framed by houses and at its north side loomed a building with a portico and lots of pillars. Internal Revenue? A bunch of men, women, and children stood waiting in the drizzle, the first group who openly acknowledged them – or the kids, rather. There were calls of salvete – welcome – and excited nodding and pointing of fingers.


  His babysitters parked him next to Kelly. She looked pale and disheveled, looked her age. Being a pain in the mikta had its drawbacks.


  “How’re you doing?” It came out more gently than he’d intended.


  “How the devil do you think I am? I’m wet, my sciatica is playing up, and I’ve caught the dreaded lurghi.”


  The what? Whatever it was, it couldn’t be that bad if it hadn’t affected the attitude. Good for her. He grinned. “You haven’t yelled at me for a while. I got worried.”


  “Silentium,” snarled his pal Goonius.


  “Eat my shorts,” Jack replied genially.


  Kelly chuckled. “By the way, I think it translates as posthinc merdam ex tibi cudam.”


  “Eat my shorts?”


  “No. Next time I’m gonna beat the crap –”


  “Silentium!”


  Goonius was getting a little agitated. Enough for Miss Marple to sneeze appeasingly and turn her attention to the small crowd on the square. It was splitting into families, couples, and a few singles who began mustering the kids. Your friendly neighborhood Goa’ulds checking out the hosts.


  Jack thought of the dungeon on Chulak again, felt his hackles rise, and tried to get a grip on himself. These folks weren’t Goa’uld. Their eyes didn’t glow, their dress code was on the self-effacing side, and there was no arrogance about them. They didn’t examine the victims’ teeth and muscle tone, didn’t engage in that malicious selection process that had degraded people to livestock. Instead they tried to kill the kids with kindness.


  A haggard woman with a three-tooth leer draped a woolen blanket over the sodden, soiled robes of a boy as skinny and gap-toothed as she. While tucking him in, she was crooning to him, and the kid forgot to snivel and broke into a cautious smile. Her gummy grin broadened, and she led him off across the square. To the Gingerbread House?


  The beaming couple in their thirties zeroed in on a tubby red-haired kid. The husband had the weathered face and knotty build of a farmer or soldier; his wife a soft, apple-cheeked foil to him. She rummaged through a wicker basket and finally retrieved a small parcel, wrapped in clean linen. The linen came off, revealing something golden and gooey inside. When he recognized the honeycomb, young Ginger’s face spread in greedy relief. Obviously his overriding concern hadn’t been cold and wet, but imminent starvation. A slice of white bread joined the honeycomb, and his bliss was complete.


  Jack could relate. He’d lost track of when or what exactly he’d last eaten, which was beside the point anyway because, by his reckoning, some four weeks’ worth of cheese burritos and guacamole had found their way into that bucket in the hold. Looking at the bread just about made him drool. He ignored the rumbles rising from his stomach and focused on this strange exercise in seduction again.


  Happily sucking on his honeycomb and flanked by the farmer and his wife, Ginger trotted off, probably in the direction of a juicy steak. Rib eye. T-bone. Entrecote. With baked potatoes and slaw. And sour cream. Fries. Carbohydrates. Calories. Cholesterol. Doc Fraiser had warned him about that: Just watch it before it creeps up on you. It’s an age-thing, sir. So he’d gone ahead and shed about ten pounds more than he could afford. Substantially helped by his little sojourn in Baal’s wellness club… And who the hell had let that thought out of its cage?


  Somebody put the food where he couldn’t smell it, for cryin’ out loud!


  Ginger, the bread, and the honeycomb vanished into a stone house that crouched under its thatched roof, eaves reaching over the windows like drooping lids. Another kid scampered across the square together with two new playmates and their parents, won over by God knew what. The native equivalent of a Playstation maybe. It was like an auction. Or some weird kind of adoption fair. The four little ones who’d traveled ahead must have found homes already. Jack wondered if they’d been given a choice. Milk or cookies?


  It still didn’t explain a thing, though. So the children were farmed out to foster families. Why? Something in the water that made people sterile? They couldn’t have kids of their own and had decided to steal them?


  Three boys approached Luli and the two oldest kids, who’d stubbornly studied their toes while the others peeled off for warmth or food or toys. The tallest of the newcomers had suffered a recent spurt of growth. Bony wrists and gawky hands peeped from too-short sleeves, and the pants gave up just an inch shy of his knees. His face was florid with acne. Luli glanced at him, and his eyes lit up with incredulous realization.


  “Jabnit! You are alive!”


  “Of course I am alive! What did you expect?” The boy Jabnit burst into an erratic laugh, jumping from soprano to baritone and back again. His voice had the same Which register is it today? quality.


  “Nobody at home knows what became of you,” Luli gasped. “And Hannon ... and Abimilki ... all the others. We feared you dead.”


  “Do I look dead to you?”


  Proof positive that Kandaulo’s speculations had been on the money. At least some of the missing children were still alive. This boy was one of them. How long had they been here? And what about the others?


  That hormone-tossed laugh erupted again and stopped. Jabnit said something, too quietly for Jack to hear, but it punctured Luli’s joy. The boy went white as a ghost. Jabnit, on the other hand, looked filled with messianic fervor, like a preacher at a prayer meeting - or a pubescent kid describing the assets of Jennifer Lopez. Consumed by this state of near rapture, he failed to notice that he’d lost his audience.


  “No!” shouted Luli, every bit as furious as he’d been two days ago in the market.


  Blinking in surprise, Jabnit shook his head. “Luli, listen to me. What we were taught –”


  “No! They’re murderers! Heretics!”


  “They’re not!”


  “They murdered Abibaal!”


  Most of these folks couldn’t understand what Luli was saying. So it had to be the name. It detonated on the square like a grenade. People who’d been observing passively until now retreated a collective step, as though the kid had called down the plague on them. The name alone evoked hatred, which didn’t make an awful lot of sense because, whatever his personal foibles, the old guy had been fried to a crisp, courtesy of the Phrygians. Yet another thing that didn’t make sense. This was so getting old.


  “They did not!” Jabnit had recovered from his shock.


  “Yes, they did!”


  Did not… Did… Not… Did, too… Oh please! Shame Daniel wasn’t here.


  Jabnit’s patience had lasted longer than anyone could reasonably expect in a teen and finally began to wear thin. His complexion turned beetroot, which nicely camouflaged the zits.


  “It’s a lie!” he yelled. “But even if it were true, Abibaal deserves no better. Nor do any of the Synod!”


  Stockholm Syndrome. The victim identifying with his or her abductor. Once upon a time, in the bad old days, then Major O’Neill and his team had been assigned to spring a couple of American operatives held hostage by some low-lives in a more than usually obnoxious corner of the globe. The so-called hostages had been armed to the teeth and defended their captors by taking pot shots at the rescuers. His team had managed to extract the guys, but not before one of them had sheesh-kabobed Jack’s arm with a machete. Fortunately the thing had been pretty blunt, otherwise he’d be winning Captain Hook competitions up and down the country.


  Luli didn’t care about psychological mechanisms. He lost it. A couple of heads shorter than his pal – ex-pal – he flung himself at Jabnit, kicking and screaming. However confused the older boy might be about the facts, one bit of parental advice apparently had stuck: you didn’t beat up smaller kids, no matter how ornery they got. Instead of hitting back, he merely tried to grab hold of Luli and immobilize him somehow. He might as well have tried to catch a dervish at full RPM.


  The bystanders formed a circle, cheering on Jabnit, who kept backing away until he slipped in the ankle-deep mire in the square and landed flat on his six. The crowd ooh-ed, and Luli was on him in a flash. At which point the guards decided that the wrestling match had gone far enough. Smirking, a man stepped forward, plucked the thrashing kid off his opponent, and started shaking him.


  “Hey!” bellowed Jack.


  “Silentium!” bellowed Goonius. He needed to work on his vocabulary.


  “Don’t!” bellowed Miss Marple who apparently had joined the UN Peace Corps.


  “Hey! Beefcake!”


  The guard ignored it. Maybe his name wasn’t Beefcake. Goonius, on the other hand, didn’t ignore it. Jack sensed movement behind him, ducked a blow he’d guessed rather than seen coming, and darted forward, nearly tripping over a woman who’d crouched by Jabnit to wipe the mud off him. She gave a high-pitched squeal and rose, just in time to waylay Goonius for a few seconds. The guard was paying attention now, but not soon enough to avoid a tidy football tackle that had Jack’s left shoulder slam into his gut.


  It felt like colliding with a brick wall.


  The crowd aah-ed.


  So it was Gladiator after all. They just hadn’t gone through the expense of building an arena.


  “Oomph,” said the guard, which was roughly the extent of his reaction.


  Well, he had let go of Luli.


  A pale little face streaked with dirt and tears fleetingly danced into view as Jack dodged a knee aimed at his privates. The twist almost made him lose balance, but he managed to recover and braved Beefcake’s glare.


  “What? Taking on someone your own size isn’t as much fun?”


  That despairing groan from ringside could only have been Kelly’s. For a reason. Beefcake wasn’t really Jack’s size. Beefcake was about twice as wide. Beefcake grunted and flexed his fingers. Next there’d be columns of steam shooting from the guy’s nostrils and he’d rake his toes through the mud.


  Sweet, O’Neill! What was it again they taught you in Special Ops? Oh yeah… When your hands are tied behind your back, do not insult the local muscle or pick a fight.


  He kept forgetting that rule. On the upside, he had legs. The footing could be better, but it would do as long as he didn’t try to turn too fast. All he’d have to watch were angle and momentum. Oh, and falling on his butt would be seriously uncool.


  Beefcake charged with the finesse of a train wreck. Knees slightly bent, Jack performed a smooth half-turn, tilted to lower his center of gravity, and kicked out and up for all he was worth. Above a mouthful of very muddy Air Force issue boot, Beefcake’s eyes went wide for a moment, then he gurgled something, and then he keeled backwards like a felled ox, dropping into the sludge with a resounding splat. The Iron Man had a glass chin.


  The crowd booed.


  Yeah, well, Jack hadn’t believed it was fair eith-


  An elbow slammed into his back, almost knocking him over. Before he could regroup, something hard struck his head. Not that again!


  The catcalls hadn’t been for him at all, had –


   


  Major Samantha Carter stepped from the ‘gate on P2X 159 and realized two things. The rain finally had stopped, and it was night. Of course it was. She’d been gone just over eighteen hours, and the planet’s diurnal rhythm was slightly shorter than Earth’s. A trio of moons had risen in a clear sky, pouring milky light on the path, the forest, and the temple in the distance. Looping across the flagstones like an incomplete set of Olympic rings fell the triple shadow of the Stargate. She smiled briefly. The surfeit of heavenly bodies sure made for a good show.


  Water dripped softly from wet branches, tapping on damp soil that breathed mist among the trees. The stillness was almost absolute. Almost. From the corner of her eye she noticed a motion, brought up the P90, aimed.


  “Whoa! Take it easy!”


  “Daniel! Dammit, but you should know better than that!” Sam lowered the gun, exhaled. “I could have shot you.”


  “Nah. You’re too careful.”


  Good grief!


  He looked like he’d just come from a casting call for Flash Gordon. The old series, the one where the spaceships had sparklers for jets and juddered through the galaxy suspended on fishing line.


  “So?” she asked. “Did you get the part?”


  “Huh? What part?”


  “King of the Mud People.”


  “Oh… We… got kinda soaked.”


  “I can see that. What are you doing here?”


  Daniel shrugged. “General Hammond’s asked me to help with the UAV recovery.”


  “The last sortie finished nearly six hours ago, Daniel. Why didn’t you go and get some sleep?”


  Hi, kettle. Meet pot.


  In defiance of orders, she’d slept all of fifty-four minutes. She had taken that shower, though. After that she’d flopped on the bunk in her quarters, staring at the ceiling, wanting to be able to do something, wishing to God she’d defied Jack O’Neill’s orders, too. At some point she’d dozed off, only to jolt awake shaking and soaked in sweat, still seeing dream images of bodies engulfed by flames. So she’d gone and treated herself to another shower, cold this time, followed by a gallon of liquid tar coffee in the commissary (sadly they didn’t serve whisky chasers), until she felt she was about to sprout chest chair. At 1730 hours sharp she’d reported to the control room. The General had shot her a long-suffering glance, suspecting but not saying anything.


  “I thought I might as well wait for you. Why didn’t you?” Daniel asked back, staring at her sharply. “Sleep, I mean.”


  Oops. It didn’t exactly take a genius, she supposed. There’d been a rationale behind her avoidance of mirrors.


  “Bad dreams,” she muttered.


  “Yeah…” He looked a little sheepish. “I figured you’d be back a bit sooner.”


  “We had to analyze the footage. It takes time.” It had taken more time than she liked.


  “And?”


  The lost puppy face. Guaranteed to bring sensitive souls and elderly ladies to their knees. To be fair to Daniel, he didn’t normally try it on his team mates. That he did so now probably revealed more than he would have wanted to show. Daniel and the Colonel were like fire and water, entirely capable of driving each other up the wall in two seconds flat. Which somehow seemed to scientifically explain their friendship. Positive and negative charges, electromagnetic energy, that kind of thing. It was different from the unquestioning kinship between Teal’c and the Colonel – in his more emotional moments Teal’c referred to him as ‘brother’ – and it was radically different from her own complex and volatile bond with her CO.


  Daniel had met Jack O’Neill at his worst and managed to pull him back. Some people believed that, if you saved a man, he became your responsibility for the rest of your life. Daniel most certainly believed it. Good enough reason not to tell him what had happened to the Colonel last year. Good enough reason not to give in to the puppy dog routine and paint a cheerful picture now. Besides, if she raised his hopes, she’d raise her own, and Sam Carter wasn’t sure she could cope with that.


  “Aaand?” he asked again.


  “Maybe.” She hesitated. “The weather didn’t help.”


  “Maybe’s good.” Tail wagging. “It means you’ll think of something.”


  Great! She must have missed the moment when he’d started channeling Colonel O’Neill. So much for not raising hopes.


  “Daniel –”


  “I’d like to see what you’ve got. Let’s get our stuff and head back into town.”


  Our stuff?


  He trotted off along the path, three Daniel shadows gliding in front of him. About fifty meters on, he veered to the right and into the forest. Ribbons of moonlight slanted through the trees and frosted a makeshift camp, grouped around a field cooker and a half-dead umbrella. On the cooker burbled a pot with Daniel’s drug of choice.


  “Want some coffee before I pour it away?” he offered.


  “No, thanks.” Sam grimaced. The mere notion of more coffee made her queasy. “I think I overdosed back at the SGC.”


  A purple heap between the roots of a cedar emitted gentle snores. Next to it, cross-legged and placid like a Buddha, sat Teal’c, practicing the meditation that had replaced kelno’reem since the loss of his symbiote. At the sound of her voice, his eyes snapped open.


  “Major Carter. I trust you are well.”


  “I’m fine. What are you doing up here? Last I heard you were talking to the Synod.”


  “Negotiations were adjourned for the night. I brought some sustenance for Daniel Jackson and Hamilqart.”


  The snoring heap. Of course. “Any other party guests I should know about?” Sam shook her head. “You’d have been more comfortable waiting at Hamilqart’s place.”


  “Given the circumstances of O’Neill’s and Professor Kelly’s disappearance, Daniel Jackson and I deemed it best if you were not left to return into town on your own.”


  So that’s what it was. She gave a tiny, lopsided grin. “Teal’c, I can take care of myself.”


  “As O’Neill would have said.”


  Sam recoiled, stung. It was precisely what he had said.


  I can take care of myself. I’m good at this, Carter.


  And he was. Extremely good. But it didn’t change the fact that she wished, for the hundredth time, she’d done what Teal’c and Daniel had done tonight: force him to accept backup and chain-of-command be damned.


  “You’re right, Teal’c. Thanks.”


  “It is merely prudent, Major Carter. In view of our need for information, I should be most distressed if we were to lose you as well.”


  The smile was there, so minute it could have been nothing more than the subtle play of light and shadow. As usual, Teal’c’s idea of a joke wasn’t exactly thigh-slapping material, but she was grateful for his attempt to distract her.


  “I’ll take care not to distress you.” She smiled back at him. “How did you get on with the Synod?”


  He cast a sidelong glimpse at the purple heap, satisfying himself that Hamilqart was still asleep. Then he expelled a breath that in anyone else would have qualified as a sigh. “I am beginning to appreciate O’Neill’s attitude toward diplomacy.”


  “That good, huh?”


  “It is tiresome and of little avail.” Said with rather more feeling than he normally invested in his utterances.


  “Teal’c, do us all a favor and don’t tell the Colonel. He doesn’t need encouragement.” If we find him, that is. If we find him alive… Sam leaned against a tree trunk and studied her Jaffa friend. “What happened? Weren’t they supposed to appreciate our help?”


  “Indeed. There is, however, considerable dispute in the Synod as to the extent of this help.”


  “In what way?”


  “The leading faction would prefer that we provide them with the location of the Phrygians but do not participate in any ensuing action.”


  “Unacceptable. It’s our people out there.”


  “That is what I have told them. It caused a stalemate that remained unresolved by the time the meeting broke up. I propose to –”


  Daniel had tossed cooker and coffee pot into his backpack. The clatter sounded deafening in the quiet of the night, and the purple heap jerked and stopped snoring. Folds rustled, fabric heaved, and at length a tousled head emerged. Hamilqart squinted myopically, then his eyes bulged, and he leaped up with a gasp, wildly glancing around him, shoulders bunched, fists balled.


  “We’re under attack! The Phrygians! Where are they?”


  Next he’d shout Have at ’em!


  There was something inherently comical about a squat, meek, peace-loving man roused from deep slumber and snapping into what he imagined to be battle-readiness. Physique aside, he wasn’t so unlike Dr. Jackson in the early days: bumbling but with guts to spare. Daniel seemed to harbor similar thoughts. Eyebrows arched to his hairline, the corners of his mouth fighting an irresistible upward pull, he stared at Hamilqart.


  “Stand down. It’s just Sam.”


  “Oh! Oh…” Hamilqart straightened his robes and attempted to smooth a matted shock of hair. Once he considered himself reasonably presentable, he bowed. “Welcome back, Lady Samantha. I am pleased to see you well. Do you bring news from the Lord Meleq?”


  “Uhm…” She cast a pleading glance at Daniel.  


  Palms spread in a Don’t look at me gesture, their resident expert for tricky conversations with aliens whispered, “I did explain…”


  “I have some news, yes,” Sam answered cautiously.


  “You have discovered the whereabouts of my son?”


  He wore the same hopeful, trusting look as Daniel, betraying a quasi-religious belief that she would make things alright. Even worse, she knew the Colonel shared that creed. Sam ‘Fix-it’ Carter would find him and Kelly. If it was impossible, it’d simply take a half hour longer. After all, she was the one who built particle accelerators, found ways of detonating whole suns, and diverted comets through the third planet of their native solar system. Show her where to stand, and she shall move the Earth. Except, it wasn’t that easy. Sometimes his faith could be a bugbear rather than a reassurance. What if she blew it? She’d come pretty darn close on a few occasions and got saved by pure luck – and Jack O’Neill’s obstinate refusal to give up on her.


  What if she blew it this time?


  “Lady Samantha?” Hamilqart, still waiting for an answer.


  Teal’c was the only one who hadn’t asked so far. Now he fell in line and fixed her with a steady, level gaze. His equivalent for Aaand?


  “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe.”


  


  Chapter Eight


  
     
  


  Hsssumph!” She stifled the first sneeze of the day in the crook of her arm.


  Disgusting. And it probably increased the pressure on one’s sinuses, although she felt less bunged-up now than she had last night. Some round, rosy creature in her forties had dished up a piping hot mellila zingiberque. At first she had refused it, unwilling to risk her life. The round, rosy creature had insisted, however, nearly popping out of her stola in the process. So she’d given in, lest something thoroughly appalling happened. The ginger brew had tasted surprisingly good, tart with just a hint of honey to take out the sting. It also had been accompanied by food. Cheese, bread, cured meat, olives, figs, and grapes.


  She threw back a thick woollen blanket, sat up stiffly, and stretched. Muscles she’d forgotten she had were sore and angry and bit back, and her wrist ached. At least that goose egg on the back of her head appeared to be receding. Of course, she’d had the wits to pass on the refresher, hadn’t she?


  Speaking of refreshments, she’d kill for a toothbrush. Good Lord, she’d even attest to the academic brilliance of Mafham. In writing! A toothbrush and clean clothes… Sniffing, she licked a finger and rubbed at one of the numerous stains on a formerly pink blouse. The stain spread. In the end she got up, tiptoed across freezing flagstones to a wall hook, and got her jacket. Although it concealed the worst damage to the blouse, the jacket itself was a write-off. One should complain to the manufacturer, really. Twenty years ago proper tweed would have withstood a little rain and salt water.


  The centre of the room was occupied by a low table with last evening’s leftovers. She picked a bit of cheese and bread and began nibbling. Some breakfast! The bread had gone stale, and the cheese had always been bland. Give her a nice slab of Wensleydale any day of the week… And her toes were icy. Maybe she should put on her boots? No. It’d be too noisy.


  Instead, she quietly scooted a stool closer to one of the braziers in the room and sat down. There were four braziers, charcoal still glimmering in them, but by now their combined output of heat was being defeated by the dawn chill that poured in through narrow windows. No panes, of course, just neatly joined wooden grids; the Roman way of securing openings in a wall and allowing daylight and weather to penetrate. No wonder they’d abandoned the British Isles with their tails between their legs. Yorkshire could feel a bit rough after Tuscany.


  Mind you, this was better only by degrees. About 5oC, at a guess.


  “Hssssmphsh!”


  Oh for goodness’ sake!


  What she really wanted to do was let rip, if only to vent her annoyance at this whole situation. A monster sneeze, loud enough to announce the Second Coming or bring down the Walls of Jericho. Regrettably it also might wake the pigheaded Irish fool, which would be a recipe for disaster. The longer he slept, the safer for everyone concerned.


  Following that stupendous performance on the forum yesterday afternoon, the guards had dragged him in here and shooed her after. Then they’d slammed the door, bolted it, and taken up post outside. The curious part was that Kelly had expected to end up in chains in a dungeon. One should when irritating Romans. Not that she had irritated them.


  She threw a glance at the occupied bed. How anyone above the age of five could sleep like this was beyond her. He literally was curled up in a ball. If she believed in all that Freudian mumbo-jumbo, she’d say he either had something to hide or was trying to protect himself. The latter being an art he should practise more often when awake.


  He stirred, murmured something unintelligible, and Kelly held her breath. Once he rejoined the living, he’d be in a rotten mood, that much was for certain. As a matter of fact, untying his hands might have been a little foolhardy. This time she’d aided and abetted. Unlike him she remembered the smell of the poppy potion, and she’d helped coax it into him while he was still drowsy enough not to put up a fight.


  More murmurs, and little by little he unfurled and turned on his back. The Professor readily admitted that male sleeping habits fell outside her area of expertise, but this was the oddest thing she’d ever seen. Like he was rolling through treacle, either moving against his will or impeded by something. Face pale and glazed with sweat under two days’ worth of stubble, a steep crease on his forehead, he ended up spread-eagled on the bed, his body so tense it looked like it’d snap in two at the slightest provocation.


  What in the name of –


  Just then he started talking again, more or less clearly now.


  “… I don’t know…”


  Don’t know what?


  “…  No mission…”


  It was followed by a stifled cry that forced its way past clenched teeth and then a hoarse whisper.


  “If I knew the name, I’d give you the damn name!”


  Normally neither squeamish nor exceedingly sensitive, Kelly felt that bite of cheese curdle in her stomach. The Romans didn’t have exclusive rights on barbarity, and she was unwittingly intruding on some private hell nobody should witness. She ought to wake him, but how to do it unobtrusively? Now that she could have used one, there was, of course, no sneeze waiting in the wings. Sod’s Law.


  “Don’t!”


  A whimper, barely human anymore, the awful sound of someone not quite broken yet, but so close that it could only be a matter of heartbeats.


  Right. That did it!


  Kelly kicked at the nearest brazier, knocking it off-balance. For a second it teetered on the edge of its base, then it toppled, hitting the ground with an almighty crash. She pasted on a look of guilty stupefaction and leaped from the stool, careful not to step on any of the embers that had scattered across the floor like disembodied red eyes.


  The racket had pounded him awake, and he shot up with a gasp, fingers clamping the side of the bed as though he were afraid to fall. Despite the early-morning twilight that hung in the chamber she could see that he was trembling.


  “Dearie me! I didn’t wake you, did I?”


  He winced at her voice, then relaxed a fraction. Racing to hide a panicked, distant look and slam the lid on that nightmare, he attempted a half-hearted glare at Kelly.


  “What do you think?”


  “Ever so sorry, duckie. Didn’t watch where I was going.”


  Too much on the contrition. There wasn’t a lot one could slip past him, even in this state.


  His eyes narrowed promptly. “Was I… talking?”


  “Surprisingly enough you actually shut up when you’re asleep.” Feeling heat flood her cheeks, Kelly turned away, snatched a wooden spoon from the table, and made a stiff-jointed production of scraping together the embers. “And even if you didn’t, what makes you think I’d listen?” She nudged a piece of charcoal with her bare fingers and yelped for effect. “I don’t bother listening to you when you’re conscious. Which is a mercifully rare occurrence, I might add.”


  Under the pretext of righting the brazier, she risked a peek, received an indecisive frown. He wanted to believe her. Perhaps distraction would do the trick. With a little bit of luck he’d attribute any odd behaviour on her part to anxiety over the poppy potion incident.


  “Did you sleep well?” she asked a trifle too sweetly.


  The question hung there for a second or two, then she saw the blushing dawn of realisation. Well, in actual fact, it was more like the blood red dawn…


  “You drugged me!” Dark eyes blazing, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and got up. “You drugged me! You and that” – before he could stop himself, his hands had cupped into the age-old male gesture signifying a triple-D cup – “Phrygian woman drugged me!”


  Oh yes. Good lad! He looked almost alive now.


  Straightening up, Professor Kelly sneezed. “Don’t worry, dear! You were quite safe. I wrestled her down before she could have her wicked way with you.”


  “Have you completely lost your mind? What –”


  He trod on an ember she’d overlooked. The ensuing entrechat could have earned him a place in the Royal Ballet Company, although she couldn’t recall ever having heard a danseur noble swear with such relish.


  “Oops-a-daisy!” Brandishing her spoon, Kelly scooped the offending ember towards the heap where its brethren were gathered, glowing merrily. “Must have missed that one. Sorry.”


  “That’s not what I meant, and you know it!” he bellowed at her backside and slumped onto the bed again. “What the hell makes you think you’ve got a right to –”


  “Self-preservation! Much as it irks to admit it, I need you to get out of here. You, however, insist on getting coshed for playing the knight in shining armour to old women and schoolchildren. I wanted some guarantee that you’d make it through the night without sustaining a skull fracture.” Which, by ways of a change, was God’s honest truth and tantamount to twisting the tiger’s tail. “Lift your feet!”


  “I don’t believe this!”


  The feet – uncommonly nice feet, she thought, to go with the hands – came up regardless, probably because he was too furious even to consider refusal.


  “Tsk. Just a little red. Barely a blister. You’ll survive.”


  “So help me, Professor, you so much as think of doing anything like that again, I’ll –”


  The undoubtedly diverting list of things he intended to do to her was headed off by the rattle of bolts outside, then the door creaked open. In the frame stood a young man they hadn’t met before. Just as well. The good Colonel’s reaction to any of the friends he’d made yesterday might be somewhat less than constructive.


  The young man wore trousers and a loose tunic in the Phrygian style – why couldn’t these people settle for one culture at a time? – and took in the scene in front of him with evident bemusement. Kelly couldn’t even begin to imagine what she must look like, hunkering on the floor, eye to eye with O’Neill’s toes, spoon at the ready. The toes dropped rather hastily, and their owner rose and burst into rapid-fire inanity.


  “Hi there! Gorgeous day, isn’t it? Bracing! So how about letting us out of here? See, we’ve got an appointment with our marriage counsellor this afternoon, and I’d hate to miss it.”


  “Flavius sum Tertiusque me misit quia vobiscum loquere vult,” the young man announced, remarkably unperturbed, which suggested that he hadn’t understood a word. Then his nose crinkled. “Antequam autem lavabitis. Rancentes estis.”


  “His name is Flavius,” Dr. Kelly translated dutifully. “He says somebody called Tertius has sent him because he wants to talk to us. Before that we’re to wash, though. Apparently we –”


  “Stink. I so agree.”


  What?


  Kelly peered at him, then admonished herself not to be absurd. The grimace on Flavius’ face had been quite eloquent enough, even for a pigheaded Irish fool. Behind the young man’s shoulder appeared Round Rosy, beaming. Hopefully the separate female escort meant the facilities weren’t unisex.


   


  Several eons ago, Dr. Jackson had vowed never again to complain about military red-tape. Compared to this, the Pentagon was a shining example of well-greased efficiency.


  “I am sure it cannot take much longer,” Hamilqart predicted. “Your request is extraordinary, Lady Samantha, but so is our need.”


  “Indeed,” answered the spirit. His expression remained stolid, but the tone revealed that all those years of studying advanced sarcasm under Professor O’Neill hadn’t been wasted.


  Lady Samantha said nothing and continued to pace all over the golden bull’s head that formed the centerpiece of a colorful, elaborate mosaïque on the floor. Hamilqart opened his mouth again, thought better of it, and closed his eyes, pretending not to notice.


  They were loitering with intent in a lofty marble chamber that represented the foyer to the Synod Hall and was crowned by a cupola with a hole at its center. Through it stabbed a broad shaft of sunlight and kindled the bull’s head and Sam’s hair – the Tyrean idea of noon bells and a reminder that they’d already spent an eternity watching that beam slide down the wall and crawl across the floor.


  Set into the northern sweep of the foyer was a large double-panel door, covered in bronze reliefs depicting scenes of worship. At irregular intervals the door opened, and each time they jumped. Okay, so Teal’c didn’t jump. He raised an eyebrow, and on the last three occasions he’d omitted even that. Each time an acolyte emerged from the Synod Hall, studiously ignored them, and glided off on some errand. At length he would come gliding back, clutching a bundle of scrolls. At one point he must have got the wrong scrolls, because thirty seconds after he’d entered he came cantering through the door again with his dignity as ruffled as his robes. Daniel had jumped and nursed a vague sense of satisfaction.


  The door opened, and the acolyte glided into the foyer. Greeted by a total lack of reaction, he eventually cleared his throat. Daniel jumped, Sam stopped dead in her tracks, Hamilqart blinked, and the spirit’s eyebrow twitched. The acolyte bowed.


  “The Synod graciously welcome the Lady Samantha and her companions into their presence.”


  “Kandaulo’s very words, I bet,” breathed Major Carter. Aloud she said, “Thank you.”


  “That was quick!” exclaimed Hamilqart. Then he noticed their stares, shrugged. “I remember when Zinnridi, one of our bakers, asked to be heard. The Synod deliberated for two days.”


  “Why?”


  “He wanted permission to name a confectionery after the Lord Meleq. Crescents of pastry soaked in honey, if I recall correctly. Zinnridi proposed to call them Meleq’s Horns. In the end his request was denied unheard. The Synod felt it would be disrespectful, although they very much enjoyed the pastry, or so I am told. In your case, however –”


  “Please, follow me.” The acolyte bowed again.


  He led them through the wretched door at last and into a hall of breathtaking proportions. The ceiling, supported by sixteen massive columns, soared so far above their heads it disappeared in shadow. Between the columns stood tall fire baskets, their light licking along the flanks of the pillars and skittering over the floor. At the far end a huge burnished bull’s head hung suspended from the ceiling, its horns jutting out across a third of the length of the hall. You could see why a comparison with honey-soaked pastry might be considered rude.


  Arranged in a semi-circle below and between the tips of the horns were eleven chairs – thrones, really – of richly carved cedar wood, their backs and armrests inlaid with gold and semiprecious stones. On them resided the Synod, adrift in the vastness of the room. The middle chair was larger than the others and occupied by Kandaulo. The seat to his right remained empty; his successor hadn’t been chosen yet.


  “Welcome again, my friends,” the High Priest intoned. “I trust you are aware of the honor bestowed upon you, Lady Samantha?”


  Lady Samantha looked as if she were contemplating one of those slick O’Neill moves. Like shout Shotgun, fling yourself on the spare throne, and see what that’ll do. Daniel winced at the prospect. To his undying relief, she trod on whatever notion had insinuated itself.


  “I humbly thank the Synod and shall endeavor to prove myself worthy of their forbearance and that of the Lord Meleq.” After this mouthful Major Carter bowed.


  Several members of the Synod sat up a little straighter, interested all of a sudden. Among them was a wizened mummy whose purple complexion rivaled his robe and who yesterday had done his best to torpedo every syllable coming out of Daniel’s mouth. His name was Tendao.


  “At least she has proper manners,” he screeched, bony fingers rattling in front of him like twigs in a winter storm. “Approach, girl. Approach! Say what you have come to say. It shall make little difference, but say it anyway. The one with the eyeglasses, stay back. You bored me yesterday, and you should more than likely bore me today.”


  Nice to be appreciated.


  But if truth be told, the one with the eyeglasses wouldn’t plunge into depths of despair over not getting to cross swords with Tendao again. The old ogre displayed a level of obstinacy even Jack could only aspire to. Obediently, Daniel followed Hamilqart and his fellow acolyte to a vantage point behind the thrones.


  Sam and Teal’c soberly marched towards the Synod. Nobody said a word, and in the silence the echo of their steps cascaded from the walls and ceiling. It seemed to go on forever. Daniel could have sworn that it hadn’t stretched this long yesterday. The distance from the door to the area in front of the chairs was some twenty meters of cold and indifferent stares, designed to impress the futility of their request upon the fainthearted.


  With Teal’c poised behind her like a bodyguard, Sam took off her backpack and retrieved her laptop, which caused a round of befuddled looks.


  “I could do with a table,” she murmured, shrugged, and set the computer on the floor, crouching beside it. “Never mind…”


  To a man, the Synod leaned forward in their seats, and befuddlement changed to alarm when she booted up and all kinds of colorful images started flicking over the laptop’s screen.


  “Ha!” squawked Tendao. “I told you dolts that Hamilqart spoke true when he said Meleq had sent them. Meleq gave her that box. It is obvious.” The maze of wrinkles on his face dilated with greed. “Is it a gift, girl?”


  “I’m afraid not, my Lord Priest.”


  “Hmph,” said Tendao, losing interest.


  “We should let her proceed without interruption!” snapped Kandaulo. “Be quiet. All of you!”


  The priests gave soft grunts of assent. Tendao cackled. Daniel wondered for the umpteenth time if they’d made the right call on this. Originally, the idea had been for Sam to waltz in here and start talking, at the risk of the Synod a) not understanding and b) not believing a word of what she was saying. After all, that wasn’t unheard of, even with representatives of slightly more advanced cultures – Senator Kinsey, for instance. Then Daniel had remembered Hamilqart’s reaction to the bird of Meleq and suggested that, if they were going to blind the priests with science, they should do it properly. All things going according to plan, it would happen right about… now.


  Sam picked up the laptop, rose, and held it in front of her so that the Synod could watch the screen.


  “The Chappa’ai!” The gasp was communal. Even Tendao yelped.


  Score One. Daniel knew the script for this part of the performance. It was the second UAV launch. He’d shot the footage himself yesterday, by ways of entertaining Hamilqart. On the screen, the event horizon exploded outward into torrential rain, and as soon as it had retracted, the small surveillance plane broke from the iridescent blue surface. There followed a wobbly pan, tracing the UAV’s course above the temple.


  “Bird of Meleq!” Hamilqart exclaimed on cue, if in breach of Synod protocol.


  “Yes,” confirmed Sam. “It’s a bird of Meleq, and it can see everything. There’s no hiding from it.”


  Score Two. They’d discussed this last night. Playing on religious superstition was dangerous because they might be caught out. But the quickest and possibly the only way of getting Jack and Dr. Kelly back was with the help of the Tyreans. If obtaining that help required a little bit of Ala Kazaam, so be it.


  “So this bird is sent by the Lord Meleq?” Kandaulo asked. “Then how is it that we have never seen its like before?”


  “You’ve watched it fly from the Chappa’ai with your own eyes, haven’t you?” Sam had pasted on her most sincere face and dodged the question. “Of course you know that the Chappa’ai is the gate to Lord Meleq’s realm.”


  Hamilqart stirred and whispered, “But didn’t you –”


  “Shh,” Daniel hissed, furiously trying of think of something that didn’t completely contradict what he’d told the man yesterday. “Our world is a part of Meleq’s realm called ‘Earth’. There are many such places, and they all have different names.”


  “Oh. I understand,” murmured Hamilqart, not sounding convinced. “So you do –”


  “Shh,” hissed the acolyte.


  Dr. Jackson could have kissed him. Mercifully none of the Synod had caught on to the exchange. They were too fascinated by the Meleq’s bird’s eye view of their coastline and the archipelago through a turgid cover of rain and fog. The main feature had started – footage taken by the UAV itself – and Sam was letting it play relentlessly, so that the priests could acclimatize to this strange perspective. Leaden sea, leaden clouds, wisps of mist that ripped past the lens, interspersed with the occasional island and squeals from Tendao who was seeing dolphins. Pink dolphins, likely as not. Somebody should have brought popcorn. It ran on for a stultifying twenty minutes, until even Teal’c got fidgety.


  A stout elderly priest with an incongruously narrow face and thyroid eyes that lent him a look of perpetual surprise had (correctly) identified three Tyrean colonies and pointed out the site of a minor naval skirmish with the Phrygians.


  Suddenly he said, “Lord Meleq’s bird is flying toward the Forbidden Islands. Nobody can live there. The mountains breathe molten stone and the air is poison.”


  “Not everywhere,” replied Sam. “The bird tells me so.”


  “Then the bird is lying, and it was not sent by Meleq,” snarled an emaciated grouch named Fuano and glanced at his High Priest as though he expected applause. “The Lord Meleq created the Forbidden Islands so that no enemy could dwell near us.”


  “And yet the enemy walks among us!” Kandaulo waved a dismissive hand. After yesterday’s exercise in obstruction the guy was turning scarily cooperative. Orders from Meleq?


  Sam had picked up on it and directed a sunny smile at him. “The bird of Meleq never lies, Lord Kandaulo. But it can see things that you can only feel. Watch.”


  Reaching over the screen, she hit a few keys. The video stopped and then changed to the false color recording of the thermal imaging unit the UAV had carried on the second sortie. The picture turned into blue background dotted with blobs of various sizes, spanning the spectrum from green to yellow to red.


  “What is this?” The grouch squinted at the laptop.


  “I like it,” Tendao cawed. “It is colorful. Much more entertaining than the other place. Where is it? I want to go there.”


  “It… uh… is the same place, Lord Tendao.” A smile edged Sam’s voice. “Only now Meleq’s bird sees hot and cold. Blue is coldest, red is hottest.”


  “Nonsense, girl! I may be decrepit, but I am not a fool! This cannot be the same place!”


  “No, Tendao! She tells the truth!” The guy with the thyroid condition and the above-average grasp of map-reading had half slid off his throne. A stubby finger pointed at the screen. “I can only surmise, as none of us have ever sailed there, but those red shapes must belong to the Forbidden Islands. You were not entirely wrong, Fuano.”


  “He is saying you were not entirely right either,” Tendao cut in happily.


  The hobby geographer ignored him. “The red shapes, they are islands of molten stone, yes?”


  Major Carter nodded. “But you’ll notice that there are many others around.”


  “Yes. They are green. What does that mean?”


  “It means the molten stone has cooled. They’re habitable.”


  “This cannot be!” shouted Fuano. “The Lord Meleq would never permit it!”


  “Priest! Who are you to decide what the Lord Meleq would permit?”


  It took Daniel a couple of seconds to reconcile that roar with his team mate. They’d agreed the Jaffa should push the spirit thing whenever he saw fit. Evidently, Teal’c enjoyed his own performance. Staff clasped firmly, he successfully radiated supernatural pique. Several of the priests seemed cowed.


  “The Lord Spirit is right. Meleq’s ways are not for us to judge. It may well be a challenge to rouse us from our complacency. I have warned you of this before, but you would not listen.” Kandaulo, once again oozing tractability. This was getting freaky. “Please, Lady Samantha, continue.”


  The UAV spent a minute or so crossing a long, empty stretch of blue. Then, directly below, a pair of faint yellow dots slipped into view. Sam didn’t wait for the questions.


  “Those are ships. What you’re seeing as yellow is the heat generated by the people on board. They must be Phrygian. I don’t suppose any Tyrean would be reckless enough to brave the wrath of Lord Meleq.”


  Mute nods from everyone, and Tendao croaked, “I like her. She thinks.”


  “I’ve plotted the course of those ships,” Sam carried on, pressing her advantage. “And this is where they were going.”


  The UAV slipped into a gentle eastward turn and headed for a jumble of green and red splotches that steadily grew bigger. It was a group of five large islands, all of them more or less round, which suggested volcanic origin, two of them predominantly red. Active volcanoes. The remaining three lay about twenty miles apart from each other and one of them showed a small, concentrated area of yellow.


  “What is this?” asked their friend, the hobby geographer.


  “Watch.”


  She switched the image back to a video recording taken on the third sortie. They looked on as the surveillance craft closed in on one of the islands, lost altitude, and began to circle, hugging the steep, craggy rim of a crater. In the valley below they could make out tilled land, meadows, a few scattered farm animals, and the yellow blob had become a garrison surrounded by wooden battlements. The image froze.


  “You believe this island is the destination of the ships?” the High Priest asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Will you show us how to find this island?”


  This was the tricky part. Daniel held his breath and just about crossed his fingers.


  “I can guide you there,” replied Sam.


  Kandaulo inhaled sharply. “Guide us there? What do you mean?”


  “I mean, Lord Kandaulo, that unless you or one of your priests can figure out how to work this… box” – she raised the laptop a little – “you’ll have to take me and my friends with you.”


  Score Three.


  


  Chapter Nine


  
     
  


  The anteroom was quiet, except for the continual soft plinking and gurgling of water somewhere beyond solid masonry. He flopped onto a stone bench and settled in to wait. The wall opposite was painted an earthy red and pierced by a pair of short adjoining hallways with doors at the end: boys’ bath and girls’ bath.


  Without that, etiquette would have demanded that he miss out on undiluted luxury. Hot tubs and cold tubs and a steam room and, miracle of miracles, antiquated but functional shaving gear. He’d had the place practically to himself. The only other living soul he’d met was a gnarled old fellow who ghosted around pillars and kept the stacks of towels topped up. The old boy also had shown him how to use those weird curved blades they called strigil. Basically the native idea of a washcloth – less fluffy, though. You slathered oil all over you so that your skin would stay where it belonged and then used the blade to scrape off the grease. Or, in his case, grease and five cartloads of filth. Odds were they’d have to change the water and decontaminate the pools before they let anyone else in there.


  He stretched, attempted to shrug a little better into the coarse tunic he was wearing, and decided that no amount of wriggling would improve the fit – or the scratch. But given that he’d spent most of his adult life in couture of the one size fits all or else! type, he didn’t really have much reason to complain. In fact, apart from a certain absence of personal freedom, he had no reason to complain. Which was the weird part. The more he saw of these folks, the less they gelled with the picture the Tyreans had painted.


  Suddenly a creak and shuffling and voices punctuated the silence. Kelly emerged from the girls’, all pink and freshly strigiled and trailed by her voluptuous escort who looked frazzled. No doubt the good Professor could be every bit as irritating in Latin as she was in English. With reason this time. Whatever they called the costume she wore, it brought back fond memories of Carter modeling for the Shavadai sewing circle. Minus the headdress.


  “Not a word, duckie! I’m warning you!”


  “I wasn’t gonna say anything.”


  “Then stop ogling me like I’m the Queen of Sheba!”


  He slipped from the bench before she could get within striking distance and backed off. It wasn’t fair. With a little less luck he could have ended up in a toga instead of pants and tunic. Besides, he reckoned he owed her. It had taken him exactly ten seconds to realize that she’d got a taster of his favorite dream. The faulty ‘mute’ switch on his nightmares wasn’t reassuring, but Kelly’s refusal to pry had at least kept the indignity to a minimum.


  “Finivistis?”


  Flavius of the easily offended nostril came flying through the outer door and sniffed the air. Evidently the result was satisfactory.


  “Festinemus. Tertius iam dudum manet,” he diagnosed and herded them through the exit.


  Wrestling with fifteen-odd yards of fabric, Kelly trotted after him and informed all English speakers present that their mystery host had been waiting for a while now and that they’d better hurry up.


  Around the side of the baths the sunlit square was bustling with people. Reactions were friendly. Nods and grins and whispers, and noisy requests from the under-eighteen bracket of the population to teach them the stunt he’d pulled on Beefcake yesterday. Miss Marple seemed to feel that such requests were to be left uninterpreted at all cost.


  She needn’t have worried. This morning’s foot-in-mouth combat class was cancelled due to a disappointingly short stroll. Flavius led them up the steps to the Internal Revenue palace and whisked them into an assembly hall that drowned in shadows and took up the entire length and width of the structure. Near a window at the back, a group of seven men armed with scrolls and wax tablets huddled around an eighth who was seated in a chair. The huddlers sported togas and behind them hovered four guards.


  “Domine Tertie, alieni adeunt,” announced their guide.


  Scrolls furled, tablets snapped shut, togas rustled as the huddle straightened out, turned around, and goggled with as much decorum as the act of goggling allowed. Jack gently listed towards the Professor.


  “I don’t know about you, but I feel underdressed.”


  Kelly looked down her nose at him, which was a remarkable achievement, seeing that she was two heads shorter than he. “I strongly suggest you leave the talking to me, duckie. They won’t understand your blather anyway, and if that isn’t a Godsend, I don’t know what is.”


  The troops seemed to agree and took a collective step forward.


  “Cedete!”


  The goggling toga brigade quit goggling and exchanged dubious glances, but the guards froze as ordered.


  “Hospes mei sunt!”


  Guests?


  The speaker was the guy in the chair, and Jack could have sworn he’d heard the voice before. With deliberate slowness the man rose and advanced to the middle of the hall. He stood motionless, unprotected and half concealed by the gloom. A hand extended and hung there expectantly.


  Waiting to say Hi?


  It felt more like some ritual or a bizarre kind of test. Test of what? He dimly recalled a theory on how the common garden variety handshake had originated as a token of being unarmed. Trust, parley, that sort of thing.


  What would Daniel do? Easy. Over the protests of the crabby guy on whose uniform it said Colonel somewhere, Daniel would be in there and mesmerize everyone with the peaceful explorers from the planet Earth spiel.


  “Don’t even think of it!” Kelly hissed from the corner of her mouth.


  Okay.


  Just as slowly and deliberately, Jack started walking up to the man, one eye on the guards to check if they were showing any signs of life-threatening concern. Nobody moved. Behind him whirred a noise like steam escaping from a kettle; Miss Marple airing her displeasure. Tough.


  The moment he was close enough to see the face, he knew why the voice had sounded so familiar. Their host still wore the Phrygian outfit, but he cleaned up nicely. Without the layer of grime and that subservient stoop he’d adopted for waltzing through Tyros, he looked smarter, fitter, more dangerous. The lack of floppy headwear might have something to do with it as well. Keen hazel eyes betrayed a flicker of amusement. He’d clocked Jack’s reaction and gave a faint smile.


  “Yes,” said Papa Smurf. “We meet again.”


  Talk about cliché. But at least it was English.


  The hand still hung there.


  Jack clasped it and sensed the tension in the room ease. The room did better than he. He just about hopped with surprise when a thumb dug in firmly between the second and third knuckles of his right. Which would make Papa Smurf, a bit anachronistically, a Master Mason. Now what? Return the handshake and try to bluff it out or stick to the truth?


  Truth implied trusting these folks. Regrettably he had certain problems with the concept. Last time he’d trusted somebody, he’d ended up with a little buddy upstairs whose travel plans and love-life hadn’t exactly been a barrel of laughs. Truth was, these days he barely trusted anyone to even touch him.


  Great timing on the violins, O’Neill! How about making up your mind? Truth or dare…


  Papa Smurf’s turn to hop. “You’re not one of us!”


  “No.”


  “Yet you took my hand?”


  As a matter of fact, they still stood there, hands laced like love’s young dream. But somehow it seemed wiser to wait until his new pal made a move to let go.


  “I did,” Jack replied softly. “It’s a question of faith, isn’t it?”


  “Like admitting to friendship with a Jaffa?”


  “There’s Jaffa and then there’s Jaffa. If I didn’t have faith, he and I wouldn’t be friends, and I’d probably be dead a few times over.”


  “You have courage.”


  Or a screw loose. Purely a matter of opinion.


  The man finally let go of his hand and took a step back for scrutiny. “Whom do you serve?”


  “Not the Goa’uld.”


  “He befriends Jaffa, but he doesn’t serve the Goa’uld.” The laughter that followed rippled on through the toga brigade, but it signaled astonishment rather than disbelief. “And he doesn’t like answering questions either.”


  “I’m over my daily limit already. How about we swap? You’re Tertius?”


  “Yes.” He grinned. “I’m the primus pilus here. You know what that means?”


  It means I outrank you, Captain, Jack thought but didn’t say it. “You run this outfit.”


  “I do. You are a soldier, aren’t you?”


  “Yes.” Airman, really, but the Captain probably wouldn’t grasp the distinction.


  “Your rank?”


  “I’m a colonel.”


  “I…” Tertius blinked. “I am not familiar with that.”


  Ah. He’d looked it up when they’d been cramming Latin for countless loops. He knew he had. Joseph Mallozzi, PhD, hadn’t been familiar with it either, so Jack had abandoned Latin for the Novice in favor of a dictionary. Teal’c had been peeved because Roman ranks didn’t have any equivalent to First Prime. Damn, what was it? Two words… He’d been pleased when he’d found it, but his brush with vanity had been short-lived once he realized that he’d have had to run around in a toga instead of one of those nifty leather skirts and a breastplate.


  “Tribunus laticlavius sum.”


  The toga boys broke into whispers, and the troops snapped to attention, fists thudding on chests. From Kelly’s end floated something that sounded like Miserable Paddy! Presumably it had more to do with linguistics than with his rank.


  Tertius had gone a little pale, as though he expected to get his ear chewed off first and an order to fall on his sword second. “Paeniteo, domine,” he apologized. “Please, come with me.”


  At the back of the hall another chair had materialized, and Tertius steered him towards this cozy little seating arrangement. Togas fluttered out of his way, and the guards had stopped breathing. If Goonius and Beefcake got wind of this, they’d probably feel compelled to disembowel themselves. Nodding at the second chair, his host sat and Jack joined him. On the wall above their heads loomed a large stone medallion that showed a young man in tunic and pants and the Phrygian cap. He kneeled on the flank of a fallen bull, forcing back its head, about to slash the throat.


  Some sixth sense warned Jack that he was being studied while studying the relief. “What?”


  “Do you recognize him?” Tertius smiled that faint, knowing smile again.


  They worship the bull-slayer, the one sworn to destroy the Lord Meleq.


  “I’ve heard of him.”


  “He is the slayer of all that is evil.”


  “And he’s called Buffy, right?”


  “Forgive me, Tribune, but I cannot tell you. You’re not one of us, and I’m sworn not to reveal his secrets.”


  “I know the feeling.” Jack gazed up at the medallion again. Suddenly he said, “Must have been a fair few evil people on that ship, I guess. They were all… slain.”


  “What ship? What people?”


  “The ship you attacked. The people you burned alive. Oh… and the kids you abducted. Don’t forget the kids!”


  “It wasn’t our doing! We don’t burn people!” Interesting emphasis. The man’s hands had clenched around the armrests of this chair and he’d half risen. “You were deceived, Tribune, I swear it!”


  That thought had occurred to Jack, roughly at the moment when Kandaulo had first opened his mouth. But he’d seen that ship, hadn’t he? He’d smelled it, for God’s sake! And he’d been there and done that, time and time again over the past seven years, and he should have known better. He should have grabbed his team and Miss Marple, hightailed it back to the ‘gate, and left these fine folks to sort out their own problems. Except, there were the kids… What the hell had he been thinking of? Rescue them and play happy families? That was over, done and dusted nine long years ago.


  “Give me one good reason why I should believe you,” he said tersely.


  “You’re still alive.”


  “Not good enough. See, that immediately makes me wonder why I’m still alive. What do you want?”


  “Your trust.”


  “Wrong answer. Try again.”


  Tertius had eased himself back onto the seat. Now he leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, fingers locked tightly. “Tribune, whatever else happens, you have my word that none of us will harm you. Nor your companion.” He flicked a quick glance at Kelly, who’d done her most obtrusive to edge through the round of togas. “But it doesn’t change the fact that you have only two choices. You can either trust me or join us.”


  “Join you?”


  “If you wish to know more and return to your own people it’s the only way. Become one of us.”


  I don’t want to belong to any club that will accept me as a member. On the subject of clubs – and cults – Jack was with Groucho Marx, as Seth’s little band of faithful had found out to their detriment. Of course, to get a foot in the door he’d pretended to be a follower of Seth. Largely successfully. No snippety-doo-dah…


  “And joining you entails what?” So much for this truth thing. It was the dare after all.


  “Have you lost your marbles?” spluttered Kelly. By now she was circling in a holding pattern behind his left shoulder. “Do you have any idea of who these people are? What –”


  Jack turned and showed her about twenty more teeth than he actually owned. “Professor?”


  “I told you to –”


  “Shut up or I’ll personally remove you from the premises. With extreme prejudice.”


  “Now, you listen, duckie! I’ve –”


  “Ah!”


  “Fine!” Swaths of fabric heaved indignantly, and she crossed her arms. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”


  “I won’t.” He turned to face his equally obstinate host again.


  “Your nurse?” asked Tertius with a sympathetic grin.


  “My what?”


  “Continuemus…” the man muttered, dodging Jack’s glare. Then he looked up. “You have decided?”


  “What do I have to do?”


  “I cannot tell you that yet. So you see, you shall have to trust me, one way or the other.” The knowing smile was back. “You’ll have to pass the initiation first.”


  Initiation, huh? He could do initiation. Back in the glory days when he’d enrolled at the Academy attitudes towards the time-honored ritual of hazing had been somewhere between slack and ignorant.


  “When?”


  “Now.” Tertius rose, and the togas swished approvingly. “Please, follow me –… What is your name?”


  “Jack.”


  “Jack? Forgive me, but it seems a strange name.”


  This from the man who called himself The Third One. Jack shrugged and got to his feet. “It’s short for Jonathan.”


  “That’s the Hebrew form. You want the Latin.” Bun lolling at a belligerent angle, Kelly had snapped out of her sulk with a smirk that promised some terrible revenge. “Deodatus.”


  Deodorant?


  “God’s Gift.” The smirk broadened viciously. “And aren’t you just, duckie?”


  Tertius, who’d missed the subtext in its entirety, nodded enthusiastically. “Fitting indeed. You shall see. Follow me, Deodatus.”


  The crew of eavesdropping togas parted, and Tertius strode towards the door. Jack – Deodatus – did as he was asked and followed, envisioning cruel and unusual ways of killing professors of archaeology.


  The guards fell in behind him.


   


  “That star chart they’re using is dodgy. Longitude’s off by at least two degrees. I can compensate, but a lot of it is guesswork,” muttered Major Carter, gazing at the screen of her laptop and the graphic display on it. Suddenly she added, “You know, I think we’re missing something here.”


  She was rechecking, for the fifth time since their return to Hamilqart’s house, the course she had plotted from the city of Tyros to the island the unmanned aerial vehicle had identified. Teal’c knew she liked to use her team mates as a sounding board, explaining theories to them and thus to herself. Frequently it helped her find the solution. However, the current problem did not seem to warrant such measures, and he suspected that her mind had drifted beyond the calculations.


  “You fear that the permission for us to accompany the Tyrean warriors has been obtained too easily?”


  The Jaffa had wondered about it himself, as had Daniel Jackson, no doubt. After the adamant refusal on the previous day and the delay this morning, the Synod had undergone a remarkable change of heart. Their ill-disguised act of blackmail should have enraged Kandaulo. Instead the High Priest’s silver eyes had lit up as though he had received a gift, and he had taken mere moments to deliberate before allowing them to join the expedition. The rest of the priests had fallen in line, even the old man Tendao, although his agreement could most likely be ascribed to a sudden autumnal infatuation with Major Carter.


  “Perhaps Kandaulo has an ulterior motive,” Teal’c suggested in answer to his own musings.


  “What?” Major Carter’s head snapped up and she stared at him, squinting against the sunlight that flooded the patio. “Oh… No, I didn’t mean that, Teal’c. You’ve got a point, though. It was weird…”


  “Then what did you mean?”


  “Those two,” she replied, lowering her eyes to the screen again and veiling a glance across the sparkling pool at Hamilqart and Ayzebel.


  Their host and hostess stood under the arcade at the opposite side of the courtyard, engaged in a whispered dispute.


  “In my experience, Major Carter, disagreements between spouses are a normal occurrence.”


  Considering the final year he and Drey’auc had spent together, he might even say that arguments in wedlock were as common and as noisome as akmur’tal moths in the wetlands of Chulak.


  “Believe it or not, Teal’c, I realize that.” She smiled wryly. “But this is different. I don’t think Ayzebel wants him to go.”


  “That would also seem normal. She already may have lost a son, and she does not wish to lose a husband as well.”


  “All the more reason not to send him away in anger.”


  Under the arcade the voices rose and carried over the distance in agitated mumbles, just loud enough for the Jaffa to overhear. The loss of his symbiote had sapped some of his strength, but it had not dulled his senses. Unwelcome at times, it proved of advantage now. What he heard told him that they were indeed missing something and that the situation was more curious than Major Carter surmised. For it was not Ayzebel who was angry with Hamilqart; in fact, the reverse was true.


  “I shall not repeat myself, woman!” hissed Hamilqart. “Your actions could destroy us all. Disobey, and I cannot and will not protect you any longer.”


  He scowled at his wife for a second, their difference in heights making it look unintentionally comical. As he stalked away, he caught Teal’c’s eye, forced a discomfited smile, and vanished inside the house. Ayzebel’s shoulders stiffened and her gaze dropped. She must have discovered something lying on the stone tiles, for she stooped suddenly and picked up the out-of-place object. Removing this small token of disorder seemed like a crutch for her to regain her composure. It was a red string, wool or silk, and she absentmindedly began winding it around her fingers, unraveling the loops, and winding them again.


  “Excuse me, Major Carter,” Teal’c said and leisurely crossed the patio, hands clasped behind his back.


  Fingers still winding and unthreading, Ayzebel did not perceive his approach until the shadow he cast flitted across her face.


  “Lord Spirit,” she greeted him, eyes deadened by grief or purposely withholding any thought or feeling.


  “Lady Ayzebel. We shall be departing soon, and I wish to thank you for your kindness.”


  Teal’c bowed, smiled. Contrary to what O’Neill liked to assert, he could smile if circumstances required it, though now it was to no avail. A soft purr caught his attention, dark and strangely soothing. Suspended from the vault above and behind Ayzebel hung a wicker cage. Inside huddled a brace of pigeons, gray and blue and cooing contently.


  She followed his gaze. “My husband demands I release them. What is your opinion, Lord Spirit?”


  “Does not every creature deserve freedom?”


  “Freedom has to be earned.” The thread she had been handling tore, and two pieces of red silk fluttered in her hands.


  Her answer took the Jaffa by surprise. He was more intimately familiar with the subject than she could ever appreciate, yet he agreed with her assessment. His father’s fate had taught him long ago that the patient wait for freedom only resulted in more servitude and, more often than not, dishonorable death. No matter how deserving one might be, freedom had to be earned. But why would this woman, who spent her days cloistered in a secluded courtyard, know or even care about such things?


  “What would the Lady Ayzebel’s birds have to do to earn their freedom?” he asked cautiously.


  If she had heard his question at all, she chose to ignore it.


  “Tell the Synod you have changed your mind!” Wild eyes swam out of focus, as though she had entered a trance; a soothsayer half maddened by her vision. “Do not lead them there! You shall cause sorrow and bloodshed beyond your darkest imaginings!”


  “We shall free our friends and your son.”


  “To what end? Free my son and he shall die before the moons have waned. Your friends shall die before him.”


  “Should it come to that, I shall avenge them.”


  “Your vengeance, Lord Spirit, can it raise the dead? Or shall you beseech Meleq for his aid in that?”


  She toppled into a burst of manic laughter that ceased as abruptly as her tirade. Her eyes lost their mad sheen and seemed to catch some motion in the arcade beyond Teal’c. Obeying an indefinable impulse she cast the two threads of silk to the breeze and smiled blandly as they swirled across the patio.


  “You asked about my birds, Lord Spirit? I would have them earn their freedom by flying and speaking for me. But now…”


  Her words trailed off once more, and the Jaffa knew why. He had identified the rhythm of the footfalls. Hamilqart was returning. The steps slowed, grew hesitant, and finally came to a halt beside Teal’c. After him a servant arrived, carrying a wooden trunk. Presumably it contained the equipment his master intended to take on the journey.


  “Wife,” Hamilqart said brusquely. “When will you do my bidding?”


  “Now. Right now. As you will not do mine, I shall do yours.” Her voice quivered with desperation. “Look, my husband! Look!”


  A slender hand reached up, undid a clasp, and flung open the hatch of the cage. The pigeons inside tarried for a moment, as though baffled by this unmerited chance, then they waddled towards the opening, clawed feet clicking softly on the bottom of the cage. One after the other they took to the air, flapped and circled above the pond, before soaring into a pale blue square of sky and disappearing beyond the roof.


  “Remember, my husband. You wished that I do this.” With that Ayzebel turned and glided through the downy shade beneath the arches and into the darkness of the house.


  Hamilqart smiled again. There were too many smiles and too little frankness. “My wife can be somewhat anxious at times. You must forgive her, Lord Spirit. She means no discourtesy. She simply does not want me to leave.”


  This much at least was true, and thus far Major Carter’s assessment was correct. But it was merely part of the truth. The Lady Ayzebel did not desire any of them to leave. And she appeared to attach inordinate importance to birds.


  Her husband studied the shadows that had begun to lengthen and slither towards the rim of the pool. “We must make haste, Lord Spirit. The ships’ masters wish to weigh anchor with the afternoon tide. Are you all packed and ready?”


  The enquiry was pertinent and it provided an excuse. “I shall find out,” offered Teal’c and strode back to where Major Carter was waiting.


  She had finished her computations, stowed the laptop in her pack, and now observed his approach with undisguised curiosity. Daniel Jackson had joined her, his backpack already shouldered. As far as Teal’c could tell they were set to leave. He himself would only take his staff weapon, which rested against a pillar nearby.


  “That looked interesting,” remarked Major Carter as soon as the Jaffa was within earshot.


  “Indeed.” The young archaeologist grinned. “You weren’t trying to flirt, Teal’c, were you?”


  “I do not believe she would have been amenable,” replied Teal’c. “Daniel Jackson, are you aware of any particular significance this culture attributes to pigeons?”


  “Pigeons?” echoed Daniel Jackson and Major Carter in unison.


  “Pigeons. Domesticated cooing birds.”


  “The things Ayzebel let fly just now?”


  “The same. Hamilqart insisted she release them.”


  “Uhm…” Daniel Jackson’s forehead wrinkled. “They’re considered symbols of peace, but that’s largely old-testamentary and doesn’t necessarily apply to these guys. Quite a few cultures use them as sacrificial animals, so there’s some religious connection. Some also study the flight pattern of birds for divination. As for the Tyreans’ specific position on pigeons… beats me, Teal’c. Hamilqart didn’t mention anything. Why?”


  “Lady Ayzebel seemed to be vehemently opposed to freeing the birds, but I do not think that it was due to an emotional –”


  “Whoa!” said Daniel Jackson.


  “Daniel? What –” Major Carter cut herself off, eyes wide. “Homing pigeons?”


  “Remember what I told you about Hamilqart suspecting that somebody here was keeping the Phrygians in the loop?”


  “What is a homing pigeon?”


  “They’re called that because they will come back to their coop over great distances,” explained Major Carter. “You can use them for transmitting information. Take one with you, and if you need to send a message to the guys back home, you write it on a scrap of paper, tie it to the pigeon’s leg, and let the bird fly.”


  “This would appear to be a most untrustworthy form of communication.”


  “Actually it’s pretty reliable, Teal’c. Homing pigeons rarely get lost, and birds look innocuous enough just about anywhere, don’t they?”


  “I see.” Teal’c recalled the stray piece of red silk. Equally innocuous on its own. “Do you suggest that Ayzebel notified the Phrygians of the ceremony that was to have taken place two days ago?”


  “She grew up in the village by the harbor the Phrygians used,” Daniel Jackson pointed out. “What’s that tell you?”


  “That she was raised out of town,” Major Carter answered drily. “Why give the Phrygians information that would enable them to kidnap her own son?”


  “Perhaps she considered it to be the lesser of two evils.”


  “The lesser of –… Teal’c, you saw that ship!”


  “I did not mean to imply that I concur with the Lady Ayzebel, Major Carter,” the Jaffa replied. “However…”


  “However?”


  “Once it became evident that she would lose her means of communicating with the Phrygians – if that is indeed what she does – she cautioned me against leading the Tyreans to their hideout.”


  “She did what?”


  “She –”


  “Uhm… Guys?” murmured Daniel Jackson through a too-bright smile that was directed past them. “I guess we’d better postpone this.”


  Hamilqart had come bustling across the yard. The attempt to marry his impatience with a need for courtesy was beginning to fail.


  “Please, my friends, can we go? We have to make haste!”


  “We are prepared to depart.”


  It occurred to Teal’c that this, too, fell short of total frankness.


  


  Chapter Ten


  
     
  


  Jack was losing himself in nostalgic memories of Marve Miller, an upperclassman with a pathological streak and a deep-seated hatred of Yankees and lippy junior cadets. Unlucky coincidence. After having been taped into their blankets and tenderized, all smart-mouths had been cordially invited to tuck into a bowl of live worms. Cadet O’Neill had distinguished himself by meriting second and third helpings. It’d given him one hell of a head start in survival training.


  Right now he’d eat that bowl of worms and be grateful for it.


  They’d left the assembly hall, and Tertius and his merry men had led him to an olive grove in the foothills, roughly three klicks outside the garrison. On the way there, about fifteen other guys had joined them, one by one, quietly deserting their workshops and abandoning their fields. A crew of soldiers had slipped out of the guardhouse by the perimeter wall. No women. It was strictly a boys’ day out.


  Their taciturn little column had stopped in a clearing. Gnarled, silver-leaved olive trees all round, silence, sunshine, bleached grass, and crickets. A clear stream ran through the glade, frothing over black rock. By the stream, a statue of some sort. It was an egg-shaped stone ring, with zodiac signs and, inside the ring, a guy who carried a torch and sword and shared his taste in headwear with Lord Zipacna. Obviously he was important in some way, because this had been where the fun had started.


  After solemnly bowing to Egg-Boy they’d blindfolded him and announced that he was to be reborn into a new life, which they took as an excuse to strip him down to his boxers. God only knew what they’d made of the Simpsons theme. Then they’d guided him on and grass and dust had given way to sharp-edged shingle. Easy to tell when you’re barefoot: one’s comfortable, the other isn’t. You could hear it, too. Snap, crackle, and pop under your feet. A whole new set of calluses later they’d gone underground. Dank, cold air, and he’d felt goosebumps erupt on his skin. Sounds took on a limp quality and multiplied into wet, whispering echoes. There’d been a sense of confinement and his two guides had fallen behind, so the tunnel must have been narrow. Until that odd feeling of pressure had suddenly been replaced by an impression almost of falling. And there’d been a new noise.


  His notion of being in some vast cavern had been verified seconds later when a pair of hands had undone the blindfold. He’d been standing at the edge of a fast-flowing underground river, and Tertius and his followers had been lined up in a semicircle around him, effectively cutting him off from the outside world. Each had held a torch and a sword, like Egg-Boy in the glade, and when they’d found time to change was anybody’s guess. Floppy hats for all, and elaborately embroidered white tunics instead of the brown everyday ones. In the torchlight he’d seen the delicate pink and blue lacework of stalactites and stalagmites and a profusion of black tunnel mouths. Even if he’d wanted to break past the men and run, he’d have had no clue which way was out.


  ‘Are you afraid, Deodatus?’ Tertius had asked.


  What kind of a dumbass question was that?


  In retrospect, the smart move might have been to say ‘yes’.


  When Jack had shaken his head, Tertius had smiled that weird smile again and said one word.


  ‘Swim.’


  There hadn’t been much in the way of alternatives, really. The semicircle had closed in, and rather than suffer the disgrace of being pushed into the river, Jack had jumped. His satisfaction over the elegantly executed dive had lasted precisely two seconds. Then he’d hit the water. How it could possibly retain its liquid state at those temperatures was beyond him.


  If Carter were here, she’d be able to explain it. After she’d read him the riot act. With all due respect, sir, are you insane? Daniel and Teal’c wouldn’t be far behind. And the debriefing with Hammond would be a positive ball. And they probably were right, the lot of them. But how the hell else was he going to get any answers?


  He’d figured that he might as well swim for it while he still could. Over on the far shore a lone torch had guttered in a bracket mounted to sheer rock. It had marked the landing site. While he’d been battling the current, worried that his legs might cramp, the procession of Smurfs had filed across a gracefully arched stone bridge, dry-sandaled and warm. He’d arrived a good five minutes after them, in a calm niche. There’d been a handhold, but nothing to stand on and no way out of the water. Fifteen feet above his head a set of steps had been carved into the cliff. On them, Tertius, peering down with polite interest and clutching a coiled rope. The damn rope had stayed coiled.


  ‘You did well,” the bastard had pronounced. ‘Now wait.’


  Wait?


  For what? His tooth enamel to chip?


  Jack had thought of several anatomically unfeasible suggestions to make to Papa Smurf. He’d even tried to utter them. Annoyingly, he’d been unable to force so much as a single syllable past the chatter of his teeth. Instead he’d hung there, feeling his body temperature leech away and resigning himself to the disgusting hunch that he wouldn’t get out of here until he looked like Harry Maybourne after spending quality time in a Siberian freezer. He couldn’t remember the moment he’d fallen asleep, but he’d definitely dozed off. Common symptom of hypothermia. Normally you don’t wake up. He had. At the opposite end of the spectrum.


  Someone must have jumped in and tied the rope around him as soon as they’d seen him go under. Then they’d hauled him from the local ice water reservoir. To deposit him in the local steam cooker.


  We don’t burn people.


  They didn’t. They parboiled them. That’s where the bowl of worms came in. Eating worms was a walk in the park by comparison.


  Though in a way he was grateful for the heat. It distracted from the more obvious similarities between his current abode and the fun-filled if slightly disorienting accommodation at Baal’s stronghold. The square shaft had been driven some ten vertical meters deep into basalt. The walls were glassy and smooth enough to make a fly skid, and moisture-laden air burned off them in little swirls of steam. The former reminded him of the pictures Daniel had brought back from Piñata Blanca. The latter implied that touching the walls would be a colossally stupid idea, even by his exalted standards.


  Nothing to be done, except sit and see what’d happen next. It wasn’t the thing he did best, but at least the sitting part was made bearable by a bulky wooden grid that kept his six from turning toast. Reassuring somehow, because it indicated that the Smurfs fully expected him to survive this. Or maybe they had a sarcophagus. Slow death, only to wake up to acid and daggers…


  Hot, viscous air pouring down his throat and into his lungs told him he’d gasped, and he was rewarded for that folly by a near overwhelming urge to cough. Also a stupid idea.


  Jack tried to relax and coax his breathing back to normal. In through the nose, out through the mouth. That way the mush that passed for air down here had a chance to cool off a bit before it met his bronchiae. Eventually he caught himself staring up the shaft. Another piece of acquired behavior. He was waiting for figures to appear in the small, bright rectangle above. If they were the wrong way up, he’d be in trouble.


  Stop it!


  This wasn’t a gravity well. Else they’d hardly have gone through the trouble of lowering him into the Turkish baths on a harness and ropes. How did the heating work, anyway? Probably geothermal. The place was volcanic in origin. It’d pretty much simmered down, he guessed, but there’d still be a few hot spots here and there. Geysers. Steam vents. Rifts with magma bubbling up. Bad thought. Any thought was bad. Better not to think at all.


  Forearms resting on pulled-up knees, he gazed at his hands, watched as tiny beads of sweat formed on their backs. The beads grew and glistened in the dim light filtering down from unseen torches. Once they were large enough they’d start to slide. Sluggishly at first, sometimes slowed by the massive obstacle a hair represented, but then they’d wobble onto a wet track where other beads had slid before. Friction suspended, they’d pick up speed and run over or around his knuckles and down his fingers. It tickled. At the tips of his fingers they’d stop and hang, bulging gradually, until they were heavy enough to make the drop. Sometimes it took another bead bumping into them. Then they’d fall. Some landed on the wood, leaving dark splotches. He was careful not to move, so the beads from his right index finger always hit the same old splotch. Others, like the ones falling from the ring finger of his left hand, always dripped through the grid and struck hot stone below, fizzing into steam.


  At some point, he didn’t know how much later, he realized that there were no new beads forming. What moisture there was on his skin had condensed from the steam, but he wasn’t sweating anymore. More annoyingly, he had nothing left to watch. Kinda like your television kicking the bucket on a Saturday night. Happened to him once. NHL playoffs, too. Ice hockey. Ice was cool. His melted ice was to die for…


  Five seconds or five hours after that, Jack lazily blinked at something gray and grainy. Wood. He was lying on the grating, wishing somebody upstairs would check the recipe book. He had to be done by now. Roasted dry, as a matter of fact.


  Maybe they were checking. He could hear voices. Then he noticed a broad leather strap across his chest and under his arms and sweat-slick hands struggling to grab hold of him. The hands finally found purchase and attempted to stand him on his feet, with the same result you’d get when trying to stand an eel on its tail. Jack thought it hysterically funny. He’d laugh if he could breathe. As it was, he simply flopped back onto the grid.


  After that they decided to skip the standing-up stage and proceed directly to reeling him in. He felt a pull on the harness and slowly came up until his toes lost touch with the ground. The hands were still there, holding him steady and stopping him from swinging. Good idea. If he started to swing, he’d strike the walls and get broiled on top of everything else. The air became fresher and breathing crawled back into the realm of possibilities. Around the edge of the shaft he saw figures looking down at him. The right way up. He’d known it all along.


  More hands as he got to the top, drawing him over the side, releasing the harness, keeping him from falling again. Torches and swords and hands, but no faces. No. Different faces. It was a raven. They were wearing masks.


  “Have faith, Deodatus,” quoth the raven.


  If this was scripted by Poe, he probably should start to worry. He’d done the pit part, so now he’d get to move on to the pendulum.


  “It is nearly over,” quoth the raven.


  And I was just beginning to enjoy myself!


  Jack had meant to say it and found that his throat refused to cooperate. What came out sounded like a series of croaks. He croaked some more.


  Can I have some water?


  The raven nodded gravely and quoth, “Follow me, Deodatus.”


  Unless the guy made straight for the nearest fountain, he’d have to scoop the freeze-dried instant colonel back into his jar at the end of the evening. Jack couldn’t recall when he’d last been so thirsty.


  Surrounded by the zoo, two of whom made sure he stayed vertical and dragged him a little whenever necessary, he wobbled after what he presumed was Tertius. The shaft had been at the dead-end of a steep tunnel, and now they descended steadily, until they reached the river cavern again. This time he was allowed on the bridge. Over on the other side, the raven fluttered past stalagmites and towards an opening that was illuminated.


  Three shallow steps led up to a short corridor and, beyond that, into a large, austere room. The head wall was decorated with a relief that seemed to be an exact copy of the one Jack had seen in the assembly hall this morning… Yesterday morning? He had no idea how long he’d been in this place… In front of the relief hung a fire basket, like the eternal light in a church, and along the remaining three walls ran stone benches. Above them, at regular intervals, were iron brackets.


  One by one, the men filed in, stuck their torches into the brackets and sat, swords held tip-down in front of them. Two lions escorted Jack to the center of the room. Lion Number One carried a silver flask, Lion Number Two a piece of silken rope. The raven waited until everybody else was seated, then he took up position opposite Jack.


  “Kneel, Deodatus.”


  The bird had left out the before your god bit, so Jack chose to comply. It was surprisingly easy. The lions let go of him, and the rest happened pretty much naturally.


  “Paene corvus renatus est.”


  The raven is almost reborn.


  Cool.


  Tertius removed the mask with the slow, measured gestures of ceremony and presented it to Jack. “Receive this in token of thy renewal.”


  Then he nodded at Lion Number One. The man under the mask uncorked the flask he was holding and held it to Jack’s lips.


  “Drink.”


  It smelled cloying and fragrant and nothing like water.


  “Drink,” the lion growled again.


  Nearly over… He might as well go through with it. Jack took a sip and gagged. On top of his parched tongue and throat, he now had a mouthful of honey that wasn’t going anywhere. He couldn’t swallow. It was the least of his problems.


  In a deft, unstoppable move, Lion Number Two whipped that silk rope around his neck and yanked it tight. And kept tightening it. Jack dropped the mask, knocked the flask aside, frantically groping for the rope, clawing to force his fingers under it, knowing it was way too late. He didn’t stand a chance. Sparks started exploding before his eyes, and he desperately fought to draw air past the rope, past the goddamn honey. Not a chance. None at all. A faraway part of his mind registered that his hands weren’t where he thought they were, not struggling anymore, flopped to his sides, and he dimly saw Tertius’ face through the sparks.


  We don’t burn people… you have my word that none of us will harm you…


  Trust.


  Unmoved and smiling, Tertius faded to black.


   


  “Please, my friends, join me.”


  Hamilqart poured dark red wine into four goblets. The low table and the pitcher and glasses had been brought and arranged by servants who’d slipped down the stairs again. Sam puzzled over whether they were slaves or whether this was their job, and they got paid and went home in the evening. Well, not this evening, anyway…


  The sunsail that protected the poop deck was still up, although they hardly needed protection anymore. Sunset had been nearly an hour ago, and now the sky had deepened to midnight blue with a halo of pale yellow and lavender still lingering in the west. Above the eastern horizon hung a pair of moons, ghostly and transparent, and the third was on the rise.


  “Thank you,” she said when a goblet was pressed into her palm.


  “We must celebrate,” declared Hamilqart. “Tomorrow we shall wipe out what has blighted our lives and offended the Lord Meleq.”


  Daniel slowly turned his glass between his hands. “I thought this was about getting back Luli and Jack and Dr. Kelly. I don’t recall any mention of wiping out anything or anybody.”


  “Oh no! You misunderstand me, Daniel Jackson. I merely meant that the Phrygians shall offer resistance. The likes of them never are persuaded by reason. But our valor shall teach them the righteousness of our cause, and we shall bring them back with us to face the splendor of the Lord Meleq.” Beaming, Hamilqart raised his goblet. “I drink to your health! And to our mutual endeavor!”


  Suspended beneath the sunsail dangled small oil lamps. The shine of their flames caught in the glass and tinted the wine a vibrant scarlet. The color of seared flesh or of blood gushing from wounds left by a sword. Rattled by the morbidity of that image, Sam raised her glass to return the toast.


  “Your health, Hamilqart.”


  She took a token sip and watched as Daniel and Teal’c swapped glances and followed her lead. Teal’c barely wetted his lips. Symbiote or no, he didn’t like to drink, but he went through the motions for politeness’ sake. Suddenly she couldn’t stand the hothouse atmosphere under the canopy any longer and fled outside into the darkness by the railing.


  The oars were raised and jutted up along the beams like some forbidding fence. Above them arched the pregnant billow of the sail. When the rain had stopped, the wind had turned as well and blew briskly from the north. No doubt Hamilqart and everyone else aboard interpreted it as a sign that Meleq approved of their plans. Whatever they were. A few hundred meters astern sailed the second battleship and a smaller vessel that had arrived from Sidonia the night before, manned by a crew of hoodlums trying to look like soldiers. The ships glided before the wind like gray reflections on black glass. All in all, they carried nearly two hundred armed men. Overkill.


  Tomorrow we shall wipe out what has blighted our lives…


  “We’ll see about that,” Sam promised herself softly, trying to dispel the uneasy feeling that she wouldn’t be able to keep that promise.


  “See about what?”


  “Dammit, Daniel!” She hadn’t heard him coming and stared at the dark trail the splash of spilled wine had left down her front.


  “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” He shrugged. “See about what?”


  “This.” A sweep of her arm took in the three ships, man and mate. “Am I the only one who thinks that it’s a bad idea to roll in there all guns blazing?”


  “Normally it’s me asking that question. But as our friend Hamilqart remarked so astutely, The likes of them never are persuaded by reason.” Daniel stared at the third galley. “They’ve mobilized the crack troops, haven’t they? Those guys are Temple Guards. Somebody called them ‘beloved of the spirits’, whatever that means. The ship sure looks like its been through the wars.”


  “All it needs is a scout team and twenty men,” she muttered, only half listening. “Go in fast and quiet, grab what you’ve come for, and leave fast and quiet. Laser surgery, not Texas Chainsaw Massacre. If they turn up there with an army, they’ll get slaughtered, and the Phrygians’ll kill the hostages just to make a point.”


  “You sound like Jack.”


  She winced.


  “Sam? You’re worried about him.”


  That would be an understatement, and Major Carter had no intention of going there. “It’d break my heart if we never saw Kelly again.”


  It earned her a scowl and an odd look of frustration, but for once Daniel took a hint. Gazing up at the brilliant cobweb of stars above their heads, he asked, “Where exactly are we headed?”


  “There.” She pointed at a constellation that, with the help of a hyperactive imagination, might just be construed to represent a man at a loom. “The Tyreans call it The Old Weaver. At this time of year it should stand almost directly above the islands.”


  “How long will it take?”


  “The island’s about a hundred and twenty nautical miles from Tyros, and I’m guessing we average ten knots, so –”


  “You know, those arcane measurements are really fun, but I haven’t got a clue of how to convert them into something intelligible.”


  “Another twelve hours, give or take. You sound like the Colonel.” Sam smiled a little.


  Somehow Daniel couldn’t find anything to add to that, and they both fell silent, staring into the gently swirling wake. The disturbance of the water caused bioluminescent algae to flare, and their green shimmer marked the ships’ passage with a faint, eerie trail.


  Into the gentle sloshing of the sea and the hum of the sail edged the murmur of voices; Teal’c’s calm bass and, pitched above that, the excitable tenor of Hamilqart. Their Jaffa friend seemed to be getting unusually chatty, and Sam wondered if he’d granted the wine a second hearing.


  Without warning, the murmur detonated into a shout.


  “No! It is unspeakable!”


  “Uh-oh,” said Daniel. “Sounds like Teal’c’s misbehaving. I’m guessing we should go and check?”


  They threaded along the side of the canvas screen and ducked back under the sunsail just in time to see the spirit level a stern gaze at Hamilqart.


  “Parley never is unspeakable. It may, indeed, serve to prevent needless bloodshed.”


  “How can you…? You are… Aren’t you…?” Hamilqart backed away until he walked into the cloth, on his face a mix of resentment and pure horror. At last he stuttered, “But you are the Lord Meleq’s emissaries!”


  He sounded like he wanted to convince both them and himself. Doubts as to their status was the last thing they needed now. Why Teal’c hadn’t done what he usually tended to do, namely keep his mouth shut, was anybody’s guess. Carried away by this whole spirit routine? If that was the case, then Meleq help them. A carried-away Jaffa was a handful.


  “Sure we are,” Dr. Jackson confirmed, too brightly for a deer in the headlights. Sam recognized the signs. He was improvising and hoping to hell it would work. “And… uhm… doesn’t the Lord Meleq desire his children to prosper?”


  Horror gave way to defensiveness, which possibly signaled an improvement. “How are we going to prosper by fawning to the Phrygians?”


  “Who said anything about fawning?”


  “Kandaulo!” He rapped out the name in that So there! tone schoolboys used when discussing whose dad drove the biggest car. “When Abibaal spoke like you, Kandaulo said he would be punished for his weakness, and Kandaulo was right!”


  “Are you suggesting that the Lord Abibaal intended to negotiate with the Phrygians?”


  The last time Sam had seen Teal’c look so smug was when they’d bullied Thoran into handing over the Tok’ra mission reports. Carried away, her foot! He was after something, and so he’d chucked a snowball at an unstable slope and waited for the avalanche to happen. Going by the smugness, the first drift was on its way downhill.


  “Yes!” yelped Hamilqart. “He was to have met with the leader of the Phrygians. You have witnessed the outcome of his… labors.”


  “Wasn’t he supposed to have sailed to Sidonia to bring back some children?” Daniel pointed out.


  “Daniel Jackson, do you believe we could have told the people of Abibaal’s true intentions? There would have been a revolt! The Tyreans do not take kindly to heresy!”


  “How can talking be heresy?”


  “Whenever it involves talking to the enemies of the Lord Meleq!”


  “And for this reason you insisted that the Lady Ayzebel forego any further contact with the Phrygians and release her pigeons,” Teal’c contributed matter-of-factly.


  “Of course! It is my duty as her –”


  The goblet had slipped from Hamilqart’s fingers and struck the planks, exploding in a fountain of shards and wine. Their resident archaeologist flinched at the destruction of the artifact. How much was Phoenician glass on the open market? Probably priceless. Pale as wax, Hamilqart crumpled on one of the seating cushions that littered the deck.


  “You knew all along, Lord Spirit, did you not?” he whispered. “The Lord Meleq has sent you to try my devotion, and I have failed.”


  “Perhaps not,” the Lord Spirit replied. “However, I must advise you to speak the truth now. Your wife warned the Phrygians that the children’s rite of passage was about to take place?”


  Somebody should advise Teal’c to curb his intake of vintage American cop series. Next he’d Mirandize the guy. But seeing that Hamilqart wasn’t familiar with The Streets of San Francisco, it actually worked.


  “Yes.”


  “And it was the Lady Ayzebel who passed on the information about the harbor and the hidden entrance to the temple?”


  “The Phrygians have always known about the harbor, but she did reveal the door to them.”


  “Why would she do this?”


  Hamilqart slid off the cushion and onto his knees. “Please, Lord Spirit… I beg you to understand. She is not to blame. She is not an evil woman. She was misled from childhood. Her father, like most men in her village, worshipped the bull-slayer.” A guilty glance darted Daniel’s way. “I lied to you Daniel Jackson. I lied to protect her. Her village, it was not abandoned. We destroyed it many years ago, when the heresy became known. I was with the men sent to extirpate the abomination. I was young then. When I found her, she had already witnessed the deaths of her family. She was so beautiful and so afraid… I secretly took her away with me, and I hid her, and then, after some time had passed and it was safe, I gave her the name Ayzebel and married her. We told people that she had come from a remote mountain village. Nobody ever suspected. Not even Kandaulo…”


  “What happened to the other survivors?” asked Daniel.


  “There were none.”


  “But shouldn’t they have been… purified?”


  “We tried, Daniel Jackson. Believe me, we tried. But all those whom we took for purification proved recalcitrant. They would not alter their ways, and thus they could not be purified. They abandoned themselves to the wrath of the Lord Meleq.”


  “You mean you executed them!”


  “We and the Lord Meleq would have much preferred them to live. Death always is a last resort. But by renouncing Meleq’s mercy, they forfeited their right to choose.”


  “Of course,” muttered Daniel, looking sick and biting back whatever else he’d been about to add.


  “I see.” The spirit steered the confession back on track. “So the Lady Ayzebel sought to avenge the murder of her fellow villagers?”


  “No, Lord Spirit!” The brief surge of confidence had ebbed, and Hamilqart was beginning to sweat. “I told you she is not evil! She was misled! I swear, I did my best to teach her otherwise, for such is my duty as her husband and as an acolyte of the Mysteries of Meleq. But there are fears that can never be fully dispelled, especially in a mother.”


  “What fears?”


  “The Phrygians believe that a terrible fate befalls our children at the hands of the Lord Meleq. It is a shameful lie, an old wives’ tale to scare their own young. But the tale has wrought its damage. Ayzebel is convinced it is true.”


  Sam remembered the night of the procession and the anxious sense of anticipation that had hung around the Tyrean woman. It all made sense now. Ayzebel hadn’t been waiting for the procession or to see her son for the last time. She’d been waiting for the Phrygians to arrive, because she knew – or at the very least hoped – they would be riding to the rescue.


  “So when Luli was chosen, your wife alerted the Phrygians?” asked Sam. The moment she said it, she realized it couldn’t be right. Too short notice to set up a reliable contact.


  A miserable shake of the head confirmed it. “She has aided them for a long time. Perhaps even since Luli was born. The Phrygians told her that, if she did their bidding, her son would be safe. She trusted them. I assume, she had no choice. It was very likely that Luli would be chosen, and she always dreaded the day.”


  “And you have known all these years?” Teal’c again.


  “No! I never knew until the night of the procession! When your friends were taken along with the children, Ayzebel became terrified, and that night, after you had gone to the temple with Kandaulo, she confessed what she had done. That is why I joined you. I am not a fighting man. I am no good at war. But I must atone, for her mistakes and for mine. Perhaps, if I am killed tomorrow, she will be forgiven. Please, Lord Spirit…”


  He lay half prostrate, white-knuckled fingers clutching the fabric of Teal’c’s pants in a death grip. All of a sudden, Sam felt nauseous. He hadn’t deserved this, not if his only crime was trying to protect his wife. She launched an angry stare at her friend, semaphoring that it was enough. Teal’c acknowledged it with a barely perceptible nod.


  “Rise, Hamilqart.” The Jaffa practically pulled him up by the scruff of the neck and gravely studied the shivering man before him. “I believe you. You have my word that we shall keep your and the Lady Ayzebel’s secret.”


  “Even from the Lord Meleq?” breathed Hamilqart, like he couldn’t believe his luck and was trying to decide whether such leniency was a good thing or a bad, perpetuating the lies.


  “Nothing further shall be said. On one condition.”


  “Name it, Lord Spirit, please!”


  “If tomorrow there comes a chance to do parley with the Phrygians, we shall take it. Do not object or hinder us in any way!”


  “It shall be as you say, I promise. But you must understand, Lord Spirit, that I cannot speak for the priests.”


  The priests being Lords Fuano and Tendao, who traveled on the second battleship and had been dispatched by the Synod to supervise matters spiritual. Or perhaps because Kandaulo figured it would be a good way of getting rid of a nuisance. The shape Tendao was in, he might just die of heart failure when the wind breezed up.


  “Do not concern yourself with the priests. Your only concern is with us,” replied Teal’c.


  “As you wish.” Hamilqart nodded eagerly and his gaze fell on the mess he’d made earlier. “I… I need to call a servant to remove these shards. You might hurt yourselves.”


  With that he pattered down the stairs and vanished below-decks. Most likely he just wanted to get out of the line of fire before the spirit changed his mind.


  “Uh… Teal’c?” Daniel spent longer than usual shuffling his glasses back up his nose. “What the hell did you think you were doing?”


  Sam nodded mutely, seconding the motion.


  The eyebrow flicked skywards, and Teal’c gave one of his rare smiles. “Major Carter. I believe I am correct in assuming that you wish for us to form a vanguard and approach the Phrygians stealthily before the onset of hostilities. My actions may perhaps ensure that Hamilqart will not attract attention to our departure from the Tyrean troops.” After a brief pause he admitted, “They also satisfied my curiosity.”


  


  Chapter Eleven


  
     
  


  Illa res inquam mulieres non atingit.” I’m telling you this matter is no woman’s business, Dr. Siobhan Kelly mouthed along morosely. She’d been hearing that since she got up. Thirty-eight times so far, if her count was correct.


  A couple of steps later she paused to catch her breath. Halfway up the foothills they’d finally reached the edge of a sparse pine forest. It had to be midmorning, and the skies were clear. The two suns seemed to have entered into a contest, and even a fresh mountain breeze did nothing to ease the heat. She grabbed a fistful of stola and dabbed the perspiration off her face. Finally something that ridiculous agglomeration of fabric was suited for.


  Scurrying across the meadows below, she could see another group headed in their direction. Women and children and a few ancient veterans on walking sticks, shooed on by a pair of guards. They seemed to be the last lot to have left the garrison. The groups that had gone before were out of sight now, vanished around a rocky outcrop further up.


  Naturally, noone had bothered to explain to her why they were re-enacting the Exodus. Just over an hour ago, a soldier had run down the main street at a brisk clip, shouting at the top of his lungs. It had resulted in further hollering from sundry parties and general headless-chicken behaviour. Shortly after that, and with similar discretion and decorum, Round Rosy had come barging into Kelly’s room and announced that they were to leave immediately. Kelly had plopped onto the bed and informed her that she wasn’t going anywhere unless they either told her where O’Neill was or produced him in person.


  This had occasioned the thirty-seventh iteration of that infuriating sentence. Illa res inquam mulieres non atingit.


  Then two soldiers had appeared on the plot and physically hauled her out of the door and into the street, until she’d shown signs of voluntary cooperation. Her mood, which thanks to a sleepless night hadn’t been brilliant to begin with, had deteriorated to an all-time low. Partly it was her own fault, and Kelly knew it. She should have rammed the facts down his throat, whether he wanted to hear them or not.


  The jigsaw pieces had slotted into place as soon as she’d clapped eyes on that medallion in the assembly hall yesterday. Subsequently she’d kicked herself for not having made the connection sooner. Served her right for stupidly expecting aliens to be alien. They weren’t. They were just, well… Roman. The Phrygian clothes, the ‘bull-slayer’, the mystery, even the melodramatic handshake ritual, spelled it out in capital letters: they were disciples of Mithras. But, of course, that plonker would insist on not listening to her and had gone where angels feared to tread. And now he’d probably got what he deserved, and her watchdogs steadfastly refused to tell her where he was or when he’d be back. If he’d be back.


  She’d read enough to wonder. Whenever her undergraduates threatened to grow infatuated with so-called Roman virtue or to fall for the fluffy fantasies of Mary Stewart, she’d bundle them into a coach and ship them off to Carrawburgh to have a gander at the Mithraeum there. The one item that never failed to impart a healthy dose of realism on young airheads was the evocatively named ‘ordeal pit’. Most extant descriptions were gleefully sadistic; alleged initiation practices included branding, starvation, flogging, some kind of trial by fire, odd goings-on with animal masks, and ritual murder. The latter being somewhat confusing. Dr. Kelly couldn’t for the life of her imagine how one would initiate a corpse into one’s secret society.


  But even if that particular item defied credence, none of the rest sounded terribly cheerful. Enough to drive anyone barmy. And he was nutty as a fruitcake already. Any crazier, and he wouldn’t be able to do what he ought to do, namely get her out of this…


  Oh crumbs! Who did she think she was fooling? She was worried out of her mind. She liked that pigheaded Irish fool, no use denying it. Finding a half-decent sparring partner was a rare pleasure. Better yet, behind the bulwark of irony lurked a Quixotesque romantic who actually put his money where his mouth was and went and fought the bloody windmills.


  “Oh hell, duckie,” she groaned.


  Round Rosy, who had continued stolidly to plod uphill, seemed to have realised that she’d misplaced her charge, turned, and came galumphing back, sprightly as a hippopotamus.


  “Veni, domina! Celeriter!”


  “Festina lente,” Kelly shot back, which roughly translated as make haste slowly. She’d never have believed that a public school stockpile of inane Roman proverbs would come in handy one day.


  Suddenly an idea presented itself. Round Rosy wanted her to jog up that mountain at best possible speed. Kelly wanted answers. Surely they’d be able reach some form of agreement, wouldn’t they? Besides, she could do with a rest, and this was a delightful spot. The view was stunning, overlooking the lush, sun-drenched valley and the garrison below, and the trees were fragrant and gave plenty of shade.


  Professor Kelly dusted a handful of pine needles off a convenient rock and sat down just as Rosy rumbled to a halt.


  “Domina! Noli restare –”


  “Ubi est?”


  Rosy’s face took on a flattering mulish cast, and she brayed, “Quis?”


  “Who? God give me strength! The wretched creature’s asking me who? You tell me right now where they’ve taken the lad, or you’ll have to carry me up that mountain!”


  Somewhere towards the latter end of that harangue Kelly noticed the obvious glitch and repeated all of it in Latin, which sounded far too polite for her purposes. Not that it had any substantial difference in effect.


  Shoulders drooping with frustration, Rosy shook her head. “Nescio, domina. Verum est.”


  A straight answer for once, but the woman claimed she didn’t know. Likely enough. Rosy probably didn’t know what day of the week it was. So much for the power of passive resistance. Now what? Surrender gracefully, or take a leaf out of Mahatma Gandhi’s book and sit here until she starved?


  While she still pondered the dilemma, the group she’d watched earlier caught up with them. Its vanguard was a muscular, no-nonsense redhead who herded before her the Tyrean boy, Luli. He looked sleepy and altogether as enthusiastic about this expedition as Kelly felt. When he saw her, he brightened up a little and ran over.


  “Lady Siobhan! I am so pleased to find you!” He coupled it with a little bow.


  At least the boy had manners. The address also reminded her that she was on Her Majesty’s Birthday List. Unless she got off this godforsaken planet within the next three months, she could go whistling for her DBE. It would be Dame Siobhan, of course, but she wouldn’t get either title if she pretended to be a speck of lichen on this rock. Which quite convincingly solved her quandary.


  Kelly rose and did her best to smile at the boy. Normally she avoided minors like the plague. How the dickens did one make conversation with a child?


  “Hello, Luli. How do you do?” A little stilted, but it was a start.


  “I do not like these people,” he mumbled miserably. “I want to go home!”


  “Join the club, laddie. I don’t like them either, and I want to go home, too. See, now there’s two of us already.”


  “Two?” His face fell further, and a tinge of panic infused his eyes. “Where is Jack? What did they do to him? He fought for me! Did they harm him? I shall kill them if they did!”


  What was she supposed to say to that, apart from admitting that this boy had put her to shame. There were more important things than a poxy knighthood. So what was she to do? Tell him the truth? Dear Mama hadn’t believed in mollycoddling, and Luli would find out sooner or –


  “Lady Siobhan?”


  Good God, she hated this!


  “I don’t know,” she said at last, trying to sound positive and mask her own fear. Right now she wanted nothing so much as a quiet, mildewed study and a desk piled with insipid student essays. Sod fieldwork! “They took him away yesterday, and I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of him since. They won’t tell me what happened to him.”


  “I shall kill them! I shall kill –”


  “Shush! Don’t talk like a halfwit! You’re neither old enough nor strong enough to kill anybody. Besides, I’m sure he’s just fine.”


  “You think so?” the child snivelled.


  “I know so. Because he is old enough and strong enough to kill somebody.”


  Or to get killed… What was it she’d said – thought – about no mollycoddling? She was mollycoddling herself, that’s what.


  Birds twittered, Round Rosy flapped her hands impatiently, and so did the harridan who had escorted the boy. The rest of the ramblers had filed past, and up ahead the last old morsel hastily doddered around the bend in the trail and disappeared from view. Without making a conscious decision to do so, Kelly grabbed the child’s grubby little paw, her glower daring the women to stop her. They made no move to interfere. All of a sudden it occurred to her that they looked scared. What in God’s name was going on?


  Squeezing Luli’s hand, she said, “You’re staying with me from now on. Alright?”


  The tears still threatened to spill. Heaven help her if he started bawling! How did one handle a bawling child? Shouting at it probably wouldn’t be acceptable. She set off for the rocks before the dreaded contingency could come to pass. The boy tagged along gamely, and the women exchanged a puzzled glance and followed in her wake. So far, so good. She assumed she should talk to him, provide some diversion, but pointing out tweety-birds and furry rats probably wouldn’t do the trick.


  “Luli?” she asked.


  “Yes, Lady?”


  “Do you know why everybody’s going up there?”


  “Not everybody, Lady. Only the women and children, and the crippled and old men who cannot carry arms anymore.”


  Gracious! This child was sharper than she! She’d completely missed it, but he was right. They were hiding their women, young, and infirm, which could only mean one thing…


  “Why do you think that is?”


  “The Lord Meleq is angry. He has sent out his spirit to reclaim what is his. You shall see, Lady Siobhan.” Luli kicked at a pebble that leaped in the air and tumbled through parched grass and pine needles and came to rest between the roots of a tree. Then he gazed up at her, a sly little grin on his face. “The Lord Spirit shall free us. And then he shall unleash Meleq’s wrath on the Phrygians. You shall see.”


  The Lord Spirit was more likely to unleash his own wrath once he discovered that his Colonel had disappeared. But if the boy was right and the Tyreans had come, hopefully they would be in time to find the man, rather than merely his body.


  Despite the sweltering heat, Dr. Kelly shivered.


   


  If at first you don’t succeed, die and die and die and die and die and die and die again.


  Jack O’Neill took a slow breath and opened his eyes. A rock chamber, smudges of absurdly warm light quivering on walls and ceiling, and a sallow, narrow raptor’s face above him. Right and wrong. There were bits missing. He should be laid out in the cold radiance of the sarcophagus. The face should have a fussily trimmed beard.


  No beard.


  No sarcophagus.


  The face pinched with concern, and that was absolutely wrong.


  “Wake up, Deodatus! Do you hear me?”


  Human voice, not that soulless metallic resonance…


  That breath he’d sucked in and held escaped in a shudder.


  Lines crinkled around hazel eyes as the face broke into a smile. Baal had a great sense of humor. No, really. Baal smiled at anything. A whimper, a moan, a scream…


  A hard, callused hand slipped under his neck, raising his head.


  “Drink!”


  When had he heard that before? Something had happened. Someone had said ‘Drink!’ and something had –


  “Drink!”


  Flask. There’d been a flask. But this was a cup, and it smelled of nothing. No. It smelled cool. Water? Water.


  The cup nudged his lips, and he drank thirstily. It rinsed away the gooey taste in his mouth. Honey… There’d been honey, and swallowing hurt. His throat hurt, period. It felt tight and swollen.


  “More?”


  Jack nodded, clinging on to that ache in his throat. It made all the difference. He’d never hurt afterwards. The sarcophagus had seen to that. He’d been just as dazed as he was now, but he hadn’t hurt. After a few more sips, he pushed the cup aside and decided to take a cautious sniff at what purported to be reality.


  He lay on a stone bench in the chamber he remembered. The one with the medallion and the raven and the lions. The stone bench had grown a pillow and a blanket to keep him warm. They hadn’t killed him. At least he didn’t think they had. But they were doing their impressive best to mess with his head.


  “Tertius?” Talking was less than comfortable, and he sounded like he’d knocked back a gallon of that high-octane paint stripper Daniel had taught the kids on Abydos to brew.


  The smile returned, riding on the back of a sigh. “Do you know where you are?”


  “Not in Kansas anymore.”


  And he wouldn’t even be here… la-dee-da-dee-da-dee-da-da… if he only had a brain.


  The smile crumpled into a frown. “Why didn’t you trust me, Deodatus? It would have been easier. I gave you my word, didn’t I? We’d never harm you.”


  No. It was a ritual, wasn’t it? To see what it would take to make him beg off? They’d pushed him to the edge and hauled him back, three times. Three elements. Water. Fire. Air. What about earth?


  “How often… How often do you get it wrong?”


  “Never. Not once.”


  Perhaps. They’d timed it perfectly. Just long enough to make him lose consciousness. And a few bonus seconds to ensure he wasn’t faking it.


  “How long have I been out?”


  “You woke up briefly and had some water. I’d be surprised if you recalled it. Then you slept for several hours, which is normal. You were exhausted.”


  No kidding. He risked a sit-up and realized that somebody had put clothes on him in the meantime. Including the same white, embroidered tunic as Tertius and a pile-up of guys by the entrance to the chamber. They jostled for good viewing spots and ogled him with scary enthusiasm.


  “Salve, frater,” blurted a daring spirit.


  Greetings, Brother?


  His left hand shot to the top of his head. Nope. Nobody had shaved him while he couldn’t scream blue murder. Just checking.


  “Howdy.” He decided on half a grin.


  The brothers murmured approvingly, still gawking as though they expected him to burst into song or, at the very least, into a speech. Jack looked away, scanned the rest of the room, until his gaze settled on the raven mask that sat next to him on the bench. He carefully ran a finger over its crest. The feathers were real and the craftsmanship amazing. The beak had been carved from a piece of olive wood and polished to a sheen. It gaped angrily. The bird was about to caw. And say what?


  “What does it mean?” he asked softly.


  “It marks your status among us,” replied Tertius. “You are a neophyte, a Raven, who follows and lives on death.”


  Did Tertius know how appallingly and unbelievably apt this was, or had it been fluke? The man’s face gave away nothing, and Jack refused to pursue the implications of the totem he’d been assigned.


  “Who are you?”


  “Pater sum.”


  “Aren’t you a bit young to be their father?” His eyes found the audience again.


  Tertius chuckled. “I joined the brotherhood as soon as I was given a man’s toga.”


  “What about them?”


  “Caius here” – Tertius pointed at a scrawny guy in his sixties whose face was disfigured by a deep, puckered scar zigzagging across his cheek and down to his mouth – “is Heliodromus, a sun runner, who has reached the final stage of enlightenment. He is the most senior brother next to myself. Marcellus and Tullius” – two nods from among the throng by the door – “are Leones, at the beginning of their journey to spiritual wisdom. You’ve met them, of course.”


  The lions. Oh yes. And obviously their candles had short wicks, although nobody was home to trim them. How come that, whenever he died, somebody insisted on hitting him over the head with an extract from Oma Desala’s anthology of impenetrable mantras? So help him, if anyone so much as breathed the word ‘Ascension’ he’d –


  “And there,” Tertius carried on, “is Gnaeus, whom you also know. He is Nymphos, a bride.”


  “A… bride?”


  “Gnaeus has vowed to remain celibate for a year.”


  Which would explain the attitude. Jack winced. The blushing bride beamed at him, revealing a startling gap where an upper incisor had lodged not too long ago.


  “Queaso, frater, erudi me. Volo discere artificium tuum,” Beefcake lisped through the gap.


  So he wanted to learn the trick that had cost him a tooth, did he?


  “Placet,” agreed Jack, guessing that the least he could do was teach him. “Nunc?”


  The men laughed.


  “Your eagerness to instruct your brother honors you, Deodatus,” said Tertius, grinning. “But fighting, even in jest, is not permitted in the shrine of Mithras.”


  Who?


  Tertius flicked a glance at the relief on the head wall, the young man killing the bull. So this was Mithras. Jack rose, wandered over to the relief and studied it again, without drawing any conclusions above and beyond the fact that the bull looked doped. Where was Daniel when you needed him?


  Eventually he turned, challenged Tertius. “You promised to tell me about him.”


  “I did.”


  As if on cue, the men silently filed along the benches and sat down, impatient to listen to a story they must have heard time and time again. Tertius took a step forward, his face flushed copper by the torchlight, serene and intense at once.


  “Mithras is the god of truth and heavenly light, the judge of our souls, the star that goes with you and shines out of the depths. He was born of the virgin mother – ”


  That sounded familiar somehow.


  “– and sent to be our protector and savior.”


  “From what?”


  “Ahriman.”


  “Harriman?” Actually his name was Davis, although it had taken Jack a while to –


  “Ahriman is evil absolute. Our legend says that he took the shape of a bull to fight Mithras. Mithras slew the bull, but Ahriman’s essence remained. It crawled into a new shape.”


  And that, too, sounded familiar. In a sick sort of way. “Ahriman is a Goa’uld?”


  A whisper traveled through the line of men, and Caius, the old boy with the scar, snapped, “You know of the Goa’uld? How?”


  “We killed a bunch.”


  You could have heard the proverbial pin drop. At last somebody whispered again, presumably a translation, and the murmurs grew louder. Beefcake gazed at him with undiluted reverence.


  “Goa’uld occidisti?”


  “I had help.”


  “You forget his name, brothers.” Suddenly Tertius was wearing his sphinx-smirk. “Deodatus is a gift sent by Mithras. With his aid we shall finish what we have begun.”


  Or not. God’s gift was gonna get cranky as hell if people didn’t stop shoving him across the chessboard like a pawn. On the other hand, if there really was a Goa’uld involved… Jack had never even heard of this guy. Probably not a system lord. Probably some minor creep who was content to terrorize the population of some out-of-the-way planet.


  “So what became of this… Ahriman?”


  “He became Meleq.”


  “What?”


  Jack blinked. He had difficulty believing it, because they’d seen none of the usual red flags go up in Tyros. But Tertius didn’t look like he was lying. None of them did. Unlike Jack’s buddy, Kantankero the High Priest. Then again, if you were doing the enlightened thing and served the god of truth, lying would be a bit of a no-no, wouldn’t it?


  “You’re saying Meleq is a –”


  “Goa’uld. Meleq is Ahriman. Evil absolute.”


  Yeah, well… a snake by any other word would smell as rank… Jack found a spare seat on the bench, sat down, and tried to digest the newsflash.


  “The Tyreans? Do they know?”


  “Only their Synod,” one of the lions, Marcellus or Tullius, replied. “Meleq – Ahriman – loves deception. He will send his Jaffa to tend to the wounded, to distribute food to the needy, and to train the Tyrean soldiers so that they may defeat us one day.”


  That solved at least one riddle. No wonder everyone had gone cross-eyed with bliss to see Teal’c. But it didn’t necessarily mean –


  “Where’s the deception?” asked Jack.


  “He tricks the Tyreans into sacrificing their young.”


  “Sacrificing them?”


  “They’re killed. All of them, except the few chosen to be hosts. They’re the unlucky ones.”


  Too damn right, they were. “So that’s why you –”


  “That is why we are raiding their temples and stealing their children,” Tertius cut in. “Do you understand now, Deodatus?”


  “And I suppose you tried talking to them?”


  “We did. Many years ago, we had a settlement near Tyros. We traded with the Tyreans, and we talked to them, and some of the people began to listen. Then the Synod learned of it and ordered our village wiped out. The Tyreans killed indiscriminately, men, women, and children. The few prisoners they took died rather than submit to Meleq. After that, they started persecuting us wherever we went, until we fled into hiding on the islands.”


  Holy crap… Sectarian zealotry was a lovely thing, wasn’t it?


  “So the attack on the ship was a bit of both? Retaliation and rescue?”


  “Deodatus! You’re not listening to me! We had nothing to do with it.” Tertius looked pissed, then he clamped down on his temper. No fighting in the shrine of Mithras. “Tell us about the ship!”


  As dispassionately as he could, Jack sketched out the sordid details for them. By the end of it, there was a stew of fury and dismay simmering in the chamber. These guys either were the most talented gang of actors he’d ever come across, or they’d genuinely had no idea. At last Tertius stirred, rubbed a hand over his face.


  “You say that Abibaal was among the dead?”


  Jack nodded. “He and two of his sidekicks, apparently.”


  “This is very bad news.”


  “Bad news? The other day in the square I didn’t get the impression that Abibaal was any too popular with you folks.”


  “Your impression is correct, Deodatus.” Tertius had started pacing, round and round the room, to the point where Jack got edgy enough to want to get up and trot along. “What you don’t know is that Abibaal wished to negotiate a truce.”


  “A truce?”


  “He was an old man. Sometimes old men grow a conscience.”


  “How did he contact you?”


  “We still have friends among the Tyreans. Not many, but some. His wish became known to them, and the message was relayed. We arranged a meeting. When Abibaal failed to come, I went to Tyros to find out what had happened. That was when you first saw me. If I hadn’t had to run, I might have found out about the ship sooner.”


  “Nothing personal, but you might wanna work on the camouflage. You didn’t exactly blend in, did you?”


  “No.” Tertius finally slowed to a halt. “It’s a matter of pride, Deodatus. Foolish pride perhaps, but we are honored to wear Mithras’ garments.”


  “So if you didn’t attack the ship, who did?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” asked Caius. “It could only have been –”


  “Tertius! Tertius!”


  The shout bounced through the cavern outside and ricocheted up the tunnel and into the chamber. Despite the distortion from the echo Jack thought he’d identified the voice. The other men instantly came to their feet.


  “Hic, Flavie!” Tertius hollered back. Then he said, “You will have to wait. Flavius wouldn’t come here, unless it were important.”


  Jack groaned. He’d let himself be folded, spindled, and mutilated just to get that goddamn answer, and now Mr Nosegay had slammed the door on him. “Look –”


  Flavius came skidding in, sweaty red and yelping. “Naves tres, domine! Naves longae! Tyreni veniunt!”


  Time seemed to freeze. Even if Jack hadn’t understood what Flavius was saying, the look of shock on every face would have been enough.


  “Geez, Carter… Your timing sucks,” he muttered softly.


  Tertius heard him anyway. “Carter?”


  “My second-in-command. You didn’t think my people would just shrug and move on without me, did you?”


  “How did this Carter find us? And why did he bring the Tyrean ships?”


  “Probably because one of the very few things she can’t do is fly. As for –”


  “She? Your second-in-command is a woman?”


  “Oh yes. And right now she’s your best guarantee for damage limitation. She won’t allow any knee-jerk reactions on the part of the Tyreans if she can help it.”


  You got that, Carter? No knee-jerk reactions!


  


  Chapter Twelve


  
     
  


  In the glittering waters of the fjord below the ships were dying, floating fireballs that sent dark columns of smoke roiling between the cliffs that closed in the harbor. If you listened closely, you could hear the sputter of the flames all the way up here.


  It had to have been the priests’ idea, and it left a bad taste in Dr. Jackson’s mouth, which had nothing to do with the smell of burning wood and hemp and canvas that hung in the gorge. It was unnecessary. Mindless vandalism. Nobody could have taken these ships to sea. The Tyrean galleys effectively blocked the harbor entrance.


  “Great,” he hissed. “That leaves us in a really strong bargaining position.”


  “From their point of view it’s a strategic move, Daniel. No ships, no raids.”


  “Sure. I just have a feeling that the decision wasn’t quite as lucid as you make it out to be.”


  Teal’c unhappily contemplated the giant smoke signal. “It would appear that we have lost the element of surprise.”


  Daniel fancied he heard a familiar voice growl Ya think? and pushed it away. Hang in there, Jack.


  “If we ever had it.” Sam shrugged. “I can’t see these folks sitting around, waiting for the sky to fall. They must have some kind of advance warning system.”


  It made sense. Homing pigeons and plenty of lookout points in the mountains, and the place was perfectly protected. The only decent route inland was the path beneath them. Which could be defended by a crew of altar boys armed with Popsicle sticks, even against the small but exquisitely peeved army marching up the trail now.


  Predictably, their suggestion to ask questions first and shoot later had met with a pronounced lack of enthusiasm from Lords Tendao and Fuano. Fuano had launched into the Tyrean equivalent of fire and brimstone, and Tendao had turned the color of an overripe eggplant and displayed all signs of an imminent cardio-vascular event. This despite, or maybe because of, the fact that Hamilqart had been as good as his word and sat on the fence with great dexterity, which hadn’t exactly endeared him to the priests. It was to be a show of force, designed to make the Phrygians tremble before the wrath of Meleq.


  Peering down from his aerie, Daniel figured the Tyreans were eminently more likely to be the ones doing the trembling – before the wrath of this unit of twenty men that straddled the narrowest point of the pass. They were outnumbered ten to one, but their position was unassailable from the path and they weren’t altar boys. They were tall and brawny, and their build and demeanor made them professional soldiers. They didn’t wield Popsicle sticks either. They had swords and javelins.


  Until a few moments ago they’d been sitting tight, waiting for the first head to poke around the shoulder of rock that shielded them from below but also obstructed their view of the path and the harbor. Then one of them had spotted those fingers of smoke poking into the sky, and they’d obviously guessed what it meant. Reactions were distinctly on the pissed side.


  “What are you going to do?” muttered Daniel.


  “Watch and wait,” Sam muttered back.


  “They’ll make mincemeat of the Tyreans!”


  “The Tyreans’ll get their noses tweaked and then they’ll retreat and think again. It buys us time. This isn’t the Phrygians’ main force.”


  “I concur,” came a soft rumble from Teal’c.


  “But –”


  The Jaffa’s head snapped round, and Sam’s followed suit. Then Daniel heard it too: a gentle clatter and hiss rising from the shadowy cleft in the rocks at their six. He recognized the sound. It was made by wafer-thin layers of slate trodden loose and slithering down the gully he and Sam and Teal’c had climbed fifteen minutes ago.


  “Company?” murmured Daniel. If anyone had followed them up here, they’d have a lot of explaining to do.


  Sam waved him off impatiently. Finally she whispered, “Teal’c. Check it out.”


  Quiet as a mouse – a very large mouse – Teal’c crept back to the edge of the ravine and stood looking and listening for what seemed like ages. At last he returned.


  “It was an animal perhaps. The noise did not repeat itself.”


  “Okay.” Sam visibly relaxed and checked on the Phrygians again. They were getting ready. She blew out a puff of breath and said, “Daniel, you’re on. Find the guy who’s running this show and talk some sense into him. A white flag would be good. Stay in radio contact. Teal’c and I’ll try to slow down the Tyreans. Good luck!”


  “Thanks.”


  How they were proposing to achieve the slowing-down part was beyond Dr. Jackson, but he didn’t argue. Instead he ducked past a broken slab of basalt and under the lip of rock that overhung the ledge and started to sneak towards the inland slope of the crater.


   


  Jack felt like a can of Pedigree Choice Cuts and wanted that toga. Badly. That was the short version. The long one was unsuitable for mixed company.


  On the way out of the cave they’d stopped off at a chamber that served as an armory. It was devoid of any useful toys, such as guns or stun grenades or zats or claymores. Instead it housed the local museum of antiquities. Daniel would have swooned with bliss. Standard equipment was metal armor, a sword and scabbard, and a spear. After doing the math Jack had foregone the latter in favor of a dagger; no chance of him hitting anything that moved faster than a sloth with one of those pig-stickers. Besides he liked to have his hands free.


  He’d need them free. The armor chafed and doubled as a sweat lodge, and the scabbard bounced off his thigh with every step. He was waiting for the magic moment when it’d get caught between his legs, resulting in one colonel coming into intimate, if abrupt contact with the landscape.


  How the hell had the Romans ever managed to conquer half of Europe? The other guys’ gear must have been worse. Go figure… He longingly thought of his P90, which safely sat in a bathtub at Hamilqart’s house.


  Then he thought Loser!


  They were clambering up a damp, claustrophobic gorge littered with burst tree trunks and moss-covered boulders. There was no path to speak of, and the going proved difficult. Not helped by those pesky sandals. The only thing they were good for was scooping up pebbles at the toe end. Once scooped up, the pebbles would stay trapped under your feet for as long as they possibly could, before popping out at the heel just in time to make room for the next lot.


  Loser!


  Miss Marple would love this. Outmoded means of warfare, bare-knuckled man-to-man stuff. Oh yeah. She’d lap it up. Once she’d finished lapping, she’d yell at him for having got himself involved. Jack grinned. Well, she’d yell at him anyway, but at least she was safe for now. According to Flavius, all women and children had been evacuated from the garrison.


  The guy on point, Tullius or Marcellus, hung a sharp left up the side of the gorge. The last six meters required a couple of pull-ups and some climbing, and then they emerged on a lightly forested ridge, perhaps two klicks from where the pass came up from the harbor. It was obvious why they’d chosen this spot: you could overlook almost the entire valley and had pretty decent cover while you were at it.


  The village dozed amid fields and outlying olive groves, looking small and vulnerable. The first thing Jack noticed was that the battlements seemed as woefully undermanned as they had the day he’d arrived. His headcount amounted to fifteen men.


  “That’s it?” he gasped.


  Tertius crouched next to him and was doing his Mona Lisa impression again, which gave the game away. “Do you think we’re fools, Deodatus? Look over there!”


  The finger pointed to the left of the V-shaped gap that cradled the pass. A sunbeam glancing off some shiny surface – a sword or a shield – helped. Tiny figures were moving across the slope, swiftly and stealthily fanning out in a broad line. Over on the opposite leg of the V a mirror image of the move was in progress. There had to be fifty men hidden either side of the trail. The garrison was the Judas goat bleating to be raided, and the way there led past those men.


  Cute. Jack gave an appreciative whistle. “How many on the pass?”


  “On the pass?”


  “Do you think I’m a fool, Tertius?”


  “No.” The man laughed softly. “Twenty. The Tyreans will fight hard to get past, and our men will slowly retreat and lead them between the main force. They’ll be crushed.”


  Depends, Jack thought. Depends on who’s with them… His Tyrean pals had wasted years trying to ferret out the Phrygians, and now they’d miraculously succeeded within three days of him and Kelly being kidnapped? This thing had Carter’s paw prints all over it. And if she was here, so were Daniel and Teal’c. All of which might prove to be more of a hindrance than a help. Also, people might get hurt…


  Suddenly he noticed the twin columns of smoke peeking over the gap, realized what they meant. “It cost you.”


  “I counted on it. We shall take their ships. Besides, this island isn’t our only settlement. But we must hurry now. Come, Deodatus.”


  “And do what?”


  “Spring the trap.”


   


  If it hadn’t been for the anxiety that pulsed relentlessly under all the hubbub, this could have been rather fun. One of those long-gone Sunday afternoon church picnics, albeit with a dash of interest added. Dr. Kelly couldn’t recall ever having gone spelunking on a church picnic.


  Rosy had insisted she squeeze through a nearly invisible tunnel mouth, overgrown with brambles and hardly bigger than a crawlspace. After a dozen yards the tunnel had widened dramatically and finally opened out into an enormous shaft. A few thousand years ago it must have been a lava duct up the flank of the main volcano. The round open space at its centre was about seventy yards in diameter, covered in gravel and a smattering of stubborn creeper plants. It was bisected by a small creek that gushed from a jagged hole in the rocks at one end of the shadowy arena and dropped into a dark fissure at the other, to go on and feed some subterranean body of water. Clammy air, fragrant with moss, told her that sunlight never quite reached this place.


  Children gambolled over the pebbles and splashed through the creek, squealing and impervious to the coolness. One group stood facing a rock wall, playing some version of Grandmother’s Footsteps that involved a dunking for anyone caught moving. Their mothers didn’t seem to mind. Most of the women were flitting about under an overhang that sheltered a number of fireplaces where a communal cook-out was being staged. To the best of Kelly’s knowledge noone had been carrying foodstuffs or bedding on the trek up here, so some of those caves yawning under the overhang had to be larders and sleeping quarters. Quite a refuge, and superbly organised to boot. Unfortunately, the chances of anyone ever finding her here were next to nil.


  She hadn’t been asked to help, either because they didn’t expect her to – after all, she was supposed to be a ‘guest’ – or because they assumed it would be futile. If the latter was the case, they were perfectly correct in their assumptions. Professor Kelly felt no desire at all to facilitate their task of keeping her prisoner. Besides, she was busy. She was observing, and  the observations were much to her satisfaction. These good people believed that nobody could possibly be deluded enough to want to leave this alpine pleasure dome of their own free will. There were no guards by the tunnel that connected the sanctuary to the outside world. Logic dictated that there couldn’t be any at the other end either. Armed men guarding a patch of brambles surely would rouse suspicion, wouldn’t they?


  Stretching leisurely, Kelly rose from the slab of rock where Rosy had deposited her and started ambling in the general direction of the tunnel, smiling at toothless, half-blind veterans and gingerly circumnavigating the odd child tumbling before her feet. Every now and again, she stole a veiled glance at Rosy. If Rosy caught on to what was happening, she was guaranteed to make more noise than all the geese of the Capitol rolled into one. But no. She stood by a cauldron, her broad back to Kelly, arguing with another woman, probably about the merits of borage in goat stew or some such momentous issue. If the argument continued for the next ten yards, Kelly would be home free.


  “Lady Siobhan!”


  She froze, her back stiff as a poker. A quick scan of reactions around her revealed that noone was paying attention, neither to her nor to the boy. She hadn’t been paying attention either, and she should have. He was uncommonly clever for a brat. A while ago she’d seen him talk to the two older Tyrean lads, the ones who, like Luli, had refused to be hoodwinked by Roman bribery. She’d relied on the fact that the conversation would keep him occupied.


  “What?” she hissed, turning around and wearing a look designed to make the Vice Chancellor of the University of Oxford quail.


  The boy stood three feet away from her, a scowl on his face. How had he ever got so close without her noticing? Lots of practice playing Grandmother’s Footsteps? Sneaky things, children.


  “You said I could stay with you!”


  There! That’s why she hated talking to brats. Did they have to take everything so literally?


  “It’s too dangerous. Once it’s all over, I’ll come back for you.”


  “I am not frightened. I know where you are going. If you do not take me with you, I shall tell her!” A skinny little forefinger pointed at Round Rosy, nattering and oblivious. So far.


  Kelly grabbed the finger and pulled it down. Outmanoeuvred by a child. It was all she could do not to splutter with rage. “Alright! But be quiet. Chop-chop!”


  Moments later she and Luli were crawling along the exit tunnel.


   


  Daniel lay sprawled on his belly, peering down on half a battalion of Phrygians and trying to hide in the lee of a rock that somehow seemed desperately small.


  Find the guy who’s running this show.


  Easier said than done. Problem being that he couldn’t see anyone who even remotely looked like the alpha male. The men on the slope beneath had carried out a nice, slick maneuver, just the way they’d been drilled. The orders were delivered by a couple of centurions – NCOs, in other words. So where were the officers?


  For the fifth time inside as many minutes, Dr. Jackson raised his binoculars and scanned the troops either side of the path. Nothing. Not a whisker… Oh hello!


  Something new was happening. On the slope opposite a group of about twenty men broke from the trees and started running across the rubble field and up towards the pass. Their uniforms or whatever they called it were different. They were kitted out in white tunics. Not terribly smart. Set against the cinder gray of the crater, the shirts hollered Shoot me! On the other hand, the only people with guns around here were Sam, Teal’c, and himself, and he sure as hell didn’t plan on shooting anybody. Whoever these guys were, they must have been mobilized in a hurry. One of them had left his javelin at home. Probably just got out of –


  Daniel interrupted his scan of the running men and panned back. Something in the way Mr Spearless moved seemed awfully familiar. Fast and graceful, and every day for almost six years he’d –


  “Holy…!”


  Without losing track of the men, Daniel fumbled for his radio and pushed the call button.


  “Sam! Come in, Sam! Now!”


  A few bars of static, then she replied. “Daniel? Curtain’s gonna go up here any minute, so –”


  “Sam, I got him!”


  “What? You got whom? Daniel?”


  “Jack!” He was grinning like an idiot and knew it. “I got Jack! Check out the hillside opposite, the group cantering your way. Sixth from point, the one without the javelin.”


  There was a short delay, then he heard “Holy Hannah!”


  “Uhm… Sam?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Always assuming they’re not playing paintball out there… He’s with the wrong enemy.”


  Personally, Daniel didn’t care if Jack joined the Keystone Kops just as long as he was alive and in one piece. From a tactical point of view, however, Jack’s unexpected shift in allegiance almost certainly had a knock-on effect on their plans.


  The radio crackled again, and Sam came back. “I noticed, Daniel. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ve got to try and reach him. The man who’s leading that unit is the guy we ran into in Tyros.”


  “What?”


  It was the unthinking reflex of surprise that made him look up towards Sam and Teal’c’s position, otherwise he would have missed it. Despite the gradient, the boulder rolled leisurely, almost reluctantly, each slow bounce knocking free more stones until the entire hillside seemed to liquefy.


  Daniel snapped from a petrified moment of shock, frantically keying the radio. “Sam, get out of there! Get out now! The whole damn mountain’s coming –”


  His voice was drowned out by the roar of stone grinding on stone as the avalanche tore over the ledge. The basalt yoke that formed the narrows of the pass was buried under rock and a mushroom cloud of dust. Then, with the languid pace of the inevitable, the river of shattered stone and torn bodies delved into the canyon, picked up speed, and began to race towards the valley, swallowing everything in its path.


  Part of his mind coldly registered that he was safe, too far above that chute of destruction to be swept along. Tearing from below came screams, screams he could do nothing about. They sparked a gut-churning remembrance of terror and pain and death in another place, another time; screams he could have stopped, all-powerful as he was, should have stopped, no matter what, because –


  “Daniel!” His radio blurted through the cries, real and half-recalled. “Are you okay?”


  “Thank God, Sam!” Panting with relief, he forgot to push the button, cussed, and tried again. “Sam! I’m still here. What about you?”


   


  Good question.


  She’d answer it once Teal’c decided to move. He’d practically thrown her under that stone canopy, and then two hundred and forty pounds of Jaffa had landed on top of her. Enough to wind a walrus.


  “You know, Teal’c, next time you get the urge to jump my bones we to ought find ourselves a room,” she grunted.


  “I do not believe that it would have withstood the rockslide, Major Carter.” He sounded a bit muffled as he finally heaved himself off her butt. “Are you unharmed?”


  “Ask me again in a minute.”


  Sam scrambled to her feet, coughing up dust and trying to determine whether she’d get lectured by Janet Fraiser in the hopefully near future. No, probably not. Her right elbow felt pretty banged up, but it wasn’t broken, just bruised. Teal’c attempted to look dignified through a caked grime facial and failed. Each time he moved his head, some of the silt that had piled up on his bald pate trickled to his shoulder. Eventually Sam realized that she was staring and turned away, stomping on a grin. The ledge was peppered with debris and ankle-deep in gravel. What lay beyond was worse.


  “Are you unharmed?” Apparently the sixty seconds were up.


  “I’m fine, Teal’c. I’m… fine…” she said slowly.


  Whoever had been posted below wasn’t. Gradually the vanes of dust settled, clearing the view on a trail of death and devastation. The men who had guarded the pass were gone, either buried or carried away. From under a heap of stones jutted an arm, pale against dark volcanic rock, still clutching its sword, the blade gleaming in the sunlight with obscene luster. Sam wanted to retch. Suddenly a faint, whispering noise penetrated the unnatural quiet. She spun around, grateful for the distraction.


  A thin veil of dust and gravel hissed from the edge above and formed a mound on one side of the rock shelf. Teal’c studied it pensively and, without warning, grabbed her arm and silently and swiftly pulled her into the shadows behind a boulder. Then she heard it too. Footfalls from above, halting and uneven; the step of someone negotiating difficult and dangerous terrain. Make that two someones. Footsteps One and Two crossed above the overhang until they found a place to climb down onto the sill.


  The soldiers wore Tyrean uniforms, but they weren’t regular troops. They belonged to that award-winning collection of thugs – Temple Guards – who had sailed on the battle-worn third ship. Briefly scanning the ledge, they found nothing amiss and made for the gulch at the far end.


  Her radio chose that moment to crackle to life. “Sam? Come in, Sam.”


  Teeth clenched with frustration, she ripped it from her jacket. Switching it off now would do more harm than good. One of the Guards had turned, alerted by the noise, and carefully crept towards their position. Sam squeezed through a gap behind their boulder and deposited the incriminating black box among some stones right by the precipice. Then she crawled back into cover, praying that Daniel would prove his usual insistent self. Teal’c, who had watched her antics with grave interest, nodded his approval.


  Bang on cue, the radio asked, “Sam? What’s going on up there?”


  The man stopped for a second, listened, and changed his course past the boulder and towards the end of the ledge. Seconds later he found the device. Calling out to his colleague, he briefly weighed it in his hand and flung it out over the rubble field where the pass road had been. The radio squawked “Sam?”, described an elegant arc, and disappeared from view.


  Their visitor rose and wiped a dirty sleeve across an equally dirty face, chuckling. Then he loped back towards the ravine, where the second Guard was waiting. Two minutes later the pair were out of earshot. Sam and Teal’c waited another two minutes before they emerged from cover.


  Staring at the graveyard beneath him, Teal’c muttered, “These men purposely caused the avalanche.”


  She knew what he was thinking. She’d been thinking the same thing. The furtive noises they’d heard from the ravine just after they’d reached this place had to have been made by the two soldiers climbing past.


  “It wasn’t your fault, Teal’c. How were you to know?”


  He didn’t respond.


  At last she said, “You’d better call Daniel. We need to meet up with him.”


  “As you wish.”


   


  “You can’t help them!”


  They were the four ugliest words a commander could ever hope to hear, and Tertius was finding out the hard way. He’d lost two thirds of his little army in a matter of seconds. Jack ducked under a flailing arm, grabbed hold of the man’s shoulders, and shook him roughly. It’d either get him decked, or Tertius would come to his senses.


  “What do you want to do? Run up there and start exhuming the bodies?”


  “They’re my men!”


  “They’re dead!”


  “I’m responsible for them!”


  “Were! Were responsible! You are responsible for the living, and you damn well better start acting on it. The Tyreans ain’t gonna wait till you’ve finished throwing your tantrum!”


  And they wouldn’t. In the distance Jack could see the first small figures crawling over the pass. Too soon and too well organized. In combination it told him that the rockslide hadn’t been an accident. There were weapons of mass destruction that required surprisingly little in the way of research and preparation and delivery.


  Some of what he’d been saying seemed to penetrate at last. Tertius stopped struggling, freed himself gently, and turned to gaze down into the valley again. It was quiet now. Quiet enough to hear the screams of the wounded. All of them were at the lower end of the pass, where the men had had a little more advance warning. Stumbling among the casualties and trying to help were those who had escaped unhurt. Maybe thirty. Few enough.


  The death toll was bound to rise still. Half of the wounded would be dead in a matter of days, from shock or fever or gangrene, and they’d die wishing they’d have been crushed under a boulder. And all the casualties were Phrygian. The surgical precision of the thing was awful and allowed for one inevitable assumption. Precision was Major Samantha Carter’s middle name.


  God help her if she’d done this. God help him if she’d done it for his sake.


  “I knew them all. Each one of them… And now I can’t even tell who’s still alive,” whispered Tertius. Then he released a long breath and squared his shoulders. “My apologies, Deodatus. You are right, of –”


  “Don’t ever apologize to me for caring about your people. I’ve been there.” Jack struggled to unclench a fist of sick, hot fury pumping in this gut and managed to rustle up a smile from somewhere between rage and self-disgust. “You keep this up, I might start trusting you after all.”


  “You’re becoming reckless, my friend.” A faint grin nudged some life into the pallor of Tertius’ face.


  The old warrior, Caius, noticed and a corresponding grin made his scar bulge. The startling facial contortions culminated in a sympathetic wink. If asked he’d probably have recited a similar speech, but he seemed just as happy that he’d been relieved of the duty to deliver a pep talk to his commanding officer. The other men stood watching, shell-shocked and silent. Beefcake looked close to tears.


  “First sign of senility.” Jack shrugged with a levity he didn’t feel. “So… What’s Plan B?”


  “Plan B?”


  “The stuff you come up with when Plan A goes pear-shaped.”


  The endless pause that followed was plenty of answer, and it had nothing to do with idiom. Tertius had understood well enough. There was no Plan B. Easy mistake and one that Jack had made more times than he could count. He’d probably have made it this time, too. That little ambush had been way too sexy to go wrong, hadn’t it?


  “We have to keep them away from where the women and children are hidden,” Tertius said at last. “And we have to get the wounded to safety.”


  Safety was in short supply, and Tertius’ musings weren’t so much a plan as an objective. But it was more than the man had had ten seconds ago, and they weren’t exactly spoiled for choice. All they could do was try and hold the newly created stone barrier at the bottom of the pass until the survivors had recovered the last of the wounded. If they were still alive after that, they’d have to run like hell.


  “Okay,” said Jack. “Let’s go.”


   


  Dr. Kelly was beginning to think she should have stayed put and stirred the goat stew, with or without borage. The valley was too quiet. A while ago they’d heard a thunderous noise that had rumbled on and on, but other than that not a peep. The conspicuous absence of reaction made her nervous. The least one should expect was a little hue and cry, wasn’t it?


  Her stola caught on a bush and she yanked it free impatiently. The ripping noise was satisfactory in a small way.


  Luli whipped around and shushed her before ploughing into the next thicket.


  Maybe she should write a monograph on the Phoenician Boy Scout movement when she got home. It’d be guaranteed to make Cricklebottom and Haig foam at the mouth. This thought cheered her up considerably, and she giggled.


  Luli shushed her again.


  “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, lad! Do you honestly think anybody else is crazy enough to stagger through here?”


  Through here was a steep mountain flank riddled hip-deep with macchia that had to be a haven for vipers and God only knew what else. The crickets alone were driving her mad with their chirping. She could see the village again, deserted and baking in the midday heat, and they were indeed moving away from it. That much at least seemed to be going according to plan.


  “Are you sure this is the right way?”


  “Yes, Lady Siobhan.”


  Five minutes later he disappeared over a crest. Leaving behind more excess fabric, Kelly mustered something akin to a trot to keep up and found him crouching by a slab of rock just beyond the ridge. Below him stretched a cluster of scraggy olive trees, sheltering the road. The boy barely acknowledged her arrival.


  “I told you I would lead you to the road, did I not?” he murmured offhandedly, mesmerised by the scene on the far side of the olive grove.


  “What in God’s name…”


  An avalanche had razed the pass, which explained the racket earlier. It had formed a jumbled barricade just above the trees, and on that barricade perched a group of perhaps twenty suicidal maniacs, furiously defending the olives against an onslaught of Tyrean soldiers pouring from the slope. Behind the barrier, other men were tending to casualties. Kelly felt a breathless, tremulous tug of awe she hadn’t experienced in a long time. She was witnessing history, events that hadn’t occurred for nearly two thousand years: the Romans were fighting a last stand. It was gratifying that their situation should be so desperate. If the Third Punic War had happened a hundred and fifty years later, if the general had been Varus instead of Scipio Africanus, then –


  “The wrath of Meleq is descending upon them,” Luli whispered, engrossed. “I told you this, too, Lady Siobhan.”


  “Shush, lad! Let me watch!”


  The fighting was ugly and brutal, no holds barred, without heroic deaths in slow motion or a rousing symphonic score piped in from the off. The noises filtering up to their perch sounded like pigs brawling over their dinner, and the killings were gory, repugnant even. Beside her, Luli clapped his hands and laughed.


  “Look at those fools!”


  This child was entirely too bloodthirsty. But perhaps they all were.


  Those fools were two men breaking out from the barricade, running full tilt towards two other Romans or Phrygians or whatever they chose to call themselves who were trying to drag a wounded comrade to safety. A group of no less than eight Tyreans had other ideas. Clearly the two runners meant to intercept them. Suddenly Kelly got angry.


  “Don’t let me hear you call them fools again, boy! That’s the bravest thing I’ve seen since…”


  Since the pigheaded Irish fool had refused to leave her behind that night at the temple. The thought tempered her grudging admiration for Roman bravery.


  The two men had engaged the Tyreans now. The shorter one acquitted himself quite well, but the lanky chap by his side had a lot to learn about swordsmanship. His instincts were sound, and he moved fast enough, but he looked as though he were making it up as he went along. Not a bad tactic, come to think of it. It certainly confused his adversaries. As a matter of fact, the sheer madness of it reminded her of –


  “No!” Luli had recognised him at the exact same moment and shot to his feet, shouting. “He must not do this! The Lord Meleq will punish him!”


  Dr. Kelly’s sentiments precisely. If not the Lord Meleq, then his flock of faithful. The child was already barrelling down the hill and towards the trees, and she followed as fast as she could.


   


  At a distance behind him he could hear Major Carter and Daniel Jackson struggling to match his pace, but Teal’c did not intend to slow down. Speed was of the essence now. The fierce sortie had been successful, and both O’Neill and the Phrygian warrior had regained the tenuous protection of the barricade. However, the position could not endure much longer.


  As he ran, Teal’c berated himself for having wasted time on sparring matches instead of instructing his friend in the far more useful art of swordplay. This he would amend if he and O’Neill were given the chance. Racing from the mouth of a gully, he very nearly collided with a stout, panting personage who also traveled at high velocity.


  He barely gave himself enough time to ascertain that she was unharmed and to marvel at her disheveled appearance.


  “Professor Kelly. I am relieved to see you. Please join Major Carter and Daniel Jackson.”


  The customary show of grievance failed to materialize. She merely nodded and urged him on. “Chop-chop, laddie!”


  As far as he could determine, chop-chop was an incitement not to violent action but to haste. Teal’c did not require the reminder. He ran past a sparse stand of olive trees and towards the familiar clamor of battle. At the edge of the grove an old Phrygian warrior, his face blemished by a horrible scar, interrupted his care of a huge, gap-toothed soldier and attempted to stop the interloper. Not wishing to harm the old one and admiring his courage, the Jaffa felled him with a single shot from his zat’nikatel. Things must be dire indeed if the Phrygians had to rely on the feeble powers of old men and children. A young boy, too, was hastening to the wall, unobserved and unhindered amid the noise and confusion. Teal’c followed the child.


  Only seven fit men were left on the blockade, among them O’Neill and the warrior who had been with him earlier, and whom Teal’c now recognized. The Phrygian rebel from Tyros. And he appeared to be the one they had been looking for in vain all day: the leader of these men, the one who had to be persuaded to surrender.


  “O’Neill!” bellowed Teal’c, leaping from boulder to boulder and up the barricade.


  Men looked up at his shout and went rigid with shock and anger as they noted the presence of a Jaffa among them. Fortunately they were too stunned or too dejected to impede him. Atop the barrier O’Neill spun around, as did the boy who had almost reached him. Luli, heir of Hamilqart. When he saw Teal’c, his eyes dilated with panic. Scrambling on hands and knees, he closed the last few meters and flung himself at O’Neill.


  “You must recant!” the child cried, all but hysterical. “You must recant, Jack! If the spirit saw what you did, he will tell the Lord Meleq! You will be punished, you hear?”


  With the boy clutching him, O’Neill was unable to defend himself, a fact the Tyreans had to be aware of. With three fast steps, Teal’c climbed to the top and fired a staff blast over the heads of the soldiers climbing the wall, causing some of them to fall prone with fear.


  “Cease fighting!” he roared. “All of you! These people will surrender!”


  “Never!” exclaimed the Phrygian leader. “We shall never –”


  “Tertius!” Luli still clinging to his leg like a deadweight, O’Neill was the first to drop his weapon. Then he hobbled over to this Tertius and pointed at the rows of wounded among the olive trees. “Look around you! What do you want? Get them all killed? It’s time to call it quits.”


  “Do you know what will happen, Deodatus? To you, me, all of these men?”


  “It’s not over yet,” O’Neill replied, casting a brief glance at Teal’c. “You can’t fight them any longer, but it’s not over yet. Trust me, Tertius.”


  A slow and oddly amused smile stole over the man’s grimy features. “So be it. You expect me to trust the Jaffa as well?”


  “His name’s Teal’c. And the answer’s yes.”


  Tertius barked an order. On and behind the barricade soldiers discarded their weapons, reluctantly and with the sluggish, sunken movements of defeat. Shouts went up among the ranks of the Tyreans and some who had forgotten their earlier fear began pushing towards the barricade to set upon their defenseless adversaries.


  Teal’c raised his staff again. “Do not move!”


  In answer several spears went up among a unit of Temple Guards – among them the men who had fooled Teal’c and caused the rockslide. Before the Jaffa could take aim, a shot rang out and one of the soldiers toppled, struck in the right shoulder.


  “You’d better listen to the Lord Spirit!” Major Carter had arrived on the barrier, Daniel Jackson beside her. Their weapons were trained on the Tyreans in an unambiguous warning. “He said Do not move!”


  “That is not what Meleq’s other spirits told us!” shouted a Guard. “They bade us to root out the heretics!”


  “I don’t see any other spirits! Do you? So I suggest you do what this one says!”


  O’Neill had been observing the performance and succeeded in gently disengaging Luli from his lower extremities. Hostilities had ceased for the time being, so he turned to his team, grim-faced and pallid. For a second Teal’c feared that his friend might be hurt after all, but then he realized the error.


  His voice cold to the point of tonelessness, O’Neill whispered, “Carter! Tell me it wasn’t you who started that goddamn avalanche!”


  The answer came from Daniel Jackson, replete with an anger to match O’Neill’s. “Nice to see you too, Jack! Despite the fact that you’re an ass!”


   


  The suns had slipped behind the rim of the crater by the time the priests had arrived, carried across the pass in two sedan chairs. Blue shadows quickly swallowed the day’s heat, and at her suggestion some of the men had lit fires among the trees. Maybe the warmth would ease the effects of shock. She and Daniel had raided their medikits and done their best to give the wounded at least some basic medical care. Mostly they’d been administering morphine.


  A detachment of Tyrean soldiers had been sent to occupy the garrison in the valley, and posted around the makeshift camp in the olive grove stood perimeter guards. Now that the priests’ presence warranted civilized behavior, the Lord Spirit had stopped doing his rounds and joined the preliminary hearing in progress around the largest of the fires. Participants were Lords Fuano and Tendao, still enthroned in their chairs; the captain of those Temple Guards; Daniel and herself; Hamilqart, without having atoned for his errant wife by getting slain in the field of honor; Luli, huddled by his father’s side, edgy but unharmed – apparently the worst thing the Phrygians had done to him was feed and wash and clothe him; Dr. Kelly who’d spent considerable time calling the Colonel every name under the sun before, much to everyone’s alarm, wrapping him in a ferocious hug; the Phrygian leader, Tertius, under guard on what passed for the accused’s bench; and Colonel O’Neill, ditto.


  He looked filthy and exhausted, like something the cat had dragged in through a flap four sizes too small. Otherwise his flirtation with antique warfare had left him more or less unscathed, which was a load off his team’s collective mind. Major Carter had felt like joining in with Kelly’s rant, especially after the welcome they’d received. What had stopped her was the fact that the good doctor’s vocabulary proved matchless.


  Pigheaded Irish fool?


  So far he hadn’t divulged anything much in the way of information, let alone any clues as to the origin of that godawful weal around his throat. Par for the course. The probability of Jack O’Neill getting talkative was somewhere in the order of the Vatican advocating group sex. And now he seemed even more guarded than usual, watching and listening carefully as Daniel was dancing on raw eggs around the priests.


  The dance wasn’t going terribly well. Fuano hadn’t undergone a personality transplant since they’d last spoken to him, and Tendao was bored. He kept poking one of the chair carriers with a mace. Another poke, the carrier twitched, and Tendao giggled.


  Suddenly he shot a noxious glare at Daniel and squawked, “I say we kill them all. I do not know how you survived, anyway. We were told you had been buried in the rockslide together with the rest of the rabble.”


  Oh yeah? That would explain his and Fuano’s startled reaction on seeing them. Sam had put it down to the priests’ being overjoyed at the reunion. Of its own volition her gaze wandered back to the Colonel. His mouth had compressed to a tight, white line as though to hold in that flare of barely constrained rage she recognized behind his eyes. Then the eyes met hers in a mute, awkward apology.


  Newsflash, sir. That’s how it feels when someone’s messing with your team. Works both ways. But if you can keep the lid on it, so can we.


  Reaching out slowly, his fingers clamped around Tertius’ arm, preventing any rash response from that end. Just as well. The Phrygian commander looked even more pissed than Colonel O’Neill, and with motive. More than seventy motives, in fact.


  Daniel had sniffed an opening, pounced. “I suppose our survival should tell you something about the strength of the Lord Meleq’s desire to keep us and our friend alive, Tendao.”


  The old ogre snorted, but Fuano appeared to get the point. Some of it at least. “This may be true for the Lord Spirit, the Lady Samantha and yourself, but surely not for your friend. He was caught with the Phrygians. He wears their clothes.”


  “He was taken prisoner and brought here against his will,” Dr. Jackson retorted. “His clothes were probably ruined. What did you expect him to do? Run around in his shorts?”


  The abductee’s head dipped abruptly, concealing his face. Tertius glanced at him sideways, a tiny smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. Well, that answered that question. Colonel Jack O’Neill, USAF, had been running around in his shorts. His 2IC found herself regretting that she’d missed the event, although the snazzy Roman gear almost made up for it. Nice legs.


  “Uh…” stammered Dr. Jackson, inspecting his friend with the kind of quasi-religious enthrallment he generally reserved for objects or persons not under five thousand years of age.


  Any further queries pertaining to underwear were interrupted by the return of one of the soldiers sent to secure the garrison. He flung himself into the dust before the sedan chairs, waiting to be addressed.


  “Speak,” Tendao invited him graciously and after several seconds of deliberation.


  The man remained prostrate. “Forgive me, Lords. We did not find anyone. The settlement was deserted when we arrived.”


  “Did you search?” Fuano, sounding peeved. No surprises there.


  “Yes, Lord. The village was empty.”


  “Burn it down. Anyone hiding will crawl out soon enough.”


  “Yes, Lord.” The messenger scrambled to his feet and ran off the way he’d come, probably thanking his lucky stars that his head was still on his shoulders.


  Sam glanced at Tertius. The man gazed into the fire with studied indifference and hadn’t so much as winced. He didn’t care. None of his people were left in the village and houses could be rebuilt. So where were the women and children?


  Obviously the priests were wondering the same, and by now they’d realized they weren’t likely to get an answer from him. Then Fuano reinvented the wheel.


  “You!” he snarled, jerking his chin at the Colonel. “Your friend claims you did not willingly aid the heretics. Prove it to me. Tell me where they keep their women and children!”


  There was a soft intake of breath from Luli’s direction, and Professor Kelly started fidgeting. They both knew. But Luli couldn’t say anything because it wasn’t a child’s place, and for once in her life Kelly seemed to have decided to keep her mouth shut. Sam silently applauded the woman’s timing.


  The Colonel returned Fuano’s stare. “I’d love to, guys, really, but I have no idea where they are.”


  “He is lying,” croaked Tendao.


  “I don’t know where they are. I swear.”


  “You swear?” Fuano asked. “Will you swear by Meleq?”


  “Sorry. Can’t do that.” There was a beat of hesitation, then he said, “Meleq is a false god.”


  The Colonel’s delivery of bombshells was impeccable, as usual. The hush was so complete, you could hear the whistle of tree sap bursting to steam in the fire. A collection of stunned faces gaped motionless and open-mouthed, each for their own reason. That last part of the message hadn’t been addressed to the priests so much as to Daniel and Teal’c and her. When it mattered, Jack O’Neill rarely did anything by accident, and he’d just confirmed that Meleq was a Goa’uld, while ensuring that it wouldn’t compromise his team or the Phrygians who had to be the source of that tidbit. His caution implied that the Tyreans, or at the very least the priests, were aware of their deity’s pedigree.


  Into the quiet a small, high voice whispered, “Traitor!”


  The word didn’t sound any prettier for coming from the mouth of a child. Luli had risen, standing by the fire, pale and shaking, tears running down his cheeks.


  “Luli,” the Colonel said gently. “Luli, do you want me to lie to you like these people have –”


  “I hate you!”


  Colonel O’Neill flinched as though the boy had struck him. For just a moment a look of helpless, faraway hurt slid across his face, telling Sam that he wasn’t here at all but was reliving another conversation with another child. Then it was gone, replaced by a blankness that gave away nothing.


  “Son!” Hamilqart had found his voice at last. “Be still! It does not behoove you to speak!”


  “Wait!” snapped Fuano. “Let the boy have his say. His outrage at the heresy does you credit, Hamilqart. You have raised him well. Speak, Luli!”


  “He” – a thin, dirty finger pointed at the Colonel – “he fought for the heretics. He killed our soldiers. The Lord Spirit can prove it. He stopped the fighting.”


  The Lord Spirit glumly inclined his head, which could have meant anything.


  The boy carried on and dropped his own bombshell. “I will show you where the women and children are hiding.”


  “Luli, no!” Jack O’Neill tried to get up and was stopped by two Temple Guards towering behind him. “Luli, don’t do it! You don’t know what –”


  “Silence!” shouted Fuano and nodded at the captain of the Guards. “Take the boy. You and your men will bring back the traitors’ whores and their offspring. They are not to be touched. Yet.”


  “Kree!” The man’s balled fist thumped against his chest. Then he grabbed Luli’s shoulder and led the weeping child away.


  Kree?


  He wasn’t a Jaffa, Sam was sure of it. She had sensed no symbiote. So why the charade? The Guards were beloved by the spirits Daniel had said. Did that mean they were Jaffa trained? Possibly. And what were they going to do to the women and children?


  The children. That was what scared Colonel –


  “I say kill them all!” Tendao cawed again.


  This time it didn’t sound like the impatient, vaguely humorous ramblings of an old man. He was deadly serious, and Fuano seemed in agreement with him. The priest’s eyes slowly wandered to Tertius and the Colonel.


  “My friend Tendao is right. Your crimes deserve nothing less than death. I therefore decree that –”


  “Fuano!”


  Daniel had leaped to his feet. The cool light of the evening made him look white as a ghost, and he took a few unsteady steps towards the priests’ sedan chairs, trying to conceal the tremor of his hands. He was bartering for lives now, and he knew it.


  “Fuano. Do you really wish to usurp the Lord Meleq’s rights?”


  The priest squinted at him. “What do you mean?”


  Sam might have asked the same question. She had no idea what Daniel was talking about, but she hoped to hell that he did.


  “It is the Lord Meleq alone who can purify these men. Do you intend to arrogate the right of a god? Or is it that you wish to rob the Lord Meleq of the glory of returning the traitors to the path of righteousness?”


  Unless she was mistaken, Fuano had just gone a whole shade paler. The notion of inadvertently peeing into the Lord Meleq’s pool obviously didn’t appeal to him.


  “What would you know of Purification?”


  “What every true disciple of Meleq knows,” Dr. Jackson replied unctuously and left it at that.


  Translated into plain English that meant squat. Terrific. If Hamilqart’s account of the last Purification was anything to go by, Daniel had just shunted the Colonel and his Phrygian pals from the frying pan into the fire. On the other hand, the fire was located in Tyros and required something in the way of ceremony, both of which bought them time. Time they wouldn’t have if the priests opted for summary execution.


  “Very well,” said Fuano. “We shall take them to the temple. All of them.”


  Tendao nodded, an ugly little grin on his wizened face.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  
     
  


  Naturally it was the Romans who’d invented body-length mirrors. First century AD. In consequence she was stuck with this handheld ladle of polished bronze. But it was a small price to pay for being back in the safe comforts of Hamilqart’s house.


  Dr. Kelly furtively checked if anyone was watching her, wishing they hadn’t decided to convene their plenary meeting in her room. She’d protested, to which the Carter girl had replied that this was the easiest way of making sure that Professor Kelly wouldn’t go exploring again. As if this whole thing was her fault. She certainly hadn’t asked O’Neill to go snooping around the temple. As a matter of fact, she distinctly remembered telling him to leave her to her own devices. And now they blamed her. Well, let them. She checked again. The girl was sitting cross-legged on Kelly’s bed, pretending to work on her laptop. In reality, she stared holes into the wall. The alien sat beneath a window, knotted into an alien approximation of the lotus seat and mouthing a mantra that presumably wasn’t Om.


  She angled the mirror upside down over her shoulder, stood on tiptoe, twisted a little, arched backwards, and craned her neck, and thus could just about catch glimpse of her derriere. Purple didn’t flatter her at all. But Lady Ayzebel had very kindly procured the garment, and it was better than that infernal stola Round Rosy had foisted on her. Kelly wasted a brief thought on what might have happened to the woman and whether she had escaped into the cave system under the mountain or was among those the Tyrean soldiers had captured.


  The passengers had been divided up between the three ships in a rather inconsiderate way. Kelly herself, Jackson, the girl, and this Tea-ugh had been relegated to that battered galley and into the custody of the Temple Guards. The priests and Luli and Hamilqart and the children had been on one of the battleships; and the prisoners, including O’Neill and the Roman leader on the other. She’d found this singularly annoying, because she’d planned to put the journey to good use and interrogate O’Neill on his initiation into the cult of Mithras. It had to be fascinating stuff. If she played her cards right there’d be a book in it. But as it happened, none of them had been given a chance to talk to him after the council in the olive grove had concluded.


  She took another skewed glance in the mirror and wondered whether the fit would improve if she tucked up the robe at the shoulders. In mid-contortion the door flew open and Jackson came bounding into the room, displaying the motoric skills of a young Mastiff. Slightly larger than usual and with less slobber. The girl shot to her feet, and the alien’s eyes slitted open.


  “Can’t you knock?” barked Kelly, nearly dropping the mirror and uncoiling discreetly.


  Grinning from ear to ear, he skidded to a stop in the middle of the room. “Sorry, Professor!”


  Tea-ugh rose, walked past him, poked his head through the doorway, and gazed up and down the arcade. Then he pushed the door to and remained posted there like a footman.


  “Well?” asked the girl… Beg pardon, the astrophysicist.


  “Hamilqart just got back.” Jackson flung himself onto the bed, crumpling the linen even more and bouncing the laptop into a little hop.


  “Watch it!”


  “Sorry.”


  “So? What did he say?”


  “Nothing much until the servants took off. Once they were gone, I just about backed him into the pool and casually mentioned the Lady Ayzebel’s little indiscretion. After that, he got downright garrulous.”


  “Daniel! Is there a point?”


  “From what he told me, they must be a hair away from closing the temple for overcrowding. The priests took everybody up there, which pretty much is what we’ve figured anyway. Half the kids are two to a monk’s cell, and –”


  “So it should be fairly easy to break the Colonel out of there?”


  His effusiveness suffered a sudden dampener. “Well… No. It’s only the kids they keep in the open, and they’re pretty heavily guarded. Apparently those who’ve been with the Phrygians” – he cast a quick glimpse at Kelly and corrected himself – “the Romans, I mean, are less than thrilled by the prospect of becoming servants of the Lord Meleq. Can’t say I blame them. Anyway, they’ve got some sort of a holding area for Purification candidates, but that’s in the interior of the temple. Hamilqart wouldn’t tell me specifics, except that you’ve got to be the Invisible Man to get in there.”


  “Crap,” muttered the girl, not ladylike but with feeling. “Will they let us use the ‘gate?”


  “No way.” Young Jackson shook his head emphatically. “Hamilqart almost fainted when I brought it up. The only one permitted to operate the gate is Kandaulo, for anyone else to do so would be heresy, yadda-yadda.”


  “You mean we’ve got to ask nicely if Kandaulo will open the door for us?”


  “Basically yes, but he won’t. I think they suspect us of aiding and abetting. In other words, we’re under house arrest until the festivities are over.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Hamilqart didn’t say it in so many words, but I’ve seen soldiers outside.”


  “Great!”


  Sighing, the girl flopped down next to him and rubbed a fist across her forehead. The silence stretched, until Dr. Kelly decided it was time to admit that she couldn’t see what they were getting so worked up about. Clearly some expert advice was called for. She crossed to a chair and sat, hands folded in her lap.


  “Look, I really think you should leave well enough alone. All this talk about prison breaks… We need to respect these people’s traditions, and I can assure you this Purification is nothing to worry about. In Phoenician ritual it simply means an ablution with scented water under the supervision of a priest.”


  “That’s not how Hamilqart describes it,” Jackson objected stubbornly. “The last guys to be purified didn’t survive the experience.”


  “Balderdash! I suggest you look up Maximilian Krahwinkle on Ancient Middle-Eastern Ritual. It’s all there.”


  “Professor! This isn’t a lecture or a book or some theoretical construct. It’s real. Haven’t you noticed by now?”


  “Of course it’s real. I’m not stupid! But these Phoenicians correspond to what we know of the ones on Earth. Peace-loving. Devout. Merchants, not conquerors. Their god Meleq is –”


  “A Goa’uld,” came a rumble from the door. Tea-ugh had finally chosen to contribute to the debate, however cryptically.


  Kelly scowled at him. “A what?”


  “They’re an alien race.” Jackson fiddled with his spectacles. An irritating habit. Why couldn’t he see his optician and get them adjusted?


  “Like him?” she asked, cocking a thumb at the alien specimen present.


  “No. More like large, spiky… snakes.”


  “Well, that settles it then. Meleq is usually portrayed as a bull, isn’t he?”


  “Professor, they can look any way they like. They’re parasites. They burrow into the back of your neck, wrap around the brain stem, and take over. They’re not exactly pleasant.”


  Oh please! She was willing to concede that he might have been right about the Giza pyramids, but this was just too much. Never mind the optician. He needed to see a shrink.


  “Ridiculous,” she blurted.


  Something in his face shifted, hardened his features and made him look twice his age. “You should have told that to my wife,” he said. “The Goa’uld who took her was called Ammonet. In the end it killed Sha’re. I watched her die. She wasn’t laughing.”


  Kelly bit her lip. She wasn’t sure she believed him, but the pain looked genuine enough. Even he wouldn’t joke about something like that, would he? He had encountered real life, and in ways she’d never imagined. Never could have imagined. And she’d put her big foot right into it.


  “I’m sorry, Jackson. I…” She cleared her throat, fished for something to say. “I didn’t realise you’d been married.”


  “Yeah, well… It was a long time ago.” The half-hearted flash of a smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I don’t know what these people’s idea of Purification involves. But I do know that Meleq is scheduled to put in an appearance. And that’s very, very bad news for –”


  He broke off abruptly, staring past her and at Tea-ugh. The alien’s stance and body language had turned tense, watchful. Then, in a fluid, lightning-fast motion, one large hand tore open the door and the other hauled the eavesdropper into the room.


  It was Ayzebel, pasty-faced and flustered. As well she might be. Outrageous behaviour.


  “I say!” spluttered Kelly. “That’s not –”


  “Teal’c.”


  The soft command had come from the astrophysicist, and the alien released their hostess. Trying to collect herself, she nervously smoothed a ribbon of greying curls that tumbled over her shoulder.


  “Forgive my foolishness,” she whispered hoarsely. “I meant no harm. I merely hoped to hear news of my son.”


  “And I suppose you couldn’t have just asked?” observed Jackson in a tone that gave her the lie ever so politely.


  “I…” Fingers fluttered back to that strand of hair and started twirling. “I was afraid.”


  “Sit down, Ayzebel. Please.”


  The Carter girl rose and fetched a chair that had been pushed up against the wall by the bed. For a moment Ayzebel hesitated, then she did as she was told, reluctant and uncomfortable. The two women looked at each other, measuring, and at length the younger one spoke.


  “Ayzebel, we know. Hamilqart told us.”


  “Aïe!” Shuddering like a cornered animal, Ayzebel slumped forward over her knees and began to rock. “Aïe… Aïe…”


  Good God! What kind of indiscretion were they talking about? Mass murder? High treason? And shouldn’t the authorities be notified in this case?


  “Please, do not disquiet yourself, Lady Ayzebel.” When he wanted to, that bear of a man – of an alien – could sound as soothing as a well-tuned cello. “I gave your husband my word that we would not betray your secret.”


  Gradually the rocking stopped, the head came up again, and she gazed at him dumbfounded. “But, Lord Spirit, how –”


  “We don’t believe you did anything wrong, Ayzebel,” Carter said quietly, urgently. “Tell me, how much did you overhear just now?”


  The pale cheeks flushed crimson, and she stiffened a little, eyes still tinged with suspicion. Finally she seemed to come to a decision.


  “Not much. I did not dare to approach for a long time. But enough to know that you wish to help your friend. If you… If you will let me, I may be able to aid you.”


   


  The accommodation was four-star dungeon class, and unless he learned how to seep through floor cracks, it was home. Until further notice.


  “Deodatus! You’re troubled.”


  Oh yeah. He’d forgotten to mention – it catered for two. Which maybe wasn’t a bad thing, although, given the choice, he’d have opted for a less perceptive cellmate. Billy Ray Redneck would have done nicely. Or Senator Kinsey, at a pinch. It’d have given him something to strangle. This guy was too close to being on his team. And in case anyone was wondering, his team were the folks he’d royally pissed off. Again. For a change. As soon as he got out of here, he’d have to do some serious groveling. Industrial strength groveling with cake.


  Tertius looked up from a crouch, interrupting his examination of the bowl of slop that tried to impersonate their gourmet meal. “Deodatus?”


  “I hate being shut in.”


  Lie. No. Half-truth. The honest answer would be I hate the moment they’ll come for me and I lose control over what happens to my body, my mind, my soul… And nobody, but absolutely nobody, was ever gonna hear him say it.


  “Who doesn’t?” Tertius’ eyes narrowed and he smirked. “Be grateful this doesn’t move.”


  “Thanks for the memories.”


  The crossing back to Tyros had been less turbulent than the journey out, which still hadn’t made a blind bit of difference. Like Miss Marple before him, Tertius had been treated to a full and lengthy exposé of the inner life of Jack O’Neill.


  “Remember what you said to me, Deodatus?”


  “I said a lot of things. Mind giving me a pointer?”


  “You didn’t think my people would just shrug and move on without me, did you? My people won’t either.”


  To underline this exemplary drill in wishful thinking, Tertius grabbed the bowl and slammed it on a cockroach the size of a tennis shoe. The slop splashed on the flagstones, mingling with squashed cockroach to create what would appear on tomorrow’s menu as the Chinese Special: Chunky Goo.


  “Did you have to do that? We could have found another one and raced them.”


  “Are you listening to me?” The master chef turned over the bowl and covered the Roach Suey. “Our men will be coming.”


  Last time Jack had checked, the legionnaires were either dead or wounded or inhabiting their own honeymoon suites down the hall. “What men?”


  “Let’s start with the fifteen the Tyreans couldn’t find in the garrison.”


  “Who are stuck on an island.”


  The Mona Lisa look returned with a vengeance.


  “Okay. They’re not stuck. You had a boat hidden somewhere. So that’s fifteen guys. Against this? Sweet!”


  While being escorted to their deluxe domicile, Jack had grown a whole new appreciation for the temple precinct. It was among the more solidly built fortresses he’d ever seen. The courtyard and colonnade were the refined part to impress the casual tourist. Beyond it lay an inland version of Alcatraz, with a maze of narrow corridors, three-foot walls, and barred gates at every corner. Add to that a few dozen guards, and it left you puzzling over how Tertius’ raid on the temple could ever have succeeded in the first place…


  Unless the Tyreans had let it succeed. To fan SG-1’s enthusiasm for a strike against the Phrygians? Maybe. Of course, what Kandaulo couldn’t have foreseen was SG-1’s CO and his pet Brit being gang-pressed into a pleasure cruise and developing rather more background information than desirable. The logical step for the priests would have been to unobtrusively eliminate the witnesses, right? Right. And that, by the way, was –


  “Sit down, Deodatus! Or at least stand still. I’m getting dizzy.”


  “Good. Then you know what it was like on that pesky ship.”


  God’s gift was in an obstinate mood and kept trailing his circles around the cell. If you closed your eyes, you could almost believe you were going somewhere. Until you walked into a wall. His specialty. Preferably head-first. What would Oma Desala have to say about that? If you suffer from a migraine, the marble was quarried a long time ago. Sounded like the real thing, even if candles didn’t feature. Hey, he could –


  “Please!”


  Tertius kept staring at him, until Jack finally ground to halt. It immediately set him on edge.


  “So, what do you think your men’ll achieve against this?” he asked, mostly to say something, and to gloss over an encroaching sense of helplessness that drove him crazy. He knew when he’d last felt it, and he didn’t want to go there.


  “Sit! Down!”


  Without warning, Tertius jumped up and pushed him back until a stone edge struck his calves and he folded onto one of the platforms that served as cots. The man held on to his shoulders and stood looming over him.


  “Would it please the Tribune to look at me?” he requested, oddly formally, as though to make up for the drill yard tone earlier.


  The Tribune didn’t have an option, did he? By now the Tribune knew the Primus Pilus well enough to anticipate that the Primus Pilus wouldn’t budge until the Tribune damn well did as requested. Jack glanced up, careful not to reveal whatever the man was looking for.


  “Good.” Tertius smiled a little, the glimmer of a torch catching in his eyes. “You’ve been imprisoned before, yes?”


  “Once or twice.” Or three times or a dozen, but twice it had been memorable enough to count.


  “What did they do to you, Deodatus?”


  You gotta be kidding… “So, what do you think your men’ll achieve against this?”


  “No! What happened to you?”


  I met some bottom-feeder of a snake who’d enjoyed a previous and deeply fulfilling host-symbiote-relationship with the Marquis de Sade.


  “Forget it, Tertius. I don’t want to talk about it.”


  The eyes wouldn’t let go. “It’s not forgotten. It’s in here with you.”


  The hell it was! It was out there, on some remote pissant planet that wouldn’t know daylight if the sun shone!


  “Tell me,” said Tertius.


  “I can’t!” That much at least was true. Jack slowly removed the hands that pinned him into place, but didn’t get up. “I can’t.”


  Tertius flopped on the platform next to him. “Did you ever trust anyone enough to tell them?”


  The guy had got the wrong end of the stick, but Jack wasn’t about to point it out. He didn’t trust himself enough, that was the long and the short of it. If he ever talked about it, hearing his own words would make it real, and he’d have to acknowledge what had been done to him. Face it. Just how, pray, were you supposed to face the intolerable? And in the unlikely event that you actually found a way, then what? Go nuts? Become an axe murderer?


  Bottom line was, he preferred the tried and tested method. Worked with insurance salesmen as well: Say you’re Evel Knievel and slam down the phone. If you did it often enough, they’d go away. Like this would. Eventually it’d slink off to some shadowy recess of his mind and fester there. But at least he wouldn’t have to acknowledge it.


  He leaned back against the stone wall, shivered a little when its coolness penetrated the tunic and reached his skin. “Why the honey?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “Marcellus – Tullius? – made me drink honey? Why?”


  The response was a burst of laughter. Unlike him, Tertius had mastered the art of accepting defeat gracefully. “You are hopeless, Deodatus. But I shall answer you, just to teach you how it’s done. We give honey to newborns to strengthen them, and we strengthened the new life within you, the soul about to be reborn, the same way.”


  “Sounds easy.”


  “It isn’t. In order to be truly reborn you must leave your old life behind. You can only do that by facing it first.”


  Wrong end of the stick, Jack’s ass! Time to change the topic. “So… What do you think your men’ll achieve against this?”


  More chuckles. “Nothing on their own. They’ve alerted the other settlements. Their warriors will band together, and then they’ll come for us. We don’t leave our people behind.”


  “I noticed. Did I tell you I trust you?” Jack tried for a grin and nearly got there.


  “You mentioned the possibility.”


  “Yeah, well… It’s a strong probability, I guess.”


  “Don’t rush on my account.” The smirk was audible. “I wish there were a way your team could join our soldiers. It’s a shame that we can’t contact them.”


  “They’ll contact us.”


  Tertius sat up and peered at Jack, staggered. “Is that a possibility or a probability?”


  “It’s a fact. We don’t leave our people behind either.”


  “You trust them.”


  Evidently not enough. Else he’d never have come up with the cockeyed notion that they might have engineered that avalanche.


  “They won’t think any less of you.” The bastard had back-flipped onto the old subject.


  And no, they wouldn’t think any less of him. But that wasn’t what scared him. Being pitied was. Pity, commiseration, compassion, you name it, hovering in their eyes and behind their smiles and around their words, from the moment they found out and sympathetically ever after. Poor Jack. Poor O’Neill. Poor Colonel. And that would make it real too.


  “Tertius, does the phrase flogging a dead horse mean anything to you?”


   


  “Dammit!” Dr. Jackson felt for his glasses, which were safely tucked away under the robe. Unfortunately, they constituted an anachronism that would have blown this obstacle course of a disguise out of the water.


  In addition to being about an inch too long for him, the costume came with a headscarf, held in place by a leather ribbon. The look was decidedly Mosaic, and the loose bit in front tickled just above his left eyebrow. Daniel blew upwards, with the result that the fabric fluttered and sank back to tickle a different patch of skin. Super. Then again, it seemed to work. The few times they’d encountered purple blurs on the road, reactions had been between respectful and dismissive.


  As a matter of fact, the trickiest part so far had been explaining to Professor Kelly that she wasn’t going to join the excursion. By comparison, sneaking out of the house had been child’s play. Ayzebel had led him to a dark corner of the patio and down a narrow staircase into a labyrinth of gloomy chambers and corridors. If he’d missed the skulls ogling him, the dry, musty smell would have flagged it up: catacombs. Daniel remembered reading somewhere that the Phoenicians had liked to keep their dearly departed in close proximity. Given the size of the place, Hamilqart had at least ten generations of his forebears lodging in the basement. Anyway, at the far end of the catacombs had been another, even narrower staircase and a horrendously creaky backdoor that opened into an alley. Piece o’ cake.


  Night was falling fast, and the light gray horizontal blur of the road began to blend in with the dark gray vertical blurs of the trees. It couldn’t be far now. As if on cue, Ayzebel slowed her step.


  “We are almost there, Lord Daniel. What do you wish to do?”


  “Just call me Daniel,” he murmured.


  “As you wish, Lord Daniel.”


  He stifled a sigh. “Can we get inside? I’d like to have a look around first. Maybe there’s a way of getting Jack out.”


  “I cannot see how you might achieve this, but yes, you can go inside.” She reached under her robe and retrieved a satchel of some kind. “Take this. It contains barley. Once you reach the courtyard, go to the inner sanctuary. If anyone else is in there, pretend to make an offering. Walk around the statue seven times, and then place the satchel at its feet.”


  “How do you know these things? I thought women weren’t –”


  “As a child I used to come here to play. I learned many things.” A soft chuckle. “It was not permitted, of course, but that made it all the more interesting. Sometimes the priests caught me, but they merely laughed and sent me home. Those were better days.”


  Among the trees on the hillside above reared the shadowy bulk of the temple, crowned by a bubble of warm light. Torches were burning in the courtyard. They followed the road around the perimeter and to the entrance. Ayzebel stopped.


  “I must wait for you here. Do not be long.”


  “I won’t be,” Daniel promised, and slipped through the archway.


  Inside the court he was confronted with the hum and bustle of frantic preparations. Everyone was far too busy to pay any attention to him. In the unsteady shimmer of the torchlight he could make out Temple Guards posted by each of the cells under the colonnade and at every doorway. They put paid to the notion of springing Jack the straightforward way.


  The Guards’ were the only bodies at rest. Acolytes, singly and in pairs, scurried to and fro across the yard, and Daniel couldn’t even guess at the purpose of their errands. Muttering an apology, he stepped out of the way of a fast-moving purple blur and squinted for the inner sanctuary. He assumed it was the tower that Kelly had been so curious about. The bronze gates stood open now, and he made a beeline for them, careful to adjust his pace to the frenzy around him. A set of seven broad steps led up to the shrine.


  The interior smelled of wood smoke, and it was deserted. Fire baskets hung from a vault at least fifty feet high, and from somewhere above filtered the muted murmur of voices. At the center of the room loomed a massive statue, its head almost grazing the ceiling. After a quick double-check, Daniel decided to save the offering for later and put on his glasses instead. The bright golden blur of the idol solidified to a colossal bull, raised on its haunches, arms extended and too anthropomorphic to be called front legs anymore. Set into its belly was an ornate hatch, shut for the moment and accessible via a marble ramp. He took a few steps back until he could see the statue’s eyes. A ruby flicker danced behind them.


  “Oh God…” He felt a prickle in the nape of his neck, fine hairs standing on end. “Jackson, you moron!”


  He knew what he was looking at. He’d seen old drawings of idols like this. The older incarnation of Moloch. It was a play on vowels. When the Hebrews had conquered Canaan – Phoenicia – they’d tried to stamp out Canaanite religion. To demonstrate what they thought of it, the name of the main local deity had been conflated with the vowels of the Hebrew word bosheth, meaning shame, to Molech. Later on, when the Phoenicians had colonized North Africa and the cult had been revived in Carthage, people had worshipped a new god in old guise: Moloch.


  Jack had been right. Meleq was a Goa’uld, and one who - like Moloch - got his kicks out of burning children alive. The blessèd Mysteries of Meleq. Jesus! One by one, the kids would be pushed into the furnace inside the statue, and… The walls of the sanctuary were pocked with hundreds of niches, each containing a small urn. No points for guessing what those urns held. No more urns. Not tonight. Not ever. Not if Dr. Daniel Jackson had anything to do with it!


  Wishing he’d never listened to Kelly and her claims that rumors about Phoenician child sacrifice were a Roman fabrication, Daniel slowly circled the statue. Directly behind it gaped a small doorway and through that lay a steep staircase, barely more than shoulder-wide, which spiraled upwards within the tower walls. The voices he’d heard came from up there. After a moment’s hesitation he ducked through the doorway. Jack would probably consider this a singularly bad idea.


  He figured he must have rounded the tower at least once by the time a scythe of light came slicing down the steps. The voices were much louder now, chanting some kind of litany, and Daniel tried to stop breathing. Flattened against the wall, he crept up to another doorway and peeped through.


  Swell! Meet the entire Synod, assembled for private prayer or something. They stood gathered around Kandaulo, whose arms were raised in supplication. Daniel’s gaze drifted up automatically, and he just about choked back a gasp. Not prayer. Conference call. Above the priests’ heads hovered a Goa’uld communication globe. While he was watching, the globe’s filmy lead-colored surface swirled clear, revealing the face of –


  Huh?


  Daniel remembered him alright. One of the fun guys he’d met when he’d been posing as Yu’s loyal and trusted servant at the last System Lord Plot-Out. He also remembered that briefing after he’d come back from Peñasco Blanco. Jack had got it in one, and right now Dr. Jackson seriously considered resigning and letting Colonel O’Neill have his job. Time to go.


  Ten minutes later he shot from the temple gate, nearly colliding with Ayzebel.


  “Where have you been?” she hissed, drawing him into the shadows under the wall.


  “Sorry. Something came up. I know now who Meleq is.”


  “Did you not know before?” With a stern glance she added, “You are wearing your eyeglasses.”


  Mechanically he reached for them, then his hand dropped. “Doesn’t matter now. I’m not going back in there, and I feel safer seeing stuff. You said you can show me where they keep Jack?”


  “It is along here.”


  Ayzebel led him around the building and through the forest to the rear of the temple. They turned a corner, and Daniel squinted. At regular intervals slim fingers of light reached out and stroked across dry earth, roots, and pine needles. They emanated from a row of vertical slits, maybe three inches wide and twelve high, stretching a scant foot above the ground along the entire back of the structure.


  “These are the windows of the cells,” whispered Ayzebel.


  Great. There were at least twenty of them. What was he supposed to do? Stand here and holler Jack’s name until he either got an answer or the Temple Guards came running?


  Suddenly he grinned. This might work… Or not.


  Note to Jackson: whistling and grinning don’t mix. He dropped the grin and slowly began to walk across those spokes of light, whistling his heart out. Twelve windows down he hit pay dirt.


  “For cryin’ out loud, Daniel! The Flintstones?”


  He belly-flopped. Through the narrow opening he could see Jack peering up at the window slit. For a split-second an image interposed itself; Jack gazing up at things far worse in another hole of a prison… Daniel pushed it aside.


  “It was supposed to be the Simpsons theme tune. How did you know it was me?”


  “Ever heard Teal’c whistle?”


  Good point. “What about Sam?”


  “Carter doesn’t whistle in uniform.”


  Dr. Jackson wasn’t so sure about that, but he let it slide. “How’re you doing? You okay?”


  “No. Tertius squashed Senator Kinsey.”


  “What?”


  “Whom, not what. My pet roach. I was going to race him. Great little runner. Competitive, yet frugal. Happy to feed off garbage.”


  “Jack!”


  “I’m fine, Daniel.”


  For now. “Listen, Jack, I’ve just been inside the temple. Looks like –”


  “Later! This is important. Best time to strike is once they’ve started the ceremony. Tell Carter to hitch up with Tertius’ guys. They’re –”


  “I thought they were all –”


  “You thought wrong.” Jack impatiently shook his head. Next to him another face squeezed into view. “You haven’t been formally introduced. Tertius, meet Daniel. Daniel, Tertius.”


  “Hi,” muttered Daniel.


  “Tell him, Tertius.”


  The man gave a crooked smile. “Your friend says he trusts you…”


  Then he began rattling off explanations and directions. Every now and then, Jack chimed in to clarify a point. With any kind of luck, nobody would get burned tonight. Finally, Tertius pulled a heavy gold ring off his finger and tossed it through the window at Daniel.


  “Don’t lose it. When you meet my men, ask for Flavius and show him the ring. He’ll recognize it.”


  “You can’t miss him,” supplied Jack. “Thin fellow, keen sense of smell.”


  Slipping the ring onto his own hand, Daniel nodded. “Thank you, Tertius. Thanks for trusting me with this. But there’s something you two don’t know.”


  “What?” Jack frowned.


  “Remember Ishta and her women? What they told us about Moloch?”


  “Extra sick Goa’uld, yeah. Burns babies and –” He cut himself off and then softly repeated the names to himself. “Oh crap. Meleq and Moloch, huh? Am I getting warm?”


  “Birds of a feather, Jack. It’s the same cult - or at least close enough. But it gets worse.”


  “Worse? You’re starting to ruin my day, Daniel.”


  “When I sniffed around the temple just now, I caught the Synod extending their invite for your Purification to Meleq. Turns out the guy who actually picked up the phone is Baal. Baal Meleq. It’s a name, not a title. You were right in the first –”


  The breath had exploded from Jack as though somebody had punched him in the gut, and Daniel would never have believed it possible for anyone to go so pale and still be alive. Eyes clouded with anguish, Jack seemed to stagger under a brutal weight. It lasted no more than a second, then he somehow got hold of himself.


  “It had to be Baal, hadn’t it?” Jack whispered. “Kill him, Daniel. Take the son of a bitch out before he can get to any of you, you hear –”


  “No!”


  The furious scream came from Tertius who flung himself at Jack, tore him off his feet. At the same moment Ayzebel touched Daniel’s back, making him start.


  “A Guard patrol is coming! We have to go. Quickly, Lord Daniel!”


  “I can’t –”


  “Now! Or do you wish to be caught?”


  She pulled him up with surprising strength and set off into the forest at a run. Daniel followed, his mind reeling. What was happening? What had just happened to Jack? He didn’t mean Tertius’ suddenly going berserk. Jack could handle the man, no doubt about that. But the other thing, that desperate, gut-churning panic in his eyes, how could he handle that? And what in God’s name had been done to him to put it there?


  The last image from inside that cell pounded through Daniel’s thoughts in time with his steps. Jack falling backwards. Jack falling. Falling, falling, falling to unseen death… like that dream. Fear and falling. Jack, ashen-faced with pain and trying so goddamn hard to hang on to a shred of dignity, and then that grid snapped open behind or below him, and he fell and fell and –


  Blind to where he was going, Daniel tripped over a root and pitched forward. Ironically, it was the impact of the fall that somehow jostled the jigsaw into place.


  He’d been there. He’d been there and watched while Baal stripped his best friend of pride, hope, humanity. Daggers and acid corroding Jack’s very soul and that indomitable will to survive, until he fell and fell and fell to pieces, one painful bit at a time; only to wake up in a sarcophagus, alive for hell to start over. And Daniel had watched and listened, listened as screams mutated to animal snarls, and he’d done nothing. The one time when flouting the rules would have mattered, he’d obeyed. He’d offered Ascension. Offered disembodied, spiritual existence to Jack who, sensual as a child, lived by touching and feeling his world. Jack who, bound to his senses and his infinite capacity to care, saw further than Daniel’s blinkered enlightenment would ever have allowed him. Jack who refused and paid the price for who he was over and over and over again, until he begged for that one final death.


  You can put an end to it.


  I won’t do it.


  I’d do it for you, and you know it.


  And he would have. Jack would have.


  Daniel pushed himself to his hands and knees and threw up violently. Still retching, his whole body aching with horror and grief, he came to his feet and stumbled after Ayzebel. What he really wanted to do was curl up somewhere and howl, but that would have to wait.


  Not this time. Not again. This time Daniel would do something.


   


  “What the hell’s the matter with you?”


  Tertius’ tackle had knocked him backwards onto the floor. His butt had broken the fall, and it wasn’t at all happy about the state of affairs.


  “Traitor!”


  This was getting so old. First the kid and now –


  The backhanded blow caught him across the mouth, and he knew he’d just split a lip. Maybe he should do nothing. Compared to the alternative, death by Tertius seemed positively idyllic. But then he’d never get an answer.


  We’re a very curious race.


  In every sense of the word.


  Tertius was straddling him, shins pinning down Jack’s arms, and he was getting ready for the next blow, way too angry to think things through. Jack jerked one knee up as hard as he could, slamming into the man’s back. The forward slump was exactly what he’d hoped for, and he met it halfway with a brisk head-butt. The daily crunches weren’t just vanity. He heard a broken-nosed snap, and Tertius yelped and lost track for a moment, long enough for Jack to yank his hands free and follow up with a spirited right hook. It did the job. Tertius went out like a light.


  Grunting, he crawled out from under his opponent and settled in a corner of the cell. Trying to regroup was the first order of business. His gaze drifted up to the window of its own accord. Daniel was gone. But he’d be back. Just as before. That vital, intangible crutch that had safeguarded Jack’s sanity. Or what passed for it.


  He wasn’t alone.


  A groan confirmed that thought. Tertius was coming round, clutching his nose with bloody fingers. Definitely broken. Maybe it’d cool him down a little… Nope. As soon as he clapped eyes on Jack, he lurched towards him on all fours. Jack shot from his corner, knocked him over like a house of cards, and held him down.


  “Will you can it? How about a deal? You tell me what exactly I’ve done to piss you off, and if I agree you get to beat the crap out of me. I’d just like to know. Okay?” He let go, scooted out of reach, and waited.


  Tertius rolled on his back, looking like Snoopy after a week-long bender, and balefully glared at Jack. “Traitor!”


  “Yeah, you said that. Care to expand?”


  “You seek to destroy Baal, the enemy of all evil.”


  “I thought that was Mithras.”


  “Baal is Ahura-Mazda, the creator of all that lives. The creator of Mithras.”


  Excuse him for losing the plot. The Meleq/Moloch/Baal thing had just about made sense, in an everybody’s dancing around the Golden Calf kind of way. But Jack couldn’t for the life of him figure out how Acura-Mitsubishi fit into this story. Patron saint of fuel-efficient cars? His head was beginning to hurt nearly as much as his ass.


  “Look, Tertius, I –”


  “I trusted you with our secrets, and you seek to destroy what we believe in!”


  “No! If I destroyed that, I’d have nothing left to believe in myself. All that stuff you talked about – truth and honoring a trust and trying to live your life in a way that lets you sleep at night – it’s important to me too.”


  Eloquent, O’Neill. Silver-tongued. Why couldn’t Daniel have stayed five minutes longer?


  “Then why do you seek to destroy Baal? Ahura-Mazda is the universal good!”


  Oh yeah! “The hell he is! Don’t you get it, Tertius? Baal is a false god! As false as Meleq. He is Meleq!”


  “You’re lying!” But it sounded brittle, hairline cracks breaking along the fringes of conviction.


  Jack edged closer, held Tertius’ eyes. “No, I’m not. I’ve never lied to you, even when I could have. If we’re to get out of this, you’ll have to trust me.”


  “Why should I?”


  This was going around in circles. Short of whacking the guy upside the head with a clue-by-four, there was only one way… Jack awkwardly came to his feet and turned to the window, as though Daniel might miraculously reappear and do it for him. No such luck. Besides, Daniel didn’t remember.


  “I knew this man,” he said softly. Maybe, if he pretended it had happened to someone else…


  “What man?”


  “He got sick. Really sick. And so…”


  And so it began. It ended with this man beating one of his jailers to a pulp, even while hating himself for how good it felt. This man had changed, become less human somehow, and noone, including himself, really knew if it could ever be undone.


  Jack fell silent and realized that he was shaking. He hadn’t looked at Tertius once, and Tertius hadn’t made a sound. Perhaps he’d fallen asleep. That thought seemed uproariously funny all of a sudden. Imagine they gave a confession and nobody listened. Arms wrapped tightly around his waist, he doubled over, sobbing with laughter. Until two hands grabbed his shoulders, spun him around, and shook him roughly.


  “Stop it! Stop it!”


  He froze, hysteria receding as quickly as it had pounced. “I thought you were asleep.”


  “Of course I wasn’t. Why didn’t… Baal… believe you? You’d told him the truth.”


  “Who says it was me?”


  “Do you think I’m a fool, Deodatus?” For the first time since this little fracas had started, Tertius grinned. It looked pretty dreadful.


  “No. Sorry ‘bout the nose, by the way.”


  “It was my own fault. Gnaeus’ account of your skills should have warned me.” He released Jack’s shoulders and sat down. “So why didn’t he believe you?”


  “He…” Jack stared at the window again, thinking that, having talked about it, he should feel better. That’s what the shrinks claimed, right? He didn’t. “Baal was having a ball, pardon the pun. He was enjoying every minute of it.”


  Through the silence that followed, he could hear the busy scratch of cicadas and the rustle of dry grass and needles as little animals scampered past outside, hunting for food or a mate or simply running away. Running away seemed like a great idea.


  “The legends say that Baal took our ancestors from the old world and brought them here so they would be safe from the Tyreans with whom they were at war many hundreds of years ago,” Tertius blurted at last. “But we’re not safe, are we? The Tyreans still pursue us.”


  “And they tell the tale exactly the other way round,” replied Jack, recalling that weird briefing with Kandaulo in Hamilqart’s patio.


  “What do you mean?”


  “They say they were here first and you pursued them.”


  “But that isn’t…” Wry puzzlement spread around the broken nose. “Which version is true?”


  “Both. Neither. Baal likes playing games. He set you up. You and the Tyreans.”


  Jack delivered a kick at the food bowl that still sat upside down over the cockroach carcass. Nicely greased by the slop, it zipped across the flagstones and crashed into a corner. That son of a bitch had taken those people and set them against each other in a religious war. For thrills. Like throwing two terriers in a pit and placing bets on who would bite whom to death first. It explained why the planet’s coordinates weren’t on the Abydos Cartouche. His Lordship had kept the personal sandbox very private. Somebody else butting in on the recreational slaughter might upset the balance and wreck the fun.


  “Whom are we supposed to believe in now?” murmured Tertius.


  Yeah. There was that, too, and Jack honestly couldn’t tell which was worse.


  “How about yourselves?” he asked gently. “What you made of the teachings of Mithras isn’t wrong. It’s right. You’re good folks, and you’re a good man, Tertius.”


  “So are you, my friend.”


  Feeling a hundred years old, Jack slid onto a stone bench, stretched out, and turned to the wall. “Try and grab some sleep.”


  “Deodatus?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t belittle yourself. What you went through hasn’t made you less human. On the contrary. You may wish to contemplate that.”


  Intriguing concept, but right now he would have infinitely preferred contemplating a bottle of bourbon until it was dry.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  
     
  


  The question foremost in Teal’c’s mind was how O’Neill had taken the news. Daniel Jackson had glossed over that part, but then, he was unaware of its significance.


  Darkness prevented the Jaffa from seeing his friend’s face distinctly. Yet scrutiny might be deemed intrusive, and he doubted that the young man looked healthier now than he had upon his return two hours ago. Teal’c had thought he detected the faint acidic smell of vomit, but Daniel Jackson had not mentioned any episode of sickness. In fact, apart from delivering an abnormally succinct report on his discovery at the temple and the information he had received from O’Neill and Tertius, he had not uttered a word.


  Casually the Jaffa slowed his pace until he walked abreast with Daniel Jackson. His approach seemed to provoke the desired effect, although not quite in the way he had expected.


  “Teal’c, why was Jack so keen on me joining SG-1 again? Why didn’t he just leave me on Vis Uban?”


  The nature of this query put Teal’c on his guard. “O’Neill considers you a close friend and a valuable member of his team. Is it not likely that he would have wished for you to resume your duties?”


  “No! I… I remember, Teal’c.”


  “What precisely is it that you remember?”


  “Stop tap-dancing around me, dammit! I was there! You hear what I’m saying? I know what Baal did to Jack. I suppose you could call me an immaterial witness.”


  This hapless attempt at humor failed to dupe even Teal’c, who inadvertently lost his stride. It was possible. While still ascended, Daniel Jackson had witnessed Rya’c and Master Bra’tac’s capture on Erebus. And he had been unable to intervene. Now the Jaffa understood. This was most unfortunate.


  “I am truly sorry, Daniel–”


  “Do you realize that he asked me to kill him? Make it so the sarcophagus couldn’t revive him? Of course I didn’t. I didn’t… do anything.”


  “Have you not told us that to interfere would have meant to play god, much like the Goa’uld do?”


  “I was wrong! Not to interfere is to play god in exactly the same way. I’m still making a choice. I’m still influencing.” Daniel Jackson exhaled harshly and lowered his voice. “A man called Edmond Burke once said, The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”


  After this he fell quiet, as though unwilling to continue their conversation. The path took a sharp turn, and Teal’c concentrated on his footing.


  Eventually he said, “Neither Major Carter nor myself were aware that you had been… present at the time, Daniel Jackson.”


  It was the young man’s turn to falter in his step. “You mean Jack never told you?”


  “He did not.”


  “But why?”


  “That is a question you shall have to discuss with O’Neill.”


  “If he lets me.”


  “Indeed.” Teal’c walked on in silence for several moments, then he added, “In the meantime, however, there is one point you may wish to consider.”


  “Which is?”


  “If O’Neill truly felt you had failed him, you would still be inhabiting a nomad tent.”


  “Oh…”


  Ahead, Major Carter and Professor Kelly had reached a moonlit glade and waited for them to catch up. From somewhere below came the rhythmic swishing of surf, and through the trees Teal’c could make out the pale glimmer of the sea. They could not be far from the location Tertius had indicated to Daniel Jackson. It was an inlet two kilometers west of the cove that had been the landing point for the original raid on the temple.


  “We’re getting close,” Major Carter confirmed softly. “I suggest we lose the camouflage. Might give the wrong impression. You can stay as you are, Professor.”


  Quite possibly she was implying that Professor Kelly would create the wrong impression in any attire. They all had worn Tyrean garments to pass through the city unnoticed and to conceal their uniforms and weapons. Now the three members of SG-1 divested themselves of the robes, as they were unlikely to facilitate relations with the Phrygians – or the Romans, as the Professor insisted.


  Daniel Jackson gathered the cloaks, balled them to a tight bundle, and stowed them beneath a bush. As he straightened up, Major Carter fixed him with a pointed stare.


  “Daniel, are you sure you’re alright? You look like hell.”


  “Gee, thanks.” His endeavor to smile did not succeed. “I’m fine. I just wish I knew what set off Tertius back there. Whatever it was, his countrymen might have the same allergic –”


  “Baal,” said Professor Kelly.


  “What?”


  “Always provided you managed to relay the conversation accurately, Jackson, your gung-ho friend told you to kill their supreme deity.” The Professor straightened her stance somewhat and proceeded to lecture. “Mithraism is derived from early Zoroastrianism, and when that was imported into Mesopotamia, the Babylonians refined the belief system, which included –”


  “Professor!” snapped Major Carter, strangely reminiscent of O’Neill. “Are you saying that they believe Baal is a god?”


  “Well, dearie, that depends on –”


  “Yes or no?”


  “Yes.”


  “Thank you, Professor. Nobody mention Baal. Let’s go!”


  Approximately ten minutes later they reached the bounds of a sheltered pebble beach. Dim figures were moving purposefully in the shadows of the trees inland. They had not lit a fire, and that was as it should be. Teal’c could discern the noises of men getting ready for battle. Murmured conversation, the muted clink of metal, the rasp of leather straps on armor. He also heard something else, much nearer to their position. It was good to know that these people were wary.


  “Major Carter,” he whispered. “I recommend we proceed into the open. Our approach has been detected.”


  Moonlight briefly gleamed on her hair as she nodded and stepped out onto the beach. “Daniel?”


  “Pax vobiscum,” he called, following her. “Amici Tertii sumus.”


  Peace be with you. We are friends of Tertius, Teal’c translated silently, pleased that he had not lost his grasp of the language.


  Mere yards away, four men emerged from the seam of the forest. They were dressed in Roman apparel, carried their swords drawn, and mustered the intruders. Predictably, they noted both staff weapon and tattoo.


  One of them spat. “Jaffa est!”


  “Apud Goa’uld non iam servit. Videte!” Daniel Jackson raised his hand so that the harsh white glow of the moons caught on the ring. “Flavium quaerimus.”


  If his assurances that this Jaffa no longer served the Goa’uld failed to merit the men’s belief, the ring and the announcement that they wished to find Flavius sufficed. Slowly the swords were lowered, though not yet sheathed. Three of the warriors inspected Major Carter with considerable curiosity and some amusement; a fourth hung back in the shadows. A craggy-faced soldier elected himself spokesman for his compatriots.


  “You’re not Tyrean, but you don’t belong to us either. How do you know of Flavius?”


  “Oh for goodness’ sakes! Stop playing cat and mouse!” The Professor stabbed a plump finger at the man who had remained half-hidden. “That’s him! We’ve met before!”


  “So we have, Domina.”


  Flavius stepped into a pool of moonlight and bowed graciously. He was a young man, slight of build; not a warrior but rather reminiscent of a species of professional the Tauri referred to as accountant. Professor Kelly stared at him with undisguised annoyance.


  “You might have told me that you speak English!”


  “Why bother when you speak Latin?” he asked, a trace of mirth warming a cool voice. “Besides, feigned ignorance is a useful tool.”


  Indeed. O’Neill wielded it with commendable prowess.


  Resuming his scrutiny of SG-1, the man observed, “You’re the ones Deodatus spoke of, aren’t you? His team?”


  “Who?” snapped Major Carter.


  The Professor produced the horse-like noise she was so fond of. “Colonel O’Neill. It’s what they call him. Deodatus.”


  “That’s the Latin form of his name. I bet he was thrilled.” For the briefest of moments a smile ghosted across Daniel Jackson’s face, then he sobered. “We need to talk.”


  “Yes, we must. Please come with me.”


  Over bunches of dried seaweed, driftwood, and crackling shingle Flavius led them to the stand of cedars that concealed the troops. These warriors were indeed ready for battle. They sat quietly, whetting swords and daggers already sharp, tightening bow strings, waiting for marching orders to come. The sense of anticipation hanging over them was so strong that they barely acknowledged the newcomers. Only two rose at their approach. These two, the Jaffa assumed, were leaders of other Phrygian settlements.


  The introductions were complicated and assumed a now familiar pattern. Assurances were given, the ring was produced, and Flavius added what he had learned; Deodatus held himself honored to call this Jaffa his friend. A secret surge of joy notwithstanding, Teal’c yearned for the simple faith the Tyreans had shown. It might have hastened matters.


  No sooner than everyone had settled in a circle on the ground, chary and out of earshot of the troops, a further difficulty arose. The elder of the two Phrygian commanders voiced his disapproval at the female presence.


  “Illa res mulieres non attingit.”


  “Thirty-nine,” Professor Kelly muttered glumly.


  “What?” muttered Major Carter.


  “Commodus, perhaps we should make an exception in this case,” Flavius proposed. “She is a tribune and the deputy of Deodatus.”


  “She’s a woman!” bellowed Commodus. “How can she be a tribune?”


  Before anyone had an opportunity to elucidate or interfere, the Professor hopped to her feet, a short, rotund figure in ill-fitting robes. Fists propped on hips, she scowled at the Phrygian men.


  “Will you be reasonable? We’ve got more important things to do than sit here and discuss who can or can’t do what. Now, I may not be much use for anything apart from digging around ruins, but that girl’ll have the lot of you for breakfast if you don’t watch it! Do you know who she is?” Evidently they did not and, judging from the expression on Professor Kelly’s face, neither did she. Her confusion was short-lived, however. “She’s an Amazon queen! Where I come from, whole armies are afraid of them!”


  Among incredulous stares she resumed her seat, still scowling. The Amazon queen groaned, barely audibly over the hiss of the surf, and Daniel Jackson shivered with suppressed laughter. Teal’c was happy to see it. Of their would-be allies, Commodus, the man who had objected to Major Carter’s presence, was the first to regain his composure.


  “An Amazon, old woman? If she is an Amazon, then why does she still have both breasts? Don’t they tear off the one so that they can draw their bows without impediment?”


  Blushing so fiercely that it was discernible even in the stark moonlight, Major Carter raised her P90. “Because we exchanged our bows for these. See this?”


  She pointed at the broken branch of a cedar, some ninety feet above their heads. Necks craned obligingly as the men looked for the target. Silhouetted by the triple moons, the branch swayed gently in the night wind. She did not bother to rise. In one smooth motion she unsafed her weapon, took aim, and fired a single round. Birds exploded from the tree, screeching and fluttering madly, and the branch snapped into the air. By some strange quirk of physics, the dry piece of wood tumbled directly into Commodus’ lap.


  “Any more questions?” Major Carter enquired lightly.


  “Yes!” Flavius’ face had drained of color. “If you have such weapons, why did you not stop the attack on our garrison? You could have prevented a hundred deaths!”


  Hostility and suspicion, which had never been wholly dispersed, condensed like a cloud of thunder waiting to erupt above the placid beach. Teal’c resisted an impulse to leap up and clasped his staff weapon a little tighter, realizing even so that they would not stand a chance should any of these men summon their troops to attack. He recalled his own failure in tracking the Temple Guards who had been dispatched to cause the avalanche, and he could relate to Flavius’ outrage. 


  “We didn’t have all the facts,” Daniel Jackson said quietly. “Without sufficient information we couldn’t become involved, because we didn’t know whether intervention would have been for the best. Right or wrong, sometimes it seems –” The young man’s voice caught and dwindled to a raw whisper. “Sometimes it seems necessary not to act.”


  He scrubbed a hand over his face as though to swipe away the turmoil of confusion and guilt these incongruous words had stirred once more. Major Carter glanced at him curiously and then shook her head, reining in her concern and reminding herself that queries would have to wait.


  “Look,” she said. “One thing Daniel neglected to mention just now was that we didn’t really feel all that charitable, seeing that you’d kidnapped our people. But we’re here now. I can’t blame you for not wanting to take us up on it, and I know it won’t bring your people back, but we’re here to help. And with or without you we’re gonna try and get Colonel O’Neill… Deodatus… and Tertius and as many children as possible out of there before it’s too late. With you it’ll be easier, and we’ll save more lives. We may even be able to arrange a peace between you and the Tyreans. It’s up to you. So I suggest you drop the attitude, tell me what you’ve planned, and then we’ll tell you what we know. After that we put both together and see where it gets us. Agreed?”


  The three Phrygians looked at each other, then at her. Finally, slowly, Flavius nodded.


  “Agreed.”


   


  An excruciating three hours later, Major Samantha Carter AKA Queen of the Amazons hauled herself over the edge of the temple roof, still not knowing if that chauvinist fossil Commodus would do what he’d consented to do. The plan had largely been hers, which automatically rendered it suspect. She’d had COs like that. Oddly enough, past experience didn’t make it any easier to stomach.


  “Screw him,” she muttered.


  After all, you could hardly blame the guy. He lived in a society that actually believed in this kind of crap… Same as she.


  Sam grinned and pulled a black watch cap over her hair.


  Then she began crawling across the roof and toward the inner edge. Kelly had told them that she and the Colonel had spotted the Phrygians up here the night of the raid. A lesson to remember, especially as two of the moons still stood high enough to make life difficult. Sam’s left elbow slipped in something soft and viscous, and an acrid stink assaulted her nose. Bird droppings. Great. The place was a guano farm! Another bit to remember. Should she develop an urge to run flat-out across the roof, she’d better watch her step, else she’d land flat on her face. Or the opposite end.


  Behind her she could hear muted scrabbling now. A group of fifteen Phrygian archers and Teal’c. No. No way she’d hear Teal’c – not unless he wanted her to. As a matter of fact, she’d have preferred to have him on the ground, but the risk of his being recognized was far too high. Besides, a staff weapon fired from an elevated position could work wonders for crowd control.


  And they’d need that. Holy cow!


  Her head mere inches over the parapet, she peered down into the courtyard. The place was packed, and more people were still pushing through the temple gate. Creeping through the forest, they’d seen the throngs of faithful milling up the road like fans flocking to a rock concert, but somehow she hadn’t expected it to be that bad. Once the show got underway, collateral damage would be preprogrammed. But the alternative was abandoning the kids and Colonel O’Neill. Wonderful choice!


  She swore under her breath and kept watching, hoping she’d be able to spot Daniel, who was down there with Flavius and the slightly less antediluvian Phrygian commander, all of them kitted out in Tyrean robes. Currently they were escorting Kelly, who’d volunteered to find Ayzebel. Hamilqart’s wife had promised to mobilize a group of women who also had lost sons and to create as much chaos as possible once the curtain went up. Sam figured that the good Professor was ideally posted with them; Kelly on her own could create more chaos than a whole regiment of angry mothers. For the moment, however, she remained invisible, hidden under a veil they’d forced on her and blending in with a few hundred people also wearing cloaks and veils and headscarves.


  From the corner of her eye Sam noticed the archers fanning out along the parapet. Good. Then a presence, sleek and silent like a large jungle cat, settled next to her. She really hadn’t heard him coming.


  “Hi, Teal’c,” she whispered, smiling. “Everything okay?”


  “So far everything is proceeding as planned. Even the rogue elements.” He pointed across the yawning gap of the courtyard and to the opposite roof.


  Barely visible against the dark wall of the forest, you could see shadows moving left and right of the tower. Commodus, with another thirty archers. Well, at least he was in position.


  “Have you seen O’Neill yet?” her friend asked next.


  If she didn’t know him so well, she would have missed the distress in his voice. It mirrored her own, and she couldn’t afford to dwell on it. The Colonel couldn’t afford to have her dwell on it.


  “No. But it won’t be long now.”


  It couldn’t be, provided her assumptions and the information she’d based them on were correct. Unlike the Purification, the children’s ‘initiation’ wasn’t for public consumption, and for good reason. The populace might object to watching their kids die. In other words, the temple had to be cleared by sunrise, which was when the sacrifice was supposed to begin. Sunrise was in approximately two-and-a-half hours. They were cutting it fine… Or maybe Baal was stuck in a traffic jam…


  Commotion erupted below, and for a second Sam feared that Kelly had snapped into action without waiting for the starter’s gun. In actual fact it was a gang of forty-odd acolytes, armed with torches, who formed a cordon and none too gently drove the crowd back from the front of the tower. The giant gates stood open, and Sam could see the statue inside, golden and malignant. In front of the steps an area of some fifty meters square had been cleared now, acolytes posted along the perimeter to prevent another invasion. She absently registered an oddity in the geometry of the pavement. The court was paved with honeycombed flagstones. The only exception were two round tiles, hardly more than a foot across and at about twelve meters distance from each other. Both were enclosed by a much wider, seamless ring of stone. It looked like a pair of pale eyes staring up at her. Kandaulo’s eyes…


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  
     
  


  The torch had burned down to a tired red glimmer. It didn’t matter now. Jack hadn’t slept a wink, and he heard them coming, despite Tertius’ deafening snores. A broken nose could play hell on one’s personal acoustics. But he had a feeling he’d have heard them even if they’d glided down the corridor four feet above the ground and wearing white sheets with eyeholes. Practice makes perfect.


  Four of them, counting the steps. Two to a man. You could hang between them like a sack of potatoes or a six-year-old on the way to the dentist, but it wouldn’t work. If you didn’t come willingly, they’d simply drag you to where you were going. They never talked, and they didn’t care. For some reason it made you feel more helpless, more like a thing. Less than human. Some wind-up toy. Press the right buttons, and it screamed.


  His right hand developed a life of its own, fingers trailing over his chest, scouting for the odd spot of skin that would suddenly tingle and ache. Funny, that. No marks, no scars, just a memory of pain. Somehow the sarcophagus had left those nerve endings untouched. The fingers listened as his heartbeat raced away. Between two rapid thuds he realized that he wished Teal’c had come. A staff blast or five would have knocked a hole even into that wall, and they’d be long gone.


  And what about the kids?


  Loser!


  He rolled on his side, nearly falling off the stone bench, got up, and tiptoed over to Tertius. The snoring was deceptive. Above that Tyrean purple nose, the man’s eyes flew open as soon as Jack touched him.


  “They’re coming,” mumbled Tertius. It wasn’t a question.


  “Yeah.”


  Bolts slid back and rattled. No quiet touch on a pane to shift the pull of gravity. Just bolts, sliding back and rattling. Homey, like Baal had discovered a foible for the quaint. Jack was still trying to decide if this improved the outlook when the door opened to reveal four men. Four. He’d known that. Two to one. All of them shorter than he, which surprised him. He’d instinctively anticipated the 6’8” Rent-A-Goon variety. Instead it was two Jaffa wannabes and two priests. The sourpuss he remembered from that kangaroo court on the island. His colleague was thin-faced, fat-bellied, and goggle-eyed, and looked as baffled as Jack felt.


  “May I ask you to come with us?” Goggle-Eyes enquired politely, smiling.


  Tertius cocked a sardonic eyebrow. In combination with the torchlight and the nose, it lent him the air of a wayward lesser demon who’d accidentally participated in a rodeo. “We’d be delighted,” he said and stood.


  Delighted wouldn’t have been Jack’s choice of words, but who was he to argue? For a second he wondered what would have happened if Tertius had said, Sorry, guys, we’re kinda busy right now.


  The politeness of the approach might have deteriorated a little. As it was, nobody even tied their hands. The priests led the way out of the cell, leaving the wannabes to herd them past other cells full of uneasy whispers, through barred gates, along moldy walls slick with green moisture after the rains, around dozens of corners, and finally to a confined set of stairs. He’d been here before. The stairs led to the western corner of the courtyard. From the top spilled a warm, unsteady glow and the rhubarb of excited voices. The audience were getting restive.


  “Do not be afraid,” Goggle-Eyes said, almost kindly. “Examine your heart and soul, and you cannot fail to make the right decision.”


  Goggle-Eyes seemed to think Jack was human. Things couldn’t be afraid.


  The walls either side of the stairs were white, limestone scrubbed and tinted rosy by the light. The rhubarb grew louder with every step, and he wanted the quiet of his cabin. Behind him he could hear Tertius. Did Tertius like to fish? Did androids dream of electric sheep?


  What?


  Get a grip, O’Neill! You’re losing it!


  He stopped briefly at the top of the staircase, blinking against the brightness of countless torches outside. Then his eyes adjusted, and he saw a phalanx of Temple Guards, ready to escort them. Beyond, an anonymous sea of faces. Purple-framed white faces, gaping eyes and mouths that breathed a communal sigh of anticipation. It briefly floated above the crowd and sank back into utter silence. Then the Guards started moving, some falling in behind him, separating him from Tertius and ushering him through a passage, cleared of people and lined by acolytes, towards the open space before the tower. Gaping eyes and mouths, stuck between rapture and greed, tracked his every step. Any second now they’d suck him in, swallow him alive.


  From somewhere among them, a familiar grating voice advised, “Chin up, duckie!”


   


  Peeking past the shoulders and pungent underarm aroma of two acolytes, Daniel watched Jack approach the arena. He seemed to walk on eggshells, and if he got any more tense, he’d shatter into pieces too small to find. Suddenly, and for no reason Daniel could detect, some of the tension sloughed off and there was a minute smile and a twitch, as though he’d meant to turn around and stopped himself at the last moment. A split-second later, some of the lilac and fuchsia mass opposite broke into flutters and settled down again. Ayzebel’s women were over there. Kelly. It had to have been Kelly, unable to keep her mouth shut, as usual. For once Dr. Jackson felt profoundly grateful for the Professor’s oral dysfunction.


  Jack looked more alert now, half-hooded eyes scanning the crowd, doing what training and experience demanded he do, assessing the situation. He’d spot them, Daniel was almost certain of it. Directly behind the cordon of acolytes stood Flavius and the second Phrygian commander with twenty soldiers.


  It’d been a gamble, and one that had required an awful lot of persuasion. Strictly no caps, and the Phrygians hadn’t liked that. Plus, there’d only been two spare robes to disguise the officers. The men had been forced to strip off their armor and rely on their own plain cloaks. As it turned out, they were in good company. The people who’d come down from the mountain villages wore similar outfits. Raising goats obviously didn’t generate enough income to afford dyed linen or silk.


  The thought of Phoenician socio-economics, reassuringly bland, provided some sort of a mental breather. Jack was a mere ten feet away now, and it would be much better if all he saw was the wealth of emotion applicable to obsolete gross national product.


  Dark, searching eyes met Daniel’s and lit up with a flash of relief. Relief? Daniel was surprised enough to grin, the end result probably being on a par with Teal’c’s early efforts. But Jack had moved on already, and behind him followed Tertius, studiously inspecting the flagstones for fear of giving his men away. The pair were surrounded by a contingent of ten Temple Guards.


  As far as Daniel could tell, these ten were the only ones out in the courtyard. Two more flanked the tower gates and the rest, sixty strong, were posted around the colonnade, currently minding the children in their cells. At the first sign of trouble they’d close off the court and trap everyone inside a killing ground. Diagonally across, at the eastern perimeter of the open space, Daniel picked out Hamilqart, engaged in crowd control, like the rest of the acolytes. On the man’s face hung a chilling mix of fascination and pure terror. He knew the script, didn’t he?


  If – no, when – push came to shove, it would be up to Flavius, Daniel, and the Phrygians to protect Jack and Tertius, at the same time hopefully luring the Guards under the arcade into the open, where they’d be targets for Sam and Teal’c and the archers. Daniel felt an urge to check if his team mates were in position and curbed it. Even a single glance could draw attention to the roof, largely because everyone else was mesmerized by the goings-on outside the tower.


  The Guards lined up Jack and Tertius some distance apart from each other and hustled back in one hell of a hurry. For a moment nothing else happened, and Jack seemed to be held in place by sheer puzzlement. Suddenly he teetered as if drunk. The accompanying gasp from the crowd went up like an explosion, only to fizzle to breathless silence. Craning his neck Daniel nudged the acolyte in front of him. The man shifted a few inches, cleared the view.


  Ablution with scented water, Dr. Jackson’s foot! His mission objective had just changed.


   


  “Holy crap!”


  Having watched the ground disappear from around the small round tiles where the two men stood, Teal’c shared the sentiment. Two large, ring-shaped segments of the floor had rapidly sunk out of sight; he could not tell how far or by what mechanism. Truth was, he did not care. However it had been effected, the drop was too deep for anyone to survive a fall. At the center of one chasm O’Neill balanced precariously on a stone pillar. Twelve meters to his left, Tertius was in the same predicament.


  A ripple of panic and confusion spread down the line of archers, but the initial shock passed and they settled back, watching, waiting. As was his companion.


  “What do you intend to do, Major Carter?”


  “Short of mounting an air rescue, you mean?” Her voice sounded tight and terse with restraint, and she refused to take her eyes off the scene below. “We can’t do a damn thing right now, Teal’c. Their best chance is for us to go through with this exactly as planned and hope nobody knocks them over in the meantime. It’ll be up to Daniel and the boys downstairs to get them off these things.”


  She was correct. Teal’c returned his attention to the unfolding events, trying as best he could to ignore the small figure of a man standing perched above an abyss.


  Within the tower, movement could be discerned now. Filing around the golden idol from both sides came the priests, led by Kandaulo. They descended the steps and in a slow, dance-like pace dispersed into a semi-circle, flanking their High Priest. When all motion had subsided at last, Kandaulo raised his hands.


  “Ye who are faithful, behold!” Light and clear as glass the old man’s words drifted across the courtyard. “Behold the heretics! Behold the traitors! Cut off from communion with you, by their deeds and by the holy will of the Lord Meleq!”


  “Bull!” hissed Major Carter. “Your will, you vicious old goat!”


  “But Meleq is merciful. They shall be purified by his holy fire, and so their souls be penitent, they shall be redeemed. Pray for them! Pray so that Meleq may appear and cleanse them!”


  A murmur sprang up from the crowd, gradually gaining in volume and solidifying into a chant, until Teal’c could make out the words.


  Submit, oh child, that thou mayest be cleansed from thy transgression.


  Submit, oh child, that thou beest purified in Meleq’s fervor.


  Submit, oh child, that thou shalt be consumed by the blessèd Mysteries of Meleq.


  Submit, oh child, that thou mayest be cleansed… 


  It was repeated endlessly, tonelessly, mindlessly by a congregation who seemed to have fallen into a trance. To the Jaffa, fear was kek, weakness, a kind of death, but if asked, he would have admitted that this frightened him. He began to understand how Hamilqart could recall so little of the Purification he had witnessed years ago. There was no rational thought left; these were people who had surrendered control to the one conducting their chorus. Kandaulo must have craved this status. The power of it was truly intoxicating.


  The chant continued unabated. Suddenly Major Carter tensed.


  “What in the name of… Teal’c! Look!”


  The dark chasms encircling the pillars had begun to glow with a faint, scarlet light that grew in intensity, just as the chant had. He conceived an impression of gazing into a pair of giant eyes, gleaming spitefully as though they knew of the helpless lives trapped in their pupils. Teal’c dispelled the notion. It was unproductive.


  “What is causing this, Major Carter?”


  “At a guess, lava rising into the shafts.”


  “Would it not melt the walls and the pillars?”


  “Not with that kind of surface. Check it out.” She handed him her binoculars. “Seem familiar?”


  Indeed. The surfaces were as smooth as those Daniel Jackson had described at Peñasco Blanco and Kerkouane.


  “The Tyreans didn’t build this obstacle course. The technology is way beyond them. My money’s on Baal,” Major Carter murmured. “Teal’c, can you see Daniel?”


  “He is still in the same position.”


  “Right. Plans have just changed a little. We need to –”


  A shrill whine broke through the drone of the chant, and they both recognized it.


   


  The one-note litany was hypnotic, and Jack almost gratefully latched on to the noise of the ring transporter. Five more minutes, and he’d have believed in out-of-body experiences and taken a step forward. Five more minutes, and he’d be toast anyway. The red-hot mass beneath him climbed steadily. He’d be dead before it reached him. Before long the heat would make breathing impossible. Which would conclude his Purification, he supposed. He’d been thinking soap and water, but the all-time knock-out purifier was fire, wasn’t it?


  Jack measured the distance to the outer rim of the pit again. Three meters, give or take. Piece o’ cake if you could take a running leap, which he couldn’t. He’d have to jump high and hope to hell he’d catch the edge and not slip off. At which point somebody would come along and stand on his fingers. If this was to work, he’d need a diversion. His gaze strayed up to the roof. He’d seen faces there earlier, he was sure of it. Teal’c and Carter.


  Hey, Carter, if you’re up there, how about pulling an idea out of your… Any part of your anatomy’ll do, Major, seriously, I don’t –


  This probably wasn’t a good time to think of Carter’s anatomy.


  The introductory whine had silenced the chant and given way to the whup-whup of the rings arriving. For some reason he’d believed that Baal would make his entrance through the ‘gate. A ring transporter carried nasty implications, but they’d just have to cross that mothership when they came to it. Settled smack between the two pits, the rings filled with a brief flare of brilliant energy and whup-whupped out of existence, leaving behind a group of six men.


  Only five Jaffa. But if you were a god, you didn’t need much of an escort, right? Especially if you were a universally beloved god.


  “Behold the Lord Meleq!” Kandaulo bleated somewhere behind Jack.


  If it’s all the same to you guys, I’d rather not…


  The crowd broke to their knees, first the acolytes, then everyone else, and somebody was a heartbeat late because he was distracted. For a second Jack caught sight of Daniel, head cocked, hand curled to where his lapel would be, in an unmistakable pose: radio call. Then Daniel’s face disappeared too. But something would be happening. It had to.


  Give me a diversion, kids. Give me a fighting chance. A fighting chance…


  Something happened alright. Meleq… Baal… turned to inspect the unlikely pair of stylites. Without ever meaning to, Jack had memorized every line of that face, every twitch of muscle, every suave nuance of voice. Now he got the refresher, shimmering through three meters of roiling air. Dark, narrow, patrician, and every instinct he possessed screamed at him to simply keel forward. He’d vaporize instantly. Nothing left to revive, and no time to even feel it. It’d make a change.


  “Who are you?” The eyes flared. “Who are you to defy the Lord Meleq?”


  No recognition. None at all. The brutal irony of it pinned Jack into place. He hadn’t mattered. It hadn’t mattered. Not to Baal. Merely routine, the casual placement of a dagger, another drop of acid, and what’s for lunch? A minor nuisance, mildly entertaining perhaps, because it squealed, but forgettable. In the end, a waste of time, a broken toy, broken thing.


  The blank face angled away, fixed on Tertius.


  “Examine your hearts and pledge yourselves to the Lord Meleq so you may be redeemed,” Kandaulo intoned.


  And how did they figure that? Levitation across the pit, into the welcoming arms of Baal?


  Suddenly Jack thought he understood how all the other heretics had died here. They’d killed themselves. Better to take a little step off the pillar than to give up your soul to that.


  “Pledge yourselves to the Lord Meleq so you may be forgiven,” chorused the priests.


  Forgiven?


  “What the hell for?” he shouted.


  Baal spun around.


   


  “Now!” yelled Daniel, virtually the same moment he heard Sam say it on his radio.


  The women over in Ayzebel and Kelly’s corner were on their feet almost before him and the Phrygians, bursting into deafening howls. Behind them, the Temple Guards flinched. Robes flying, Daniel leapfrogged over the acolyte in front of him and raced across the open space and towards the pits. A staff blast streaked over his head, followed by the tinny chatter of a submachine gun. One Jaffa went down. The others overcame their surprise way too fast, two firing at the roof position and two aiming their weapons at the twenty-odd men who came rushing at them. Too many targets. Some would die, but most would make it.


  “You!” Daniel hollered at three Phrygians about to overtake him at a dead run. “Stay with me! I need you!”


  The men slowed, reluctant and unsure, but they obeyed. Daniel threw himself on the ground, skidding right up to the chasm around Jack.


  “Hold on to my legs, and for God’s sake, don’t let go!”


  From the corner of his eye he saw Flavius break his step for a second, pick up the principle, and race on to the second pit. Baal and the Jaffa had got the idea as well, but they were on the wrong side. The priests fluttered behind them like a spooked flock of purple geese. Daniel felt fists snatch his calves and ankles, just as one of the Jaffa readied a zat. If Jack got hit…


  “Jack! Now!”


  He slid forward until his entire upper body hung in the air, scorching heat making his eyes water and lashing his face. The spinning blue discharge from the zat’nikatel sizzled towards the pillar and missed by a whisker. Jack came flying at him like a demented trapeze artist, and Daniel forced himself not to notice or think of anything but those hands reaching for his. If he didn’t catch, if he –


  Strong fingers clasped his forearms, and he managed to lock his own grip just before 190 pounds of Jack O’Neill lost momentum, dropped, and damn near wrenched his arms from their sockets. The fists around his legs started pulling, slowly reeling them in. Then Daniel’s upper half was back on deck, and two of the Phrygians grabbed hold of Jack and hauled him over the edge.


  The rescuee was drenched in sweat, appallingly filthy, and didn’t exactly smell of roses. “Cool catch,” he croaked.


  “Thanks.” Rubbing a maltreated shoulder, Daniel grinned. “Before we do this again, can you lose some weight?”


  “I’ll take it under advisement. Fetching costume, by the way. Very –”


  “Convertite, Phrygii!” bawled a voice from the roof near the tower. “Decepiebamini! Cum potestate divina non iam contendite!”


  “What the –”


  “He’s telling them not to –”


  “I know what he’s telling them, Daniel! Who is this guy?”


  “Commodus. Leftover from the Neolithic, as you can tell. Friend of Sam’s.”


  “Uhuh… Carter’s getting kinda sloppy in her choice of friends.”


   


  “What on earth is that idiot telling them, Teal’c?”


  Tertius’ would-be rescuers had engaged a group of fifteen Guards and were the only ones still resisting – not counting the women who did their best to obstruct the opposition in the western sector of the yard. Tertius stood trapped amid slow death, and the archers, seconds ago ready to loosen a first volley, had lowered their bows. The indecision on their faces mutated to dread as they stared down at Baal.


  Arms spread and looking straight at them, the bastard postured between those red chasms, playing god. His remaining Jaffa seemed under orders to cover him and to stop the rescuers, but otherwise not to get involved. Meanwhile more and more Temple Guards pushed their way through a shell-shocked, cowering crowd and towards the skirmish around the pits.


  “Commodus has told the Phrygians to turn back and cease to defy the divine power,” replied Teal’c. “It would appear that Professor Kelly’s theory is correct.”


  “Terrific!” Sam got to her feet, cover be damned, and ran over to the archers. “Baal isn’t a god! If you don’t fight he’ll kill your people… He’ll kill Tertius!”


  “He is Baal! He is Ahura-Mazda! He saved us by bringing us here!” one of the men shouted back.


  “And now he –”


  Teal’c fired a staff blast at the so-called god, but the discharge ineffectually fizzed around the protective force-shield Baal was wearing. If anything, it had succeeded in proving Commodus right.


  “Don’t!” she yelled. “Draw the fire from the Jaffa, maybe we can give Tertius a chance that way! I’ll concentrate on the Guards!”


  She skidded back behind the parapet, up to her ankles in bird shit, snapped the selector switch on her gun to single-shot and started picking off Guards, trying not to kill them. It wasn’t those guys’ fault. Seven were down when Teal’c cried out.


  “Major Carter!” He was pointing at a tiny figure leading four more people towards a typically direct solution of Tertius’ pit problem.


  “Dammit, sir! No!”


   


  Jack dodged the bright streak of a staff blast, slipped in a trail of blood, and barely avoided a tumble, bracing himself with one hand. The trail came from the body of a Phrygian soldier who’d encountered a Temple Guard. The man’s sword was still there, and he probably wouldn’t mind.


  Snatching up the weapon, Jack ran on towards the eastern side of Tertius’ pit, Daniel and the three Phrygians close behind him. It had taken a bit of hollering, but at least they were moving now. Just as well. Tertius looked dizzy and panicked, and who could blame him? By the time Jack had got off his perch, temperatures had been distinctly on the uncomfortable side.


  Egged on by shouts from the priests who were flapping on the tower steps, four Guards decided their colleagues could take care of Flavius and his men. They pulled out of the engagement on the inside of the chasm and made for the newly arrived SAR team, wildly determined to keep at least one sacrificial lamb where it was supposed to be.


  “Come on, Carter!” he growled. “Some cover would help.”


  Even as he said it, he heard the report from the P90 and the Guard in front stumbled and dropped, his right thigh a bleeding mess. No way she could have missed the body mass, so she wasn’t shooting to kill. Good. The next moment staff blasts soared up at the roof, tearing junks of masonry out of the parapet. A brief burst of return fire, submachine and staff weapon, then it died down. They were okay. They were changing their positions.


  Unfortunately, the Guards didn’t care.


  “You!” Jack grabbed the sleeve of one of the Phrygians. “Take one of your pals and keep those clowns entertained. Daniel, you’re with me! Bring the other guy!”


  Behind a veil of heat, the slouching form on the pillar straightened up again, shaking its head as though to clear it, and you could see the amount of effort it took. Suddenly Jack doubted whether Tertius would even be able to make the jump.


  “Phrygii!”


  Okay, so he would make it. If he could produce a bellow like that, he could jump that pit and land on his feet on the other side.


  “Phrygii! Pater loquens! Decepiebamini per illum!”


  Tertius’ accusing finger left no doubt as to who had deceived them. Protected by the force-shield and his Jaffa, Baal posed before a terrified audience, enjoying a display of how the other half died.


  “Deus non est! Est Goa’uld! Audite Phrygii, pater vester loquens!”


  At Tertius’ words a roar erupted from the rooftops, and the Jaffa appeared worried all of a sudden. Maybe they should be.


  Phrygians listen, your father speaks!


  Dad had proclaimed Baal to be a false god. Question was if the boys believed dad…


  The answer came as a melodic whistle, almost as though the air itself had started to sing. The entire first volley from Carter and Teal’c’s side of the roof was aimed at Baal. Nine arrows went wide, one hit some ancient priest in the six as he was scrambling for the safety of the tower, and five struck home, slow enough to penetrate the force-shield.


  Among the wails of the priests, the Jaffa opened fire at the archers, which was rewarded by a second volley from the opposite roof. Two Jaffa literally got it in the neck. The pincushion that was Baal writhed on the ground and reached across the arrows protruding from its chest and for a bracelet on his right arm. Jack stopped dead in his tracks. Now. One shove. Nothing left to revive. Now, before the ring transporter –


  And Tertius would die too.


  Vengeance is mine…


  He dropped the sword, turned away, and dived for the ground at the rim of the chasm. “Daniel! Weigh me down!”


  “Jack, let me –”


  “Your shoulders are shot.”


  Tertius staggered atop his pillar, the motion looking rubbery in the heat. “I can’t –”


  “The hell you can’t! Trust me!”


  A clumsy, uncoordinated heap of Tertius took off and careened through the air, so low that Jack could barely catch one hand. A very sweaty, slippery hand. He stretched, desperate to get hold of Tertius’ left, felt himself slide. Behind him whup-whupped the transporter, and someone’s full weight landed on his legs, stopping the slide and giving his knees an amazing amount of grief. He tuned it out, concentrated on that exhausted face staring up at him.


  “Hang on, goddammit! If you let go, I swear I’ll come after you and break your other nose.”


  Silhouetted by the black and red glare beneath, an arm flew up, fingers locking with Jack’s at last.


   


  Dr. Kelly relieved a passing acolyte of his torch, and it proved a very useful weapon. She brandished it at two Temple Guards and some bewildered Tyreans and finally managed to escape from the maelstrom that funnelled towards the archway.


  Good God! They’d dragged her halfway across the courtyard.


  As soon as this glowy-eyed Baal impersonator had fallen over, people had started to panic, scared witless of the divine retribution. Entirely absurd of course. Proper deities didn’t end up looking like hedgehogs when confronted with a few arrows. At the most, the retribution could have amounted to a raised forefinger. Naughty-naughty, children!


  But he hadn’t even tried that, had he? Those ring thingies had whisked him and his remaining minions out of harm’s way. Pathetic!


  She stumbled back from the throng and took stock, not because she necessarily would have known what to make of things, but because she had a vague notion that this was what one did in these circumstances. Across the teeming multitudes she saw the Carter girl and the alien and some of the archers rappel into the courtyard and disappear under the colonnade. Probably to evacuate the children. The fighting had more or less ceased now. The Tyrean combatants looked numb, wounded, or plain dead. Their Roman – Phrygian – counterparts were more proactive and disarmed them where they found them. Quite courteously, though.


  “Lady Siobhan!” Ayzebel, over on the other side of the pits, semaphoring wildly. What now?


  Then Kelly saw them. Several members of the Synod had crept from the sanctuary and were beginning to close the huge bronze gates.


  “Oh no, you don’t!” She couldn’t believe it. After all this, they still were trying to prevent her from getting inside.


  Less than twenty yards away from her the pigheaded Irish and Jackson had finished hauling that Roman lad to safety and were dusting him off. Well, that could wait, couldn’t it?


  She trotted over as fast as she could. “Stop playing silly-buggers, Jackson! I need a hand!”


  “Now I know what I’ve been missing…” muttered O’Neill, glancing up briefly. Earlier on he’d had that haunted, lifeless look she recalled, but he seemed in fine fettle now – if rather dirty. “Daniel, go with the Professor and put a foot in that door. Mind your toes!”


  With Kelly puffing along in his wake, Jackson sprinted around the edge of the pit and straight for the closing gates. They arrived at the same time as Ayzebel and her cohorts.


  The panels were still gaping, hands reaching from within to draw them shut completely. Kelly decided that this was precisely what the Lord had created torches for. A couple of swipes, two murderous howls, and the hands jerked back. Ayzebel’s women prised the panels apart and swung the gate open again. Inside, dwarfed by that hateful golden bull, huddled eight irate priests; two sucking their fingers. A ninth was injured in a very delicate part of his body and lay face-down on the floor. They were one High Priest short. Where had he got to?


  “How dare you desecrate this sanctuary!” One of the eight, that dyspeptic misery, Fuano, stepped forward. “You are not permitted in the Lord Meleq’s presence!”


  Several women flinched, decades of indoctrination threatening to diffuse adrenaline and outrage. But they held their ground. Good for them.


  “Poppycock!” snorted Kelly. “From what I saw out there, I’d say it’s the other way round!”


  “Be silent, woman! Be silent and leave, or bring down the wrath of Meleq upon yourself!”


  “Oh shut up!”


  Kelly pushed him aside. The other priests made way voluntarily, and she slowly approached the idol, took in the ramp, the hatch, the heat radiating from it. Jackson had been right, in every detail. She really resented that about him.


  “Initiation?” More livid than she’d ever been in her life, Kelly wheeled around. “Initiation to what? Death? How long does it take for a child to –”


  A piercing, keening noise stopped her. Past the priest she saw the faces of mothers, pale and stricken with shock. Some of them were crying. Most of them had had sons ‘initiated’.


  “Your sons entered the service of the Lord Meleq through his likeness.” Having spotted his chance, Fuano used it. “Would you rather believe the heretics? It is they who wish to cause you pain.”


  “Oh yeah?” Jackson ambled over to one of the countless niches in the wall and picked up the urn inside. “Then how do you explain this, Fuano?”


  “Set it down!” the priest shrieked. “Touching them is forbidden! They are sacred!”


  “Yeah. I bet they are…”


  The lid came off, and Jackson gently turned the urn upside down. Its contents whispered to the floor, raining into a downy grey heap on white tiles. Then something more substantial fell out, scaring up a small plume of ashes as it landed. A stone amulet, fire-blackened but whole.


  From among the women’s keening rose a single, shrill wail.


  Ayzebel crouched and picked up the small piece of stone. “It is a talisman. Sophonisba gave it to her son when he was chosen. He was five years old… Whom would you have us believe now, Lord Priest?”


  At that moment a massive explosion rocked the tower and made the idol tremble. Quite a fitting simile, Dr. Kelly thought. Jackson seemed to disagree. He went a little green around the gills.


  “Get out! All of you! You’ve got to go now!”


   


  Another brilliant shaft of light lanced through the night sky and slammed into the upper reaches of the tower, scattering chunks of stone and mortar over the courtyard. Thank God it was mostly clear by now! She should have anticipated this as soon as she’d seen the ring transporter. Where there’s rings, there’s a mothership (or at the very least a teltac), and where there’s a ship, there’s artillery.


  Sam was pushing upstream against a flow of terrified stragglers who shoved and jostled through the archway. Among the fugitives she spotted Teal’c and Flavius, between them the last of the children.


  “Don’t stay on the road, Teal’c! Make for the forest,” she yelled over groans and screams. “The other kids are waiting for you there.”


  “Where is O’Neill?” Teal’c hollered back.


  “Downstairs to get the other prisoners out. He and Tertius found Hamilqart. He’s showing them the way.”


  “And Daniel Jackson?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to find out!”


  At last the bottleneck spat her out into the courtyard and to a sight that made her gasp with relief. They’d made it. Kelly and Ayzebel and the rest of the women came zigzagging around debris and bodies, shooed on by Daniel. With them were one priest under his own steam and a pair of Guards carrying another who complained loudly and incessantly. Tendao, by the –


  An energy beam went wide and detonated somewhere in the hills north of the temple. The Stargate! If they hit the ‘gate… If they hit the ‘gate there’d be nothing anyone could do, it was as simple as that.


  “Sorry it took so long,” Daniel panted. “The priests didn’t want to come. Where’s Jack?”


  “I’m going to get him. See you outside.”


  “Sam –”


  “Move!”


  He’d seen it the same moment as she. The next blast was incoming, and its trajectory didn’t look like it’d miss this time. Daniel and his group piled into the archway at a dead run. Sam shot under the arcade and leaped into a cell, hoping the walls would hold. The discharge smashed into one of the pits, sending globs of lava flying like missiles. Moments after the explosions had died down, she cautiously ventured outside. Where the pits had been gaped a crater. The ground was littered with lumps of molten stone, simmering angrily.


  Now or never. The stairs to the dungeon were a hundred meters away, straight across the yard.


  Twenty seconds later, she raced down the steps and into a dim corridor lit by two torches. Somewhere at the back echoed voices and footsteps, growing louder, and then a shadowy figure tore around the corner and cantered up the hallway.


  “Colonel!”


  He skidded to a stop. “Carter! Why the hell didn’t you clear out?”


  “Somebody had to make sure you didn’t go AWOL again,” she said and added, “Sir.”


  “AWOL? Major, I –” His nose crinkled. “Carter, no offense, but you stink!”


  “Guano, sir.”


  “That’s one of the priests, right?”


  “Bird doo.” Sam tried to keep a straight face. “And with all due respect, sir, so do you.”


  The ground rocked with another impact, and they both groped the walls for support.


  “Is it just me, or is Baal pissed?”


  A small grin tugged at the corners of his mouth, like he’d won some kind of private victory, and perhaps he had. She’d seen what had happened when Baal went down.


  “Sounds pissed to me.” She smiled back at him.


  “Good. Let’s get them out of here.”


  They waited until a line of thirty-odd prisoners, men and women had filed up the stairs. Last among them were Tertius and a bear of a man who carried an old warrior in his arms. Behind them skittered Hamilqart, dusty and confused and hopping with panic when another blast struck the buildings above.


  “Those are the last ones,” he rasped. “We should make haste.”


  “Ya think?”


   


  Dawn was breaking, all rosy-gray skies and rambunctious birds. He’d come full circle. Kinda…


  By the time they’d made it into the courtyard, an entire section of the building had collapsed over the archway. Hamilqart had led them out through the hidden side door. That would be gone too. The bombardment had continued until the temple was reduced to rubble. Why Baal had stopped there was anybody’s guess, but the bastard probably had other plans for the city. Yeah, well. They’d see about that.


  One hand propped on a rock furry with moss, Jack bent over the well and splashed water in his face. In lieu of sleep, coffee, and a shave. Then he flopped into the grass, leaning back against more moss-gloved rocks, and watched normality reassert itself.


  SG-1, Kelly, and a mixed bag of escapees had ended up in the same glade where he’d caught Miss Marple one fine night, oh, about two decades ago. Now she was giving Caius the third degree on Mithraic initiation rites and getting nowhere if her scowl was anything to go by. Across the clearing, Beefcake the Blushing Bride was performing magician’s tricks for Luli. Pulling coins out of the kids ears, that sort of thing. Next to them sat the busty Phrygian lady with the poppy potion, bursting into applause at every trick. Hamilqart was holding Ayzebel’s hand, which didn’t stop him from earnestly discussing God knew what with Flavius.


  Maybe a new normality. Goggle-Eyes the Priest had suffered an attack of conscience. Jack wasn’t so sure about the old guy, Tendao. Likely as not he’d suffered nothing more than pain in the ass. But both had volunteered to set the Tyreans straight. No more Meleq or Moloch or Baal. No more child sacrifices. No more Synod. Tertius would keep an eye on things, and time would tell.


  “We should like to help them.” Speak of the devil… Somehow Tertius had managed to sneak up on him and dropped cross-legged on the ground. “But it will be difficult. The Tyreans are reluctant to trust us.”


  Dipping his fingers into the clear, cold water of the well, Jack grinned. “How about chucking them into a freezing river and wait till they do?”


  “We didn’t… how did you say?… chuck you into the river. You jumped.”


  “You did too.”


  “Yes… Yes, I did.” Tertius cocked his head. “You could have killed him, Deodatus.”


  “I know. He wasn’t worth it. If I’d let a good man die for the sake of killing him, he’d have won.”


  Jack’s team came drifting across the clearing, packed up and ready to go. They’d extracted some very enlightening bits of information from a crew of rattled Temple Guards. Phrygian piracy, Colonel O’Neill’s foot! He should have seen it, really… and he wished he’d got his hands on that son of a bitch, Kandaulo.


  Tertius studied him for a moment, read the signs. “You’re leaving.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Desiderabo, tribune.”


  “I’ll come back to visit… check on your nose and see how you’re doing with the Tyreans.”


  “Is that a possibility or a probability?”


  “It’s a fact. Trust me.”


  “I do.”


  With a brief nod, Tertius scrambled to his feet and went in search of lost Tyrean sheep. Teal’c stared after him and gave a nod of his own. Then he turned and gravely regarded his friend and commander.


  “O’Neill, we have discussed the issue and arrived at a decision.”


  Issue? Decision?


  Carter and Daniel were no help. Usually you could tell with at least one of them. This time their faces were nearly as impassive as Teal’c’s, which basically meant he didn’t wanna hear it.


  “What?”


  “You’ve got the most experience, Jack.”


  Dr. Daniel Jackson bowing to Jack O’Neill’s expertise? Without a prior exchange of insults? This was bad. Very bad.


  Carter pointed across the glade. “You go and get her, sir. Please…”


  Jack connected the dots. Carter’s very grubby finger pointed at Kelly. Okay, so he had intended to grovel, but there was a limit.


  “Uh-uh. No way! I’m… I’m convalescent.”


  “Enjoy, sir.”


  On cue, they performed a slightly hasty turn and hared off in the direction of the road.


  “Thanks a bunch!”


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  
     
  


  The pigheaded Irish had manhandled her off the planet, without giving her time to do any proper research. Of course, she should have known better than to complain to his superior as soon as she’d popped through the hula hoop. The General had had the nerve to insist that she go and see a doctor. Aforementioned doctor was a pint-size martinet who’d prescribed twelve hours of rest for everybody and possessed the indelicacy to suggest that the Professor could do with losing a few pounds.


  In protest, Dr. Siobhan Kelly had ordered pancakes, scrambled eggs, sausages, and hash browns for breakfast. The good news was that she’d met this nice, inquisitive colonel. He’d been behind her in the breakfast queue.


  “So, Professor,” the nice colonel enquired eagerly. “You’re saying Jack O’Neill got his a-… I mean, hisself… kidnapped by those Roman pirates and then he got –”


  Suddenly the nice colonel cut himself off and peered past her, head hunched between his shoulders. Kelly turned in the direction he was staring and spotted the obstreperous colonel sauntering away from the food counter, a mug of coffee in his hands.


  “Coo-ee!” She waved. “Over here, duckie!”


  Several heads snapped around and faces flushed with suppressed chortles as Colonel O’Neill spilled his coffee and swore. Then he marched over.


  “Professor… What a wonderful start to my day!” He glowered at her companion. “Don’t let me interrupt you, Reynolds. Didn’t realize you jarheads were interested in archaeology.”


  “It’s been an education. Sadly, I have to go.” The nice colonel grinned and rose. “Ma’am, thank you very much.”


  “My pleasure, young man.”


  O’Neill’s glower deepened. “What did you –”


  “Don’t sweat it, Jack. Happens to all flyboys.” The nice colonel patted his fellow officer’s shoulder and made for the exit, shouting, “Next time don’t be shy. Just ask Doc Fraiser for scopolamine patches.”


  “Sco-” He briefly glared at Kelly, spun around, and hollered at the receding back, “Reynolds!”


  The nice colonel turned. “Yes… duckie?”


  “One word and you’re a dead man! I know where you live!”


  With a happy little wave Colonel Reynolds swaggered from the commissary. His comrade-in-arms slumped into a chair and groaned.


  “You told him I got seasick.”


  Kelly smirked. Served him right. If they’d stayed on Tyros, she wouldn’t have met that nice, inquisitive colonel, would she now?


  “He was very sympathetic.”


  “Sympathetic? He’s a Marine, for cryin’ out loud!”


  “So?”


  Suddenly he shook his head and smiled. “God help me, Kelly, I’ll probably miss you…”


  “I’m not leaving yet.” Kelly took a sip of tea and tried to sound casual. “By the way, McGillicuddle and Walters claim that, during the ceremony, Mithraic initiates are –”


  “Ah!” He peeked at her over the rim of his coffee mug. “I told you I’m not allowed.”


  “Oh for goodness’ sake! Stop being so prissy! It’s not like they’ll ever –”


  “Hi, Jack.” Jackson steered towards their table, his timing atrocious, as always. “Morning, Professor.”


  “Hrmph,” she said.


  Without meeting the recipient’s gaze, Jackson delivered his message. “The General wants a word before the debrief, Jack. He’s in his office.”


  “And this conversation was just getting interesting… Sorry, Professor.” He didn’t look sorry in the slightest, leaped to his feet, and handed his mug to Jackson. “Have a coffee on me, Daniel.”


  Jackson watched as O’Neill made his escape. Finally he sat down, rather more glum and taciturn than usual and still holding on to the mug.


  “Cheer up! You’ll be rid of me in a few days.”


  “What?” He blinked and tried to shake off the cobwebs. “So you’re leaving?”


  “Fun as it was, I think I’m a little too… mature.” Kelly toyed with her teacup. This was difficult. She didn’t like eating humble pie, especially after a hefty breakfast. “Look, Jackson… I’d like to ask you a favour.”


  “A favor? Me?” Well, at least he was grinning now, even if it was a little smug for her taste.


  The blush crawled into her cheeks and up to her ears, and she coughed. “I know you won’t publish anything, else I wouldn’t ask. I guess I’m going to write a monograph or two, revise a few preconceived notions, as one does. So I was wondering… since you seem to have a rather solid grasp, scientifically speaking, you understand… I mean, I can accept it if you say no, and of course I’d give you full credit, but if you –”


  “Jeez! Spit it out, Professor!”


  “Oh… uh…” Kelly cleared her throat again and had a nasty suspicion that she was scarlet by now. “Would you mind letting me have a copy of your notes?”


  “That all?” He laughed softly. “On one condition.”


  “Condition?”


  He wouldn’t ask for a public apology, would he?


  “You owe me a drink.”


   


  “So the Synod has been dissolved?” asked General Hammond.


  “That’s one way of putting it, sir.” Colonel O’Neill sent his pen into a little spin on the notepad. “Two of the priests came over to the good guys, and the rest was incinerated in the tower. Together with the evidence, but I think the women had already seen enough.”


  “What about the High Priest?”


  “Which half, sir?”


  Hammond frowned. The debriefing was in its third hour, his coffee mug was empty, and his sense of humor had endured some knocks, not least due to Professor Kelly’s ceaseless contributions, most of which revolved around her obvious initiation fetish. The General would have given a month’s salary to have had her excluded from this. Unfortunately, the ‘classified’ angle hadn’t worked this time. After all, she’d been an active participant in the near-debacle.


  “Care to elaborate, Colonel?” he said, a little more sharply than he’d planned.


  “Going by what I saw, Kandaulo tried to leave the party on his god’s coattails. Wasn’t quite fast enough. He got cut in half by the ring transporter. So, the bottom part is buried in the ruins somewhere, and the top part ended up on the mothership. After that, I’m not sure. Maybe Baal boiled his head.”


  “If you’re worried about the political stability, sir, I don’t believe Kandaulo’s presence would have helped,” offered Major Carter. “He was the one who organized the attack on the Tyrean ship. Two birds with one stone: the potential embarrassment of Abibaal’s peace plans went away, and Kandaulo got to be High Priest. The Phrygians know about it, and they’d never have trusted him.”


  “How sure are you of this?”


  “Very, General Hammond,” said Teal’c. “We sailed on the vessel they had used in the attack. There was no doubt that it had been in battle recently. Furthermore, several of the Temple Guards confessed to having participated.”


  “So what’s going to happen to these people? Provided the two factions manage to come to an arrangement, who’s to say that Baal won’t come back?”


  “Ah.” The pen went into another spin, counter-clockwise this time, and Jack O’Neill looked smug. “I had an idea, sir. With your permission, I’d like to contact the Asgard. I think there’s a good chance of making P2X 159 a protected planet. The System Lords will probably agree just to get one over on Baal. He’s kept his little social experiment a tad too quiet, and they won’t like that very much.”


  “Permission granted, son. Anything else?”


  “As a matter of fact, yes!”


  It took some doing, but George Hammond managed to smother a wince. He really needed a pit-stop. Given the identity of the speaker, the pit-stop might just have been postponed indefinitely.


  “Yes, Professor?” Hammond made no effort to keep the annoyance out of his voice.


  “I’m sorry, but I really don’t appreciate the way my research is being obstructed. “Dr. Kelly aimed a vitriolic stare across the table at Jack O’Neill. “I’d like to clarify, once and for all, whether or not Mithraic initiates are naked and covered in honey during the ceremony.”


  Colonel O’Neill went bright red, and there was a stifled yelp from Dr. Jackson. The Colonel’s 2IC had taken cover behind a notepad, which was shaking suspiciously. Teal’c’s left eyebrow evinced polite interest.


  “Professor, I think you should discuss this privately… Always provided the Colonel is willing to cooperate. Under the circumstances I don’t think I should force him…” General Hammond decided to get out before he started guffawing and rose. “Well done, people. Dismissed.”


   


  Somehow Sam and Teal’c had contrived to coax a hissing, spitting Professor from the briefing room. Jack stood by the window and looked down at the ‘gate. It was now or never, Daniel supposed. He’d hoped to talk to him this morning in the commissary, but Kelly’s presence had put paid to that.


  “Jack?”


  “Yeah.” Fists tucked into pockets, he caught Daniel’s reflection in the glass pane. “You’re going to tell me you remember, aren’t you?”


  So much for broaching the matter gently. By now he should be used to Jack’s opening gambits. They had a tendency of blowing your own straight out of the water. Daniel swallowed. “How did you know?”


  “You mean apart from the deer in the headlights looks?”


  “Jack, I –”


  “Daniel, you did what you believed was right.”


  “But it wasn’t!”


  “Maybe, maybe not. Point is, nobody’s ever gonna be able to tell. There is no straightforward answer.” Jack suddenly turned around. “What I do know is that I’d have gone nuts without you. I’d have given up. You didn’t let me.”


  “So that’s why I’m not inhabiting a nomad tent on Vis Uban?”


  “Something like that.” A small grin edged over his face and wandered off again. “Remember what you told me in the infirmary? That I’d be okay? You were right about that. I will be.”


  “Yeah. I remember.” Daniel smiled. “And you don’t want to talk about it.”


  “No.”
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