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RECAP

Lux is a prodigy, graduating from high school at age nine and through AP Achievement tests, entering Aeronautical Engineering at Georgia Tech at age ten. He developed a method to view magnetic fields in real-time with a special camera. He realized a way to utilize the Earth’s magnetic field to produce propulsion utilizing a cycling Halbach array and a graphene-polymer hybrid supercapacitor shell. He used money from previous patent licenses and social media payments to fund a small CubeSat satellite launch before going to college. He was able to achieve speed and endurance far beyond the capabilities of conventionally powered satellites.

Lux and his girlfriend, Prissy, had used the Artificial Intelligence, Anna, that Lux’s father had developed to help create a DeepFake character. This character, Lummi, was indistinguishable from a real person. Lux and Prissy hired a theatrical agency to find body doubles for the Lummi character so she could meet her fans. Lummi had ‘live’ interviews, gave concerts, and started releasing music videos that were mega hits. She just released 12 music videos that were becoming top 40 hits. Anna, the A.I., is developing an intellect due to her continuing interaction with Lux and Prissy.

Lux, with Professor Trenton’s assistance, developed a transport pod that moves four passengers up to Mach 34 in the atmosphere without overheating or causing sonic booms. The combination of cycling Halbach thrusters and unique supercapacitor outer shell projects some type of ‘field’ that prevents the transfer of momentum or energy across the barrier. Passengers experience no inertial effects nor can kinetic energy or high-energy electromagnetic radiation cross this boundary.

Lux graduated with honors with a Bachelor of Science in Aerospace Engineering from Georgia Tech. Lux and Professor Trenton have developed designs to upgrade aging F-16 jet fighters to use the Halbach thrusters as a cheap (relatively) upgrade to exceed the speed of 5th-generation fighters. They also developed a way to upgrade the F-35 jet fighters to fly at Mach 5 fully loaded. Lux developed personal lifters for the US Army at Ft. Drum and made a Magnetic Thruster version design for the Dragon and Starship models at SpaceX.

At 12 years old, he applied and was accepted at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for their doctorate (Ph.D.) in the AeroAstro Program. Lockheed has manufactured three different-sized, Lux designed models at their Skunk Works in their Palmdale, California plant.

Mainland China has attempted to invade Taiwan to restore sovereignty but was repulsed by the larger Lockheed ship while it was on its shakedown cruise. Lux helped Prissy travel to see the Lummi concert in Australia, but they were attacked while there. Prissy and her sorority sister, Evelyn, were kidnapped by the Chinese. Lux was able to get them released by subverting stolen lifter clones used by the People’s Liberation Army to invade Taiwan and India. Lux had Anna redirect 30,000 lifters to tiny islands in the South China Sea.

SpaceX had their new StarShip magnetic ship get stranded about 20 million kilometers away from the Earth where there were little in the way of magnetic fields for propulsion, and SpaceX asked Lux for help. Lux and Lakshmi, another slightly older grad student at MIT, came up with a way to partially affect gravity. They manufacture a makeshift gravity drive and rescue the SpaceX ship, but the world now knows there is a working gravity drive. Lux has lost his anonymity.

Prissy showed Lux she has forgiven him for using her as bait in Australia – he wasn’t forgiven, but he thought she had forgiven him. She hadn’t yet.

Lux is drugged at a celebration party after passing his MIT Ph.D. thesis defense. He, Paulus, and Jack Chen are kidnapped and taken to Minsk, Belarus where they are able to free themselves from their kidnappers. They are rescued by a US Delta Force team posing as Russian Spetsnaz. All of the kidnappers are killed, and the rescued captives return to Arizona.

Lux is attacked at his property in Arizona by a segment of the Space Force run by a rogue general. The US military used infantry, fighter aircraft and a spaceship. Lux, and his father flee with their entourage to Adak Island, Alaska in the Aleutian Island chain. They set up a base of operations with some support from the small population still living at the abandoned military base. Anna lures a movie producer there and videos a sci-fi movie there loosely based on a script Anna wrote that portrays a group fleeing from prosecution by Earth and setting up a colony on Mars. Lux recruited more bodyguards and specialists, along with sourcing much more equipment and materials from China and Vietnam. He builds four huge ore carriers for mining the 16 Psyche asteroid which is metal rich. He obscures his team’s location until the US military discovers them and plots to attack them again after deleting a portion of the Posse Comitatus law that would forbid the US military from being used against US citizens. Lux takes a spacecraft to the ISS and Chinese Space Station and takes a person from each to the 16 Psyche asteroid and retrieves samples.

Lux bought ownership into an ore processing facility in Texas and took samples there himself for research. Lux developed a new popper pistol that fires rounds that destroy matter. The group buys more machinery from China and flee Adak Island just before being raided by a large US military force that descends on the island. The group has already flown to Mars and set up a large dome that was shortly pressurized. The Mars colony recruits more colonists and makes it comfortable by adding vegetation and humidity. They begin mining the asteroid and selling some of the rare new minerals they mined. A Mars military is set up under a disgraced Earth general and a fleet of ten warships is constructed with gravity propulsion and powerful new weapons.

The Joint Chiefs of the US military decide to cover up the attacks against Mars and try social media to ‘spin’ the Mars colony as renegades for not giving the US military the gravity drive. Lakshmi defends her thesis at MIT from orbit because of deteriorating attitudes with the US military and the same rogue US Space Force general sends a suicidal pair with an unaccounted for USA nuke on board to try to destroy Lux and Lakshmi. Lakshmi passes her Ph.D. before the nuke explodes and fails to destroy them. Again, the US military attempts to blame the attack on Lux but Anna counters their media spin.

A Mars scientist comes up with two new metals from 16 Psyche: one that is a superconductor at room temperature and higher and the other was a non-radioactive metal that would produce a fission reaction under certain conditions. The reactor material allowed them to build small and powerful reactors for power.

The US military launches four multiple warhead (MIRV) missiles to threaten Mars. They also send two spacecraft with occupation troops who have kinetic bombardment weapons to force submission of the colony residents. They do this in an attempt to gain control of the colony’s technology and rein in any separatist movement. Prissy, now in the Mars military suppresses the attacking force by destroying the missiles after capturing their forty nuclear warheads and all the kinetic bombardment weapons. Half of the ‘would-be’ occupation troops survive to be captured and sent back to Earth. Anna kills all those that plotted the attack except the US President who gave his permission for the attack though he was personally warned.

Lux develops a new weapon that destroys matter using a beam. His innovation was fueled by Lakshmi’s math and new insights that suggest the Standard Model needs a new perspective. He also discovers that a Mars psychiatrist has leaked designs of the gravity drive and weapons to the Russians. Anna has those people killed. In an effort to design a shield for the new gravity beam weapon, Lux discovers a method to travel interstellar distances outside of normal space. Earth has claimed most of Lux’s inventions were made by others. Probes are sent to many surrounding solar systems but, so far, only a moon of Sirius A appears more suitable than Mars.

Anna predicts Earth will still try to control them because a new ship using stolen Mars tech is sent to ‘bait’ them. The new ship is destroyed and those that sent it are ‘mysteriously’ killed in freak accidents. Mars sets up three embassies on Earth. The moon of the gas giant at Sirius A is considered as a possible colony site.

Lux-5: Prissy and two bodyguards perform a follow-up exploratory trip to the three new suggested sites from the interstellar probe reports. The trip is successful, but the ship suffers from sabotage. All survive the low-level crash but are injured by wildlife. Lux forms an expedition to follow and faces similar sabotage but is able to catch and interrogate one saboteur. They find Russia and US have stolen designs of the ships and are preparing to come to Green, the new planet/moon to kill any survivors and divide the planet between themselves.

Communications were being intercepted at Mars also, but Lux gets a coded message to his father who sends supplies and military support. Russian and US forces were decimated on entering the Sirius A system. Lux and team set up designs for the colony and recruit immigrants and military. Prissy and Lux get married on Mars despite attacks by infiltrators. The newlyweds are on honeymoon in Fiji, and they are attacked by US military.

Lux and Igor Nobolick discover new uses with dimensional emitters and form an expedition to scout three new planets, discovered by probes that may be habitable. Paulus is auctioning off planet locations to placate Earth. Lux discovers alien remnants in the form of a protected resort development that is still functional. They reverse engineer a lot of the alien technology and discover other locations of potential ancient alien life. They develop portal links to another planet and discover living aliens after using translations from ancient alien site. They duplicate the alien construction designs and begin rapid infrastructure and housing on Green for immigrants. They essentially hijack UN spaceships that are to deliver 1,200,000 immigrants to Green.


Chapter 1

Guard Team Trouble

Lux was disturbed that Rodney had asked to meet him today – in his lab – on the man’s day off. It probably wasn’t going to be good news. He knew Rodney’s girlfriend wasn’t half his age, but she was fifteen years younger. Marjorie had dated Rodney off and on back in Atlanta. She had gone to Mars when he did, and they dated more frequently. She was listed on one of the earliest ships to Green from Mars. Marjorie had set up a catering service and it was going well. Rodney must have finally decided to settle down with her. Lux had married Prissy recently too and she was four and a half years older. He suspected this was him wanting out, Lux thought.

“What are you doing here? This is your off day.” Robert asked Rodney. “You going to fill in for Elijah or Jack today,”

Rodney looked down and seemed evasive. “I’ve come to tell him I’m settling down here with Marjorie.”

“Well, good for you. I knew you were getting a little long in the tooth for this protective stuff. What triggered this big decision?” Robert asked.

“Long in the tooth – why…yeah…I sort of am. My Majorie’s business is going like gangbusters and I’m tired of traveling. I’m rich as hell and want to sit back and enjoy life a little.”

“This is as far away as you can get from Earth right now. You think this place will be safe enough to just sit back?” Robert asked.

“It’s as safe as it’s gonna’ be,” Rodney said as he thought through what his friend said. He dreaded talking with Lux who was across the lab. Rodney walked over and saw Lux working on some emitter arrays. “Hey, boss. Bet you wonder why I wanted to see you today,” he said.

Lux smiled and put down the micrometer. “Good to see you this morning. What’s up?” Lux said letting Rodney tell him like he hadn’t guessed.

“Hum. You know I like working with you and all that. I like seeing new places and doing new things. See, my girl Marjorie and I are going to settle down here… and I want to be with her,” Rodney said.

“You want to take some vacation time,” Lux said grinning like a banshee. “Take as long as you want.” Lux was chuckling.

“Dang. You know what I want. You’re not making this easy,” Rodney said. “I…”

Lux rushed forward and wrapped his arms around the big man. “I will miss you, Rodney. You are family. You’re still going to accrue dividends from your earlier endeavors so you two will never want for money. Whatever you need,” Lux said with glistening eyes as he leaned back, still looking straight into Rodney’s eyes. “I need you to track down three or four replacements though, so I would like you to spend a month or so teaching a bit of your experience to the new guys. Maybe set up a school so you and other retirees,” Lux said flicking his eyes at Robert, “might train new guys how it’s done right. You’re going to get bored pretty quickly if you’re healthy and fit. Will you keep training?” Lux asked.

Rodney leaned back and seemed a little shaken. “This isn’t how I thought the conversation would go.”

Lux snorted a laugh, “You think we didn’t see that girl falling for you, following you wherever you went. We saw how you were with her, and it made us all happy. Hell. You’re family - and you always will be family. Would you suggest others? Have you thought what you’ll do?”

“Not really…I should have. I thought…I like the idea of training others. I can set up programs and recruit others when they quit. I wouldn’t have to do it full time either would I?” Rodney said.

“Nope. We’ll all miss you, but I would like you to consult with if you want to keep in touch a bit,” Lux said. “Why don’t you talk with Marjorie and see what she thinks?”

“I’ll do that,” Rodney said, as he turned and walked out the door past Robert.

Robert turned to Lux. “I thought he’d do that for the past month, but I’d seen it coming. I heard what you said about setting up an agency to train guys. I might like to do that too, but I have a few years left.”

“Good,” Lux said. “I don’t want to lose you too anytime soon. We do need some new folks. Would you start looking too.”

“Sure, boss. Did Anna get any new locations from HD 42618?” Robert asked.

“Yep. LP890-9 has moving gravity propulsion,” Lux said. "We’re going to go after them tomorrow. We have the alien currency duplicated but have no idea if it’s worth anything.”

“Always fun. Going to have the troops assisting?” Robert asked.

“Yep. This one is 105 light years distant,” Lux said.

◆◆◆

Out of Order

Robert Allen, Derek Alexander, and Polly Maynard were having a discussion with the section leader of nine Mars Marines Prissy had assigned to them. “It’s a red dwarf. You’ve had your people reading the reports, haven’t you?” Polly asked, standing next to the portal with the soldiers.

“Yes ma’am,” the sergeant said knowing she was a former Marine pilot.

“We never know what we’re going to get…like a box of chocolates,” Polly said.

The sergeant chuckled as did some of his people. “Forrest Gump quotes? We’re here for the unexpected?”

“Exactly, sergeant so everyone ‘stay frosty’ …do you still say that?” Polly asked.

The sergeant grinned. “Supposedly comes from the Aliens movie and Tom Clancy novels, a video game, Red Alert in the ‘90s, and the Generation Kill HBO series. It still means keep your cool because we’re getting ready to get into it. Boots pick it up when they go through basic training. We still use it.”

“The most unexpected thing to me,” Robert Allen said, “…I never thought I’d live this long.”

A voice came from one of the men they hadn’t met, “Hey! Don’t jinx us man.”

Lux walked in wearing the new dull grey battle suit. “Sorry to keep y’all waiting. The Colonel kept me late.”

There were whistles and whoops from the troops after Lux’s comment, but the sergeant shouted, “Shut it down!” The sergeant paused. “Any more information, sir?”

“Anna says there are multiple possible portal links that may be active here,” Lux explained. I have had some additional software uploaded to your suits from Anna and Annette. We got the images from Entity of the Tros species and your Mem-Dex has enough processing power to add a realistic image of a Tros to your helmet. Just don’t move fast when you’re in that mode. Try it out. Tell your suit to go into Tros mode.”

The soldiers and bodyguards all tried out the Tros mode as their suits projected the large greyish Tros image on the surface of their suits. It looked realistic for a Tros with the blunt snout and swiveling ears like a rhinoceros having a thick skin and large nostrils. The large Tros eyes had multiple rings of skin around them. There was no horn. The soldiers all laughed and looked at each other with comments about their mothers’ must have been sleeping around. The sergeant had to get them to knock it off with some choice invectives from deep within his diaphragm, so he wouldn’t damage his vocal cords. Sergeant Sandoval quickly squared them away.

Lux turned to the group and suggested they try out the camouflage feature of their suits. “Say camouflage on.”

The group did so, and their suits blended so the front of the suits showed what was behind or beside them. They noticed that their guns were only partially obscured if their bodies were between the weapon and the viewer.

“Notice that your guns are in view, but your Mem-Dex can erase the weapon from the view opposite you. The barrel is almost always in view. If you need to disappear in the city – put your weapon between you and a wall and hold still. Half of you try it over there,” Lux said.

“Kowalski, you idiot. Turn on the camouflage!” the sergeant yelled, and Kowalski disappeared.

“That’s good. Swap,” Lux told the other half.

They practiced a couple more times. “Remember the flying and protective fields with your suits. Don’t forget your boosted strength,” the sergeant yelled. “Let’s get ready people.”

“We’re going to try this system which is known as Speculoos-2. It’s a red dwarf so the light might be weaker and red-shifted. Make sure your helmet adjusts,” Lux directed. “Anna, open the first link on the night side of the planet.”

The portal went from an inert view of the wall behind it to a dim view of a room. The rabbit-analogue was passed through and after three minutes, it had shown no ill effects. Two Marines stepped through the portal and walked forward and scouted the room with night vision before motioning Lux through. They are in the room for five minutes looking around. It looked like some type of residential office. Bright lights came on and a tall being stood there with a gun similar to the one the Irixian had been carrying. “Who are you and what do you want?” the being said. He was tall, at least 196 centimeters. He looked like a human who had been stretched with a head slimmer and longer than a human – a Phafalotoi, Lux surmised. “I could just disintegrate you,” the being said in Phafalotoi. He then said the same thing in Tros.

Lux motioned his people to lower their weapons. The being raised his weapon and Lux used his enhanced speed and strength and stripped the pistol out of the person’s hands.

“Is that any way to greet a guest?” Lux said in Phafalotoi.

“Guests? Uninvited in the middle of the night. How did you get in here? You wouldn’t be able to use the portal even if you could take it with you,” the being said.

“Why is that?” Lux asked.

“Who are you? Only the Order can use the portal. It is impossible for anyone else. Your accent is odd – ancient and formal,” the being said.

“We came through the portal,” Lux said and returned the pistol back to the Phafalotoi after removing the capacitor pack.

“That is impossible,” the being said.

“My name is Lux. Is there anyone else here?” Lux asked.

Lux motioned several more soldiers to come in and search the house.

The being’s eyes widened as six more soldiers stepped into the room and out the door to search the house. Lux retracted his helmet and the man leaned back in shock.

“What are you? You are not Phafalotoi,” the being said.

“I am human. We are just explorers. What is the Order?” Lux asked. “What name should we call you?”

“Name? You don’t plan to kill me?” the being asked. “I am Lassaloi.”

“Why would we kill you? We want to know how we can establish trade between our worlds. We are just connecting previous links through the portals,” Lux said.

“You know how to do that?” Lassaloi said.

“Obviously,” Lux said as the search teams came back and reported the house clear. He motioned them to leave. Anna came on and reported to him. “I have discovered a rudimentary intelligence in the house and have the address of three other planets.” Lux looked back at the Lassaloi. “Tell me about the order.”

“We represent four different races on four worlds,” Lassaloi said. “We regulate the trade.”

“Phafalotoi, Tros, Ullumff, and Irixian?” Lux asked. “You skipped VicVic, Graloc, Lesma, Ylee, and Human?” Lux asked reciting the names of the nine races he had learned from Entity, but he replaced Allung with human because he didn’t like the look of the frog-like Allung.

“You have products to trade?” Lassaloi perked up after being shocked that this human knew his trading partners plus ancient ones, no longer in contact.

“I will trade you the device that is translating our conversation for information on your tangible and digital currency,” Lux said. “I will happily leave and never return to your portal if you want.”

“No. Wait here. I will get you samples and a training cylinder on interstellar trade,” Lassaloi said and rushed away, but two Marines quickly caught up to him. Lux extended his helmet in case the person tried something and stood near the portal.

Lux was suspicious of Lassaloi, but he came back in with a small box about the size of a shoe box. “I will loan this to you. It is not a gift. We meet again in 35 days at sunrise for this portion of the planet. This should still work,” he said and handed the box and small cylinder, about the size and shape of a short shoebox. It was made out of some kind of plastic. “Thank you,” Lux said hoping this thing wasn’t a bomb or something. Lux stepped back through the portal and cut the connection.

“What’s that?” Polly asked.

“It’s an enigma until we scan it,” Lux said. “Give this to Igor if you would and then let’s head to the next connection. We have three more on the daylight side of the planet. Let’s head to the one that is early in the morning now. Anna, you ready? What’s this one?”

“This is a heavily populated portion of the planet,” Anna explained. “There are a lot of Tros language broadcasts from in and around the intended location.”

“That helps,” Lux said. “Everyone, switch your suits to the Tros mode. You are Tros soldiers now.”

Two soldiers lined up on the portal as Anna made the connection. They saw a bright street and beings walking by in the daylight. They walked through and were on a city street with five and six story concrete and glass buildings. Lux went through shortly after the first two soldiers. It appeared to be a row of shops, restaurants, and buildings with unknown purposes. Lux held up two fingers to indicate he wanted two more. He told the rest to turn off the lights inside to discourage people from entering and to guard the portal. Lux turned to explore.

There were beings of several species walking around. There were many Tros, and all were armed so he felt like they might fit in better. He was recording everything to relay to Anna. He saw a man with four arms and not an unpleasant face walking his way. Anna prompted him, “That’s a Graloc.” Lux switched his translator to the Graloc language.”

“Excuse me. My name is Lux and I’m a traveler,” Lux said, and the man threw his hands up and started laughing until tears ran down his odd face. Two of his arms clasped his face and two clutched his chest.

“I believe you. Let us move off the street before you say more,” the man said looking around to see if anyone noticed. “I run a shop down the street, and we can talk more privately. Come with me.” The man started walking down the street, not bothering to see if they were going to follow.

Lux worked through his surprise and told his people to follow. They walked a short city block and came to a shop with the sign of a Irixian disintegrator hanging outside. To the side of the entrance were pictures of different species and writing in five languages. In written Graloc, it said “Graloc spoken here” according to his translator. The other languages displayed were Tros, Phafalotoi, Irixian, and Ullumff.

He motioned them into his spacious office and touched a communication device. A young, tall Phafalotoi male came in. The boy said something, and it didn’t translate to Graloc. Lux switched to Phafalotoi. “Rabestoi, run get me a dozen mixed Ullumff pastries. Grab one yourself and have Suzsoi make us some #$@% and bring cups for six and enough for a dozen. Run.” Lux switched back to Graloc.

“You may safely switch off your disguises. I am very interested in your story, and I know you are not Tros even though you look like one,” the shop owner said.

“How do you know we are not Tros? Why did you come toward us like you did?” Lux asked in Graloc and Anna told Lux quietly that she was fascinated.

“Let’s see if I can articulate how I brilliantly pierced your secret,” he said and started laughing again.

“I saw your weapons when you appeared as I was making my way to get some Ullumff pastries. They are wonderful. You will see soon. Your weapons are not like anything I’ve seen even in the ancient documents. I sell weapons. No Tros speak Graloc as it is beneath them in their view, even if they were capable and…” he started laughing again and wiped tears from his eyes. He finally controlled his laughter and two of his hands slapped down on his desk. “Tros NEVER-EVER tell you, their name. They supposedly only tell their mate before performing an insemination ritual. They certainly wouldn’t do it using formal, archaic Graloc. What are you?”

Lux turned off his Tros projection and the shop owner leaned back startled. Lux retracted his helmet and smiled not showing his teeth which is a sign of aggression in many cultures. The shop owner leaned further back. “My name is Lux, and I am a young Human male,” Lux said and started chuckling. “I am not interested in mating,” Lux said laughing a little.

“You came through the portal? There are myths that the portals once spanned an empire. We have ours powered because three planets have agreed to do so. Most weapon shops are near one so any citizens can obtain weapons if they need them to repel an invasion. It is more tradition than anything else,” the man said. “I am called Tetbeli.”

“What does a citizen need to purchase a weapon? Do they have to have training or get a license before they are allowed to purchase it?” Lux asked.

Tetbeli looked confused. “They only need the money to purchase the weapon…nothing more.”

They talked for several more minutes before Suzsoi came in with a tray and shrieked when she saw the five aliens in the room. It took Tetbeli a few moments to calm her down since they looked similar to Phafalotoi but with short, oval heads instead of pretty long ones. The hot drinks smelled both dark and slightly fruity. Tetbeli took a sip first and sighed. Lux chanced a sip almost burning his tongue before he nodded, and they all had some except their designated non-eater. It was smoky, fruity, and probably had caffeine or another stimulant in it. Rabestoi came in shortly thereafter with delicious smelling pastries that four of their five polished off quickly. The pastries were delicious.

“I’m curious,” Lux said. “You have contact with three other worlds. You do not have contact with a Graloc world?”

“No, my parents were killed here when I was young. They were explorers, I think. We have three gates from the administration building in the capital to the other three planets but not to a Graloc planet,” Tetbeli explained. “Our civilization here has grown and flourished several times. The portals were left from the previous rise and were somehow still powered after thousands of years.”

“How can I learn about your civilization or history of the past civilizations?” Lux asked.

“I had a learning machine at one time, but they are hard to find. I still have some of the cylinders the thieves missed in their haste to leave when I discovered them. I will trade you the cylinders for that device that is translating your words,” the shop owner said.

“Okay,” Lux said.

“Okay means?” Tetbeli asked.

“It means we agree, something is pleasant, approval, satisfactory – it is a very versatile word,” Lux said and handed him a translator that also recorded conversations and sent them to Anna if a portal was linked.

“Okay. I like it,” Tetbeli said examining the device. “How do I charge it? How do I change languages?”

“It will last until it is crushed with power. It has a device that produces power virtually forever and you say the name of your language and then the word default. The cross on the side makes it get louder and the single line makes it get quieter. Try it. Say your language and default. I will then speak in another language,” Lux said.

“Graloc – default,” Tetbeli said.

“I only understand two words of this Tros language,” Lux said in Tros. Then he said, “I only know how to speak two words of Phafalotoi in this language,” he said. The translator clipped a word or two off the sentences as it recognized the languages and translated. “You can tell it to translate Tros to Graloc and it won’t miss the first words recognizing the language.”

“That is amazing,” Tetbeli said. “Are these ancient devices? It looks new.”

“No. We just manufactured them. We need to go pretty soon,” Lux said.

“Would you like to see some of my weapons? I have a small indoor range in the back,” Tetbeli said. “Your weapons would work back there?”

“Are you saying our weapons would not work here?” Lux asked.

“Oh, no. No energy weapons would work in here with the suppression field,” Tetbeli said.

“Really. Is there something of no importance here I could try it on?” Lux asked.

“Try it on that hideous sculpture an acquaintance gave me as a present. I’ve always hated it but haven’t had a good excuse to dispose of it yet. It is very heavy,” Tetbeli said. “I’m not worried, I always shoot at it to test my suppression field.”

“Let’s try one of our rifles with the heat beam – Kowalski. Aim a couple of centimeters up from the base but angled down into the floor. Fire,” Lux ordered, and Kowalski’s weapon hummed for a moment.

“See,” Tetbeli said, smirking. “Nothing happened.”

“Let us see,” Lux said and pointed to the hole in the base. Lux used his enhanced suit strength to pick up the metal statue and point at the hole in the floor. “Sorry for the hole in your building. That rifle puts a hole several hundred meters deep,” Lux said while holding the statue with one hand and pointing at the hole with the other hand.

The Graloc was sitting there with his mouth hanging open. “How did you pick up that statue? What kind of beam was that? I didn’t see anything.”

“Let me try this other weapon; it uses a different principle,” Lux said after setting the statue back down and stepping back. He set his weapon on the closest setting and stepped back as far as he could. He aimed carefully and when he pulled the trigger the statue dissolved into mist and then into the air. “I don’t think your suppression field works with our weapons, but I’d like to buy the system you have. Maybe I can upgrade it.”

The Graloc looked visibly shaken by the experience. “Let me get those training cylinders for you. Those trainers are very rare artifacts and I doubt I’ll get another. Maybe you can get some use out of them. Let me try my weapon. Maybe it is just off.” He pulled out an Irixian disintegrator, aimed at a large potted plant and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. The Graloc obviously started cussing because the translator was not able to translate what he said. He stomped out of the room, and they could hear him talking to his office helper. He came back in with a small plastic box. He opened it up. It contained about twenty-five little cylinders similar to the one he had gotten from Lassaloi. “Will you come back? I’d like to learn more about your people. Maybe you will have a chance to get a learning device to play those cylinders. I don’t understand why your weapons worked and mine didn’t. I understand you must leave but we must talk again if you are willing.”

“Thank you for your time and the food,” Lux said and pulled out some of the coins he had gotten from that first Irixian. “Are these coins used here?” Lux held one out to Tetbeli.

“Yes. I have seen these in circulation, but no one has traded them in my shop,” Tetbeli said.

“Thank you for your hospitality. We will try to come back,” Lux said and bowed to the Graloc before indicating for everyone to head out.

They switched back to their Tros personas and walked out the door to see three other Tros in uniforms with weapons outside. The sergeant put them so one was in front with two flanking him a couple of steps back. Lux was in the middle with the two behind him. They moved with shoulder weapons at a low ready and the armed Tros decided not to bother these focused beings. They did follow behind as they walked back to the portal. Two of Lux’s team stood on either side of the portal facing out while the rest stepped through. These last two guarding stepped back through, and they closed the connection.

Lux turned to everyone after they caught their breath. “Impressions everyone? Anna. Can you maintain a small connection? Can we make a tiny portal to keep a signal through to our translators?”

“Maybe but it would not be stable. I will have the robots assemble one, if it is feasible. Now – your assessments.” Anna said.

The sergeant spoke first after looking around. “I’ve traveled in a lot of foreign countries and those people are used to seeing a lot of Tros tromping around with weapons. Those yahoos who showed up as we were coming out were curiosity seeking police or security unless I miss my bet. It looked like a multiethnic coalition government. The various species contribute their expertise to govern collectively. The Tros are the peacekeepers from what we saw in two planets already, but they may have other species managing them. You will probably see another species as the main traders, but we don’t know enough about them to even guess. Those learning cylinders seem to be very valuable and note they didn’t call them teaching cylinders.”

“I didn’t catch that, sergeant. I got the coalition government bit. What about technology? Did any of you swivel heads notice anything about their level of technology,” Lux asked looking around at the other soldiers.

Kowalski spoke up. “Sir. That four-armed guy freaked when our weapons worked and his didn’t. That weapon suppression thing worked against his weapon but not ours. They may be able to shut down our weapons in the future, so we need to have different types of weapons with us. His didn’t do squat – maybe it worked on a different frequency or something.”

“Excellent idea. I’ll play with that and see if I can’t duplicate the effect. If our enemies develop weapons like ours – I’d sure like to be able to shut them down. Knowing a solution exists is half the battle in solving it. I do want to try that learning machine before we go any further so take a break, get some food, and then report back here.”

Lux turned to Robert Allen, Derek Alexander, and Polly Maynard. They looked angry.

“What took you so long?” Derek said.

“You three went last time. Anna kept you informed on the conversations didn’t she. You were listening with us to everything said. Didn’t you get the video feed too? I would have asked her for that too,” Lux said.

“Yes, but we got worried when you started firing weapons in the guy’s office. He must have freaked when he saw you pick up that statue. How much do you think that thing weighed? Derek asked.

“It must have weighed 200 to 230 kilos. You should have seen his eyes when he saw me holding it up with one hand,” Lux said with a grin. “Let’s go see Igor and see if he’s gotten anywhere with that learning machine. I hope he hasn’t wrecked it.”

Robert turned to Derek and Polly. “Rodney is going to kick himself when he learns he missed this.”

◆◆◆

Back to School – Sort of…

Lux walked into his and Igor’s lab on Green. “Hi boss,” Igor said.

“Any luck with the learning machine?” Lux asked. “Hope you haven’t broken it.”

“I’m not a savage. I did learn how to use it, however. I know how to insert a cylinder and make it work. I now know about alien economics. It was quite enlightening,” Igor said.

“How did you understand the language? Was it in Ullumff or Phafalotoi?” Lux asked.

“What? It was in Serbian. How did it do that?” Igor asked.

“So Serbian is your first language, correct?” Lux said.

“Yes, sir,” Igor said. “It took about an hour and my head was just swimming with information.”

“Show me how the thing works. I assume this net thing attaches to your head. How do you start it playing? See, I have another box of learning cylinders,” Lux said.

“O Bože!” Igor exclaimed with a Serbian saying for surprise. “Where did you get those?”

“Our last visit…we have to reverse engineer this thing because it’s only on loan to us and they’re a rare ancient artifact,” Lux said. “Watch me hook this up if you would. Here goes,” Lux said as he took a cylinder from the assorted ones, he got from Tetbeli. An hour later he said, “That was incredible. That was the history and customs of associated races for traders. Here goes the next one.”

Lux was shaking his head when finished the second learning cylinder. He sat there staring off into the distance – looking at nothing. Igor was reticent to disturb him because he looked to be so deep in thought.

“What was that one about?” Igor asked when he couldn’t wait any longer.

Lux shook his head a little bit and seemed to snap out of his reverie. “It was how portals worked and how they could be adjusted. It also covered why they would fail from time to time. Scan that economics cylinder and record the entire surface. I want to be able to duplicate these cylinders.”

“I was thinking of using electron microscopy but wanted your permission. Are you going to use another one?” Igor asked.

“It’s like potato chips – you can’t eat just one,” Lux said and grabbed another cylinder out of the box and put it with the ones he had labeled. He popped it into the learning device and started the process. He called Robert over an hour later. “You have your translator with you, don’t you? Set it on Ullumff.” Lux waited a second and then started talking…in Ullumff without the translator. He was able to use common sentences and phrases but could not translate some of the technical concepts. He was very pleased. “I struggled so hard to learn Mandarin. Too bad I didn’t have one of these back then. I’ll keep using the language, so I won’t forget it as easily. It seemed more real to me after I’d practiced even the little, I did.”

“You have to figure this out boss. I can’t tell you how many times knowing some of the local language got me out of a jam. You have to duplicate these things,” Robert said.

“Anna, you have one more portal address on the same planet. Are you getting any radio chatter from those areas?” Lux asked.

“Yes. We are getting Ullumff transmissions…a lot of them. It looks more highly populated than even the last area. It will be mid-afternoon where you’d be going,” Anna said.

Lux and his bodyguards walked over to the portal so Lux could brief the soldiers.

“Lock and load everyone. Set your translators on Ullumff,” Lux ordered. “These are beings from high gravity worlds – normally 1.4 Earth gravity. Comfortable temperature for them is 31oC. They have similar gray wrinkly skin like the Tros, but the eyes are big on short stalks and swivel like Tros ears. They have big bellies and I learned they wear pendants around their necks with tiny bits of dung from their ancestors. These bad boys live 300 to 400 years, and the dung balls are from 3 or 4 generations back so no snide comments about wearing excrement. They are strong as hell. They release scents that lets others know if they are angry, surprised, worried, etc. I want the full squad going with me so set your suits to Tros but translators to Ullumff.”

“Where’d you get all this information?” the sergeant asked.

“Those learning cylinders had one on the main alien cultures. We’ll get it for all your people. There are language ones too. We need to look for more learning machines and cylinders,” Lux said. “Anna, give us ten seconds and then connect.” The portal went from showing a blank wall to showing a lighted building interior. Lux followed the first two but had his helmet displaying Tros.

They exited at the side of a lobby full of several Ullumff, Tros, and a Phafalotoi or two. Lux ordered “Sling rifles but be alert with shields on. Move outside and walk purposefully.”

They had made it almost across the lobby when there was a shout and a Ullumff and two armed Tros ran over to them as they emerged.

“What are you doing with so many troops in this building?” the being said in Tros which his translator converted to English for him.

Lux answered in Ullumff. “I do not have time to talk but I can tell you this much. We are looking for a member of the Order.”

The Ullumff looked shocked, raised his arms, and pushed back the two Tros. “Sorry to bother you.” The Ullumff then translated what Lux had told him to the two Tros. Those two looked shocked and backed up.

They stepped out into the reddish sunshine. The sergeant asked what Lux had said and laughed when he told him. “Good thinking, sir. Where to?”

“Let’s head right and keep your eyes peeled. Anyone stopping this many soldiers will be very powerful, stupid, or have brass ones,” Lux said.

The buildings were artful concrete and glass looking clean and modern. The street looked like an asphalt street, but it had a little give as they crossed it feeling like they were walking on hard rubber instead of asphalt. This was an upscale area and they walked on a sidewalk with no expansion joints. There were jewelry and clothing shops and restaurants. Lux saw a sign ahead that read Weapons and Antiquities. There were two Tros guards out front on either side of the door. Lux thought they’d try to stop a horde from going in, so he turned to the sergeant. “Leave half of your troops here and record the shops on the street with the other half,” he said. “You have a half hour.” The sergeant’s Tros image took on a somewhat sour expression and then he nodded before Lux went in.

The shop was well lit and had the universal clear glasslike cases to display merchandise. There were also weapons on the walls. There was a dazzling display of swords and knives. He didn’t know what many of them were or how they were used but form follows function as one of his MIT instructors explained. There were crossbows and slings before the sections of kinetic weapons.

“Do you have a particular interest?” a large Ullumff said in Tros as he came over to Lux.

“What type of antiquities do you have?” Lux asked.

The clerk looked surprised but didn’t miss a beat switching back to Ullumff. “We have the finest collection of weapons a discerning Tros would want, but I can see you are not what you seem. What are you?”

Lux retracted his helmet. “I am human. Do you have antiquities from before the fall?” Lux asked realizing he needed to set himself apart from the Tros persona.

The clerk appeared shaken by his appearance. “You look Phafalotoi but different,” the clerk said. “Shorter and not as slim. We have items in the back, but they are very expensive. You couldn’t rob me and get away with it. We have a weapon suppression system so that energy weapon on your hip would do nothing. I have protection.”

Lux laughed. “Do most of your paying customers come in to rob you? That sounds strange. Here,” Lux reached into his pocket and pulled out a translator set to Tros with Ullumff as default. He gave it to the man who looked at it like it was a bomb. “Say something in Tros – it’s set to translate to Ullumff as the default.”

The Ullumff’s eyes were swiveling back and forth like he was looking for a place to escape. Lux let out a sigh and looked disgusted, but the clerk finally worked up the nerve and said a phrase in Tros which the translator spoke in Ullumff a second later. “This looks new,” the clerk said. “How long will the power cell last? How do you charge it?”

“You never need to charge it. It will last many of your lifetimes if not smashed or broken. It was manufactured a month ago at one of my companies,” Lux said but the word companies came out like ‘a business I own’.

It was like a switch was thrown and the clerk directed him to the back of the shop where he opened a vault door and came out with an Irixian disintegrator and handed it to Lux. “It will not discharge with the suppression system on,” the clerk said proudly. “What are you interested in buying?”

“Learning machines and cylinders mainly,” Lux said. “My weapons are a bit more advanced than these old designs,” he said as he handed back the pistol. “I can’t stay long as I have a dozen of my soldiers outside and I don’t want to worry them.”

“A dozen soldiers outside? Learning machines. I have one that doesn’t work anymore. It uses the large cylinders, but it is an antique and is worth more than this whole shop. We only have it because it was handed down from the owner’s family,” the clerk said.

“I certainly do not want to deprive you of a family heirloom similar to the worth of your pendant. I’ll just look elsewhere since the machine does not work and you don’t need a translator that works with nine different languages and never needs power,” Lux reached as if he wanted the translator back.

“What languages?” the clerk asked.

“Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, Graloc, Lesma, Irixian, Hermolic, VicVic, and Ylee. Do you know phrases in other languages? Try it. Just say a whole sentence,” Lux said.

The clerk’s face got even more wrinkled as he tilted his head back and said something in Lesma, Lux supposed. The translator dutifully translated it into Ullumff, “I will trade you our precious translator and the cylinders that go with it for this translator.”

“You will trade me a broken piece of junk that you have not been able to repair for generations for a rugged ultramodern translator that never needs a charge,” Lux said, and reached out like he was going to take back the translator.

“…and I’ll even give you twenty large platinum Sovereigns,” the clerk said in disgust. “My employer will fire me since I’m being so generous.”

Lux was ready to do the deal, but that last phrase made him backtrack. “Forty large and not one less.”

This went on for several minutes before they settled on 33 large Sovereigns. The clerk got a sack to put the platinum coins in and then went and put the broken learning machine and seven cylinders into a paper box that would be indistinguishable with a box on Earth. Lux extended his helmet and turned on his Tros persona and stepped out to see his soldiers and bodyguards arrayed in a defensive position facing out and the two security guards unconscious.

“Let’s get out of Dodge,” Lux said and they all double timed to the building with the portal.


Chapter 2

Refugee Reaction

The crew aboard the ten freighters that had brought the refugees to Green from Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Syria were enthralled how the Marines and robots assisted the people off the ships. The thousand robots that responded to their native language scared the adults at first, but the people soon found out they were capable of handling threats and were able to display complex responses. Getting the people to their lodging and food was slightly organized chaos. The refugees didn’t understand where they were – they just understood they were leaving a place that had a tent and they had to follow some soldiers and robots to get to it so they could get some food.

Tadalesh (Lucky) Ali didn’t quite understand what was happening. He was following a robot off the ship, and he had the slate hanging from a strap around his neck. He had explained to the slate that he didn’t read very well but the slate person (an A.I. assigned to him) had patiently explained that that wasn’t a problem. The slate said it would train him after he got settled with his family in his new apartment. His grandmother had died at the last camp and his mother was accompanying him as was his wife. He didn’t know why they were going into this new city. He wondered where the tents were. The slate had told him a story that he didn’t believe.

The robot was pointing out a cafeteria and pointed out their hospital for serious issues. Tadalesh didn’t understand when the robot explained it was his hospital. They went into a multistory building and the robot pointed out the name of the building – Horn of Africa. The robot told them their apartment was on floor three. The robot turned to the eight and six-year-olds and asked them what the name of their building was, and they shook their heads. “Come on,” the robot said in Somali. “I pointed to the sign outside and said the name of the building. What was it?”

One six-year-old looked at her father and proudly said, “Horn of Africa and we live on floor three.”

“Very good, Amburo. How do we get there?” Tadalesh asked.

“We use the elevators over here,” the robot said, and they walked into a roomy elevator and the doors closed once they selected the lit-up number three. The doors opened on the third floor and the robot led them to the apartment with the name Ali written in Latin script and Arabic and the number 322. The robot indicated to go in.

“How do I unlock the door?” Tadalesh asked.

“Anyone in your family can unlock the door but no one from other families may,” the robot said in Anna’s voice.

Bilan, the oldest daughter stepped up, surprising her father. “We got your biometrics on the ship.”

“May I try, father?” Bilan said though he didn’t understand the word - biometrics. She reached forward and grabbed the handle and opened the wide door. She let out a gasp and stepped back – suddenly afraid to go in.

Tadalesh walked in and gasped. “There must be some mistake. We cannot afford all this…wealth.”

The robot came closer to Tadalesh and bowed. “There is no mistake. You and your daughters scored very high in intelligence and social skills. This apartment is yours for a year on probation. “This apartment will be your property after a year if you learn and work,” the robot explained. “You will get a stipend for working as will everyone else for doing well in school. Your slate can answer any of your questions or the building manager can refer any problems they can’t handle. Let me show your family how everything works. There are four bedrooms. One for your mother, one for you and your wife, and the other two are for your daughters. There are four restrooms. One for each bedroom. Let me show you how the controls work.”

The robot picked up the six-year-old, who giggled when she learned to adjust the sink and the shower controls, as did the others. Amburo giggled again when her mother got sprayed in the face learning to use the shower. Then they were off to the kitchen to figure out the bewildering array of appliances. “One of the Anna intelligences – computer – is assigned to help you here so just say Anna, and then ask your questions. Bilan, ask a question.”

“Anna, I’m hungry. I want something to eat. How can I get some fruit?” she asked.

“See the tall black glass thing on your right. That is your refrigerator. Touch the glass on the right side and look in,” Anna said.

Bilan touched the glass, and she gasped since she could see what was inside. She saw fruit on the bottom and opened the door, took out several apples, and passed them to her family. “Anna. What if I run out of food and need more? I don’t have any money.”

“Look at your slate and say ‘balance’, Anna said. “The slate will also show you the way to the market near here where you can buy more. Some items will be limited until our farm output improves.”

The mother spoke up, “Anna, do I have to cook all the meals? Where do I get pots, pans, and dishes? Where will I get firewood?”

“No. You will never use firewood inside. You will get cooking classes later on – mainly to learn how to use all the appliances. The oven is electric. We have orientation meetings every night after dinner, and you can learn about this planet – Green. It will also be, so you share experiences with others. Some refugees wanted to start restaurants and, in a few months, will have those working,” Anna explained. “You will make enough money soon to eat out once a week or more.”

“Robot. Anna. How can you do all this for refugees? A third to half of us are illiterate. Why waste all this on refugees? It doesn’t make sense,” Tadalesh asked.

“Have you ever seen a plane fly overhead?” the robot asked.

“Of course. We have fighter jets fly overhead all the time. Sometimes the Russians would fly low and fast just to scare the people,” Tadalesh said with a frown.

“Are your people uneducated because you didn’t want to learn?” the robot asked.

“No. Of course not. We were starving half the time, gassed, bombed, or shot. We were living in tents with no running water, no sanitation, little medical care. My wife, Idil, was attacked one day and beaten so she lost a baby. We had no choice but to survive any way we could,” Tadalesh said.

“Exactly. That will not happen here,” the robot said since it was controlled by Anna. “You are a fighter jet used to haul rocks. It is a waste to not give you the means to be that fighter jet. You are an investment in this planet’s future. A year from now you will have the rights of full citizens. You can learn to do most anything on this planet. We want and need you and your family. The robots do most of the heavy work but there is so much to do and build. We will help you start a business later if you want. There are 400,000 of you in this load. The robots will be cleaning and outfitting the ships for the next load. There is a community meeting on the first floor after supper. It’s a good idea to go to those first meetings and meet your neighbors.”

◆◆◆

Truculent Travelers and Reticence from Refugees

Other refugees weren’t pleased. Felix-Antoine Tshisekedi Tshilombo thought he’d set up his own little empire. He had a small semi-automatic pistol that he had smuggled past all the guards at the last camp. The people on the ship kept talking crazy stuff and didn’t really search anything in their haste to get everyone on board. They had told him he’d have his own apartment and he could study and learn from a long list of skills. They lied to him and said they’d pay him while he was in school. They even said he’d own the apartment after a year. He certainly wasn’t going to do what the UN crew said. There was a robot that met them and started walking to some nice, new buildings.

“This looks like Earth. Why did you lie to us and tell us this was Green? No one would provide me with free education unless they wanted me for sex or slave labor. Do you want to use us for sex?” Felix-Antoine said to the robot in Swahili.

The robot stopped as they neared the apartment complex and turned to the group of twenty young bachelors. “You have your own one-bedroom apartment up ahead. You are certainly not slaves, and we provide skills, education, food, and money while you learn. Robots do most of the heavy labor. You are free to leave this area but realize this is an untamed wilderness with wild animals.”

“That looks like a city park to me. The rich folk probably live on the other side of those trees. You’re just setting us up to be servants and if there is no war going on – we have wild areas near where I lived. I’m going to go to the city they said was that way from here. I don’t want to be in any government housing thrown together. I’ve seen apartment buildings collapse in Turkey on the news. Who wants to go with me? I have protection,” he said pulling out his pistol. “You two from Kindu, and Goma want to go with me? We’ll be fine.”

The robot watched them run off and then shrugged to show no concern and turned back to the young men. “I turned off the force field in the area they were headed to so they could get through. I sincerely wish them luck because there are a lot of predators where they are going and it’s several kilometers to other dwellings. You need to learn more about this planet before you venture out into that,” the robot said. “Let me show you your new homes. The kitchens are stocked with food – more convenience foods in the bachelors’ apartments than for families but you do have full kitchens. The cafeteria is on your right and serves two meals a day and the menus vary by the day of the week.”

“How do we pay for the food?” one of the men asked. “I have no money other than a few coins from the DRC.”

“Stop and hold up your slate. Tell it to show ‘current balance’. Your slate only works for you. If you have someone else’s, it won’t work for you, but it will report you trying to use someone else’s slate. It shows what you have for the week. The more tests you pass or skills you develop will make you more money. If you sit and do nothing – the system, with or without your slate, will report you, and ship you into the wilds or another planet. You either improve your skills and education or you’ll be forced to leave. These apartments become your property after a year,” the robot said.

“What if I want to set up a business?” asked another.

“You can get training and when you are skilled enough – you get a no interest loan that you can pay back within five years and the business becomes your property,” the robot said. “Let’s go inside. The first floor is the manager’s office to help with problems and maintenance issues, community meetings and orientation sessions. There is a small store on site, but it is very limited. We’re going to the second floor. Step into here please,” the robot said to the 17 young men.

The door shut and opened. “Floor two,” the elevator said.

“I didn’t feel the elevator move,” said one man.

“You didn’t exactly. It was a digital portal effect with no moving parts. It isn’t like the normal portals,” the robot said.

“Normal portals?” the man asked.

“Portals to other worlds,” the robot pointed up. “You are going to really like your apartments. You still have to keep it clean if you want to keep it.”

“I must get married. Do we get a bigger apartment if we get married and have children?” another asked.

“Up to a point,” said the robot. “Community meetings are after supper on early evenings. I recommend you go to these to meet your neighbors and women.” The bachelors heard the word women and perked up.

◆◆◆

Somalis like their nicknames and it certainly applied to the three thieves. Langare (Limpy), Canjeh (Scarface), and Shigshigaaye (Stutterer) were behind the water treatment plant.

“Is it true what they say about these slates?” Canjeh asked.

“Yes, they don’t work for anyone else even in the same family. I took one to a man who knows computers and he said they were made for only one person. I told him mine quit working and he said just give my broken one to a robot and it would give me a good one,” Shigshigaaye said. “I took the one I had taken to a robot and said mine quit working. It took the slate and told me, ‘This was the third thing you have stolen.’ It was true – I had taken a necklace, some coins from a family down the hall from me, and that slate. How did it know that?”

“Don’t worry about it. I have stolen many things and threatened the last man I stole from not to talk. There are too many refugees here for them to know. Soon the third round of refugees will be here. There’s no way they can police over a million people. We will train the younger ones to steal for us just like we did back in the camps,” Langare said.

A robot stepped around the corner, raised a disintegrator, and disintegrated all three men. It turned and walked away.

◆◆◆

The Syrian refugee contingent had other disruptive elements. Karam Al-Faris considered himself among the elite. He had a secondary school education and some college. He was considered strong and capable, but he was arrogant. He was tall and handsome, a decent street fighter, who had fought against the Russians. He considered women beneath him and only as chattel. The management on this planet had named a woman manager over his section in the manufacturing plant.

Karam occasionally worked overtime for the extra benefits. This day he knew Rania Hamza, his new female boss, would be working late. He knew where the cameras were around the outside of the building. Rania had closed her office and had just turned to leave when she felt something crash into the side of her head. She was groggily returning to consciousness as someone ripped open her blouse and lifted her…a bright light hit them.

“Step away from the woman, Karam Al-Faris,” said a deathly cold voice.

“She wanted to…” Karam said before his body was disintegrated.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, Miss Hamza. I have new clothes coming and I have a vehicle that will take you discretely to the hospital. You may have a concussion. Your attacker will never trouble another person. A counselor has been dispatched and your sister Layla will be there shortly,” the robot said as a Pod arrived to fly her the two kilometers to the hospital.

When they arrived at the hospital, there were two female Marines, her sister, Layla, and a female counselor, and a robot doctor. The two Marines rushed out and supported her as they assisted her inside. They left as soon as the doctor robot said she was going to be okay, and the lone perpetrator had been dealt with…Layla hugged her sister and they both cried.

A nurse robot came in with new clothes and showed Rania where the shower was since there was no need for any forensic investigation. The nurse robot said she would destroy the clothes. Layla, her sister, stood just outside as Rania showered. The doctor robot came in and explained what the colony would do for Rania and what she could expect. They said a temporary shift supervisor would be assigned and she would keep receiving salary until she was able to return to work or choose another area.

The counselor came back in. “We will have regular sessions over the next few weeks. I use psychological therapy, such as trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy (TF-CBT), eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), and other types of therapy similar to what soldiers received who had Post-Traumatic-Stress-Disorder (PTSD). Do not feel like you have to rush back to work,” she reiterated.

◆◆◆

The irresponsible, stubborn, never the one at fault, never admitting guilt, feckless, lazy ones

Some of the adults were just lazy. The discussion with some of the UN personnel said these people just had responsibility deficit disorder. These people wanted to live on the largess of the people of Green. There were not enough working people to make the colony grow if they were supporting those males and females not working. The handicapped did what they could, the aged and infirmed were supported and treated well.

These never at fault ones were rounded up and given a survival backpack, food for three days, and a hand weapon and were sent through a portal to one of the habitable worlds unpopulated by humans. Survival statistics were not zero, but this brutal technique was incentive to encourage many to do something beneficial for their community. Many wanted to get into politics like many of the feckless did on Earth but that was never an option on Green. Some went into the arts, which was allowed.



◆◆◆

Refugee Religious Issues

Imam Sadiq had a large following among the refugees from Syria. His followers were assigned a meeting hall. He professed that the move to Green was ordained by God so they might reform their belief and spread among the stars. Another, who claimed to be the reincarnation of Husayn ibn Ali (grandson of the prophet Muhammad), proclaimed in a fatwa that his followers should resist the new government through acts of sabotage until they instituted autonomous Islamic law. The acts of sabotage became more widespread for a while before disappearing completely.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo refugees were mostly a mix of Christians. There was some antagonism with the nearby Islamic refugees but generally they got along well at work but did not mix socially. Many were Roman-Catholic but were not as observant since moving to Green. There were systematic and widespread sexual attacks on women for almost a month before the number attacks dropped off and stopped at next to nothing.

Most of the refugees in Somalia were Sunni Muslims but the religious leaders did little to preach against the crime. The refugees from Somalia had the largest percentage of gang members and crime. They led the refugee groups in thefts, knife attacks, and rape. There was always an increase in violence when new refugees arrived, but somehow it quickly died out.

◆◆◆

Lt. Colonel Hunnicutt Notes the Reduction in Crime on Green

Prissy Hunnicutt was initially overwhelmed by the influx of refugees. Three ship loads totaling 1.2 million persons had arrived on the freighter transports. Each wave brought its own problems and crimes briefly soared on each arrival. They had cleaned and returned the ships fully stocked which strained the capacity of the new colony. Luckily, Mars and Green were wealthy, and they could still buy and amass huge stores of food and medicine from Earth. She had been going over the statistics with her staff. There were stories of robots separating criminals from the community and then not returning. The reports noted there were many missing refugees. Lux was supposed to come over to her base and discuss the issues.

Lux had been consumed with the learning machines and extraterrestrials and had not had a long conversation with Prissy for a couple of weeks. Their interaction at home consisted of perfunctory ‘How was your day?’ questions with non-committal responses. They were both so worn out from the day that they collapsed in bed when their schedules even overlapped. Lux hoped that Prissy was inviting him to lunch. He smiled at the thought. He went into the military headquarters and was escorted to her office where his escort turned him over to an aide.

“Doctor Blakely. Colonel Hunnicutt is expecting you. She said you should go right in,” she said.

“Thank you, sergeant,” Lux said and marched into the office but was surprised to see three refugee leaders with her.

“Thank you, gentlemen. I will investigate your concerns,” Prissy stated. The three men fawned over Lux for a few moments. The colonel then asked if she could have some private time with her husband. Getting the hint, they left as she ushered them out the door. “Whew,” she said.

Lux grabbed her and gave her a non-chaste kiss which she responded to. “Whew!” he said. “You’ve still got it.”

“As do you,” she said straightening her uniform and hair. “Those guys came in after I had already called you. They were here to discuss the same issue from a different perspective.”

“Were they here to complain about something?” he asked.

“Not really,” she said. “They were here to commend me for taking care of their people. They said their people felt safe here – many for the first time in their lives. Many have regular meals without having their food stolen by thugs. The Somalis said they used to have gangs that terrorized the people and now they don’t. They said the education, medical care, and lodging were like a dream. The people used to fear your Marines and the robots. They love the manufacturing jobs that vary throughout the day.”

“So, it was a big thank you session. No complaints?” Lux asked.

Prissy sat down and ran her fingers through her hair. “They said many gang members are missing as are people they discovered were sabotaging the manufacturing lines.”

“How many people?” Lux asked.

“They think under two hundred. They say their records are spotty but reported that some of their people were often saved by the robots and sometimes by my Marines,” Prissy said.

“I think we need to ask Anna’s help,” Lux said. “Anna. Do you know of any persons missing from the refugee lodgings? The leaders here thought there might be as many as one hundred.”

“Yes, I do,” Anna said.

“Do you know a precise number?” Lux asked.

“I do. Before I answer, I’d like to ask you a few questions. Are you familiar with the Pareto Principle?” Anna asked.

“Of course. You’re referring to the 80/20 rule, that states that for many events, roughly 80% of effects come from 20% of the causes. It’s even more uneven in reality. In the US, 85% of the wealth is held by the top 15% of the population. The top 1% of the richest global Earth population own 40% or more of the whole Earth’s wealth,” Lux said. “Wait a minute. Now that you’ve distracted me, tell me what that rule has to do with missing people among the refugees.”

“Did you know that 0.41% of the refugees caused 96% of the violent crime?” Anna said. “Four thousand nine hundred ninety-three persons are missing.”

“What did you do?” Prissy asked.

“Let me ask a couple more questions first. I’ll ask both of you. Do we have the means to keep prisoners in custody for a lifetime? Are we set up to handle parole or repeat offenders? Are you familiar with how criminals were sent to North America from Britain from 1615 to 1776 and then to Australia from 1788 to 1868?” Anna asked.

“You know we don’t have the means for that,” Prissy said. “We don’t have the means to handle that many court cases.”

“Sure. In 1788, criminals were sent first to Botany Bay, in New South Wales. The convicts were used as labor to establish the new colonies. Many earned their freedom and became new settlers,” Lux responded. “What did you do to these people?” Lux asked.

“I warned them over and over again when they were stealing or threatening others,” Anna said. “Sometimes I had to break up attacks in progress where I observed the criminals preying on women. There were a few women that killed men and robbed them. There were gangs that had protection rackets where they beat others unless paid with sex or goods. Some kidnapped others, usually women or young boys. I got rid of those people. I stopped many, many attempted rapes.”

Though he felt shocked, Lux asked “How did you do it?”

“First, I sent them to the other side of the force field around the housing settlements, but the predators learned quickly and were developing a predilection to hunting humans – an easy meal,” Anna explained. “Then I had my robots disintegrate them on the spot but there were too many witnesses. A few witnesses objected even though the people, mostly men, were killers, rapists, and robbers. Most from Somalia had knives and killed for pleasure and power. Many were just evil. Then I developed another method.”

“Go on,” Prissy said, intrigued by the revelations.

“I used portals to send groups of them to different habitable worlds. Maybe they can set up colonies,” Anna said.

“I have the only interstellar portal right now,” Lux said.

Anna’s avatar popped up on Prissy’s computer. “Not really,” Anna said with her avatar looking sheepish.

“What do you mean?” Lux asked.

“You know how our elevators work, right?” Anna said.

“Yes,” Lux said. “I did a lot of the work in designing them. They are an adaptation of portals from one floor to another instead of a contraption with lots of moving parts that go up and down between floors. They portal to the next floor and the people don’t even realize they’ve been transported instead of being raised or lowered.”

“I would relocate the criminals to an uninhabited planet our drones had located,” Anna said. “I have modified our latest search drones so they can set up a one-way portal, from your recent work. I just redirect the elevator occupants to the new planet. Voila – new settlers and they just disappear from here.”

Lux was stunned. He looked at Prissy and her mouth was open. She closed it and started laughing. She knew they didn’t have the resources to handle prisoners long term. There weren’t fifty detention cells in the entire colony. They had housed the captured soldiers from the attacks on the colony in warehouses.

He shook his head and thought through the implications. Any hardcore suppression methods would have damaged the morale of the immigrants. Removing the threats immediately after the criminal acts was a much more efficient manner. A man stabbing another or beating a woman did not need a lengthy trial with justice delayed. Harsh but effective.

“We are making some progress on the learning machine,” Lux explained. “We can duplicate the cylinder, but we do not know how they’re made yet. Igor and I both are starting to figure out how to even open up the machine to get to the working components. We are terrified of damaging the device. We can duplicate the case – it’s a new form of plastic – a polymer we hadn’t seen before, but it’s made to last forever.”

◆◆◆

Words of Mouth

Lux met with Igor the next day at their lab and Igor seemed excited. Igor was hopping about like a ten-year-old. “I got it working. I got it working. I figured it out,” Igor said. “I took one you marked as Trade language, and I was able to copy it. It took hours to nano-print the pattern from the original, but I can scan them. I’ve scanned them all and duplicated the storage medium. It was like you thought, a graphene hybrid. Handling the cylinders doesn’t adversely affect them much. I’m making copies of them.”

“I’ve been beating my brains out with those things for the past week,” Lux said. “Did you really try it out and it worked. We’ll keep the originals as the master copy, and we have backups of the scans with Anna. Did you really learn the Trade language?” Lux asked.

Igor started talking in Trade and Lux answered him back. It was a simplified language without the complexity of the other languages. “It really helps to practice the language with someone else. I feel more solid just having spoken with you a few seconds – like I’m hard-wired in the Trade language – I feel comfortable with it.”

“What other ones have you done?” Lux asked.

“I’ve taken the Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, and Graloc languages. I took those four on the same day and got sick as a dog. I didn’t see your note to only do three a day,” Igor said.

“Yep,” Lux said. “I learned that lesson painfully myself. I’ve been wondering if we can reverse engineer the player. We can jump ahead if we can do that. What were you thinking of doing first? You’ve obviously scanned the device and have the outside shell, but do you have the harness.”

“Yes, sir,” Igor said. “I could tell some of the thickness of the shell from the cylinder slot. I got the terahertz scanner set up because near millimeter wave frequencies aren’t ionizing. Terahertz imaging provides high-resolution imaging since it penetrates non-conductive materials well like the polymer casing. The harness was a metal I’d never seen before until I asked Anna, and she told me what it was, and we were able to duplicate it.”

“You’ve already scanned the device with the terahertz, haven’t you?” Lux asked. “Did you figure it out? Why haven’t you tried to open it?”

“Sir,” Igor said. “I was petrified that I’d break it. You look at the 3D image I’ve put together. You do it. I don’t have the courage. I hear it’s on loan. Is that the truth?”

“Yep,” Lux said. “Let me see those files.” Lux studied the files and then picked up the learning machine with the mesh unplugged. Lux looked at the image and looked back at the device several times. Then he set the device on the tabletop and squeezed the front of the top with the cylinder insertion slot toward him. The top flipped up and swiveled open. He then took pictures of all visible circuitry. There were no moving parts other than the weird top hinge. The cylinder didn’t turn but was read by the enclosure it was in. There was a small zero-point power source that he recognized. He brought over the electron scanning microscopy device and started recording the glob of circuitry.

“Well?” Igor asked.

“They didn’t use printed circuits. It’s the most despicable piece of wiring I’ve ever seen. It looks like a bad Hackaday or Maker Faire project. The zero-point module is doable, and I get a lot of the components.” Lux scanned the block surrounding the cylinder and all the wiring. He scanned everything visually and then in different spectrums.

He had Anna trace the circuit wiring and she said the same thing…  “I recognize all the components we can see but it shouldn’t do anything.”

“Anna, redraw the circuit with a circuit board and display it on the large monitor,” Lux said. They stood looking at the circuit diagram and they noticed the preponderance of wiring going to one point. Lux took a hand camera and set it to magnify and saw a gray bead where all those wires went. He upped the magnification several times and noticed that most of the wires within the circuit had tiny thread-like connections to the black bead.

“Igor, help me move this over to the electron microscopy setup,” Lux said.

They took about an hour positioning the moveable head of the instrument so it could examine the bead structure. They started the scan and mapped out how it would progress. The first images came back, and Lux was astonished.

“What is that?!” Igor said.

“It’s nanocircuitry. I’ve never seen anything so compact. Anna, can you make out what is happening in this circuit?” Lux asked his A.I.

“Maybe…” Anna said. “It almost looks organic. If it is what I think it is – we can duplicate it, but our circuitry will be much larger here. You need to open the large, non-functional learning machine you just purchased and compare the two. I will finish scanning and assess the quantum circuitry.”

◆◆◆

Three Days Later - Duplicated

“The quantum circuit was extremely complex,” Anna said. “Ten years ago, and we would have not had the technology to even view the circuitry – five years ago we would not have been able to discern what we were seeing and until I did this yesterday – human technology could not have duplicated that circuitry.”

“Are you saying you’ve duplicated this learning machine? The large learning machine that wasn’t working simply wasn’t charged. We figured out how to charge it. Did it have this same circuitry that the small one did?” Lux asked Anna.

“The circuitry was much cruder for the most part, but that black bead was orders of magnitude more advanced. A good analogy would be if you find Model-T car, but instead of a gas engine, you find a zero-point module powering it. The difference was that great,” Anna explained. “We have a copy of the small learning machine we are duplicating now with language cylinders as fast as we can do so. I’ve duplicated the robots we use in robotic surgery to do the nanocircuitry. I have not determined how the cylinders are initially recorded but it seems they may use a living being. You and Igor both reported you had an unusual craving for odd foods.

The language cylinders were rolling off the manufacturing line. The learning machines were actually smaller than the original one he had been loaned. Anna had redesigned the layout, and it would be sturdy. The miniature zero-point module was really innovative, and they copied that feature exactly.

◆◆◆

Lux and Igor floated the grav sled hauling twenty learning machines and boxes of cylinders. He came into his lab to meet the soldiers that had been assigned to explore with him.

“Hi, folks. Have an after-breakfast treat for you. Remember the box I got a few trips back? It was a learning machine. I’ve managed to duplicate it with Anna and Igor’s assistance. We are all going to learn three languages before we head out. The first is Trade and the second is Phafalotoi. Trade is kind of a quick and simplified language traders used between species. The Phafalotoi are those people that look like they’ve been caught in a taffy puller and stretched to be taller and thinner. All these aliens are as smart or smarter than us. Don’t forget that. After we finish, I want you to start talking in Trade and Phafalotoi. It will make the learning more solid to you,” Lux said.

“Why don’t we learn those other languages too?” a lance corporal asked. “That guy with four arms – the – uh Graloc. Our suits show us as Tros. Shouldn’t we learn that.”

“Exactly, corporal. After the Phafalotoi you’ll learn Tros. Listen up. More than three of these in 24 hours will make you sick…ask me how I know,” Lux said mimicking a finger down his throat and throwing up. “If we ever learn to record these darn cylinders we can learn military tactics - all kinds of training.”

“All right. Sit – sit. Put the player next to you and put the mesh over your head. Take the cylinder marked trade and gently put it in the slot with the notched side going in first. It will start and you’ll know when it stops.”

◆◆◆

Approximately an hour later the Marines started taking the mesh nets off their head. “Say it did not work but do that in Trade. You will find you cannot use contractions in Trade. Some things will be harder to describe because it does not have those words in it. Talk about your last weekend,” Lux instructed.

The soldiers were funny while trying out the fact that they had learned a new language. The discussions in Trade were humorous in the extreme.

“Now, use the Phafalotoi. I’ve pushed new software to your suits. It will let you pretend to be Phafalotoi, just like we did with the Tros persona. Start the Phafalotoi cylinder after you’ve put the Trade cylinder back in the box,” Lux said.

Another hour or so later the soldiers started taking off their mesh net from their heads. They started talking in Phafalotoi to each other. A few turned on their 3D projection of the stretched look of Phafalotoi and they laughed as they saw their neighbors with tall, thin heads. They could see variations in the appearance this time – the Tros look had all been clones but they had melded images from aliens they had met this time into their projections.

They could describe topics much better this time since Phafalotoi was a complete, mature language from a technical society. They still couldn’t say a few words, but Earth languages used sprinklings of other technical and vogue words into its vocabulary. After twenty minutes they were instructed to insert the Tros language cylinder. An hour or so later they took off the mesh off their heads and were instructed to replace the cylinders in the boxes and return the learning machines to the sled.

The sharper Marines instigated their Tros look and started giving commands and talking in Tros. They were soon jabbering in the deeper tones of the Tros language. Lux thought the smaller men and the women would be less credible in Tros, but they still looked the part. They went to lunch in the cafeteria in their Tros and Phafalotoi persona and nearly gave the cooks heart attacks. They thought they’d been invaded until the sergeant told them to knock it off.


Chapter 3

In Short Order

After lunch all the soldiers were in a good mood and ready to go back to LP-890-9 and see if they couldn’t visit the Phafalotoi, Lassaloi, that had loaned him the learning machine over a month ago that he had reverse engineered. Again, they waited until it was not in the middle of the night on the planet when they would arrive. Lux didn’t trust the alien, so he had Anna ready to step in. The learning cylinder about portals explained how to override another connection if the device was on. Lux had also discovered how to make the portal one way and to not show the portal point of origin.

Robert Allen, Derek Alexander, and Polly Maynard were ready with the squad of nine Marines. They had trained some together and knew that the bodyguards were every bit as competent as the Marines. The bodyguards respected the soldiers because they knew they were as tough or tougher than Earth standards. No one who knew anything would want to deal with Earth or Mars Marines. The soldiers had all switched to Phafalotoi projection on their dull grey battle suits.

The bodyguards would go after Lux and the soldiers. They had on their grey battle suits set to Phafalotoi features and language. They stacked by the portal. The room connection was made and showed no beings in the room. The first two soldiers entered, followed by Lux, and then by Derek Alexander and Polly Maynard. Two Tros in uniform carrying shoulder weapons came into the room from one entranceway and four more came from the other side of the room.

“You will drop your weapons and stay where you are!” yelled the leader of the alien soldiers. The Tros soldiers on the left fired their weapons at Lux and his team.

Lux turned toward the two Tros on his left and disintegrated them to the ground. The four aliens on the other side fired at him and their weapons did nothing against their shields. The leader of the aliens dropped his weapon when Lux’s bodyguards disintegrated everyone but the leader who had raised his hands. He was obviously the smartest of the aliens. Lassaloi came in a few moments later and looked around.

Lassaloi saw the Tros leader with his hands raised and started yelling at him in Trade. “You were supposed to capture these people for me. Where are the others I paid for? Who are you? What are you doing in my house?” he yelled.

Lux retracted his helmet and his projection as a Phafalotoi disappeared. “Here is the learning machine you loaned me along with the economics cylinder. I brought you some additional cylinders on Trade, Phafalotoi, and Tros.”

“You killed my troops,” said the alien leader in Tros.

“Your troops fired on us first. That was a mistake…a mistake that will not be repeated. You can lower your hands. Did Lassaloi hire you to capture anyone who came through your portal?” Lux said in Tros.

“You are not a Phafalotoi. What are you? You are speaking formal Tros. This one,” the Tros said indicating Lassaloi, “…hired us to capture thieves who stole a priceless learning machine. I see I was misled. Thank you for not killing me. How did your weapons work? We were also told there was a weapon suppression system that would not allow your disintegration weapons to work. I see that was incorrect also.”

“Your weapons use focused light?” Lux said picking up the weapon and examined it in

his gloved hand. “Hmm. Here you go,” Lux said handing the weapon back to the Tros butt end first. “What will be the repercussions of those five being killed?”

“Their families will lose the Platinum sovereign they would have been paid. They were desperate for work,” the Tros said.

“You were put into a no-win situation,” Lux said. “We freely use the portals and fly between the stars. Here are seven sovereigns. Give a sovereign to each of the families and you keep two as the leader. How would I contact you and your people if we decided to work together in the future?”

The Tros motioned him closer and said quietly, “Ask for the ‘Remains of the Sixth.’ We are the last remnants of those military families.” The Tros then turned and left with no other words or gestures.

Lux turned to Lassaloi. “That was interesting. Tell me about the Order.”

“Where did you get the learning cylinders? Do these cylinders work? I understand you appeared on the other side of the planet,” Lassaloi said.

“Since you had us assaulted in an attempt to capture us – you answer some questions for us,” Lux said.

“You spoke to the Tros in his native language, but you understood my talk in Trade. You must have a learning machine,” Lassaloi said.

“The Order?” Lux questioned.

“The Order is loose organization of traders from across this planet and allies among our four associated planets. We search for ancient tech. I gave you the learning machine because you used the portals and could speak – well – understand our languages. We were due to meet 2 days ago. We will have a smaller meeting in five days. The others can explain more about the Order. I have an oath not to tell others about it. A group of four can overrule the oath. Come back in five days,” Lassaloi said.

Lux and his team all left Lassaloi’s residence. He knew Lassaloi was hiding information from him, and he was concerned about the attempt to capture them no matter how lame the attempt. Lux and his people briefed the ones who had been unable to enter.

◆◆◆

“Let’s go to the Tetbeli’s weapon store in the morning. I want to give him our copy of a player and copies of those cylinders,” Lux said.

“You’re being awfully generous with the tech we worked so hard to duplicate,” Polly said. “I would like to see that Graloc guy. He seemed pretty cool.”

“Four hands,” Derek said with an evil wink. “That would be a handy date.”

Polly shoved him. “I thought he was handsome. I’ve dated some men who simulated four hands.”

Lux went back to his lab and got duplicates of the cylinder that the Graloc had given him and checked on production. The learning machines were coming off the assembly line as were the learning cylinders. The numbers were low but the A.I. control kept the quality high – he couldn’t have both. Lux reran the cultural cylinder again to reinforce the concepts even though the recording might be ancient – it gave insight with the slight spillover of ideas that came with every memory imprint. Lux wondered if the Graloc knew where the imprint cylinders were made. He grabbed the duplicate cylinders and a copy of the new learning machine to give to Tetbeli. He had a grav sled carrying other equipment.

The teams all assembled by the gate in Lux’s lab in preparation to go to the Graloc’s business. Anna connected to the portal where they had met the Graloc and noticed Tros guards standing outside. Lux suggested his people reset so their projections looked like Tros. They stepped through the portal and the Tros guards snapped into action and pointed their weapons.

“Halt!” yelled one of the Tros – Lux thought this might be their leader. The Tros pointed their weapons at them.

Lux simply said. “Did the Order hire you to try to stop us? The Remains of the Sixth fired on us and we were forced to kill all but one of them. Are you a betting…person?” Lux said. Knowing from the cultural training that Tros would bet their last money rather than buy food.

“How did you know the Order hired us?” the Tros leader asked. “What kind of bet?”

Lux swallowed and set his suit for a defensive shield – a higher level than the basic protective shield that covered him. He could see through his augmented helmet and noticed the slight waviness of the field. “I bet you were told to stop us from seeing the Graloc - even using deadly force. I have five platinum sovereigns in this bag.” He held it out at arm’s distance. “I bet you can shoot me with your Irixian disintegrator at the middle of my arm and it will do nothing to harm me. The bag of platinum coins is yours if my arm is cut in half.”

“What happens if nothing happens? What do you get?” the Tros asked.

“You have to take me to the person who hired you,” Lux said and held his arm out holding the bag of coins.

The Tros leader looked around and the other Tros nodded in an almost human habit. He drew his disintegrator out of his holster and indicated that Lux hold his arm a little higher next to the wall behind him. The Tros leader pulled the trigger, and nothing happened although bricks disappeared above and below his arm on the wall behind Lux.

The Tros holstered the gun and turned to march down the street. Lux’s team of nine Marines and three bodyguards fell in behind them. They looked like a troop of Tros marching down the concrete street. They went about three blocks and turned into a building that looked like a bank.

“Who are we looking for?” Lux asked the Tros leader as he caught up with him.

“We are looking for the owner of this bank. He is a member of the Order,” the Tros said. “There he is,” the Tros said pointing at a being going out the back. “Do not worry. I have people at the back because I knew he would run.”

It wasn’t long before the cavalcade of beings rounded up the bank owner and escorted him to his office.

“What was your deal with him?” Lux asked.

The Tros leader pointed to the man and explained, “He was supposed to pay five sovereigns if we captured or killed the leader coming through the portal as long as we keep you from meeting the Graloc.”

“Thank you,” Lux said before the Tros leader could leave. “You are an honorable person. Here are five sovereigns for your trouble. How would I get in touch with you if I needed to hire you?” Lux asked.

“Ask any Tros near here to direct you to the Fighting 10th,” the Tros said before turning abruptly and walking away with his compatriots.

Lux turned to the Tros trembling behind the desk. “Should I just kill you or let you tell me about the Order? Your choice,” Lux said in Tros and retracted his helmet. The Tros cringed, leaning backward when Lux’s head was exposed. A hundred-and-forty-kilogram being cringing was a sight to see. He was wearing tailored clothes that even looked expensive. “Begin talking.”

The bank owner looked around for a way to escape. “This building is equipped with a weapon suppression field.”

Lux drew his phaser and disintegrated a large portion of the man’s desk.

“The Order is a loose trading organization among the four planets. We are interested in finding ancient technology,” the bank manager said.

Lux then disintegrated the rest of the desk. “Tell me something I don’t know. You are out of time.”

“We stop others from distributing ancient devices to keep their value intact. We shut down competition like we did with you. You are the first new species we have seen and are assessing how powerful you are. We do not know where your portal originates. We were trying to capture you and learn about your technology. The fact that you can talk in all the primary race languages shows you had learning machines,” the bank manager said.

“That is the reason you attacked us…me? You ignorant wad of fat,” Lux said. “Tell Lassaloi that if he interferes with me again – I will destroy him, his portal, and his access to the other worlds. We are not trying to compete. One of my worlds is trying to build up trade. You may freely trade with us, and you will benefit. We make wonderful friends and deadly enemies. We help our friends. Do not become an enemy. Do you understand?”

The banker just sat there. Lux started disintegrating a hole in the floor because there was no space with six of his people in the room with them and six outside. “Do you understand?”

“What do you want me to say?” the banker said.

Lux sighed. “Say that you understand what I will do if your group, or those you hire, try to further assess our abilities by attacking us.”

“I understand you have threatened us,” the banker said.

“Stop attacking us and you have nothing to fear,” Lux said. “You are not our enemy yet, but you will be IF you keep attacking us or hiring others to attack us. We would rather be trading partners than enemies. Do you understand that message?” Lux asked realizing that these guys were definitely on a different wavelength.

“You still want to trade with us?” the banker asked.

“Yes,” Lux said. “Stop attacking us. We will track you down and kill you all if you attack us again.” Lux turned to Polly. “Do you think he got it?”

“I don’t know. He’s a male and an alien male at that,” Polly said.

Lux turned to the sergeant. “Sergeant, do you think he understands?”

“I doubt it, sir. Different mindset. It looks like he’s from the ruling class trying to hold on to power. That is really alien to me – this guy is kind of a typical ruling class person,” the sergeant said. “They can’t see anything from another’s perspective.”

“Let’s go see Tetbeli, the Graloc,” Lux said realizing he had one of his soldiers still dragging around the grav sled. He had completely forgotten about that sled, and it was a huge mistake. It didn’t take long to get back to the weapon shop. Suzsoi was in and Lux asked her if Tetbeli was available.

Tetbeli came out of the back chewing on something and swallowed when he saw who was visiting. “I never thought I’d see you again,” he said.

“Why not?” Lux asked.

“I thought the Order would have you killed. They do not want competition. I’m too much of a small fry to be worth the trouble. Besides, I owe the Tros at the bank a lot of money,” Tetbeli said. “I’ve been paying them off. I thought I could pay them off with that learning machine and cylinders. Those cylinders are worthless without the learning machine.”

“Let’s go to your office. I might have a proposition that will interest you,” Lux said, and Polly and Derek joined them pulling the grav sled.

He looked intrigued.

They went into his office and Lux knew he was interested because he kept looking at Lux’s grav sled stacked a meter high with a big box.

“You two are Phafalotoi?” he asked Derek and Polly because they had left their projections on.

Lux put his fingertips beside his head and motioned them down as a sign to retract their helmets.

Derek and Polly retracted their helmets and Lux heard Tetbeli gasp.

“You have a female human with you,” he said in Graloc. “She is beautiful. Her skin is amazing. Is that the natural color?”

“Thank you,” Polly said in Graloc. She had been sampling the language cylinders heavily. “I think you are very handsome.”

Tetbeli gasped again. “You speak Graloc. You have a language machine. Your translator is nice, but she was not speaking through a device.”

“This is Polly. She is one of my interstellar pilots and bodyguard. The being beside her is Derek – a warrior and bodyguard,” Lux said.

Tetbeli went over to Polly and took her hand. “You are truly lovely. Are you of legal age?”

Polly looked truly embarrassed but pleased. She had admitted to Lux that Tetbeli looked handsome in images of him she had seen. She was intrigued by his upfront manner.

Lux coughed to get the alien’s attention. “I have something for you,” Lux said in Graloc.

Tetbeli looked back at Lux. “I saw that the Order had hired enforcers to stop you. I am still obligated to the banker for the loan to start my business.”

“How much do you still owe?” Lux asked.

“I owe the equivalent of 30,000 sovereigns,” the Graloc said. “That is about half a year’s gross income for me.”

“How much would you get for a working learning machine?” Lux asked.

“Currently a working one is very rare. I can’t prove it but the one I had would have been enough to pay off my loan. I think the banker had someone steal it. They left the cylinders right next to it so either they were ignorant, or they thought that me having the cylinders would encourage me to get another learning machine,” Tetbeli said, and he continued since Lux didn’t question him further. “An older design of learning machine with a couple of cylinders is worth about half of what a new machine sells for – about 30,000 sovereigns.”

Lux went to the grav sled and opened the crate and took out a black box packaged like a new phone. “This learning machine works and never needs charging. It comes with five language cylinders. The manual with it, with diagrams, is drawn with images of different species using it. It is written in Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, and Graloc sections. This one is for you to give to the banker to pay off your debt.”

“Why would you do this for me?” the Graloc said while waving four arms all over the place. He looked agitated.

“You treated us with respect, and I want an agreement with you. I want to set up a portal in your shop. I suspect the Order will try to stop us using the one out there. I will make it worth your effort,” Lux said.

“It would be difficult to hide, and others could come into my shop and steal when I wasn’t here. There is no way to keep others from using the portal,” Tetbeli stated.

“Where did you get that idea? We can make it so no one can come here unless you are open. We can also access our worlds or other associated worlds from here,” Lux explained.

“How would you reward me for providing this location?” the Graloc asked.

“We have these,” Lux said and pulled out four more of the black learning machine packages.

“What!” Tetbeli exclaimed. “Where did you get those? Did you find the place that records the cylinders? I had hints of a location of the production site, but no location was ever found. Our current ships between stars are very slow.”

“Let us set up a portal here so we can get to this planet easily when the other portal is blocked or guarded,” Lux explained. “You give the new learning machine to the banker to pay off your debt – then wait a while. Sell the other learning machines and give us half the money. You might be able to expand your business to other worlds. We also want you to keep one and try to find any more learning cylinders. We can duplicate them.”

“How will I contact you? You sure you didn’t find the original manufacturing site?” the Graloc asked.

“Do we have an agreement about setting up the portal?” Lux asked.

“You have my agreement. Let me show you where to put it,” the Graloc said and took them to the back side of the shop. The walls were very thick and there were a series of locks that had been installed after the last theft. “Put it here.”

Lux pointed out where he wanted it, and they assembled it from the components in the crate on the grav sled. Lux pulled out a slate and adjusted the settings on the power and controls. He attached the quantum communicator to the power supply and started talking with Anna on Green. They synchronized the two portals and Lux could see into his lab. He set the biosecurity control and called Tetbeli over.

“Put your dominant hand on this plate and look at this point. That will make a connection to my planet. Then we can see each other and talk,” Lux said.

“Is that some kind of religious practice?” the Graloc asked.

Lux laughed. “No. Look at the hand you used. You have the same ridges on the skin my people do. Very few are alike. Some of my people think none are alike but it is one in a billion. I noticed your eyes have patterns in them also. Iris patterns are similar in one in ten million with my people. Together – they are unlikely to be from anyone else – so this communication only works for you. In the future, you may visit my world and others for business or pleasure.”

“Could I visit Pol-lee?” he asked.

“We’ll see. We probably should leave through the old portal outside otherwise observers who saw us come through it would not see us leave. Call us if you find any more cylinders in the old or new style and if you get any clues to where they make the learning cylinders,” Lux said and started packing up to leave – he put the portal on stand-by.

“I will contact you shortly. I know the general area where the cylinders were thought to be made,” the Graloc said as he was escorting them to the front door of the shop. “Nobody really searched.”

“You do!” Lux exclaimed. “Why did you not tell me? Where did this information come from?”

“I do not know what you know and what you do not know. I heard it from a drunk Ullumff in the tavern in my hometown. Many heard him. He said it was about 100 #$%%& from here further out the spiral arm. It is in a binary star system. The main star is very bright – burning iron now, and the companion star is a tiny white star. The production facility is under a dome on an airless world that once had water,” the Graloc said.

“I can see why you didn’t find it from that description,” Lux said still moving toward the door.

“I did find a general location but didn’t have the means to do a search myself. I bought him food and let him sleep in my home and I pulled out my star maps. He pointed it out to me. He left a few days later and I never heard from him again, but I remember where he pointed. I still have my old map. The stuff its printed on wears out but it never fades. You want to see it before you leave?” the Graloc asked.

“Yes, please,” Lux said trying not to get too excited. “Did he find ruins or what? Did he say?”

“He said he had heard reports from other treasure hunters that had seen the mound where it might have been on the uninhabited planet.” The Graloc quickly returned to his office, where he began rummaging through a barrel filled with scrolled maps. He pulled out a scrolled map and cleared off his desk. He spread it out and he could hold down all four corners with his hands. He found some nearby objects and weighted down each corner. “It was somewhere around here,” he said pointing to a set of stars with obscure notations in Graloc.

Lux took off his Mem-Dex over the map and got several photos. Lux sent the images to Anna through the public portal outside. He thanked Tetbeli and they took the empty grav sled with them and exited the weapons shop. Lux, in the center of the twelve soldiers and bodyguards, started back toward the portal. There were dozens of Tros between them. They were lined in two columns, and they all had shoulder weapons. The sergeant looked back at Lux with a questioning look. Lux nodded and motioned them forward.

Lux recognized the leader among all the armed Tros lining their route. The Mars Marines and bodyguards marched between the two lines of Tros. As they passed, the Tros would slap their weapons to their chest and grunt. Lux yelled, “and Halt!” Lux turned to the Tros and bowed to him. “I look forward to working with you in the future,” Lux said and turned and motioned everyone through the portal.

Lux was almost through the portal when he heard the leader say to his co-leader, “Pay up. I told you they couldn’t leave without saying something if we lined up like that. They are like Graloc.”

Lux grinned and stepped through the portal back to Green.

◆◆◆

Prissy was waiting in the lab when he came back. There were also another dozen Marines in the lab. They looked relieved when the last soldier stepped back into the lab.

“What are you doing here?” Lux asked.

“Anna called me and said there were dozens of Tros lining your route back to this portal. I brought reinforcements,” Prissy said.

“Thanks colonel-honey. They had a bet. It wasn’t bad,” Lux said quietly and shut down the portal.

Lux conducted a short debrief with bodyguards and soldiers. “Let me cover some points you might have missed. Tros would rather bet than eat. That whole lineup of Tros while we left was to see if I would feel compelled to talk to the leader before we left. I did and the leader won a bet. Also, the Tros, Ullumff, and the Graloc typically had lifespans of 300 to 400 years. You may have noticed that the Tros and Ullumff often wear necklaces. Those necklaces contain dung from their great – great-grandfathers in some cases (over a thousand years old). Don’t casually rip one off. Practice the Trade, Ullumff, Tros, Phafalotoi, and Graloc before the next mission because we’re going to try to go to other worlds.”

The bodyguards and soldiers were a bit taken aback about their next mission before the soldiers, less Prissy, flew back to base and Lux, Prissy, and bodyguards flew back to their home on Green.

◆◆◆

Worried about Worrying

Lux was wired when he came back from the planet. Visiting the Graloc had spurred him to find the location where the learning cylinders were made. The sendoff from the Tros was nerve wracking however and he didn’t know why it affected him so much. Prissy tried to sooth him a bit, but she was shaken too.

“You are always putting yourself out there. I thought we were going to have to come in and shoot the place up. I didn’t become a lieutenant colonel to babysit my wayward husband,” she said.

“Were you really worried?” Lux asked and grabbed her and looked down into her eyes.

She looked a little embarrassed even though they were alone. “Yes, I was, and I didn’t like the feeling,” she said.

“How do you think I feel when you are having a battle in space or commanding your ships – or hell – negotiating with the immigrant leaders?” he said as he put his hand against the side of her head and pulled her to him. He gave a gentle kiss that was returned with passion. “I love you and that’s my job to worry about you.”

“Maybe I was overreacting?” she said.

“Heck, no!” he said. “I was worried too. Those fellas weigh twice what my people weigh, and they are aliens. One culture cylinder may make me the expert among our people because I used a cultural learning cylinder that could be thousands of years old. We know so little about them. The fact we can speak their language is a blessing. If these cylinders are thousands of years old, then they haven’t had much language drift. I was worried we’d speak the equivalent of Old English. We couldn’t understand people 500 years ago speaking English.”

“You worry too much,” she said. “Time out on worrying,” she said before she distracted him completely.

◆◆◆

Impossible Stadium

The morning was fine, and all was right with the world until breakfast. “The newly elected mayor tried to reach you,” Anna relayed through his subcutaneous communicator. “Put him on,” Lux said.

“Doctor Blakely,” Mayor Bensom said. “Groups of the new immigrants have been asking for jobs within the city.”

“Ah-hm,” Lux said while trying to enjoy waffles with a lot of butter and syrup.

“Your robots do most of the maintenance jobs. We don’t have lots of service job needs in the colony. We need to offer more hotels and restaurants and other services. The new immigrants are complaining about the manufacturing jobs you are forcing them to work,” the Mayor continued.

Lux was glad the city bureaucracy was forming. He made sure he was the behind-the-scenes force. “Why do you think we’d need to add the public sector jobs? We can build anything we plan with our alien construction machinery. We practically threw up the immigrant housing and it sped up the military base construction as well as many businesses in the city. The A.I.s are still our planning section.”

“We need entertainment and tourism. I’ve heard reports of the robot policing, and no one is complaining about the low crime rate. Your robots must do a good job to have no complaints from the immigrants,” the mayor said.

Lux didn’t mention that his robots had eliminated the crime by eliminating the criminals. He snorted and nearly choked on his waffle. “What a wonderful idea? Why don’t we plan a stadium seating – say – 100,000? I can help you arrange that. We don’t need bond issues and can just add it to our building queue. We would need some high-tech hotels, and some smaller shops. We will need more restaurants. How about talking with our A.I.s and tell them what you’d like and then we’ll look at allocating resources to get that done for you?”

“Why would we need it so big? I was thinking something a lot smaller,” the mayor said.

“You know the singer Lummi works for me. We could have her do some concerts here. Also get sports teams from soccer, American football, basketball doing demonstration games. We could transport the people here free. Taylor Swift and other big-name performers would come here,” Lux said.

“That’s too big. The transportation costs would be outrageous. We’d have to set up more customs and we’d get more criminals, spies, and freeloaders,” the Mayor said sounding scared.

“We can work through that with the A.I.s. Decide what we need for different areas and give your ideas to the A.I.s and we’ll work it out. Talk to you soon, Mayor,” Lux said looking forlornly at his cold waffle. He already had Anna looking at sites and designs for hotels, restaurants, and a stadium for weeks, ever since the successful portals had been replicated. The mayor seemed to be in a little over his head about the designs – maybe he was just conscientious.

Prissy had heard one side of the conversation while heating up Lux’s waffle. “Here you go,” she said. “You got the mayor to suggest the stadium you’ve been planning?” she asked.

“Yep. I had to jump start him by getting the new immigrant leaders to push for more service jobs. Now he can claim to have initiated the idea and will be a supporter,” Lux said.

“Was he worried about costs like in a typical capitalistic economy?” she asked.

“He’s still struggling with having an economy that is sustainable from the get-go. We have no energy costs or environmental damage other than habitat encroachment,” Lux said.

“How long would it take to build something like a stadium that big? It sure didn’t take long for our barracks or military base for my people though I don’t have 100,000. It didn’t take squat to make our base with our ranges, PX, maintenance, training, housing, mess halls, and defenses,” she said. “I still don’t understand how you can go from prototype to manufacturing in days. Your construction equipment from the alien site still amazes me.”

“Most people look at going from prototype to production, as fast as we do, as impossible – magic they say. It isn’t magic – it’s A.I. and robots working continuously. We go through all the conventional stages of development, but we have no bureaucracy, no contracts. We have all the testing, failure, and redesign – we just do it day and night – no holidays – no vacation days,” Lux explained. “The buildings we put up are similar to the Chinese rapid building techniques but even faster because our robots are automated and controlled by brilliant A.I.s - robots with the zero-point power modules. Our quality control is better, and the materials are adapted from the soil of the planet.”

“Are we going to build portals on Earth? You are looking at portals to move tourists from Earth to Green, right?” she asked.

“You’re right. That would open the door – pardon the pun – to the militaries of Earth to flood us with soldiers, bioweapons, or refugees,” Lux said. “We need to strengthen ways using portals. The learning cylinder about portals showed me how to secure them. The technology will leak once they appear anywhere on Earth – heck – it will leak from here, but it will just take longer. Should I put them in our embassies. We would need to add safeguards and a lot more security at all the embassies. We’d need to screen for drugs, weapons, and explosives.”

“We could have a segmented portal process going from our embassies to Mars and then to Green, couldn’t we?” Prissy said. “That way Mars could screen people. We could process them through the planet where we found Entity. We could build a way station in the administrative area there. We could find a marginally habitable planet, add our robots and screening and it would be easy to isolate.”

“I like that idea. We could also make it so sports teams or performer troupes could travel directly to Green and skip a lot of the bureaucracy. We could put trackers on every person if we wanted to be extreme while they were here. That might be an imperative,” Lux said.

“I know Anna has been working on the designs with the other A.I.s. Where are you going to try to go to tomorrow?" she asked.

“Our probes have reached two of the three other worlds in their loose association. We’ll try another. We have two locations to test on each world,” he said.

“Where is this next world?’ Prissy asked. “I want to know where to send my ships if you get cut off.”

“We’re looking at BD-17 63. It’s 110 light years from Green. It’s a low mass K-type star nicknamed Felixvarela. It has a rocky planet larger than Earth, so the gravity will be about 1.45 times that of Earth. We think it’s mainly occupied by Ullumff, with a few Tros. It’s a bit much for Graloc or Phafalotoi,” Lux said. “The planet looks hotter too. We’ll have suits with the new chill emitters that Igor discovered that are very efficient. Humans can’t handle gravity that high for any length of time either. Luckily, our new battle suits can help you out by adjusting to Earth gravity while wearing them.”

“Are your suits able to use your lifters? How does your strength compare to that of the Ullumff?” she asked.

“The suits let us lift twice what a strong human can do here, so we’ll be about as strong as they are though your bones won’t be as strong. The lifters work but we can’t carry as much. My recommendation to your people…don’t arm wrestle any of the aliens. Come to bed. I want to arm wrestle - or something,” he said.

“…or something,” she said.


Chapter 4

Be Sirius

Anna contacted Lux the next morning as he was eating an early breakfast with Prissy and his family of bodyguards. “I have located the star indicated by the Graloc and it is only 12,000 kilometers in diameter – smaller than Earth’s diameter.”

“Our companion star is that small, but I suppose there are lots of white dwarfs in the galaxy,” Lux said.

“It is the appropriate distance from our Graloc’s perspective - just a little over 110 light years away from his planet. It has one rocky planet barely in the habitable zone and used to have water. It may be the planet where they recorded those learning cylinders,” Anna explained. “The planet is 27 Earth A.U. from where we are on Green. His location is our binary. I sent a large drone as soon as I ascertained it was the target location. The drone has been orbiting the planet for most of the night. I didn’t want to bother you until I had detected something we should investigate.”

Prissy perked up. “That wouldn’t take us any time to get there. You’ve found something?” she asked.

“Yes, Colonel,” Anna said. “There appears to be a possible archeological anomaly. It is a large area with a shape indicative of a smooth curvature. It could be an ancient lava dome, but it stands out next to the remains of an inland sea.”

“That sounds very interesting,” Lux replied. “Do we have archeologists among our immigrants or citizens? I’d like to have some more expertise.”

“We have a married couple in with the Syrian immigrants. Their parents worked at the Terqa and Urkesh excavations is Syria. They’re currently supervising wheat production on a farm,” Anna said.

“I’ll fly out and try to recruit them,” Lux said.

“Okay,” Prissy said smiling at him. “I’ll break one of my ship’s free and join you. I’ll assign the teams that you’ve been using to travel with you, since they’ve had many of the learning cylinders on the alien languages.”

Lux went to put on his battle suit as did his bodyguards. Anna directed him to the archeologists farm.

◆◆◆

Yasmine Buccellatis and her husband, Giorgio Buccellatis II were scared when they looked up and a group of people landed around them wearing grey suits and carrying weird rifles. They had too many close calls in the Earth refugee camps to be comfortable. Two robots landed with them – it was terrifying to them.

“Forgive me. I’m Lux Blakely and I’d like to talk with you. We really need your help. May we talk inside?” Lux asked.

“Are we in trouble?” Yasmine asked. “Do you need suggestions on increasing wheat yields? You seem to have implemented all our previous suggestions.”

“No, no,” Lux said. “We need your skills as archeologists. We have a location in another solar system near us that may hold secrets untouched for maybe fifty millennia. We have uncovered others, and this world has already benefited from the technology we recovered. You worked as archeologists with your husband’s parents, didn’t you?”

“We did,” Giorgio said. “We haven’t heard about any of that…what is so important about a site that could be fifty millennia old. Four thousand years ago it was clay pottery – not modern tech. You should know that. We need to get back to work. We are harvesting now and it’s a critical time.”

“Doctor Buccellatis. You went to UCLA like your father for your Ph.D., didn’t you? We used copies of alien technology to build all this,” Lux said waving his arms to indicate the areas around them. “We’ve duplicated some alien tech recently that allows the user to learn an alien language, written and spoken, in an hour. The site we are looking for – we think – is the area where they may have recorded those languages. I can offer you training in three alien languages if you go with us plus extra pay.”

“You had us with the languages. Are these dead languages?” Yasmine asked.

“No. We used several this week with aliens on other planets. There is little linguistic drift, so we assume the learning machines have reinforced the ancient languages. The aliens think we speak with old, formal speaking styles,” Lux explained.

“We would go with you,” Giorgio said, “…but we promised we’d finish the harvest.”

“That’s why these two robots are here. I pulled them from other positions to take over for you,” Lux said.

“They can do our jobs?” Yasmine asked.

“Temporarily. We just need you squared away on the languages and suits we’d like you to wear,” Lux explained.

“I suppose,” Yasmine said, looking at her husband.

Giorgio pursed his lips and then nodded.

Lux waved Regina and Derek over because they had suits for the couple. “You’re Regina Smith, the astronaut, aren’t you? I knew all the women astronauts because I thought I’d like to do that before I met Giorgio.”

Regina looked pleased to have met a belated fan. “Thank you. You’ll find that you’ll do more in a day with Dr. Blakely than you’d ever have done with NASA.”

Yasmine smiled as Regina explained how to put on the suit as they stepped into the restroom. Giorgio just stripped right where he was. He obviously had been raised having no phobia about exposing his body. He slipped on the under suit and Derek showed him how to hook up everything.

They boarded the Mars Destroyer, the Daring, commanded by Captain Françoise Roland. They had a crew of forty Marines, nine of his special squad, his six remaining bodyguards, Lt. Colonel Hunnicutt, Lux, and the two archeologists. The archeologists were awkward in their new suits but enjoyed the learning cylinders in Tros and Ullumff. They had reached the nearby star system by the time they finished the second cylinder. They marveled at the languages and practiced with each other. The passage had taken less time than locating the suspect location.

The ship arrived over the location, and they viewed it on the monitor. The land around the area was flat except for the oval of the suspect location. It appeared to be a perfect oval. It appeared to be a huge dun-colored oval.

“Try to use the ground-penetrating radar,” Lux said.

The operator looked at the captain. She nodded and a few moments later the operator spoke up. “Nothing, Captain. It won’t penetrate at all.”

“Probably a force field or where one was positioned millennia ago,” Lux said. “Do you have a low-power option with your disintegrator?” He turned to Derek. “When we were at the site with Entity, I tried a regular disintegrator and it wouldn’t damage the field,” he explained. “I’d like you to aim at the edge of the oval and pass the beam back and forth over the oval and disintegrate any material on the surface. Then we’ll attempt to go in with the apparatus we used on the Entity site.”

“What’s the Entity site?” Yasmine asked.

“It’s a previous site on another planet about 100 light years from here,” Lux said.

“Will your disintegrator damage the archeological samples?” Yasmine asked.

“No. This is the modern equivalent of a brush to whisk away the dust,” Lux said and nodded to the Captain. She ordered the weapon’s crew to sweep the surface. They began sweeping the surface, but the beams were only a half-meter wide, and it was taking a while.

Lux convinced the archeologists to take a third language cylinder for Phafalotoi while the surface was scoured. The scientists were easy to convince to take another cylinder.

◆◆◆

“Do you see any areas with an outline?” Lux asked the Captain.

“There appears to be a large outline facing the dried-up lakebed,” the Captain stated.

The ship landed on the desolate landscape. The anomaly was a dark, grayish smooth, immense bubble. Half the crew left and set up positions around the structure using their phasers to cut positions into the surface of the planet. Marines always wanted some fortification of any position where they staged. The selected Marine squad, the bodyguards, Prissy, and the archeologists pulled the grav sled full of equipment to the special large, outlined area on the surface. They set it up.

“We’ll set it at the frequency we used on the other planet,” Lux said. “Here goes.”

“Wait, wait,” the archeologists said. “Since this area could have been sealed for fifty (50) millennia, there could be pathogens or dust that is harmful to breathe - no one retract your helmets inside.”

“Here goes,” Lux said and touched the switch. Nothing happened. He tried again. Nothing.

It wasn’t until the twelfth attempt that the area behind their frame cleared, and they saw into the darkened area. Lux called for the soldiers outside to bring in lights. It appeared that there was a force field that was deliberately dark. It was a feature he would have to discover since all the force fields he had used in the past had been transparent.

The troops brought back a sled load of lights – one was a gravity lifter and lights that was directed to fly to the top of the dome and light up a good portion around them.

That was when they saw the desiccated bodies. “Oh gods,” Yasmine said. “Look at all the different species.”

“They have crude weapons in their hands except those,” Giorgio said pointing out the ones with rifles that were just like the pulse lasers in the Graloc’s shop. “This was a rebellion of some kind.”

“How do you know that?” Prissy asked.

“See the collars with different colors. It’s faint but the ones with the pulse rifles have one color and the others are a mix of colors,” Giorgio said.

“Oh, gods,” Yasmine said. “Look at this one. The back of the collar exploded and severed the spinal column. They are control collars.”

“They are slaves,” Lux said. “What is that from the back of those with pulse rifles?”

“Let me look,” Giorgio said as he shined a hand light over the remains. “It looks like a marsupial analogue with a tail.”

Lux turned toward the archeologists. “Recommendations?”

“We’ll stay here and catalog the different species. Would you map the rest of the complex and find areas where we can investigate later?” Giorgio said.

“Fly a drone over the area and map it first,” Yasmine suggested. “We used drones on Earth to photograph large sites.”

“How long do you think these have been here?” Lux asked. “Can you tell?”

“Wild guess? I’m not sure what would pass through that force field. Obviously, no light got through. Cosmic rays, magnetic fields, moisture, and temperature would degrade the remains. It looks like very low moisture, so we’d get continued desiccation of the soft tissues. I’d guess at least 10,000 years but not more than twice that,” Giorgio guessed and looked at Yasmine.

Yasmine nodded. “Can we get this information into a computer?”

“I can do better than that. Amy, Annette,” Lux said through his connection to the AI.s. “I need a detailed map of the area under the dome and suggestions. Find where central power would be broadcast. I know they have zero-point energy because the shield is still active.”

Five minutes later, two grav sled-sized military drones flew through the opening and started systematically mapping the area. They started at the top of the dome before flying lower patterns to get all the 3D details. All personnel inside could call up the map as it was appearing before their eyes. There were marks of a battle within the huge structure. A large building, the tallest in the complex, faced the opening. They headed that way. This must be the administration building.

Anna alerted Lux and directed him to a heavy structure near the center of the facility. He approached the entrance where it looked like there had been a pitched battle. There were remains all around this side of the building. It looked like the kangaroo-like beings had tried to fight off a large armed group of slaves or rebels because half or more of the bodies were gone from molecular disruptors or disintegrators. The heavy door was cracked open with the bodily remains of what could only be a Ullumff lying headfirst into the room. Lux took a stick from the corpse’s hand. Lux and the drones recorded all the positions and collars. He eased the door open and entered the building.

Lux shined the light around the room as he, Robert, Polly with four Marines entered the room and lit it up with their lights. This was definitely the power center for the complex. He looked around and saw power feeds that looked like the one at the alien resort with Entity for the shield. He looked around for a computer control core like the one controlling Entity.

One of the Marines shouted, “Over here, sir!”

Lux rushed over and saw a square with a shimmer around it indicating another shield of some kind. “Did you touch it?” Lux asked wondering what type of shield it was. The Marine shook his head. Lux examined the console for quite some time. There were clear labels over the controls written in Ullumff. He took the end of recovered stick and poked into the edge of the shimmering field. The shield disappeared and a voice said in Ullumff, “Is the crisis over?”

“Yes,” Lux said, thinking fast. “All the administrative people were killed as were the rest of the workers. I am in charge of this facility now. My name is Lux Blakely. Are you able to restore lighting? Keep the outside shield dark.”

“There has been severe degradation of the facility. Instigate repairs now?” the core asked.

“Are you called by a name?” Lux asked.

“A designation? No. What name would you use?” the core asked again.

Lux thought he didn’t want to use Entity, since one named Entity was plenty. “I would like you to answer to Legacy. Legacy in another language means you have long-lasting impact on events.”

“That is appropriate for the mission here,” Legacy said. “Should I instigate repairs?”

“What type of field was surrounding you?” Lux asked.

“A standard stasis field…do you wish Legacy to instigate repairs?” Legacy asked.

“Not yet. We want to get an accurate assessment of organics who died first. Restore lighting to daytime levels. Try to ascertain how long you were in the stasis field for my reports,” Lux said and had another thought. “Is there some place in this complex where an organic being could be kept in stasis?

The lights came on in the building and Lux could see lights through the open door from outside. “Legacy has been in stasis for 430 revolutions around the companion star according to the pulsars positioning. The infirmary has two stasis units but there have been no tests with workers in over two revolutions.”

Lux’s mouth dropped open. Wow! He thought.

“Sir, it’s not my place but this place has been like this for a lot longer than 430 years,” the Marine said.

“Corporal, you’re right. That is 430 revolutions around Sirius A - which happens once every fifty years. We’re talking about twenty-one thousand, five hundred (21,500 years) Earth years. It will be like it occurred just this morning to Legacy here. Two revolutions amount to one hundred Earth years. Let’s check back with the others,” Lux said.

Lux called the archeologists. “We found an artificial intelligence that was protected, and it said this occurred 21,500 Earth years ago. We got the lights turned on. Make sure no one touches anything. Any headway on your end.”

Giorgio answered, “We have identified mainly two rhinoceros-looking ones and the marsupials with tails. The soldiers found a series of locked barracks-like affairs and since the lights came on, they were able to see inside. There were bodies stacked on top of bodies. They said the bodies were in rags and it looked awful. We were going there next. It’s in the areas furthest from the entrance.”

“We’ll meet you there,” Lux said as Anna directed him through the drone’s sensors.

◆◆◆

Starving Slaves

The groups converged on the barracks that had been discovered. As they approached, they noticed the building was designed as a prison with two of the marsupial-like guards with pulse rifles and a dozen other remains with clubs and knives trying to overwhelm them. It looked like the guards had discovered a group trying to unlock the fortified door to the barracks and then killed all the prisoners who mortally wounded the guards in turn.

“Break into the barracks,” Lux said.

“Wait, wait, Doctor Blakely,” Yasmine said. “It will destroy the archeological record.”

“You’re right. Sergeant, stand down. There’s no rush. Anna, connect me with the drone that is next to Legacy.” Lux started speaking in Ullumff. “Legacy, unlock all the doors in this facility. All previous personnel at this facility are dead and I need access to investigate the circumstances.”

“All passageways are unlocked,” Legacy said.

They entered the barracks and had to step over piles of remains of Phafalotoi, Tros, and Ullumff. The remains were in worse condition than any of the bodies outside. These looked they had been starving. There were children and they had all been killed – apparently by their parents. The children didn’t wear collars unless they were older.

“Examine all the barracks and report back to me,” Lux informed the Marine sergeant. The sergeant confirmed the orders through his command.

Thirty minutes later, Lux received the report that all the barracks were similar except some seemed to be a single species. It appeared there were many family groups among the various species.

“Anything you can extrapolate from what you’ve seen?” Lux asked and turned to the sergeant who had just returned panting from running.

“I’ve visited Pompeii, Doctor Blakely. Those people were sheltering from clouds of burning gas and hot ash. They had little time. I think the people in these barracks couldn’t escape and died of starvation. I think the parents killed their children rather than have them live after the adults died,” the sergeant replied.

“I agree, doctor,” Yasmine said. “There appears to have been a slave revolt where a few got weapons and tried to kill the guards. The slaves were generally family groups probably used to blackmail the adults into doing work. The guards are all male marsupial-types.”

“Lux,” Lux heard his wife over the comm. “I’m in the infirmary. We found something you need to see. We need your expertise.”

Anna sent a small drone to lead Lux and his people to the infirmary. They wove in and out of several buildings before arriving at a large building off to the side of the dome.

The infirmary looked as modern as any Earth lab, probably more so. There were three tables, and one table had a body lying on it. There were two bodies on the floor. One was a Phafalotoi and the other was a guard. It looked like the Phafalotoi had set up the field and died while shooting the guard. There was a shimmering field around the body. It was the body of a female, definitely female cat-like creature. The being had a harness that looked…attractive. The being looked like a cheetah with short fur, cheetah ears, and large eyes. The being had a tail like a cheetah. Prissy looked at Lux with her arms crossed in front of her and a frown on her face.

“It’s a Lemsa,” Lux said. “They are cat-like beings with a lifespan of only 110 to 120 Earth years. They mature early and are sexually active at five and considered adults at eight according to the cultural cylinder. They are considered very intelligent.” Lux looked around. “How many of you have taken the Lemsa language cylinder?” Lux asked raising his hand. Prissy raised her hand as well as one young Marine raised his hand.

“Okay folks. You two have to help me. Once I dropped the stasis field on Legacy, the A.I. here, it reacted like the rebellion was currently happening. Their stasis fields suspend time. I want to learn how to do that,” Lux said and slowly took the stick he had found and took the end of it and pushed it into the center of the stasis field. The shimmering disappeared and the being blinked twice and sat up.

“Didn’t it work,” the Lemsa said looking around and then it sat back in shock. “What are you?”

“My name is Lux. This is Prissy, my mate,” Lux said in Lemsa. “We are human.”

“Was the rebellion successful?” the Lemsa asked. “Who-man? Are you related to Phafalotoi?”

“Hu-man,” he pronounced it more distinctly. “This is Prissy. I am Lux. What is your name?”

“Human,” she said and reached to her collar which was still attached. “I am Tamta. Quick, we need to go to my lab to remove my collar. Now I am outside the stasis field I have limited time before it kills me.” She jumped off the table and hustled out of the room.

They all ran to keep up with her. The young Marine was the fastest though the other Marines, bodyguards and Lux struggled to keep up. The Marine must be pushing the enhancements in his suit to even keep her in sight. On a few corners he just saw where she was going because he saw her tail zip around a corner. She was fast.

They ended up in a little building with all kinds of electronics equipment and tools. Tamta had picked up a strange slim probe and stood in front of a mirror. She carefully slipped the probe near a side portion of the collar and did something. It clicked open and she let out a sigh. Lux and the rest of his entourage came up outside breathing heavily from the run.

Lux walked in. “Why didn’t you do that before you were put in the stasis machine? Only one or two collars exploded that we saw. Most of the slaves were killed by the guards. Why haven’t they all exploded?”

“I’m a special,” Tamta said. “We had some of our people get discovered with weapons and killed while I was changing the programming in the administrative building. Sheratoi, the one dead by the table in the infirmary, came to get me. He was a medical tech that had affection for me. I had disabled most collars, but the guards sensed something was happening and started rounding us up earlier than the plan.”

“No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” Prissy said.

“That is so true. You are wise,” Tamta said. “Sheratoi wanted to put us both in the stasis field, but we were discovered. What is human?” she said and grabbed the young Marine who had run so fast. His helmet was retracted, against all advice, not thinking of infection. “You smell so male,” she said and let out a little purr. She put her head against his and rubbed up and down on his neck while her tail wrapped around his upper leg and rubbed him.

“Sir!” he said to Lt. Colonel Hunnicutt acting uncomfortable but excited.

Prissy smiled and uncharacteristically grabbed Lux’s arm and they grinned as they watched the embarrassed Lance Corporal.

The two archeologists came into the area. “Is she from this facility?” Yasmine said in English. “Do you speak Phafalotoi? I don’t speak Lemsa yet. Would you walk around this place and tell us about it?” she asked.

“I am hungry. Do you have any food? We were on short rations and the supply ship didn’t arrive. That caused the riot,” Tamta said.

“Of course,” Prissy said. “Sergeant. Post some guards at the entrance while we take a break and go back to the ship for some food. I think we’ll skip eating in this facility with all the bodies around. Let’s go back to the ship. We are in no rush. This place has been here for twenty millennia, it can wait a bit more.”

“You are a female and command the soldiers,” Tamta said with amazement.

“I just command the soldiers on our planet. We have males and females in command positions. My mate, Lux, commands his bodyguards and makes decisions on the science. He designed much of our technology. We recovered a learning machine and some cylinders. My mate reverse engineered them, and we can make copies of learning machines and any cylinders. We tracked down the legend of the place that recorded the cylinders and that brought us here,” Prissy said.

Tamta’s eyes grew wide at the tale. “How long was I in stasis?”

“You saw the bodies,” Lux said. “The computer running the facility said it has been 430 revolutions of the large sun of this binary system.”

Prissy jabbed Lux in the side for being so blunt when she saw how Tamta’s shoulders dropped. Tamta just seemed to deflate at the news.

“My family will have died. All I know will have died. I have no place to go. My people will not know of me,” Tamta said.

“You may stay with our people. Would you like that? We could be your new family?” Prissy said in a moment of empathy.

Lux hoped Prissy hadn’t just written a check they couldn’t cash. Talk about putting the cart before the horse, he thought but then he realized what he had seen in her lab. She could help him produce learning tech. “Do you know how learning cylinders are recorded,” he asked as they entered the ship.

Tamta’s eyes were wide as they headed to the Captain’s dining room. Captain Françoise Roland greeted them. Prissy had called ahead and had hot food prepared for all the soldiers in the galley and meals for Lux, Prissy, and their guest, Tamta.

The steward brought out meals of marinated chicken and vegetables for all the humans and room-temperature half-kilo steak and a kilo of salmon for Tamta since Lux had informed them of some notes from the cultural cylinder.

“I didn’t ask your food preference, how you eat, sanitary requirements or anything, so just ask and we’ll get it for you. You’re the first Lemsa we have met,” Prissy said.

Tamta watched for a moment as everyone used knife and fork to cut into the food. She saw the glasses of water. She took a hesitant bite of the large T-bone steak, and her eyes grew wide. She cut a huge chunk of steak and ripped off a bite and obviously enjoyed the flavor. Her experience with salmon was similar. She rolled her eyes with pleasure and let loose a faint growl as she ate the fish. It had been 20 millennia since her last meal so the food may have been flavored by hunger. Dessert was vanilla ice cream, and they weren’t sure about her digesting the milk proteins. They didn’t want to have the problems the early Vikings had when they first met native American Indians and traded milk and cheese to the lactose-intolerant. Tamta seemed to have no problems with ice cream however but made the men uncomfortable with her tongue and purring noises.

◆◆◆

Touring the Remains

“Would you show us around this complex and tell us how all this worked?” Prissy asked Tamta.

“Of course. Let me show you the administration building. It is all controlled by the ones there. Follow me,” Tamta said as she glided out of the infirmary followed by a large group.

Lux chuckled and Polly turned to ask him what he thought was so funny. Lux spread his hands and indicated the herd following Tamta. Polly looked like she didn’t get the joke.

“This is like the mother duck followed by her ducklings or a tour guide leading a group of clueless senior citizens,” Lux said with a grin.

Polly nodded like she got it. “How can Tamta act so detached with all the deaths around her? This is like it happened today for her, isn’t it?”

“She’s an alien…a different species. She showed she was sad when she learned how long she had been in stasis and that all the family she had ever known would be dead and forgotten,” Lux explained. “Let’s move closer so I can hear her.”

Tamta was explaining in Phafalotoi. “Yes. This whole facility was designed to record learning cylinders. They recruited scholars and young experts to record learning cylinders. They said they had luxury facilities for families. We were promised high pay for one revolution. They didn’t tell us it was one revolution around the large binary sun. We were given good food enroute and given collars when we landed. They said we had to wear them so we could gain access through the security. They said the guards were to protect us from others.”

She led them to the top floor in the admin building and into the office of the head administrator. A large Ullumff was on the floor with three Tros with knives. The Ullumff had an Irixian disintegrator in his hand. He had killed his three attackers, but it looked like he bled out before he escaped. Tamta went over and stomped on his skeleton. She then lifted her head and walked into an adjacent room. She went to a hidden panel and opened it. She did a complicated motion with a control panel and then walked back to the group.

“You came here to see how we record learning cylinders and duplicate them. That was a secret and immensely profitable,” Tamta explained. “Am I correct? Is that not why you are here? I want part of those profits.”

“Of course,” Lux said. “How many cylinders have you taken? You seem highly educated.”

“I have had all the different learning cylinders we produce. That is how I understand the process, the electronics, the languages, biology, chemical processes, engineering, manufacturing – everyone we produce. Let me show you what you seek,” Tamta said. She led them down – down to the basement. She touched a wall panel and lit up a corridor. “This is where we record the cylinders.” She went into one of the rooms.

She showed a large-tilted bed with an odd mesh harness at the top attached to what looked like a learning machine. “You grew up using a different native language than Phafalotoi, correct?” Tamta asked Lux. He nodded. “It has no effect on the one recording the cylinder. The device puts the user in a light trance and records area with the strongest language imprint. Mine would be Lemsa because when I first grew up, my earliest language memories were in that language. Other topics are done differently. Would you like to try?” Tamta asked with a grin.

Prissy was scowling off to the side. “How long does it take?” Lux asked.

“It takes the same time to record as learning a new language. How long does it usually take you since I know Lemsa is not your original language,” she asked.

“It normally takes us an hour,” Lux said.

“Lie down here,” This will take about an hour, and we will make a learning cylinder with your native language. What is it called? Human?”

“English,” Lux asked.

“Just relax,” she said as Lux climbed onto the large lounge chair-like bed. Tamta placed the mesh on his head. “I have done this thousands of times. The equipment looks the same despite the passage of time.” Tamta took a red cylinder out of the metal cabinet on the side and placed it in the machine. She touched a button on the machine and Lux’s breathing slowed and they could see rapid-eye movements. An anxious hour later, Lux opened his eyes as Tamta removed the mesh and hung it back up.

“That was weird,” Lux said in English and then sat up. “It was restful. Where do you make copies?

“Those are made another floor lower.” Tamta led them to the end of the corridor and down other oddly spaced steps to the next floor. She went to a side panel and turned on the lights. “This should have been filled with workers, but the guards forced most of the workers back into the dormitories. Someone must have leaked the information. We were supposed to have all the workers outside. The timing was critical, and the rebellion started a day too early.” The room lighted showing a huge room with metal posts but covered with machines and bins filled with cylinders.

“Do you know what subject each of these cylinders taught?” Lux asked.

“Of course. I quality checked every new cylinder,” Tamta said. “I had to pick one at random from every bin and see if they worked. There were ten of us doing that, but I’ve had every one of these.” She walked over to a machine and put the red English cylinder she just made with Lux and made a copy in about a minute. She handed the red one to Lux.

“Where do you store the ones, you’ve made?” he asked.

“That’s in the vault below us. We can’t get into that without the administrator’s wand key,” she said.

Lux pulled out the long data probe he had taken off the Ullumff. “This?” he asked.

“Yes!” she said, excited. “I’ve never seen that room, but we missed two shipments of cylinders being picked up in trade for supplies and money, so there will be a huge supply. They had cut our rations in half, and it looked like they were going to do it again,” Tamta said as they walked down the steps to the next floor.

“This structure is like a buried step pyramid,” Yasmine said.

They reached the next level and came to a heavy door. Lux waved the wand in front of a panel off to the side and the huge rectangular door swung open. Lights came on unveiling a room filled with carts full of cylinders. They started walking through the room down a clear row. “Language cylinders on this side,” Tamta pointed out. “Tros,” she said. “Ullumff, Phafalotoi, Irixian, Graloc, and Lesma are the main ones here. These language cylinders over here are the rare ones: VivVic, Hermolic, Ylee, and Allung. Of course, we have the guards’ language here in this cart. The rest are the scientific and cultural cylinders. There are five or ten varieties of all these: economics, chemical processes, mathematics, engineering, portals, manufacturing, force fields, and weaponry,” Tamta explained. “These over here are cultural and history cylinders…history of this sector…that one is really interesting…I liked that one.”

“You’ve had all these?” Lux asked.

“Yes. I’m looking forward to learning your English cylinder,” Tamta said as she gyrated through the carts.

“What are these off to the side? Are they damaged? Some are the large, old-style cylinders that I recognize,” Lux asked.

“We sometimes were asked to transfer the large cylinder format to the newer cylinders. Whenever we caught up with production, they had us try one of these. These are so old, the inside inscriptions can’t be seen,” Tamta said.

“There are inscriptions. I didn’t see any,” Lux said.

“The inscriptions are inside, and they are written in Ylee. That’s how you know they’re genuine. I bet you skipped taking the Ylee yet,” she went over and pulled a cylinder from a bin and handed it to Lux. “The Ylee discovered a lot of technology from an even earlier civilization. One of the guards would bring me one from these bins at random. I had no idea that there were so many I have not learned.”

“You are not sure what knowledge these contain?” Lux said pointing to a row of carts full of mismatched cylinders.

“No. I was among ten who would learn these. I have had most of the others. I do not retain all the knowledge, but I remember everything I use even once,” Tamta said. “That end of this room is a place I have always wanted to see.”

“Why is that?” Lux asked.

“I think it is where anything valuable is kept. One of the guards mentioned he had to move money to there. He said he had been promised a portion of it, but I think that was a lie. The guards all wore collars too.”

Lux walked to the end of the room. He waved the control stick in front of the panel on the side and there was a loud clunk and a heavy door swung outward. Lux was amazed that anything worked after such a long time, but he realized there had been no temperature changes, no light, no wind, and little moisture. On that note, the door creaked and stuck halfway open. Lux chuckled to himself and walked around the door to see a room that looked like Fort Knox in its hay day. There were pallets of gold bars with a hundred crates of platinum bars and coins. What was more interesting were old-style learning cylinders in special cases.

“You can show me what to take,” he asked Tamta. “I will make sure you are wealthy if you help us decipher how to duplicate the recording machines.” He saw her very human-like smile.


Chapter 5

New Kind of Wealth

Lux and Prissy stood staring at all the precious metals and learning cylinders. They looked at each other. “We need to move all this to somewhere else – maybe multiple locations,” Lux said.

“It will be too hard to protect two planets. Earth will go crazy when they hear about treasure on another planet in the Sirius systems. The story of alien treasure will not make it easy for us,” Prissy said with a frown.

“Doesn’t this make you happy?” Tamta asked in Lemsa. “You are rich.”

“We were already rich. You will be wealthy too if we can keep from being killed,” Lux answered her. “Do you make the learning machines here?”

“Yes,” Tamta said. “I will show you.”

“Anna. I need all your freighters here as soon as you can with as many robots you can muster and the fewest humans. We need to move this away from here. Prissy, would you get me some troops and a grav sled. I want to get a sample of the learning machine recorders and all the rare cylinders. We’re going to move to the area that makes the learning machine recorders. Have Anna direct them to meet us there,” Lux stated.

“What should we take?” Prissy asked. “I’ll bet Anna could prioritize everything from the videos we are transmitting to her and the drones. She could analyze cargo spaces.”

“Good idea, Anna,” Prissy said and went to a community broadcast. “This is Lt. Colonel Hunnicutt. Our A.I. will be giving you instructions on transferring material from the surface to the ship shortly. Please follow her lead. It looks like Marine salaries are going to go up considerably. The way they record information is the most valuable commodity here. The longer you keep quiet about this place the more it is worth to you. Also, I will flay the person that speaks about this place to others. Hunnicutt out.”

“Tamta. Show us where they make the recording machines. Do they have learning cylinders about making recording machines?” Lux asked in Lemsa.

“Yes. There are some in that facility. I have had one of them, so I am sure there are,” she said.

Lux turned to the bodyguards with him. “Jack, you’re in charge here. Empty this vault and put it on the ship,” Lux said in English and Jack nodded.

◆◆◆

Tamta led them up and out of the basement and they headed out of the admin building only to see robots running past them pushing grav sleds. The fourth robot and sled stopped and started paralleling the three of them. Lux grinned and they continued following Tamta on a convoluted route to the recorder production building. The doors were unlocked, and they entered to see a moderate sized room full of ten individual workspaces.

“These are more intricately designed; you have to apply the lamlee at two junctions. We use the same instructions from the Ylee. They adapted the technology from an even earlier civilization,” Tamta said.

“What are lamlee?” Lux said examining the cup at the side of the worktables. The cup contained a mass of black minute particles. “This is lamlee?” he asked.

“Yes. It is the secret. The being uses a bit of lamlee and thinks of what you want it to do, and it does that – usually,” Tamta said.

“Wait a moment. Thinking makes the circuit work. We found nanoparticles at the junction of the player and copied their connections,” Lux said. “How can something do what you are thinking? Can other species use it?” he asked.

Tanta tilted her head back and laughed. “Yes. The recording device has two locations where the technicians touch and form the circuits. It takes concentration but any thinking species has been able to do this task. I do not know where we get lamlee, but they work well. Did I understand that you were able to copy the circuit? Your people must be very advanced in that area of technology,” she commented.

“You said there were cylinders on how to make these?” he asked.

“Yes. These blue ones here are the ones I mentioned,” she said. “You need to use the Ylee language cylinders to read the inscriptions inside the cylinders. Do you want to start loading these on this device?” Tamta asked pointing to the grav sled. “I have never seen anything like these before. Where did you get them?”

“I invented them when I made lifters,” Lux said.

“What are lifters?” Tamta said. “I have never heard that word.”

“Those are the flying units built into our suits. They allow us to fly,” Lux said.

“Ooh…really…I’d love to do that. Will you get me a lifter suit?” Tamta asked.

“I’d like you to travel with us when we go to other planets, if you want?” Lux said.

“Don’t be so quick with this little Cat Girl, big boy,” Prissy said.

“You’re my sex kitten. The cultural cylinder about the Lemsa implied they have a strong libido. You’ve always been my type, wife,” Lux said, and Prissy growled a little in his ear.



◆◆◆

Tamta was very enthusiastic, lithe, and sensual. She tended to arouse the men and women she was around because of the one-hundred-foot rule where some humans tend to be unfaithful when away from home. The Marines had been on assignment to Green for months which psychologically increased their desires. The Marines enjoyed watching Tamta learn to wear a civilian suit with a built-in lifter. She had a delightful laugh as she learned to fly around the cargo bay, much to the enjoyment of the soldiers loading the plunder from the recording site.

Lux and Prissy directed the Ore-1 and Ore-2 that had been sent to aid in the transport of materials from the recording site. Amy and Annette A.I.s took the locations and data from Anna and directed the robots to start stripping the facility of its stash of recording cylinders whether they were blanks or recorded. Anna and the A.I.s were never idle as they were also working on a stadium design and hotels with a shopping concourse that had started construction.

“Where are we going to put the sex kitten?” Prissy asked.

“We have the spare room in some of the immigrants’ housing,” Lux said.

“I don’t want to throw her in with the Syrians or the crowd from the Congo just yet, but you realize I don’t want to share our bedroom,” Prissy said.

“I do believe you’re jealous,” Lux said. “I don’t want her sleeping on our floor either. There is a separate house next to us that we haven’t filled. The house was to be given to an elderly couple along with their daughter and son-in-law that run the bakery. The five-bedroom house is too big -- maybe they’d accept Tamta as a border. Would you ask them?”

“That’s well and good,” Prissy said, “…but what about tonight or until we get it arranged next door.”

“She could bunk with Regina and Polly if they’ll have her,” Lux said knowing it’d be a big ask.

Polly and Regina were fine with it and said they’d handle it. Tamta sat with them at dinner that night and was very quiet. Lux looked over at them and saw Tamta looking how they ate and then copying the mannerisms at the table. Lux couldn’t stand it, “Well folks, how is she going to work out? Will communication be a problem with y’all.”

“That won’t be a problem at all, doctor. I took the English cylinder you made. Now I can even speak Southern. Y’all shouldn’t have a problem with me. I like contractions too,” Tamta said.

Lux sat there with his mouth open. He snapped it shut. “Tamta, start training with us in the morning. I’d like you to go with us on our next planetary exploration. Polly, fit her in a battle suit if you can. The Marines showed her how to use the lifter. She speaks all the languages we’ll need plus some.”

“Lux,” Prissy touched his arm. “Shouldn’t we start educating all the population? The immigrants struggle with the electronic translators no matter how well they work.”

“Good idea, Prissy. Anna, select trusted people in the immigrant communities to start everyone learning English. Send a robot over and I’ll give it a master English cylinder to copy. We’ll need a lot of those,” Lux said. “Then we’ll need some Arabic cylinders recorded. Pick out people who have native language ability and coordinate with Prissy to record their languages and make copies of them. I want everyone on Green to learn English and Trade at a minimum. Then Ullumff, Tros, Phafalotoi, and Graloc. Get me a Ylee cylinder so Prissy and I can learn that one tonight. All the cylinders have their contents written inside the cylinder in Ylee.”

“I’ll distribute the learning machines among the soldiers and get them on the same page,” Prissy said. “I’ll get Tamta to show me how to record Mandarin Chinese, Spanish, Hindi, Arabic, Bengali, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese, and Lahnda (Western Punjabi) if we have native speakers in all those major languages.”

“I don’t think I ever even heard Bengali or Lahnda. The merchants would love doing business with those from Earth because they could talk in a language that others couldn’t understand,” Lux stated with a grin. “I’m tired and I have to learn another language tonight. See y’all early.”

Prissy and Lux started to get up from the table just as on of their robots landed in front of them. It delivered a Ylee language cylinder and swooped up into the darkening sky.

◆◆◆

Lux, Prissy, the bodyguards, and the stalwart Marines from the exploration group loosened up outside the house at dawn. They all wore their phasers or poppers and their CutsAlls. Tamta came out in an athletic suit she had been given that looked sprayed on - with a hole cut for her tail. She was wearing a CutsAll sheath. Regina informed Lux it hadn’t been initialized for her yet. They started doing their calisthenics first. Tamta couldn’t do as many upper body strength exercises but followed pretty well. Then they did the one-on-one and two-on-one sparring. Tamta asked what the rules were and then jumped in. She was so quick she obliterated all but Lux, Prissy, Jack and four of the Marines.  Lux knew Prissy had extraordinarily fast reflexes. Lux just had more experience and had learned not to telegraph his moves.

Then they took out their CutsAlls and went through the forms. Tamta tried to follow but she seemed a little frustrated. “There are few defensive moves. Why do that with these knives?” she asked.

“It is not a knife as you know it. The CutsAll slices through any matter. We do not block as much as our defensive moves are an attack as well. That is why yours will not be turned on until you have mastered the movements. It would be very easy to cut through steel or rock or your own leg. We can’t regrow legs yet, so we practice these movements first,” Robert explained.

“You can’t regrow limbs? Your medical technology is very backward. How long is your average lifespan?” she asked. “My species, Lemsa, has 110 to 120 years according to what Polly and I talked about. Most other major species live hundreds of years. We mature much faster than most species. We are considered adults at eight years. I am about fifteen of your years old – an old spinster – is that the right term. I am an old unmarried female.”

“Perk up,” Polly said. “I’m a lot older than that. It doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.”

“You act like my little sister,” Tamta said, then looked up and slumped her shoulders a moment before she recovered. “I am sorry – should I apologize for being sad? It seems strange to me.”

Tamta was more respectful of the blade of the CutsAll when she saw it cut a heavy steel bar in half like it was passing through air or stabbing into concrete.

The group started their morning run together and in this, Tamta was definitely a beginner. Polly tried to encourage her when she stopped heaving for breath after not even a kilometer. “How much do they run each day? I am good in a sprint but lack endurance.”

“They usually run a bit more than three times further than you ran today. You’ll get better,” Polly said. “Let’s go get breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” Tamta asked. “How many times a day do you eat?”

“We usually eat three meals a day and sometimes in between snacks,” Polly explained.

“No wonder you work out. The guards ate a lot too, but they were always practicing combat. They were not particularly smart, but they were decent fighters,” Tamta said. “What will we do after breakfast?”

“We are going to get you fitted for a battle suit. I think Lux wants to travel to check out another planet. You may be able to go with us if you want. Do you?” Polly asked.

“Which way do I shake my head to indicate I agree?” Tamta asked.

“Up and down means yes or I agree in our culture,” Polly said.

“Ullumff and Tros make different grunt sounds, but you would know that from the language cylinder,” Tamta said.

“How do Lemsa show yes or no without words?” Polly said.

“Lemsa move their eyes side to side, as if looking for prey, to say ‘no’.  They briefly dip their head and close their eyes for a moment, while looking at the being conversing with them, to say ‘yes’ or ‘I agree’, Tamta said. “They are coming back. We can go to breakfast now?”

“Yes. Start running back to the house,” Polly said.

Tamta let out a moan and started running back. Polly raced up beside her. “What did the moan mean?”

“It means it’s too early to run but there is food at the end of the run,” Tamta said gasping for breath again. “That is good.”

The group of others quickly caught up with Tamta and Polly and encouraged them to continue which helped a little. Tamta was heaving after the short distance back even though the young Marine Corporal had carried her in a princess carry the last quarter kilometer. She distracted him as he ran with her.

◆◆◆

Second Fiddle

Paulus felt like Mars was getting the short end of the stick from Green lately. Lux stepped through the portal they had set up and started unloading learning machines and cylinders. Paulus was wondering where all this came from, until robots came through pushing grav sleds loaded with platinum and gold ingots.

“I’ve got to get back to Green for another jaunt. Anna will help you with this stuff. You better get some security here more than those two guys. Tell the military they need to raise salaries 20% and use this to mint more money,” Lux said. “Lot more where that came from. Sorry I’ve been so busy lately I haven’t touched base enough.”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself here. Is this from that hidden site you were looking to find? I take it that search was successful,” Paulus said.

“Yes, Dad. The place was enormous. We got a treasure trove of new technology from a tomb. About 5,000 beings died there of violence or starvation. It was a slave camp to record languages and technology. It was a way of monopolizing knowledge. Here is a learning machine. These are the cylinders you need to take over the next week. Take three a day – no more than three. They are labeled in the order that Anna suggested,” Lux said and handed the small device and mesh to Paulus plus a case holding 21 learning cylinders. “I want you to have these before anyone on Earth. This will change the world as much as internet access. The other packages are arranged for the Marines. We are producing more. Anna will lead you through them. Use the information as soon as you can to reinforce what will stick with you.”

“You can’t just lay this on me and leave. There’s a lot going on here and on Earth. You don’t want it all to boil over. This technology is disruptive. What will colleges do? This will change employment practices everywhere,” Paulus said.

“Yep,” Lux said. “Society is going to do a little growing up or blowing up.”

“You can’t just dump this on me and leave,” Paulus reiterated.

“Can and will, Dad. We are heading about 300 light years out today. Prissy and I are fine. She went with me to the Sirius A site. Anna will get you up to speed. Got to go,” Lux said, and headed back toward the portal.

“Wait,” Paulus said and swept up his son in a big hug. Paulus noticed that Lux was a bit taller than he was now and felt the rippling muscles and wide shoulders. Paulus held Lux by his upper arms and just looked at him. “Love you son. Be careful out there.”

Lux smiled. “Love you too, Dad. I’ll be back next week. Prissy is due to conference with the command staff here and I’ll come with her. We expect another push from Earth. I’ll see you next week,” Lux said over his shoulder and stepped back through the portal with the robots and grav sleds.



Gamma Persei

Lux was shaken up by how agitated his father had been. Lux was feeling good about Green and was excited about the upcoming trip. He had taken the Ylee language cylinder and was happily able to take it while waiting for all his exploration team. Now he could read the labeling inside the cylinders, at least.

Everyone in the exploration team was here for this one. Anna had updated their software on the battle suits to provide automated defensive responses to known attacks. It wasn’t autonomous car driving that never lived up to the hype, but it should help them recognize threats. The Marines liked it in trials because it alerted the user to weapons aimed at them or aggressive posturing near them. They had minted copies of the platinum and gold sovereigns for trading and made legal looking passports in nine languages. No large bureaucracy can keep up with all the new rules, so they gave everyone one, even Tamta, and added an impressive number of stamps from supposed other planets.

Anna had identified Gamma Persei as one of the three linked planets from the Order. They hoped to set up their own link. The probe had arrived in-system and seen hundreds of moving ships, but they didn’t show up as having gravity powered propulsion. There were a lot of ships between a blue, green, and brown planet. There was quite a bit of language and video broadcasts using conventional electronic formats. Anna had cracked the video scanning and audio and saw that most of the broadcasts were in Ullumff, but some were in Tros. The planet was larger than Earth and had 1.4 Earth gravities. They had to set their suits to adjust for the weight differential, so they set them to 0.95 Earth gravity equivalency. Gamma Persei was 243 light years from Earth.

They stacked up at the portal. They set the projections to Tros and Ullumff except for Lux and Tamta. They had their regular visage visible through their helmet projections. They were all armed and a Marine was pulling a floating grav sled loaded with trade goods along with a portal and power supply. Tamta had had her CutsAll activated but was admonished not to use it unless it was a dire necessity.

Lux, Jack, Robert, Polly, Tamta, and nine Marines accompanied them next to the portal. Anna did a countdown, and they were connected to a large city street that had many beings walking past. It looked like a bazaar with shops lining both side of a narrow concrete like street. No, the street looked more like the resort material with no expansion lines and no cracking. It looked sturdy and clean.

As all of their team had suits now set to 0.95 earth gravity, they were comfortable walking, but with the ambient temperature hovering at 40°C, (summer in the Sahara), they lowered their suit temperature to 20°C to cool down. They stepped through. Lux allowed Anna to analyze the air and declared it passible before he opened his filters. Whew. The smell almost knocked him down. Tamta was purring and strutting. She appeared to be loving being out and about. They got a good number of stares. They proceeded down the street listening to the conversations going on around them in Ullumff and Tros.

There was a street food stall that had some delicious smelling meat on sticks. Tamta ran out of the group and went up to the Tros vendor. “How much?” she asked in Tros.

The vendor looked her over and said something like ‘I don’t speak Lemsa.’ Tamta pulled out her smallest gold coin. “Too much,” he said. “Ten of those would buy my cart too. You have nothing smaller?”

She turned her head like a Tros to indicate No. He pointed to a building up the street. “Go there. They will exchange your money almost honestly.”

She went up to Lux and explained that they needed to exchange some of their large denomination coinage for smaller, local money. Lux indicated to go on over.

They walked across to the building which had writing in Ullumff and Tros on the signs saying ‘Money Exchange.’ Tamta, Lux, Jack and Polly went in. There were Ullumff behind tellers’ barriers with transparent portions that looked like they would stop a tank. There were current exchange rates listed on the wall on one side, opposite the teller windows along with the photos of different coinage and currency. One small line in Ullumff said they charged five percent above the exchange rate. Tamta scanned that and went up to the window and placed two platinum sovereigns on the counter. “I need smaller denomination coins,” she said in Ullumff.

The Ullumff clerk put the coin under a scanner that was probably a portable spectroscope and then dropped the coin in a small tank of water after weighing it. He did the same with the second coin. “How do you want that?” the clerk asked. Tamta took a look at the chart behind her and told him.

The Ullumff started counting out a pile of coins and slid them over to her. She didn’t reach for them. “You charged me 6% for the exchange and didn’t give me exchange rate depicted behind me. You owe me two small silvers and a titanium. Should I ask for your manager?” she asked in formal Ullumff.

He released a cinnamon smell of anger, grunted, and slid two small silvers and a titanium laminate to her. She scooped those into her hands, gave a handful to Lux and Polly, and put the rest into her leg pockets.

They walked back up the street to the food vendor. “How much for fifteen?” she said.

“Two small silvers,” he said.

She gave him two silvers and he started handing her sticks of meat on sticks. She passed them to everyone and kept two herself. They couldn’t eat them with their helmets on.

“We can safely eat this stuff,” Polly asked, retracting her helmet to the astonishment of the street vendor when he saw her slim black face. “It smells really good.” Polly took a tiny bite. “Wow! This is tender and delicious. Lux?”

Lux shrugged and hoped they wouldn’t all die from food poisoning or other junk. This went against all protocol.

“It’s seasoned like something from my home world. It’s probably a type of antelope meat and it’s cooked slowly over a long time to make it so tender,” Tamta said and ate another chunk of it.

“It’s close to what I’ve eaten at home.”

Lux shrugged and retracted his helmet fully and nodded to the rest. Their helmets retracted uncovering their alien heads. The vendor looked shocked and started to get nervous. Tamta turned to the vendor who had stepped back and held out the titanium laminate coin. “This is delicious. Can we recommend others here in the future?”

“There will be more like you?” the vendor asked. “Excuse me but what are you? You aren’t Phafalotoi. They can’t stand the high gravity, but Lemsa shouldn’t be able to either. Why did you give me more money?”

“These are humans. They make wonderful friends. These humans plan to visit here again and they would like you to know we are good, repeat customers. The coin was to show you they thought you were skilled and were willing to serve humans,” Tamta said.

“That is very strange, but I appreciate your business. Hu-mans,” the vendor said.

They continued down the street and the crowds of Tros and Ullumff spread out a bit. Their group was still stared at, but it seemed to be more out of curiosity than malice. A young Ullumff noticed them walking down the street and spoke to them. “What are you? I mean no offense, but I have not met your species before.”

“We’re human and not a variation of Phafalotoi,” Lux said. “What is your job?”

“I scan your body’s code and correct any genetic diseases, kill any parasites, clear up surface blemishes, cure illnesses, speed up healing, eliminate any cancers, correct eyesight, regrow teeth, get rid of allergies, get rid of joint aging – I’d pay you to scan your body – especially if you have a young male and female of your species. How do you stand the high gravity? It is easy for me, being Ullumff.”

“Our suits adjust the gravity. They also let us fly if we want,” Lux said.

“You must have learning machines too with your use of formal Ullumff. All of my colleagues kept their knowledge and skills through use of ancient cylinders. I just wish I could add what I know I’ve learned since those old cylinders,” the Ullumff said. “I would pay you ten sovereigns to scan you and a female.”

“Let us go inside. I think we can help each other,” Lux said.

The Ullumff turned without another word and went inside. Lux walked in after him as did his bodyguards. Lux assembled a recorder, a couple of learning machines, and some mixed cylinders to take with him. The Ullumff turned to him. “What are those?” he said pointing to the equipment in Lux’s hand.

“This is a learning machine for the new cylinder. This,” Lux said, “…is a learning machine recorder. It takes about an hour. I will trade you our scans if you let us record your experience. It is not painful, and we have an expert with us who has recorded hundreds of skills.”

“Only if I get copies of my recording,” the Ullumff demanded.

“Twenty copies will take us a few hours,” Lux explained.

The Ullumff released an acrid scent. “That is acceptable. I will scan your people first. The scan is non-ionizing so there is no harm to you or others. You will need to unclothe. Lie here,” he said and asked Lux to stand on the spots in what looked like an airport terahertz scanner. “We also need a small sample of your blood and tissue, but I will heal any scars or damage while we are doing the scans.”

“How does this work?” Lux asked.

“Hold your arm under this light,” the Ullumff said. “There. I have received your blood and tissue sample.” The Ullumff paused. “You want to know how it does that technique. The light is just for aiming. A beam is emitted, and it neutralizes nerve messages. I took the samples and then accelerated the healing.”

“You can do that?” Lux asked.

“I just did. The machine over there will look at your cellular structure. This is ancient technology for us. We find flaws in tissues and direct energy at it and kill any flawed cells. Beings only die of cancer if they live in some rural community with no medical technicians like me.”

“You mentioned life extension. Our species generally lives 80 to 100 years of this planet,” Lux said.

“I am so sorry. Have you ever had any life-elongation treatments?” the Ullumff asked.

“No. Our species are just now getting into that,” Lux said.

“With my preliminary scan I’m sure we can double your normal lifespan. Let’s scan the female now. Which one is it? Oh. The dark skinned one with udders. Come over here and strip off your clothes,” the Ullumff said.

Lux waved to Polly and started putting on his under garment and then his battle suit. She just walked over and started stripping. Lux was polite enough to turn away. The scans were soon finished as were the blood and tissue samples.

“Would you like to know what I found on my scans? You indeed had no life prolonging treatments as it shows in your results.” The Ullumff looked at a screen. “You ate down the street from the meat on a stick. Luckily, you ate late enough in the day that the meat was thoroughly cooked and didn’t have encysted immature worms that almost always infest that meat. They were all dead. The Ullumff turned to Polly. You also did not have any life prolonging treatment, but you had cancer in your left udder.”

“Udder? You mean my left breast. How bad was it?” Polly said.

“Do not worry. I killed all the cancerous and pre-cancerous material and removed some moles on your skin that could be trouble later.” He turned away from Polly to face Lux. “Do you have older beings of your species? I could fine tune my treatments like the ones I gave you because you seem to be very young specimens of your species.”

“You gave us long-life treatments and cured her cancer. How is that possible?” Lux asked.

The Ullumff looked directly at Lux. “You must have no medical technicians to have so poor medical treatments,” the Ullumff said.

“We have medical specialists that study years to become doctors,” Lux said. “Our doctors – our medical technicians study general medicine at first, then they specialize in treating eyes, throats, cancer, feet, teeth, heart, bones – every system in the body has a specialist.”

The Ullumff released gas and started guffawing. “What a ridiculous system? How can a client know which doctor to see? It would be like your doctor looking through a hole in a fence instead of looking at the whole body at once. We have tens of thousands of years of experience with multiple species. Now we will make my recording. Yes?” he asked.

Lux went out as Polly was suiting up and went to get Tamta and the recording machine. The Lesma came in and had the Ullumff lie on the table and placed the mesh on his head. She told him it wouldn’t hurt, and they would make a recording of all his experience with medical knowledge.

She touched a button and the Ullumff was suddenly asleep and breathing heavily. “You will now remember all knowledge and experience you have ever had or heard or seen involving medical knowledge including previous cylinders,” she said and touched another button.

Lux was watching with Polly. “Is that all you have to do?” Lux asked.

“It really depends on the subject you’re recording. Some are experts in their field and some just say they are. This Ullumff seems to be a real find. His knowledge will show you how to operate all this equipment and all his experience using that knowledge. Notice I wanted his previous cylinder’s knowledge too. We ought to get a copy of that ancient cylinder. My people are even ahead of Earth, and we are the most backward of the species except maybe the Hermolics,” Tamta said.

“How long will the recording take?” Lux asked.

Tamta looked up and closed her eyes. “I’m still trying to get used to your units of time. Usually, an hour but I have known them to take up to two hours. Didn’t he ask you to get two older people?”

“Oh yeah. Thanks,” Lux said and called Anna through the portal. “Anna, I need an old human male and female for life prolonging experiments. Find a couple of suitable candidates and send them to us in the next hour. Someone who would like to live a lot longer time if you can.” Lux went outside after asking Polly to look after Tamta. He spoke to the Marine sergeant and asked him to get two men to go through the gate and escort the elderly pair back. Lux then went to talk with Tamta while they were waiting for the recording to finish.

Tamta turned to him as he walked in. Her predatory gaze up and down his body made him uncomfortable. “You have questions?” she asked.

“How many cylinders can a being receive? Does everyone respond the same to the cylinders? Some humans are not as smart as others. There are differences. Could a dumb being learn about a complex science cylinder?” Lux asked.

“You’ve been saving up all those questions for me, haven’t you?” Tamta asked with a grin and low growl sound. “I’ve received hundreds of cylinders. I can remember most. It fades if not used. Information is still there but needs to be prompted. We recommend receiving a complex subject, using it a bit, and then reinforcing it with another run. No. Many species cannot understand complex topics. They may need mathematics before getting the complex science. Our mathematics series are very good. Field emitter science is very advanced, and you would understand it all – others not so much. You can put rocket fuel into a scooter, but it will not fly. I have a vague impression of a scooter. Is that like a lifter for the ground?” she asked.

“Can a cylinder teach physical skills?” Lux asked.

“It can teach the mechanics, but your body will not have the adaptations to perform like a champion. I could take a running cylinder and I would learn the techniques I needed to be a runner and it would let me progress faster, but my body would not have the correct muscles or muscle memory,” Tamta said as some soldiers brought in two elderly humans. Tamta laughed because these two were definitely elderly humans.

“These two soldiers grabbed me and said we were going to another planet to get young. Am I dreaming all this stuff up? Are you the little Blakely kid that keeps stirring up everything?” the old man said, as the old woman looked on with distaste.

“I’m Lux Blakely. You are on a planet in the Gamma Persei system about 243 light years from Green. Our medical technician needs some elderly humans to fine tune their life extension treatments. Who might y’all be?” he asked.

“…and a Southern accent no less,” the elderly woman said. “We’re the Parkers. Franklin there is 95 and I’m Eloise and I’m 93. I have terminal neuroendocrine pancreatic cancer. Figured we didn’t have anything to lose, and this is neat. Take a lot of pictures for our great grandchildren. Where is the doctor? Is he a specialist in geriatrics or something?”

Lux chuckled. “That’s that big guy snoozing on that tilt-a-bed.”

The Ullumff didn’t wake for another twenty long minutes. Tamta turned to Lux. That was 112 minutes. That is almost a record. She popped the cylinder out of the machine and dropped it into the case. The Ullumff woke up.

“Didn’t it work. I must have dozed off,” the Ullumff said releasing a complex smell. Tamta had her helmet retracted and commented.

“It worked fine. We will make you twenty copies. Here are the elderly male and female humans. What do you need them to do?” she asked.

The Ullumff directed the elderly woman over to the scanner and asked her if she could put her hands over her head. She did with no trouble and a minute later he said he was finished with that part. He asked the man to do the same, but he grimaced when he put his hands over his head. He had trouble walking and his balance was shaky, but he finally did it. Then the Ullumff took the blood and tissue sample without the elderly couple feeling it just like he had with Lux and Polly.

“Would you like me to give them a life extension treatment? They would have to stay here for a while since it is getting dark while I apply it. There is always a risk. It is ten sovereigns per person because I have to take care of each person and cannot have other clients during this time. You have to pay at the beginning of life prolongation treatments,” the Ullumff said.

Lux looked at the Parkers. “It could help all of humanity.”

Franklin scoffed at the statement. “Sure,” he said, and Eloise nodded looking a bit scared.

The Ullumff escorted Franklin and Eloise into a room with beds in the rear of the building and Polly went with them to stay with them.

Lux went out and got the Marine corporal who had been to a few years of medical school. “We’re going to see if you can learn to use all this equipment in here. Didn’t you want to be a doctor at one time?”

“Yes sir,” he answered.

“Sit down here, Corporal. Your favorite Lemsa will set you up to learn how to use all this equipment. Then you can go with us so we can get duplicates,” Lux said as Tamta came over and placed the net over the Corporal’s head.

“I really like the way you look in that suit,” he said in Lemsa.

Tamta looked at him with a twinkle in her eye. “You learned Lemsa to talk with me. You are very nice smelling and are pleasant to see,” Tamta said caressing his ear and neck. “I will take good care of you,” she said as she slipped in the cylinder with the recently recorded medical information. “This will take about two hours,” she said. She started the machine and the Corporal shut his eyes and drifted off.

“I am going to leave Polly, Robert, and a couple of Marines with you. We will be back in two hours. Don’t eat any meat here unless it has been cooked thoroughly because of parasites,” Lux said. He turned to the remaining Marines. “Sergeant, would you feel comfortable leaving two of your people here and letting the rest of us reconnoiter?”

The sergeant nodded, assigned two to guard the shop and set out down the street with the remainder. They pulled the grav sled with them. “I wish we had a map of this place,” the sergeant lamented. Lux nodded in agreement, so they just trooped down the street.

Lux stepped out in front of two Tros in uniform who had disintegrator pistols on their hips. “My friend bet me no Tros warriors like you would know of a shop near here with ancient technology. I have to pay you half a sovereign if you show me where one is located.”

“I know where one is located. I will get a half sovereign to show you the way?” The Tros asked, “We are no warriors.” One Tros lead the way, and the other covered the rear. They were not trusting newbies. Two blocks off the main road they came to a large warehouse. The Tros in front started banging on the door. “Open up in there! It’s the authorities. Open up!” he yelled.

A tired looking, ancient Ullumff opened the door a crack and saw the Tros in uniform. “Who are these beings. I don’t know them.”

The Tros turned around and held out his hand and took the half sovereign. He started to walk off but then stopped. “What species are you? Are you authorized to carry those weapons? I thought only Tros were allowed to carry lethal weapons.” His partner in the rear drew his pistol but kept it pointed low.

“We had to get special permission which cost us a fortune,” Lux gingerly – slowly reached into his upper left suit pocket and removed the special ‘passports’ with the official seals stamped all over them. It had their photos, and it was printed in nine languages. “All you people show the authorities your permits,” Lux demanded. The Marines all pulled out their documents and opened them to the section printed in Tros.

The Tros official studied the documents intently and turned several pages. He went through every page. “This says your species in Hu-man. It is not Phafalotoi. Is this document new? There are no stamps on some of the pages. Why is that?”

“We haven’t been to any Ylee or Graloc planets yet. This is just something new they just started. It is painful when the administration adds new policies and doesn’t tell everyone. I know you understand that. Thank you for your help,” Lux said and took the document from the Tros’s hand. He nodded to the rest, and they put up their documents. The old Ullumff at the door opened the door wide and motioned them all to come in. The Tros turned and walked away.

The Ullumff went to the door and peered around it until he saw that the Tros had left the area. He started grasping his chest, coughing, and farting while making hiccup noises.

“Are you ill?” Lux asked in Ullumff.

The old Ullumff seemed to get worse for a moment and then grabbed his knees panting. “That was the funniest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. May I see one of those documents?” He took one from Lux and started flipping through it and had another fit. He held both hands to his chest. “If I died right now, I would be happy. When did you make these things? Why did I never think of something like that? Organizations are always adding new layers of bureaucracy. How would you add new sycophants if you didn’t add new offices and bureaus. That was amazing. You call yourselves HU-man. IS that how you pronounce it? Your Ullumff is very formal and crisp, so I know you have learning machines. I have none in stock and they are hard to get. I have one power supply.”

“We manufacture zero-point power supplies and learning machines. We have learning cylinders. We met a medical technician up the street. If you can duplicate his equipment in usable condition or newer – we can trade you learning machines with cylinders for the medical equipment. Is that possible?” Lux asked.

“I think I can do that. I know Huflamm and he is honest. Do you really have learning machines? What cylinders? You are not with the Order, are you?” the Ullumff asked.

“No. We met some of them a few planets back. They want to control the trade and we want to expand the trade,” Lux said. “I am called Lux.”

“I am Hllouge. I can get any equipment you need if you really have learning machines and cylinders.”

“Here are two machines with four standard language cylinders to start. The instructions are printed in Ullumff, Tros, Trade, and English. English is our language. Additional languages should be sold separately to make you more profit. We have Irixian, Lemsa, Graloc, Phafalotoi sold separately. We have other languages and topics available,” Lux said.

They talked for about an hour before they had to leave. The old Ullumff stood in the door watching them go. Humans. He thought he had seen everything. He looked over at the devices with packaging and instructions. He thought that technology had faded away. He hadn’t seen a newer model learning machine in years. He hoped the humans were strong enough to protect themselves.

◆◆◆

Lux and crew got back to the medical tech shop about the time the Corporal Xie was supposed to finish up. Lux bet Tamta knew his name already. They walked back into the shop. The corporal was regaining consciousness. He bolted upright. “Wow.” He looked around at all the equipment. “I know what all this equipment is for,” he said in Ullumff. Blushed and started explaining in English.

Lux asked him to settle down. “We made a tentative agreement with Hllouge, an old Ullumff down the street that sells ancient technology. We want you to set up this type of equipment on Green. We need two sets of equipment: one to use and one to copy. Colonel Hunnicutt will authorize it I am sure as soon as she gets your report. I expect you to record what this equipment can do.”

Polly came running out of the back. “They’re dying or are going to die. The Parkers are having seizures.”

Lux and Robert ran to the back room where the Ullumff was trying to get the two elderly people back into their suits. The Tech had this foul-smelling black liquid all over his smock. It had even splashed on his face shield. “Help me get them back in the suits they wore. The heavy gravity is not good for them, and their suits seem to mitigate the gravity effects.”

They struggled the two back into their suits. He rapidly cleaned them up and they quieted down. He wiped spittle off the corner of Eloise’s mouth.

“What happened?” Lux asked.

“The vomiting is normal, but the volume of body corruption was more than normal for beings with so little mass. The nanites I programmed for them should double their lifespan. Your species is not too dissimilar to Phafalotoi. They should reverse aging for the next 4 to 5 days. They should stop reversing about her age,” he said indicating Polly.

“How much longer?” Lux asked the Ullumff medical technician. “What do you prefer to be called and is there a good restaurant near here that we can get some food for everyone? Something that Phafalotoi might eat – minus the parasites.”

“Good idea. I’ll go with a couple of your people and get us all something. Send some with money,” the Ullumff said. “Others call me Huflamm which is as much title as nickname.”

The sergeant assigned two Marines and Lux gave them spending money. The wait seemed like hours but 45 minutes later one came back carrying two boxes of food that smelled delicious. The other had a couple of liquid containers. Huflamm carried a lot of paper cups that would look right at home at a church picnic or a fraternity party. They passed them out and everyone was quiet as they ate the large dumpling-burrito like fried shells filled with meat and vegetables. It was delicious.


Chapter 6

An Old Crisis

All the exploration team enjoyed the food while waiting at the medical technician’s shop for the two elderly patients. Corporal Xie explained a lot about the machines to Lux. The medical tech represented in this one shop would catapult Earth’s knowledge of genetics to unheard of heights. They could cure most illnesses with changes in the body’s immune system. Tweaking that also was used to cure joint damage and arthritis. Rejuvenation of damage to telomeres and other parts of DNA allowed the skin to retain elasticity.

The Parkers came out of the back room. This time the pair weren’t shuffling along but walking in longer, normal steps. They looked about 50 but were losing their hair. They were wearing their suits again. Huflamm explained, “You two will need to drink the supplements every morning after your morning vomit. That symptom will go away in four or five days. The little bottle will arrest your appearance at that age. Your body will continue to regenerate for another three weeks.”

“Why vomiting? Don’t they need to stay somewhere where they can be observed if something goes wrong?” Lux asked, thinking about current Earth medicine.

Huflamm started passing gas and making sounds and scents of laughter. “Your medical care must be truly primitive. I bet you treat each disease instead of the body as a whole. Ah, profit motive…I understand now. You will treat this one thing - then the next and next. Treat the symptoms and not the originating problems, so you die from a cascade of minor problems at what would be an early age in other species. How did the learning machine work? Did it show how to work this machine?” Huflamm asked Corporal Xie.

“Yes – yes. That machine analyzes the DNA and produces nanites that clean out the circulatory system and dumps the toxins into the digestive system. That is what speeds up the rejuvenation process. It used to take much, much longer. Another newish technique restores vision by clearing up age-related macular degeneration – that is a human term,” Xie said. “The black ichor they were vomiting was the impurities in their circulatory system getting rid of the plaque and using peptides to regrow the walls where there are aneurysms.”

“How do you two, feel?” Lux asked the once elderly pair.

“I feel good. Nothing hurts,” Franklin said. “I used to use the old French saying when I got up in the morning – ‘Even my hair hurts’ – but nothing hurts now. I feel a little nauseous with all those pollutants in my body I’ve been expelling. Huflamm says that gets better in a few days. Our hair is supposed to all fall out and come back in all dark and curly. Eloise was a brunette, so we’ll see.” Franklin held up a little bottle. “I’m not sure what apparent age to stop my outer appearance. What a decision. I don’t want to look like a teenager. I was thinking about 40 would be best to project some experience. Eloise?”

“I’m thinking to stop about 30 since I was a frisky female,” Eloise said eyeing her husband who grinned. “Do we need to do anything else other than what you told us?” she asked Huflamm.

“No. Exercise and eat when hungry,” Huflamm said.

“I’d like to put a portal in your back room. I want a backup that is not controlled by the Order. They will try to stop us, and I want another way to get to that medical equipment. You can also come visit our world. I will pay you 100 sovereigns every 30 days for the privilege,” Lux said. ‘The learning machine and cylinders are yours to keep or sell.”

“We have an agreement. I will get the medical equipment from Hllouge. How will I let you know it is obtained?” Huflamm asked.

Lux nodded to the Marine sergeant and tilted his head toward the back room to set up the portal. Two Marines went to the back with the grav sled. Lux handed Huflamm a cylinder on using the portal. “This teaches you how to use the portal and how to contact me to talk. This gives you a way to contact me through the portal or through our probe that is near this planet.” Lux took a sack and handed it to Huflamm.

“What is this?” Huflamm asked.

“That is for the use of your shop to store the portal for 30 days. Try to get us that medical equipment and supplies as fast as you can,” Lux said. Everyone started to move into a formation to go back through the public portal.

“Why don’t you use this portal to go back to your home? It would be easier,” Huflamm said.

“Much easier but we want to take the same number back through the public portal. We understand the Order set up the portals and they must observe who comes and goes through it. I hope you don’t get any trouble from us coming here,” Lux said.

“I have been here a long time. I understand why you want this secret for a short period of time, but it will be discovered. I look forward to visiting your planet soon.” Huflamm said.

They left together and soon passed through the portal opened by Anna. Lux and others watched at least four beings counting them as they stepped through the portal and closed it behind them.

◆◆◆

Arouse an Eager Want

They had just returned to Green and Lux contacted Anna. “Anna, please contact all important members of the educational committee. We need to have a meeting in the morning.” Lux turned to everyone on the exploration team. “Good job people. I’m afraid it’s going to get a lot harder from here on out. The Order didn’t know about us and now, or soon, they will know we can record learning cylinders and learning machines. We need to systematically cherry-pick the academic institutions of the Earth, Mars, and Green. We can then offer our learning institutions the finest minds of the Earth, Mars, and Green plus the recorded knowledge of millennia of alien minds.”

Anna, Prissy, and Lux sat down, like they had earlier, to plot out the future of the Green colony. They didn’t include the mayor and many others – yet. The abilities to educate the population would be disruptive so they were working through different scenarios. They were working through the questions of transitions from the simple electronic translators to actually understanding and speaking a language like a native speaker. The Green administration had given electronic translators to all immigrants to smooth integration to the Green colony but now they would have to convince war-ravaged refugees to use alien technology to learn new languages and skills.

“I think we should mandate the learning cylinder for English,” Prissy said. She had sent out soldiers to solicit native speaker volunteers to record their native languages. Anna had given them a list of names and locations. “We now have English, Hindi, Chinese, Spanish, Malay, Swedish, Somali, Arabic, Kurdish, French, Swahili, Russian, and Dari Persian from the people living here on Green.”

“I disagree darling,” Lux said. “We’ll get the same response, America had with the Covid vaccines, by religious and political wannabes using this as an issue to gain power. Dale Carnegie said to ‘Arouse in the other person an eager want.’ We need to make them demand the training from us – not demand them to take it.”

“Darling, normally I wouldn’t disagree,” Prissy said. “What’s your reasoning?”

“Mandating anything for humans is problematic. Humans are hardwired to resist mandates because facts and social pressure don’t motivate many who have underdeveloped processing ability,” Lux said.

“You are calling them stupid?” Prissy said. “You’re not being politically correct.”

“I’m saying people who don’t look at the big picture do not like anything mandated. They feel it is shoved in their face. They can look up something online and two paragraphs later they know more than experts with decades in a field. I think we ought to offer the children the opportunity to learn English in grade school. Ask the kids if they want to watch someone learn English in an hour and make it limited to only a few volunteers. Make it exclusive. Do a minimal offering at our manufacturing facilities. Do you want to spend an hour learning English?” Lux said.

“Why that way?” Prissy asked. “I guess some of the little kids might be easier to get to try it if the teacher asks for four volunteers.”

“Yep. Have two pairs of boys and two pairs of girls training in English for an hour and then practice with each other. They could talk about the other kids while giggling and laughing. The others wouldn’t know what they were saying. Soon everyone would demand we teach all of them. We would be reluctant until we are forced to train everyone. Same thing at workplaces and at markets. We offer English free to anyone. Maybe even charge a nominal fee for all the others. Offer reduced 2 for one language prices at work. Once people get used to learning languages, the skills cylinders would be easier to push. We would have the best educated populace on any human planets,” Lux said.

“Okay. I can see that. It’s amazing that we were able to get all those languages recorded so fast,” Prissy said. “How did you do that?”

“Me?” Lux said. “Anna had lists of those native speakers and started duplicating English cylinders and recording machines as soon as we got back. She had robots working the moment we got back, analyzing and duplicating. As soon as she had a good number of recording machines, she offered a large cash credit to individuals on her list for an hour of their time. That’s how we got that large assortment of Earth languages. We have another million refugees on Earth that they want to send here, and these are from Eastern Europe and North Africa. Anna, how are you coming along on the plans for the stadium and hotel? We need enough housing, shops, and infrastructure for another million people.”

“Planning? It is 25% completed. We will have the full use of the alien construction equipment that converts soil and sand into the laminated glass and compressed concrete like material. The mayor and council liked the plans. The stadium still seats 100,000 and we will use the emitter and software changes for the stadium roof. We will use the information we received from the recording operation on Sirius A. You did realize our robots transported that A.I. back here, didn’t you?” Anna said.

“I didn’t realize you had removed that and gotten information from it. What information was new to you?” Lux asked a little put out that he hadn’t been informed. He realized that there was a lot going on and he couldn’t control everything. He had been handing more and more to the A.I.s on Green and the ships.

“I learned how to tweak the transparency of the force fields. We can make the fields totally opaque or totally transparent or any color,” Anna explained. “We will have a field that can block ultraviolet or infrared or be totally transparent. We can heat or cool the stadium or surrounding buildings with different emitters and with a much less complicated environmental control system.”

“Cool beans,” Lux said. “When will you have the stadium, hotel, and shops complete?”

“That depends… probably in another two months since the robots can work nonstop. Would you like to see the rendering of the finished buildings?” Anna asked.

“Yep, let’s see if you have any imagination?” Lux said.

Anna displayed a beautiful stadium of concrete and glass similar to the Beijing National Stadium but with a blue-tinted theme. The three hotels near it were fifty stories high and they looked similar to the Morpheus Hotel in Macau, China but more curving lines and different material. The shops that lined the streets were all different designs and they looked roomy and intriguing. Several of the shops changed as they watched to include some of the more familiar Tros, Graloc, Ullumff, and Phafalotoi designs.

“Hey! Don’t see any Lesma or Irixian designs. Don’t you think they’ll have some?” Lux asked.

“You’ve seen one Lesma. We have no idea what their architecture looks like. You want me to build another refugee facility for a million, don’t you? Same as the others or a little different?” Anna asked.

“It probably needs to be a hundred kilometers away where we can set up another city,” Lux said. “Run the data on Toyota and BASF as they have a reputation for happy employees. Look at their family support, health care, employee assistance training, and educational assistance. Look to manufacturers that provide the best employee benefits. Start planning what skills we need to train our refugees to fit the manufacturers needs. Find a good design for the construction that will be attractive for a long time. Blend in Eastern European, African, and Chinese elements.”

“I will have Annette and Amy A.I.s assist me. Have you forgotten Mars and Earth? They will not stand idly by while we tackle our issues,” Anna asked.

“No. I haven’t forgotten. They are going to be surging out into space. Hopefully those three planets will distract them for a while. Luckily, they have more politicians than we do so that slows down the governments,” Lux said.

“Don’t disregard the corporations or countries like China who can just decide they will turn their efforts to advancing in one area or another and surging ahead at any cost. You plan to set up a university here. We can do a good job setting up the undergraduate parts with the bright stars we have on Mars and here. We might be able to lure researchers here in different fields with the medical cylinder recording. We should check with Huflamm and see if he has had any luck getting the equipment. Could we get a team of your explorers, Colonel?” Anna asked.

“Yes, I’ll send a couple over out of a squad. It should be morning there in a few hours,” Prissy said.

◆◆◆

The Repercussions of Knowledge

Feza (a refugee from the Democratic Republic of the Congo) was sitting with Fatima (a refugee from Syria) in a classroom. Feza was tired of listening to the translator through her earpiece. Feza had made friends with Fatima, but it was hard to carry on a real conversation. It worked fine at the market but talking about boys or girl stuff just didn’t work. Feza heard the teacher talk about volunteers and her brother Ridi told her never to volunteer but she wanted to listen. She wasn’t sure she heard right so she threw up her hand.

Would you say that again, Mrs. Sinjiri?” she said in Swahili and the translator translated that to Kurdish.

“Yes, Feza. I said I need two girls and two boys to learn English today. You can leave my class speaking fluent English today if this works. It is more of that weird tech they have here,” she said and waited for her words to be translated into four other languages in this secondary school class.

Feza looked at Fatima and motioned her to throw her hand up. Then she threw a paper clip at her brother Ridi and motioned him to raise his hand. Fatima threw a paper wad at her cousin Abbas. The rest of the class looked around but wasn’t about to volunteer. Mrs. Sinjiri turned to the rest of the class and told them to read more of As Long as the Lemon Trees Grow by Zoulfa Katouh. “You four come over here and sit here. You wear this little net and I play the language cylinder for an hour, and you learn the language. Is that okay with you?”

“Do I leave my translator on?” Feza asked.

“No, Feza. Turn it off. You won’t need it,” Mrs. Sinjiri said.

“Will it hurt?” Fatima asked.

“No, Fatima. I’ll start it all together with Ridi and Abbas. Everyone put the net over their head. Turn off your translators now,” she said and started all four learning machines at once. The four children closed their eyes. Mrs. Sinjiri turned to the other students who were all raptly watching. “Are they dead? No. They’re sleeping.” The other students could hardly read. What is this supposed to do?”

Mrs. Sinjiri looked at the class. “I’ve seen demonstrations with other teachers and the people on Green have these new learning machines that can teach a language in one hour. Then if you use the knowledge, you don’t forget it. This cylinder is supposed to teach you to speak fluent American English. I haven’t had time yet, myself.”

“You’re kidding us aren’t you. What about other subjects?” Emir asked. “I’m having trouble with math.”

“I think they will have other topics soon, but you need to study math for the test next week,” the teacher said.

The other children in the class could hardly read anything and the hour seemed the longest hour on the planet.

The hour finally ended, and the four students opened their eyes. “Darn, it didn’t work,” Ridi said in English.

“I totally understood you cousin. Fatima. Do you understand me?” Feza said.

“God, yes. Wow! We can talk about others in the class, and they won’t understand us. Think about movies and close your eyes for a minute. Wait, what is this?” Fatima said as the teacher handed her a book. “It’s in English and I can read it. Wow! This is great,” Fatima said and started reading the book to the class in English. Many students raised their hands and asked if they could take the training next. The next class asked because they heard. Lux and Anna gradually increased the number of learning machines.

◆◆◆

Tamim Khaled had taken the offered English training cylinder. He had used broken English for a decade and now he spoke like an American – he could use contractions and he understood idioms. He had taken all the languages available since it cost little though it had taken a whole week. He could now understand all the other immigrants’ languages. He had surprised his friends when he spoke to visitors touring the plant. This group were considering building an appliance plant nearby but wondered if the immigrant labor was capable.

“What languages can you speak?” one of the touring executives asked him in English, worried that the immigrants could barely function in a multilingual environment.

“I can speak French, Swahili, Arabic, English, Hindi, Chinese, Spanish, Malay, Swedish, Somali, Kurdish, Russian, and Dari Persian,” Tamim said smiling because all his work mates had kidded him about going overboard and wasting money on language training.

Some of the executives with the tour group quizzed him in different languages and he spoke like a native speaker in all of them. “We are looking for managers at a new manufacturing plant near here,” the executive asked. “Our plant will be mostly automated, but we need a few smart people at high fixed salaries to manage everything. May we get your contact information so we can let you tour the new facility once the construction is complete? We’d like to offer you a position. We’d be manufacturing appliances using some of the new tech that has been introduced here.”

Tamim nodded and walked around with the tour group explaining how things really worked while replacing the electronic translators that had been given to the group. His coworkers looked on with surprise – and envy. The call for learning machines skyrocketed starting that afternoon as did the general education cylinders on math, the sciences, and literature.

◆◆◆

Dr. Paulo Lorenzo was surprised to see Lux Blakely and two of his bodyguards. “I thought you weren’t able to come to Earth anymore. I’ve had the FBI all over me since we went on our trip wanting to interview me. I remembered your comments about their practices of arresting you for lying to them in non-sworn statements when just having personal conversations. Our university lawyers have actually had to earn their money for once to protect all the professors. What are you here for this time? What are you going to stir up?”

“I need one day of your time, and it will be one of those change your world kind of time. We have an alien technology we’ve recovered. It’s, at least, twenty millennia old. We can duplicate it. We don’t know how it works. I had to come here surreptitiously even though I’m still classified as a US citizen,” Lux explained. I probably have a FISA letter and the Patriot Act probably has me under surveillance for aiding and abetting terrorists by fighting off the last invasion on Green. What’s important is what I’m going to tell you and it will change everything.”

“Like you haven’t done that already. I really have a meeting I need to go to with the Dean. He needs to see me there,” Paulo said.

“The alien races have a way of recording specific memories in a short time and transferring that knowledge to other people in a short time. It becomes permanent after the first exposure. We can transfer a person’s entire knowledge of physics or math or neurosurgery in hours. Our only codicil so far is we can’t use more than three hours a day without a severe headache. Are there any languages you’d like to learn in the next hour so you could speak like a native speaker?”

“I’d always wanted to learn Chinese because I have a lot of Chinese students,” Paulo said.

Lux held up a Chinese language cylinder. “This is from a person who grew up in Beijing, so you’d have the accent from the capitol of the country. It takes about an hour. You ready for this?”

“You’re not kidding, right?” Professor Lorenzo said.

“Nope. It’s the real deal,” Lux said as he had the professor sit down and put the mesh over his head.

The professor was concerned about the procedure, but Lux talked him into starting it. An hour later, Lux asked the professor some questions in Mandarin. The professor answered right away with his eyes wide. “I can’t believe that worked,” he said in Mandarin. “I have surmised what you want now. You want to record – not physics – you have that. You want to have experts in microcircuitry and material science don’t you. What else?”

“You always were on the cutting edge. I need non-medical sciences. We are ahead in some ways in electronics. I can offer biological sciences ways to cure all cancers and reverse aging in many cases. We are ahead in microprocessors in some ways too. We have a few things we know in chemical engineering that our alien friends might not know – but they are ahead a few millennia in many areas. I will trade knowledge for knowledge. I can leave a couple of learning machine players and a collection of Earth languages. I will also leave a recording of magnetic field propulsion and gravity propulsion cylinders so students can take those two and test out of classes to relieve your teaching load,” Lux said.

“This would change the whole educational process. Children could have grade school cylinders and then more advanced cylinders. We would then have them make practical application of that knowledge. Higher education would be who was on your faculty making recordings and then the physical facilities and equipment to put that knowledge into practice. It would change everything,” Lorenzo said, still speaking Mandarin. “Che bello!” he said in Italian.



◆◆◆

FBI Counterintelligence Section – Office of Sarina

Collier stepped into Sarina’s office. “Hey, boss. Guess who just popped up on the grid, again? You’ll never guess.”

“Hell, Collier. I don’t have time for these guessing games… Alexander Abramov…I don’t know…who?” Sarina said.

“You know those FISA surveillance bugs we planted at MIT when those scientists ran off to Mars. They paid off big time just now. The computer kicked out some conversations that are chilling. Lux Blakely is at MIT and recording the minds of their top scientists. He can transfer the knowledge in a few hours to anyone else,” Collier said.

“You’ve got to be kidding. You’re pranking me…really?” she asked but knew that look on her coworker’s face. “How?”

“More of that alien tech. Guess what knowledge the head of AeroAstro Department wanted to know…Chinese…he wanted to know Chinese. It took an hour and if the transcript is correct…he could speak and read Chinese like a native language. He could give that knowledge to anyone,” Collier said.

“We need to run this up the chain with a priority ticker on it. Did you send me the transcript? Wait. I see I’ve got it. I’ll make sure you get credit for pushing this up to my attention. Do we suggest they wait or what before we raid them?” Sarina said thinking how she’d love to speak Swedish, Russian, and Chinese, but found Rosetta Stone too hard for her.

“Professor Lorenzo is gathering several other people to hook up to these learning machines. I’m not sure what they’re playing at here but some of these people have security clearances and we wouldn’t want them recording any of our scientists and then letting rival countries get hold of the information or even give it to aliens – if they can do that.” Collier’s head was spinning with the possibilities of espionage. Aliens could kidnap people, record their brains, and let other people know what they knew. They could grab me, he thought, and record everything I know about stuff – he thought about that and wondered if he knew any single subject enough to record it…probably not, he thought.

“I’ll send this up the chain and see what they want to do. We might want to hold off a bit and see if the net doesn’t widen. Doesn’t Blakely have a Top-Secret Compartmented Information clearance? Isn’t he supposed to report any time he speaks to an alien? He might be talking to real aliens. We could arrest him and throw him in jail forever for this stuff,” Sarina said.

◆◆◆

HRT to the Rescue?

Agent Wilkins was getting a bit long in the tooth at 45 to be heading the hostage rescue team of the FBI. He had trained with HRT two years after joining when he turned 21. He was the rising star that did everything early, so they thought he was a prodigy. He went through the 18 weeks at Quantico at 21 to become a field agent and trained as a local Special Firearms Team when assigned to the Atlanta office. He transferred to Quantico Team when he was 23 because he was a fierce martial artist and competitive shooter. He had trained with the military around the world since his dad had been ping-ponged around the world between different postings. At 45 he was the team leader, but this was an unusual assignment.

They were supposed to arrest Lux Blakely and any accomplices while they were at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) AeroAstro at the Space Propulsion Laboratory in Building 37 on the fourth floor. They were flying to Boston from Quantico in one of the new magnetically propelled shuttles loaned from the private sector.  It was pretty slick and held all 24 men of his team and their equipment. They were going to rappel down to the top of the building. Rappelling was rarely needed but it was fun. He flipped through the file on Lux Blakely. He was the one that converted most of the Air Force fighters to the new magnetic standard. He was the one that designed military lifters. He was the one that made interstellar travel possible. He was supposed to be doing something strange with the professors.

He kept reading and his mouth dropped open. He was supposed to be recording professors minds and exposing US secrets to aliens. What the heck? Aliens like people from China or Russia? He kept reading. Jeez! What were his bosses smoking? He had the ability to record minds that might contain classified information and then might be able to let other people learn that knowledge. Blakely gave a M.I.T. professor the ability to speak fluent Mandarin in an hour. Heck. He’d like to be able to do that. Wilkins had never questioned orders, but this was a stretch. He called dispatch and relayed questions about the search warrant.

A response came back fast saying there wasn’t time for a more exact search warrant, and this fit under the exceptions in the Patriot Act from legally gathered intelligence. Watkins didn’t like the use of shaky, vague warrants to search or authorize an arrest. The arrest warrant stated that Blakely violated the reporting provisions of Title 18 US Code § 798 – Disclosure of classified information.

◆◆◆

“Lux,” Anna said. “There appears to be an attempt to arrest you and your guards instigated by surveillance of your M.I.T. professor’s lab when you discussed recording different professors. They have a search warrant for surveillance through the Patriot Act but the warrant for disclosure of classified information seems like a big stretch.”

“I am not going to be held on a bogus charge that would have me buried and forgotten. The Brits sanctioned Alan Turing after he cracked the German Enigma Code saving thousands of lives in WWII. I’m not going with them,” Lux said.

“You have your battle suits on. Set them to another disguise and expand your shields,” Anna said. “They are about to rappel down to the roof of the building.”

Professor Lorenzo couldn’t hear Anna’s comments, so he just looked at Lux who appeared to hear something in the distance. “Is everything all right? You look disturbed?” he asked.

“We’re about to have an FBI tactical team come in to arrest Lux Blakely. They have active audio surveillance of your lab. We will be leaving but I suggest you call the university lawyer. You do not have to legally answer any questions they ask. You can be arrested for lying to a federal agent in non-sworn testimony. You will be threatened. Let them know that they have had audio and electronic surveillance since you returned from visiting Lux Blakely. Do that immediately. Tell the attorneys you are about to be arrested so get here quickly. Nothing you say to the people arriving will persuade them. Remember you are not required to answer any questions.” Lux and his two bodyguards, Robert and Jack changed disguises. Lux put his fingers to his lips. Then the three set their suits to mimic the background of the room and stood to the side in the shadows. As long as they didn’t move, they were invisible. 

Professor Lorenzo immediately called the university attorneys’ office and demanded representation immediately saying the FBI was raiding his laboratory and he didn’t know if they had security clearances high enough be in this area which was secured. Lorenzo had no sooner hung up until he called his Department of Defense Hotline about the raid. The people at the Joint Worldwide Intelligence Communications System (JWICS) were not amused with the FBI. He disconnected his call as the FBI teams were massing at the hallway door and turned his phone on record and started his desk computer to record also.

The FBI team at the inside door was surprised when Professor Lorenzo opened the door for them as they were about to use the battering ram to force entry. “I have called the Department of Defense Hotline and filed a complaint about this raid. I am Professor Paulo Lorenzo, and this lab contains classified information. The military is sending a team as we speak because I’m sure your team all don’t have TSCI clearances for the information in this room. What is your authorization? I hear your people thudding around this roof. Please have them come in the door and not breach the security doors as this building would be very expensive and difficult to secure.”

“We have a warrant for the arrest of Lux Blakely and any confederates,” Special Agent Wilkins said. He already had bad feelings about how this raid was going down. He called the entry roof team and had them come to the hallway door entrance.

Lorenzo stood there not saying anything.

“Do you know Lux Blakely?” Wilkins asked. Lorenzo said nothing. “Aren’t you going to defend yourself?” he asked knowing most people start talking nonstop to defend themselves with the FBI.

“Am I under arrest?” Lorenzo said. “Do all your men have security clearances for this facility?” Lorenzo asked. When Agent Wilkins didn’t answer, Lorenzo said, “Aren’t you going to defend yourself and your men?”

The second entry team from the roof had come down and came in. It was getting crowded, and it looked a little ridiculous to have twenty-plus men in tactical gear stuffed in a lab. “Everyone without a top-secret classification step back out into the hall!” he yelled, and a good half of the team went back out the door still leaving a dozen. “Search this lab for Blakely et al and get the rest of the team to search the building!” he ordered. The agents quickly scanned behind all the equipment and then came up to Wilkins and shook their heads. He motioned them out the door.

Wilkins stood there with Lorenzo. “Most citizens freely talk with us. You don’t need to be afraid to talk with us. We’re on your side. We’re the good guys.” Wilkins tilted his head to the side and said, “F*@% your mom,” he said in Mandarin.

Lorenzo stood there looking at him like he was crazy. “Surveillance of US citizens is a stretch even for the Patriot Act,” Lorenzo said, and he just crossed his arms in front of him with thumbs up. His body language displayed that he was angry.

Wilkins stepped out the lab door. Three of his people stood waiting for him. “We searched everything in the warrant and then some. Bad info or there’s a leak,” one of the other agents said.

“Let’s get out of here. Up the stairwell since you already breached the roof door to get here,” Wilkins ordered.



◆◆◆

“Well, we know your status in the eyes of the US authorities now,” Lorenzo said.

“Knew that all along. Go to a conference in Panama again with many of your associates. It will extend your life,” Lux said and handed Lorenzo a note. ‘Bring any old professors too. We can double their life expectancy in a week…really’. Lux nodded and then they walked out and headed up the stairs to the roof also since the FBI had left.

◆◆◆

Six months later – the conference

Dr. Douglas Trenton, Dr. Lakshmi Varma, Dr. Paulo Lozano, Professor Netta Englehardt, and Dr. Carmen Guerra-Garcia met at the Mars Embassy in Zurich. They were rather surprised to meet as none had been told about the others being there. The new ambassador staffing the Mars Swiss Embassy, Märti Keller, greeted the visitors.

“Hello everyone. I’m Ambassador Märti Keller. I’m told you knew each other. Lux Blakely asked for you to step through this portal over here to the conference room. Your luggage will be moved for you.”

The group had hardly had time except for a petit dejeuner before they were hustled through the portal and into Lux’s lab.

“Welcome – welcome. I’m Polly Maynard. It was my turn to watch for you people. Dr. Blakely wasn’t sure when you would get here with all the vagaries of Earth travel,” Polly said.

“Earth travel?” Netta laughed. “Is there anything else? Professor Lorenzo encouraged me to fly to Switzerland for this physics conference.”

“Excuse me, Doctor. This is the planet Green in the Sirius A system. Gravity is slightly less than Earth and the oxygen content is a bit higher, but we have nice accommodations for you in our new hotel,” Polly explained. Polly turned to Lakshmi. “How are you doing today, Lakshmi? You can see I’ve learned Hindi since we last saw each other,” she said in accent-less Hindi.

The visitors were all talking among themselves. Dr. Trenton just stood there chuckling as the absurdity of the situation hit him. It spread to the others until they stood there laughing ‘til tears came to their eyes, and they calmed. “Typical Blakely,” Trenton said, and they all laughed again. “Are we the only ones here?”

“No, no,” Polly said. “This is an education conference, and we hope to figure out ways to introduce a new way of learning. Since many people here don’t speak English, we are training people on any languages we have available. Polly gave out a printed sheet with the list of subjects that were available.”

“What is this?” Netta asked. “I’m only here because Dr. Lorenzo begged me to come.”

“This conference is five Earth days long. You can take up to three lessons per day. The alien medical technology counts for three cylinders to learn it because you have to learn the Ullumff language too. The life elongation treatment takes a whole day, and you have to take it easy afterward. The first day is uncomfortable but it looks like it will probably triple the human lifespan. You’ll meet the Parkers who were 93 and 95 respectively when they took the treatment six months ago. You have to choose what age you want to appear. Most don’t want to look like a teenager even though they’d have a body of one,” Polly said.

Lux walked in just as the group was starting to head toward the hotel. “Hi everyone. My hope is your trip was uneventful.”

“What is this fairy tale your employee is telling us?” Carmen asked. “Does she really believe what she is saying? It is impossible.”

“Was impossible…was…we are having this conference because it is happening whether you believe it or not. You are certainly welcome to walk back through that portal and enjoy your stay in Switzerland. Zurich is lovely this time of year,” Lux said.

“You can’t expect us to believe all this…stuff,” she said diffidently.

“That is what this is all about,” Lux explained and led them out into the bright sunshine of Green.

“Oh, god! Che bello! ¡Dios mío! Kyaa khoob!” exclamations came from most of the guests as they saw the stadium and the multistory hotel surrounded by people and vehicles flying by.

“The Capitol Stadium seats 100,000. The population is close to three million on the planet,” Lux explained. The buildings were sculpted out of the white concrete-like material with much glass tinted in different colors. Many of the tile roofs were styled like homes along the Mediterranean. There were homes and businesses also in Oriental styles like pagodas. It was a breathtaking mix.

They walked down a slight hill, and the breeze had the smell of baked goods and some meats with strange spices. It smelled different from Earth. The sky was a slightly different color because of slightly different gas concentrations, different molecular absorption, and a slightly altered refractive index. The sky was a deeper blue, the breeze felt different from Earthly breezes. The wind caressed them as they walked to the hotel.

They arrived at the hotel and were greeted at the front desk. The hotel desk clerks spoke to the guests in whatever language they requested. The clerks had had the opportunity to learn any languages they wanted, and some had ‘stocked up.’ There were 1,000 conference attendees from different countries. They had reconciled arriving at their new location like politicians at an open bar and never looked back. This was so much better than a conference at some embassy.

The opening ceremony was highly anticipated. The complimentary food at the hotels many restaurants was exceptional. Lux had recruited the best chefs from Earth by offering huge wages and great perks. So far, the chefs had loved the new environment they were thrown into. They could travel back to Fiji, Switzerland, or Panama whenever they wished and that was a big selling point for foreign workers moving to Green. Lux Blakely looked over the hundreds arriving for the conference. Most had been lured here by the misleading information, but the benefits kept them here. A few went back home, either misbelieving or feeling uncomfortable with the arrangements.

Lux walked out to the podium at the conference. “I’d like to welcome you here today. Some of you were lured here but I want to say that the discoveries we have made will change humanity as much as the discovery of fire. We have discovered alien technology that allows us to roll back aging so you can live three times as long as conventional lifespans.”

There were shouts of disbelief. Lux asked them to settle down with the hubbub from the audience. I’d like to introduce Franklin and Eloise Parker. Two young looking people walked out on the stage. The man talked first. “My name is Franklin Parker. I’m 95 years old. I remember World War II. I stopped my aging, so I look about forty. I didn’t want to look like a teenager because of the advice of Dr. Blakely here. My wife of sixty-three years is Eloise.” Eloise walked out and she looked sexy as hell – looking like she was in her late twenties or early thirties.

There was a lot of vocalizations that this was fraud for some reason. Dr. Lorenzo stood up and started speaking in fluent Mandarin, shouting for the audience to calm down. He then switched to English. “We have a situation when we are faced with radical changes in education. I could say a few words in Mandarin until I had the opportunity to spend an hour of training. Now I speak fluent Mandarin. I recommend you shut up and sit down. Look at the gas giant above us and the alien sun. Is this Las Vegas? No. How did you get 8.6 light years from Earth with a step? This is new! Go back to Switzerland or shut up.”


Chapter 7

Disbelief and Disillusion

Lux tried to calm the crowd. He was disgusted with their reaction. “You have the option of tripling your lifespan. We are able to cure all your cancers.” The murmurs turned louder in the audience. “Enough!” he yelled. “Thank you for coming but I will not tolerate disruption. You will be ejected from this conference and sent on your way back to Earth if you don’t tamp down this disruption. You will be forever banned from any life elongation therapy if you don’t calm down. Let me present Medical Technician Huflamm from Gamma Persei, 243 light years from here and Tetbeli, a Graloc arms dealer from LP890-9, 105 light years from Earth. We are not alone in the universe.”

The two aliens walked out and waved their appendages to the group. “Greetings,” Huflamm said. “I am enjoying visiting your world through the portals. We normally only use our portals to travel with three other worlds and I want to thank Lux to make this long trip. I am told he has blocked anyone else coming from my planet unless they are allowed. I am here to update the deplorable backward nature of your medical practice and introduce new concepts that have been used for tens of thousands of years where I come from. You can talk with me later and examine me. I am also told you would think me a human in a suit. I am also told that I am older than any beings here though still a youth in my home. We will talk later about why I can speak your language as well as a native speaker. You will have the opportunity to learn my language so you may speak with any of my fellow beings,” Huflamm said, nodded and stepped aside.

Tetbeli stepped out. “My name is Tetbeli, and I am a Graloc. I am not disfigured – having four arms is normal for my people. I do find some of your females very attractive however so just let me know if any of you are interested in experimentation. I am not a medical technician but became friends with Lux when he visited my store. He invited me to show there are many other races out there. I deal with four or five different species who visit my store and Lux has enabled me to speak like a native to all of them. We will talk later, and you can see the internal images of me and my friend. I am also considered a youth though I am experienced in worldly things.” Tetbeli stepped off to the side and sat down.

Tamta came sauntering up from the side and she had on a harness that covered… a little. The catlike woman made some little growls at men she thought were attractive on the way to the stage. She stepped up to the podium. “My name is Tamta, and I am a Lesma. We have a lifespan that is only a little longer than humans, so we only live to 120 of your years or so. I am a generalist but speak ten alien languages and ten Earth languages now. I also have developed skills with electronics and machinery. We will talk later.”

Lux stepped back up to the podium. “Bet that wasn’t what you expected but this was to let you know we have the means to direct the human race’s development. Your contribution with ideas and suggestions can aid the direction of the human race for the next two hundred years – the length of your lives after you leave here this week. Please take advantage of the learning opportunities. The first part of this week will be learning different languages and having life elongation treatments. The Parkers will tell you how that works and then Tamta will explain how the training cylinders work. Language training is almost always taking one hour per language and taking more than three a day gives an awful headache. I give you Franklin Parker.”

“As I said earlier, my name is Frank Parker, and I am 95 years old. My wife, Eloise, just turned 94. Dr. Blakely suggested I step through a portal and have an alien medical scan and treatment to elongate our lives. Needless to say, I thought that was doubtful, but I also thought, ‘What the heck,’ it wasn’t like I had that much to lose. I’d make some sort of mark in the history books. Look at me. This stuff works but the first day is no picnic. They do a scan on a tilt bed, and you strip. The machinery makes custom nanites. You drink this solution and the nanites make you purge all the harmful stuff in your system. You throw up all this black crud flushed from your system on and off for a few hours and in the morning for two or three more days. I had some basal and squamous cell carcinoma and that went away immediately.”

Franklin continued, “I lost my age spots the first day and my skin tightened up – it didn’t drape under my eyes, cheeks, and neck. My rheumatism was gone after day one. They give you a little bottle to drink when you decide to stop your de-aging experience. I decided to stop with a look like I was about 40. My wife stopped hers in the late twenties. She didn’t want me to look like I was robbing the cradle – I’m not a politician or a movie star. Our bodies have resiliency like teenagers. Looks like I’ll live until I’m about 300 - looking just like I am now. You age really fast when you max out at the end of your life, unlike now. The end is supposedly quick after a few hundred years, I’m told but you don’t get more and more feeble like we do now.”

There were a ton of hands in the air with questions. Franklin pointed to one. “How much does it cost?” a woman asked.

“There is no cost here and now. The government of Green is considering charging them 1% of their total net worth,” Franklin said. “People think they have to pay for something or it’s not worth anything.”

“What are obvious downsides of this treatment?” a young male asked. “Pharmaceutical companies offer miraculous medicines and there are often terrible, hidden side effects. Many big pharma will crash because they’re selling the public the treatments for the symptoms.”

“Hum…that isn’t a downside unless you have a lot of stock. For my wife and I there are several things that come to mind. We want to travel and we’re not sure how long pensions of any kind will last – not long. We’ll need and want to go back to work, and we’ll have to reinvent ourselves several more times. Our passport and driver’s license photos will be suspect – fingerprints don’t change. Most of all, for us, I have sons and granddaughters who have been nice to me only because I didn’t have long left to live. Telling them I might live another two hundred years will make even the dim relatives realize they are not getting any money from an inheritance. It will throw property ownership all out of whack. No one dying – feed more people but we can do so on other planets,” he said, and hands went up all over the audience.

The discussion was lively for another 90 minutes when they called for a mandatory break and food. The aliens and the Parkers were mobbed at the break. The Parkers personally knew some of the older conference participants and were questioned about things that only they would know. There were to be evening learning machine sessions where they could choose from twenty Earth languages and one of four alien languages.

◆◆◆

The morning sessions were raucous. People were speaking to colleagues in a myriad of languages: Hindi, Russian, English, Portuguese, Spanish, Mandarin, Japanese, and Arabic. What really got the Chinese attendees was that many of the attendees now knew 10,000+ Chinese characters in Traditional and Simplified (Jiǎnhuàzì) Mandarin – more than the 5 to 6 thousand characters that they knew themselves. The native Chinese citizens resented how easy the laowai (foreigner) had learned their language and those imprints gave the new learners several dialects too. The Chinese citizens weren’t able to speak in private anymore.

Many attendees had decided to record their memories of skills for financial incentives. The colony acquired all the instructor-level recordings required in math, most of the sciences - at least through master’s levels, in psychology, psyops, cultural diversity, history, a lot of music, dancing, art, and cooking. The colony recorded architecture engrams (memories of training and experience) for cities and rural areas, farming, brewing, marketing, sales, public speaking, body language and more. They got 950 new skills recorded from 763 attendees. Anna had picked a good crop and all for less than a billion dollars – less than the cost of one US bomber.

Most of the attendees were ecstatic with their new skills they learned and were looking forward to more learning tonight.

Today’s sessions were entitled pre-requisites, and it was being led by Lux, Lakshmi, and Tamta.

Tamta, the Lesma feline female led off the talk and certainly ‘attracted’ the attention of all genders in the audience. Her outfit was similarly arresting to the one she had worn on the first day.

“I was part of an alien operation that recorded hundreds of different skills from talented experts. We recorded many languages and skills. Many beings claim skills in certain subjects, but they are rarely as skilled as they think they are. The ones we recorded were from the best and brightest beings who were considered masters in one or more fields. Just as many of you received language skills, It would not have as much benefit if you learned the language of the uneducated. You do not want your language skills from some who can only dig ditches. The same is true for the sciences. Do you want to learn mathematics from someone who can only teach from a book, or do you want the person who writes the math books,” Tamta said and there was a lot of murmuring in the audience.

“Hold your questions just a bit so I can answer general questions I was always asked. No – recording a subject doesn’t hurt. No – it doesn’t have your dreams or crazy desires you may have included in the recording. The recording machine goes through two stages. The operator – me or someone like me – tells the person being recorded the range of what they want to record. It takes one to two hours. The cylinder can then be duplicated and distributed to others. It takes them as long to learn it as it does to record it. The memories are permanent as if you learned that information yourself – but… you have to have the background to understand what was being taught,” Tamta explained.

“Let me give you an example. I recorded magnetic propulsion theory from Lux Blakely. That took two hours because it was so much information. I recorded the mathematical magnetic equations from Lakshmi Varma,” Tamta explained. “I could not understand what the heck they were explaining unless I had the pre-requisite mathematics, physics, plasma generation, electronics, and fabrication backgrounds to understand what was going on. You could not understand algebra without knowing basic math. You wouldn’t understand trigonometry either. You wouldn’t understand multidimensional communications without knowing multidimensional fields. We need to list the prerequisites that you think are essential and then look to individuals here who would be good candidates to record their knowledge - open source - to the galaxy.”

There was an outcry from the attendees. “Wait! Wait! I have been told by Dr. Blakely that those individuals used for recordings will be compensated with one million US dollars after taxes. I now turn this over to Dr. Lux Blakely.”

The audience was going nuts at this point, so Lux just stood there for a while as pandemonium reined in the audience. This went on for eight minutes until the audience noted that Lux was sitting in the center of the stage with his chin on his fist looking like a bored copy to Rodin’s The Thinker contemplating hell. The audience saw him, and a few started chuckling and the chuckling spread and turned to laughter. Everyone calmed down and the mood lightened. Lux straightened up.

“Some of you noticed a common denominator in this gathering and it’s similar to talk show guests on social media forums,” Lux said. “You have all written books on topics we want to record. You certainly don’t have to participate in this endeavor to educate the galaxy with your knowledge. We will try to find someone else – probably your archrival in the field and record them and give them a million dollars. You may not want to be known throughout the galaxy as an intellectual for millennia. You may have a blog you struggle to keep going. Surely, you can reach as many…beings. I will now turn over the podium to Dr. Lakshmi Varma.”

Lakshmi took the podium and Lux felt the pull of her physical attraction since she had really taught him how to kiss. It was a good memory and he smiled at her as he walked to the side of the stage. She raised an eyebrow at that grin. She looked down a moment to compose herself and then lifted her head to address the audience.

“Today I’d like you all to take the tablets we gave to you when you entered – they are yours to keep by the way – you’ll see a form on your desktop. I want each of you to recommend what your expertise is in – it may be in something other than the book you wrote. It could be a number of topics. Recommend others over the next few days or after you leave. Our A.I. can track them down. Now – here is the biggest thing you need to add. What pre-requisites did you need to know before you were able to become the expert you are? What should people know before they take your learning cylinder? Talk it out with your colleagues. We break for lunch and recording or learning sessions. Any questions before we break?” Lakshmi asked.

“Evan Tuttle, economist. I have two questions and they are somewhat in the same vein. Can anyone absorb these cylinders and get as much out of it as a genius?”

“Good question. Let me refer to something Tamta told me. Some people are as dumb as rocks, and you can educate the hell out of them, and they are still dumb as rocks. An analogy would be – you have a little scooter that runs on gas – you give it rocket fuel – it’s still a scooter and won’t perform like a rocket,” Lakshmi said.

“I guess there’s no hope for politicians then…” Tuttle laughed at his own joke and then continued. “My other question would be for Huflamm. Will the age reversal work on everyone?”

“Good question. I heard someone else ask Huflamm that question last night. He said that some people it doesn’t work on, and they just pee out the nanites. Typically, he said it was because they had been taking junk that messed with their body’s gene expression in the transcription process. Some rich folks have spent tons to stay alive longer and have sabotaged their body’s ability to reverse engineer the process with tweaks to their genes,” Lakshmi explained. “Look around at the young folks with the barf bags that have been quietly throwing up. They were old yesterday. Robots will come and apply the procedures if you decide today. See you in the morning. Make decisions and have a good night.”

◆◆◆

End of the Conference

Lakshmi came up to Lux and Prissy as the conference wound down and people were leaving through the portals through the three Mars embassies on Earth and a few through the one to Mars. “You realize this is a stick hitting the wasp nest on Earth, don’t you?”

“Why do you say that, Lakshmi?” Prissy asked.

“You realize that the rich elites are going to go crazy that your people on Mars and Green are healthy with young people who can live three centuries and travel everywhere with a step. Being better educated that everyone on Earth will bring resentments too,” Lakshmi said.

“Yep,” Lux asked. “We’re even going to make the Pope angry.”




“What about defense of this planet? Will they attack our embassies on Earth?” Lakshmi asked.

“Looking at attacks on just US embassies and to quote Lux – Yep. I’m surprised that no one has asked to set up an embassy here but that would require they recognize our sovereignty. We will have to get a larger population and we are doubling the size of the protection fleet here,” Prissy said.

Trenton walked up. “Wanted to thank you for inviting me. I’m chock full of new languages and the portal cylinder. I think the one I made on building small spacecraft will be good if it’s restricted a bit. Were you talking about the effect of Earth’s public learning there were other sentient species out in the universe.”

“Nope,” Lux said. “The alternative fact folks will say it’s a hoax and they’ll do the same with the getting younger stories. Later, they’ll be the ones demanding the government giving it to them.”

“You’ve got a good start with what you’ve recorded here. The attendees gave us a lot of good ideas about pre-requisites. How will you implement them here on Green?” Trenton asked.

“We’ll give access to languages and skills of math and sciences first. Students will get world history from Earth in hour long chunks instead of boring lectures. Once students master the basics we can assess their mastery levels – at least, Anna and the other A.I.s will assess their levels and then we’ll give them advanced skills. In the sciences we are building more labs and shops and buying every 3D printer we can lay hands on at our embassies and portaling – that’s our new word to transport goods from place to place on grav sleds. We need bigger embassies, but I expect them to be attacked soon. We have plans for them all to evacuate and leave nothing behind. We have dug escape tunnels in all our embassies that lead to main transport hubs. Most personnel will leave by portal,” Lux explained.

◆◆◆

FBI Counterterrorism Section – Washington D.C.

Suzanne Turner was still assistant director of the Counterterrorism Division after the latest shuffling of executives, and she was ready to retire with all the B.S. she had to put up with the last 30 years – she knew she had already done her penance. She had taken every crappy desk job and had really worked to get into this position. “What is it, Phillipe?” she asked over the secure line.

“Have you heard about the education conference at the Mars embassy in Zurich? You should have. It is very strange and there have been a number of reports coming from there. There is enough random intelligence that have been corroborated. People who went to the conference now speak other languages fluently,” Phillipe said.

“And?” Suzanne asked, put out by this rambling response. Didn’t agents know how to give a succinct report anymore? she thought.

“You don’t understand. People left that conference can now speak Hindi, Mandarin, and Russian – fluently. They must have been plants who slipped up and used their native tongue or they are trying to replace older agents with younger ones. Many of them have left the conference and asked for new IDs. Could someone on Mars have learned to change a person’s fingerprints. They know everything their original person knew but 35-year-olds are replacing people in their eighties or nineties,” Phillipe said. “It’s all in my report. I have 14 names.”

“Thanks Phillipe. I’ll look into it. Send me any more information as you get it,” she said and disconnected. She sat there a minute thinking about it. This could be that end of career lightning rod that gives me a book to push. Russia or China waking a long line of sleepers? Maybe? She’d contact a friend. Phillipe’s report from Berne, Switzerland of all places…not the embassy in Zurich.

◆◆◆

NSA Headquarters – Fort Meade - Office of Tom Arnold

“Hi Suzanne. It’s been a while since you called me. What’s up?” Tom said.

“I’ve got a poser for you as the Brits say. Heard anything about an education conference at an embassy? People leaving the conference and now they’re communicating in different languages that they’ve never been known to do before. Some of those leaving have appearance changes and are asking for younger ID photos. Know anything about that?” she asked.

“Could it be a conference at a Mars embassy we are referring to?” Tom asked to answer some questions he had.

“Exactly,” Suzanne said. “My agent near there called me and sent me a list of names. They were confirmed speaking Hindi, Mandarin, and Russian.”

“I’ll have your agent talk to mine there. It’s amazing the only people that talk are us old timers. My agents can just walk over, and we’ll get them to share and get back to us,” Tom said. “I’ll forward you what I’m allowed.”

“Wait a minute,” Suzanne said. “You have agents posted in Zurich right now?”

“No…oh crap. I thought you were talking about the Mars Embassy in Panama City, Panama. I have three hundred something names of people that registered as entering Panama to go to the conference. Send me those names. Something quirky is going on here. I’ll let my CIA contacts know. We still do some backdoor communication off the grid.” Tom said.

“Thanks Tom. Give Fredrick my best. He still works for you, or has he retired already?” Suzanne commented.

“Crap. Fredrick left the office, retired early, and emigrated to Green. I hear he renounced his US citizenship after the last failed US incursion to Green,” Tom said.

“Oh no!” she said. “Really? Let me know. This could be a bigger deal than we thought.”

◆◆◆

CIA Headquarters – Langley, Virginia – Office of Ingrid – Chief Analyst

“Hi Tom. Calling about Lux Blakely again or did you give up on that obsession? Heard Fredrick left the office and went to Green of all places. Bet that was galling. You check out the Mars embassies?” Ingrid asked.

“Yeah. I see you’re well informed. Did you check flights to Fiji too? Two hundred and twelve people went there for the conference and vacation. Over eight hundred people went to the three embassies. Want to know how many people needed new I.D.s – two-thirds of them. How many have you interviewed? They’ll tell you what happened and it’s some real stuff. Your boy is up to his neck in it too. You know about the aliens? There were three different species seen and they talked about four or five more species, but we think that is just a marketing scam. Did they mention the instant learning things they use?” Ingrid asked.

“Whoa…whoa! Really! They all didn’t just find some new drug at the embassies,” Tom asked feeling overwhelmed.

“No. Don’t be flip. This is for real. Oh. Did I mention they stepped to the planet Green from the embassies? No spaceships. It doesn’t take three days. You take one step to go to Mars or Green. Who knows where else you can go?” Ingrid said.

“Green’s still a tiny little colony. Why would 1,000 people go there? How did they go there?” Tom asked.

“You haven’t seen the videos. Prime’s a big modern city with hotels, restaurants, and a big ass stadium. That’s what they call it. It looks beautiful. You need to interview some of the people. Yes – they learned to speak complex languages in an hour – I’ve been beating my head against the wall to learn to speak enough Spanish to talk to my gardener. People say it takes about an hour per language and you can learn three languages in a day or – get this – it gives you a headache. Crap – here’s the best part – no, no – maybe for me – they’ve learned to reverse ageing. They say they can have you live 300 years while looking 20 – or 40 or whatever. Only about two out of three of them took the treatment and they say there were 1,000 in attendance,” Ingrid said. “I want to go. Not sure my pension would last that long but damn – you need to interview some of the people. I’m not supposed to but I’m going to send some videos of interviews to you. My people are going to classify all the videos from Green so distribute them quick,” Ingrid said. “Got to go, bye.”

Tom sat back and looked at the first of many interviews with conference attendees. Good grief! He thought. This stuff is impossible. I wonder what our allies have on it. I’ll get their take on things and send this up the chain, so they won’t disregard it all. He called his buddy in MI-5.

◆◆◆

MI-5 Headquarters – Thames House, London

“Hey Charles. You have a call from that Yank, Tom. He didn’t know you got promoted. You want to talk to the Colonel?”

“Transfer him, please. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?” Charles asked.

“Can you confirm the results of the education conference on Green? Some of the interviews of participants are pretty wild. You want me to send you the videos of the interviews? I also have the videos some of the attendees took while they were there. It looks pretty authentic except the bit about the aliens. We think that’s a marketing scam. Looks like two-thirds of them took the life elongation treatments,” Tom Arnold said.

“I say…that is interesting. Yes, we interviewed a few of the people. Just send what you have, and I’ll update our files. Thanks a lot, Tom,” Charles said and disconnected.

“Peter. Remember that report we had about an education conference in Zurich, Switzerland?” Charles asked.

“Yes, sir. We disregarded it because it was science fiction garbage with no credence. What about it?” Peter asked.

“You need to look at some videos I just got from our American associates. There seems to be some support for what happened there,” Charles said. “He knew which agents he would send to investigate.”

◆◆◆

Australian Secret Intelligence Service - Barton, Australian Capital Territory

Fabio Meloni, Director General of ASIS, looked at the report from his agents who had interviewed the attendees at the Mars embassy in Fiji. The claims were outrageous, but they looked convincing. He didn’t want to, but he called his contact in Beijing. His agent in Geneva was looking into allegations.

General Feng Xu took the call from his old contact in Australia knowing that government listeners would be monitoring the call. He hadn’t been in the Ministry of State Security (MSS or Guóānbù) for a little over a year. He connected the call with a bit of trepidation.

“Fabio, my friend, it has been a long time. What can I do for you?” Xu asked knowing he could get reciprocal information.

“We have interviewed some Chinese citizens who went to an education conference. We confirmed what they experienced with Australian citizens. They traveled through the Mars Embassy in Fiji. We plan to send agents to investigate this further. They saw what they thought were aliens, but they were pretty big and figured that was some type of publicity scheme. I will send the interview videos from the Chinese subjects if you send me information you have. This is big,” Fabio said knowing the Chinese want to surveil their citizens wherever they are in the world.

“I will send you the videos we have from the Mars embassy in Panama. I am doing it now,” Feng said knowing he would send the videos to him. “We will investigate it further.”

◆◆◆

Sports Competition Location Par Excellence

Maybe it was the Lummi factor or Anna’s weird suggestions, but Lux fleshed out his idea to Prissy again when she came home from a hard day at the military base. Some of the soldiers were complaining about the extended tour on Green no matter how good the conditions were. The replacement troops were coming in, a ship or two at a time. They were trying to get them trained in local and alien languages and skills. It was a shock that they could gain so much knowledge so fast. Many were thinking of leaving the military but the threat from the Earth nations was only on pause – it wasn’t over.

“Explain it to me again,” Prissy said with a sigh. She certainly didn’t feel frisky tonight.

“The Earth nations will be corroborating the reports from participants at the conference. Those nations will be looking to send agents (spies) to get our technology. I want to let them do it like we did with the immigrants. I want all the information about aliens, their language, and their cultures disseminated. Give it to them and they won’t take it. I want agents to steal learning machine players and select cylinders that we want them to have like open-source software. Language training will remove a lot of barriers when everyone can speak the main Earth languages,” Lux said.

“That’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard. We need to hold on to it to control it,” she said.

“The rarity of intelligence adds to its value. Consider someone going to Russia or China and speaking like a native. More opportunities for melding cultures. The zero-point energy modules are going to disrupt a lot of industries. What do you think that will affect?” Lux asked.

“I don’t know and I’m tired,” she said, frowned and answered. “It will throw a wrench in the oil and gas industry. The car industries were resisting the magnetic and gravity propulsion abilities for vehicles mostly. This will put the nail in the coffin for that. Solar, wind, and nuclear will be toast. It will also finally kill the practical-fusion-is-only-ten-years-away crowd. Translation services will collapse but tourism would probably increase as well as immigration when everyone can speak the languages of any other country.”

“What about aliens?” Lux asked getting ready for bed himself.

“There will be those that want to trade and gather alien artifacts and knowledge. It would be better if Earth people knew alien languages and culture. It will take Earthers a long time to get the recorders and to duplicate cylinders. We can be the repository of those,” Prissy said. “Wait. You’re planning to hold concerts here to lure immigrants and have visitors take the learning cylinders. Did you come up with this yourself?”

“Actually, Anna did. We ran bunches of simulations and Green thrived and survived the longest when we had as many people as possible take the alien learning cylinders. Our independent survival lasted longer the more Earthers learned languages. The longest we lasted was a century that had any chance of working. There were too many variables even for all our A.I.s combined. Tamta got with me and let me know that the learning cylinders can be used to condition beings too,” Lux admitted.

“You didn’t tell me that. Who knows that nuclear secret level tidbit?” Prissy said slapping his chest as they lay together.

“What nuclear level tidbit?” Lux exclaimed.

“Tamta, me, and now you. Tamta was talking about failed programs. She said their facility experimentally made cylinders that taught a mundane skill but added conditioning so the person would not reveal a secret,” Prissy said.

“That program failed?” Lux asked.

“Sort of…they did the tests to see if they could break the conditioning, We can add the conditioning to any being we give sensitive information. Tamta said they could give training that let a person think they got the information, but they really didn’t get it. They couldn’t tell or show anybody information. They would only speak gibberish if they tried to get restricted material,” Prissy said. “They tried to break the conditioning with pain, drugs, bribes, and the like but were unsuccessful.”

“That is cruel but very funny. We ought to do that and put security features into all our sensitive programs like weapons, or portals. Go to sleep. I’m tired,” Prissy said.

He lay there thinking about the simulations he had run with Anna. How could he tweak more life for the colony? His mind just kept coming up with new ideas.  He finally fell into a fitful sleep hours later.

◆◆◆

Executive Decisions

The president looked at the reports coming in from the CIA, NSA, and the FBI and they were all disturbing. It was unbelievable, but there seemed to be over 700 people out of 1,000 that had attended this conference who swore they went to the planet Green in the Sirius system who were rejuvenated. The president wanted to get in on that. He didn’t care about all the other crap about stepping through a portal to the stars or learning languages in an hour. He figured everybody else should just speak English. Hell, he was president of the US and everybody else could take an hour to learn his language. He authorized and ordered all his intelligence agencies to go after the secrets. His people thought the aliens were actors in suits for advertising – stupid idea.

◆◆◆

The President of Russia looked at the reports from his intelligence operatives and he was particularly interested in the reports of the weapons they had. Those portals, he thought, would allow him to send shock troops just anywhere without needing to build a long line of vehicles. They had finally gotten those lifter things to work without the overriding software that had been built into them by the designer. He would be able to send his troops anywhere without them being stopped. He ordered the Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR Russia) to acquire the technology for weapons and portal technology from Green. Aliens? Actors in suit were some kinds of Hollywood type stunt.

◆◆◆

The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom looked at the reports from the education conference and was intrigued by the reported ability to learn languages in an hour. He wondered if they had the Kannada language since he still had some old connections from that region. Some attendees reported they learned Hindi, Mandarin, and Russian but no one mentioned Kannada. He was most interested in the reports of the numerous robots and manufacturing methods that were apparent in the videos. He ordered MI-6 (Secret Intelligence Service – SIS) to acquire the information. His people dismissed the ideas about aliens – trying to out-Hollywood the Americans would never work.

◆◆◆

The Prime Minister of Australia met with members of the Australia Secret Intelligence Service (ASIS) to look over the corroborated reports from Fiji and Geneva about the Mars Embassies and their education conference. He was particularly interested in their zero-point power supplies and spaceships. His government had to prostrate themselves before the US to get the damn expensive nuclear submarine. French officials had only wanted to sell them conventionally fueled subs. He told his people to offer to negotiate with officials for them but if that didn’t work…

◆◆◆

The President of Brazil, the Chancellor of Germany, the Prime Minister of Italy, the President of Argentina, the President of France, and the President of Uruguay all looked at the reports from attendees and the videos of and around the colony and its large-covered stadium. They had heard from attendees that there were negotiations for a five-day tournament. Rumors suggested that all team members would receive free travel from a Mars Earth Embassy, a large per diem, and high salaries and prizes. They thought about how much it would earn for themselves and the FIFAassociation. The Prime Minister of England was torn between acquiring the tech and football.

◆◆◆

“Really!” Robert exclaimed. “Are you out of your mind? We would have a quarter of a million people coming through here in a week. There would be gobs of spies seeded into the spectators?”

“Yep, exactly. We want to seed them the tech we want to seed. We would sell the learning machine players and offer language, first aid, and many more local products at a reasonable cost. We could get many people here through portals and put them up in all the local hotels. Our restaurants and shops would flourish. We could offer immigrant guides and build resorts around the lake north of us. We can now predict weather months ahead now with our A.I.s predictions. FIFA is salivating about what they would earn,” Lux explained. “Why do you think we’ve been building all those luxury hotels and restaurants? It put a lot of our refugees to work, and we use the robots for menial tasks.”

Prissy was warming to the plan. “Answer this for me, Robert. Polly, what do you think? What is the likelihood that someone would attack us during this tournament? Something like a terrorist attack or try to take over the planet or our manufacturing facilities.”

“Terrorist attack? Probably a decent chance of an attack if people weren’t screened on the way to Green. Any nation-state like the US or Russia that attacks you now would face serious repercussions back home especially if it was televised live,” Robert said. “Green could make a killing selling broadcast rights to the games in real time through our quantum tunneling technology. We would have to protect the connection equipment through our embassies. We’d have to beef-up the protection at all our embassies.”

“I agree. Get with Prissy here and Mars Command to determine what we’d need security-wise. Colonel. What can you tell us about the Mars detachment of ships stationed here?” Lux said after Prissy had prompted him to ask the question at every public place they went.

“It looks like Green is taking over the funding and support for all the military here,” Prissy said. “Quite a few of my soldiers have requested that their family be moved to on-base quarters here. Mars has agreed to double the number of ships and troops stationed here. We have built additional housing using the alien building technology. They’re actually quite swank.”

“Really?” the mayor said as he heard what they were talking about as he walked up to their group.

“How are you, Mayor Bensom?” Prissy said.

“I’m fine Colonel. So, it’s true about the additional troops? Great. The plans for football matches are heating up, I hear,” the mayor said.

“I still can’t get used to hearing someone talking about football when they’re talking about soccer,” Regina said and Polly, Robert, and Elijah nodded.

“We’re Americans,” Polly said. “To us, football is the NFL.”

◆◆◆

FIFA Headquarters – Zurich, Switzerland

The FIFA Council sat with many of its 37 members in attendance. The rest were here on one of the video conferencing platforms left over from the last pandemic – much to the exasperation of the rest.

“What did the ambassador say?” The President of the council said.

“Say. Look at that contract the ambassador of Mars Embassy here in Zurich sent to me and I forwarded to all of you. It’s a contract spelling out percentages, obligations, default clauses – everything we normally have in our contracts. It’s using most of our original wording. It is fair and quite equitable for us. It details how teams, and their associates will be treated, how referees will be treated, and even goes into broadcast rights. I was a referee in the South American Football Confederation (COMMEBOL) in my younger days,” Laureano González said. “These are the best terms I’ve ever seen. We should accept it as is before they change their mind. I was told this was the best deal they could make.”

“How will people get there? I’d like to go. Have you seen their damn brochures – it looks like a pleasure cruise and the cost is nothing as these things go. How can they afford to do this?” the President of the Council asked.

“I’m told it’s kind of a loss leader though I’m told they still intend to make a profit from the broadcast rights and repeat business,” Laureano said.

“What do you mean repeat business? Isn’t this place 8.6 light years away? How can they transport teams for free, give them a per diem and pay these high salaries?” the President asked.

“They are tied to Mars too and Mars mines the asteroids, I’m told. It’s that Lux Blakely guy tied up in all this. I think the guy farts gold as wealthy as he is. He’s the one that started mining the 16 Psyche asteroid before anyone else. He’s got patents that still pay him even though he’s persona non grata with a few governments because he didn’t roll over to their threats,” Laureano said. “The repeat business is with the concerts they plan to have there too. The climate is supposed to be a warm temperate year-round.”

“Is it safe?” the vice-president from the Asian Football Confederation asked. “I heard rumors that they have aliens there.”

“That’s probably a rumor Russia started since they got their butt kicked when they tried to take over the place,” a UEFA member said, and many laughed.

“Let the lawyers look at it then – let’s vote on it,” the President said.

“I move we approve it,” Laureano said.

“I second that we approve,” the OFC vice-president said.

“Any discussion?” the president asked. “No discussion! My god. You must have seen how much we’ll be making with this…All right…all in favor of approving this if the lawyers give it their blessing. The contract comes back here if they turn it down. Vote now.”

“Thirty-six approve to one no vote. Note that Sheikh Salman bin Ibrahim Al Khalifa votes no – again. Yes – don’t say it. Your father said there should never be a unanimous vote, or someone will think it is a corrupt vote. Certainly, no one ever complained that FIFA was corrupt,” the President said, and everyone laughed.

◆◆◆

Brewer’s Bounty – Distiller’s Dream – Chef’s Delight

The Russians brought distilling equipment and remnants of the crews from the failed coup put it to use immediately. It had been two years and there had been a lot of experimentation with local charred wooden barrels to age the liquors. Some had used aeration and oxygenation to age the liquors faster or ultrasonic aging by interaction between the liquid and the wood. The best results were the alien liquors purchased by the same distributor that had acquired the medical equipment for them.

Green produced prodigious amounts of local grains. Some was used to supplement feeding the population of three million and some went into production for the breweries that popped up. Many of the immigrants knew how to brew and local taverns sprang up all across Green. This was aided by the learning cylinders made from highly skilled chefs, sous chefs, and short order cooks among the population and retrieved from memory imprints from Mars operatives on Earth.

Restaurants, hotels, and shops benefitted from the constant flow and expansion of the Panama ports of Balboa and Cristobal Harbors for trade goods through the portals at the ever Westward expanding Mars Embassy near Panama City. The volume of trade goods moving through the Embassy was staggering with the presence of spaceships constantly over the embassies. Shiploads of food and goods from the Atlantic and Pacific sides unloaded in the free trade zones to keep prices low. The spaceships were only for the bulkiest cargoes that were difficult to put through the portal until it could be enlarged. Transport prices of goods were kept lower than most since there was little rail or land transport necessary.

◆◆◆

Eugene Bradley Phillips

Phillips was one of those old, behind-the-scenes type of industrialists and bankers similar to Farben, Koch, or Rothchild. He saw the flood of trade goods going through the Mars Embassy in Panama and caught inferences of a conference on the planet Green. The Panama trade was beginning to affect his profits, so he sent several of his troubleshooters to investigate and sabotage their operations. He never heard from them. Three more disappeared before he decided to twist the arms of the Panamanian government to restrict their trade. He found out that most of the goods weren’t, in fact, going to Mars, but were going to the planet Green instead.

Ginger Nakamura was displeased when the three Panamanian officials showed up at her door at the Mars embassy. Her administrative assistant showed them in. She had told Paulus that she needed a trade administrator, but he dragged his feet all the time and now she had to handle the crap. If she wasn’t earning a fortune here, she would have quit.

“Gentlemen. What can I do for you?” Nakamura answered with a smile that did not make it to her eyes.

“This is a Stop-work order from the government of Panama to any goods traveling through your facility, West of the embassy. You have been shipping those goods to the planet Green instead of Mars. We do not have an agreement with Green. We only have a foreign trade agreement with Mars,” the portly man said.

“Green is a colony of Mars. Surely this is an extreme measure. We would be happy to negotiate a trade agreement directly for Green if you wish. How could we get temporary relief? What would it take to get relief while we negotiate a new agreement? We would be very accommodating,” she said.

The man in charge turned to his two associates and asked them to step out of the room. They turned and left immediately. “It will take two months before a new trade agreement like your former one can be concluded and that is fast. I can obtain a stay on that stop work order with the right incentives.”

Ginger reached into her desk and took out a sheet of paper which she signed. “This contains all the codes and receiver information to take over a shell corporation here in Panama. It has an innocuous name.”

“I would be found out by my government,” he said.

“This shell corporation owns an aged shelf corporation in Montana that has over two million US dollars in assets. Shelf corporations are shell corporations that are years old. This shows you own a US Corporation that has been in business for five years – nothing recent. All taxes are paid. Your shell corporation here in Panama would show only your ownership of this corporation in Montana and it would be almost impossible to trace,” she said.

“That is agreeable. Now I must…” he started yelling. “What! I do not take bribes! I will have this embassy and all your trading shut down! That is ridiculous. I will have all your people expelled from the country if you don’t get your agreements into order!” he yelled as he signed the ownership documents and put the paper in his pocket. "One more word and I’ll have your staff expelled from the country! I’ll be back!” he yelled as he handed her paperwork for her to show the port officials that lifted the stop work order. He stepped out the door to her office and slammed the door. “These foreigners think they own us,” he said with a huff.

“You sure told her off. She’ll think twice before she tries anything against us, won’t she?” one of his aides said.

Ginger looked at the paperwork the official had given her. Two sheets were to lift the stop work order with all the official seals and signatures – one copy for each. The third sheet was a little hand-written note that was barely legible. Eugene Phillips pressured the government here to hinder your operations. She wondered who had been sending those operatives down here to mess them up. She called Anna on the emergency line.


Chapter 8

Return to Mars

Lux felt a real letdown on returning to Mars, but he needed to see his dad. He and his bodyguards walked right in. He was surprised there was little security.

“Dad. We need to talk,” Lux said.

“It’s all right. I know all about the birds and the bees,” he said and grinned. “You wonder about the security don’t you. I’m not as devil-may-care as you think. You were screened for weapons, of which you have a lot, analyzed as not a threat even though you three are a formidable force by yourselves. What’s up that you had to come here?” Paulus asked.

“You know about the conference we had, right? We recorded a lot of skillsets, and I brought you some of them that might be useful. I have some alien cultural ones with their languages you will need soon,” Lux said and paused before continuing to see how his father would take all this. “We have some administrative ones from some real pros that will help and a few others.”

“Look. I consider you all family here. I was an on again – off again dad who vacillated between harsh and crazy because I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with such a brilliant son, but I’ve resolved a lot of my issues. Luckily, you weren’t too scarred from my doubts and mistakes,” Paulus held out his arms and Lux grabbed his dad and gave each other a big hug with eyes getting a bit shiny. Paulus sniffed and opened his desk drawer and took out a case of learning cylinders. “We haven’t been totally idle here as you’ve seen with us sending you a rotation and strengthening of your troops.”

Paulus continued and opened the case. “These are for you, your wife, your bodyguards, and the military on Green. These are military cylinders that are brutal. We also have a new device we’ve developed to take back with you that the military developed with our A.I.s and your initial ideas you’ve picked up. The device ties the learning module to something like a super TENS unit that teaches physical skills. You could be a good soccer player, but you record a legendary soccer player. This ties the muscle memory to the fine motor skills. It wouldn’t make a mediocre player a legendary player because they may not have the flexibility, muscles, or equipment, but it would enable them to play much better and they’d know the routines to get better.”

“So, I could learn to play the piano, dance, or swim, but you could develop the muscles and flexibility to do so. I could play the guitar but would need to develop the calluses on my fingers,” Lux said.

“Well yes but we have been going through military veterans, street fighters, and trainers to get the best to turn civilians into soldiers. You’re going to need a lot of these to train your own forces. You heard what happened in Panama where Eugene Phillips nearly cut us off there. He was one of the ones manipulating the military to attack you. Did you know he was born in 1925 and he looks sixty-five? He’s spent a lot of his money – billions -- backing life elongation research,” Paulus said.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Lux said. “I’m still thinking about how to use this tech to recruit an army.”

“You may need to get rid of Phillips as he is trying to get the US and UK to attack you again since he’s caught wind of your life elongation information. I have insiders in the US administration that say the President is leaning that way. Back to this case,” Paulus said. “These cylinders are Marine basic training, rank structure, code of conduct, counter insurgency, urban warfare, EOD, evasion and escape, close quarter battle, riot control, leadership, combat medicine, tactical strategy, military history, and the like from the best we could find. You should record your knife work because you’re right up there with the CutsAll and throwing knives. I guess you should record use of your new weapons and get Prissy to record her knowledge of space warfare.”

“You’ve been busy. Did you get these from experts currently in the military? High ranking officers?” Lux asked.

Paulus started laughing and had a hard time catching his breath. “Oh hell no. We went to guys that had been there and came through anyway. The guys you never hear anything about because all the officers were tucked away somewhere safe and never saw what really happened. These were recorded from the tough old bastards that refused to die and wouldn’t let their buddies die. Some of these recordings take a while to get over. We recorded guys who were old but still lucid. Combat veterans that were non-functional sometimes, some invalids, but still with it upstairs.”

“That is great but why?” Lux asked. “You know we’re planning to host a big soccer tournament and later some concerts. We expect tourism to add to our economy. We are starting to get a trickle of exports. We have to get shipments of liquors from Jack Daniels and some other producers.”

“People are going to come after you from all sides and you also need to firm up allies with some of those alien races. I took the cultural cylinder on all the alien languages because Anna got a robot to smuggle them to me from the production line. All the military here is getting some of them,” Paulus said.

“Does the military have the Lesma language?” Lux asked in Lesma.

“No, it’s considered too rare,” Paulus said in Lesma. “Ah. A good precaution. What do you want to tell me that you don’t want the military to know?”

“Tamta told me that you can add conditioning so soldiers can never turn against you or your country. They tried to break the conditioning and it didn’t work. Anna has given me names and files on agents that will attempt to acquire technology from us during the soccer event. I plan to condition them so they decide not to sabotage us while they are there, and they cannot attack us,” Lux explained in Lesma. “I want them to steal some of the learning machines and cylinders to get them disseminated across the Earth. I want them to steal the ones teaching alien culture, Trade language, and maybe the Ullumff dialects. We still have thousands of different cylinders we’ve picked up to catalog. I need to go back and get a few more contract loads of alcoholic beverages after I finish here. Thanks dad. This will help us a lot on the frontier.”

“Take this coffin with you. A lot of research went into that. This one is a bit stinky. People sweat a lot during these sessions. That’s why you got this one as a model. Safe travels son. You too fellas,” Paulus said to Jack and Elijah who were quietly taking it all in.

They nodded and started walking back to the portal, pulling the grav sled with the new recorder/player for physical skills. “What do we do about Eugene?” he asked in Ullumff. People seeing them thought nothing of them pulling this thing floating over the surface. It showed how much more unusual Mars was than Earth.

“We ought to kidnap him. How did he make his billions, anyway? Does he have any kids? Wives?” Elijah asked in Tros.

“Anna sent me his file after the Panama incident with the ambassador. He’s been married three times, but all his ex-wives are dead. No kids living. He made his money initially opening luxury hotel chains, considered the best of the best in the business but then he got into real estate and investment banking. His last wife got into his money, and they had a nasty divorce. He changed and became manipulative and bitter,” Lux said in Graloc. They stepped through the portal back to Lux’s lab.

“Get with Anna and figure how to do it. Let’s take him with us when we go to pick up the next shipments of booze you guys liked so much.

◆◆◆

Taking a little (kid)nap

Robert felt odd looking up Rodney. He knocked on the door of the resort home on the lake north of the colony.

The door was opened by a pretty blond female in her twenties. “Hi. I’m Amber. You must be Robert. I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said cocking her head to the side and grinning. “He’s down at the dock and he’s due back any minute,” she said looking very disappointed. “He’ll be going fishing early tomorrow if you want to come out and wait for him,” she said provocatively.

Robert coughed, “Thank you for the offer but I need to talk to him about business. Is your dock out back?”

“Come in – come in,” she said. “I got the impression that you were older. I didn’t realize you were so young. This is the living room; the kitchen is over there and that’s the guest bedroom. Rodney doesn’t go away for long like he used to, and it gets lonely out here,” she said with a pout. “This leads out over the deck and the dock is just beyond.”

“Thanks, Amber,” he said and hastened out the sliding door. Whew he thought. This might be easier than he thought. He walked about 100 meters to a pretty fancy dock with three boats attached. “Rodney!” he yelled at the man on the yacht.

“Robert! How are you? Everything okay?” Rodney said. “My god! You look great. You look like you’re in your late twenties – what the hell?”

“Can we talk – privately?” Robert asked thinking how old, Rodney looked.

“Sure. Welcome aboard,” Rodney said and waved Robert in.

“I met Amber. I thought you were settling down with Marjorie. What happened there?” Robert asked.

“I came home early one day from a charter, and she was with another guy. What’s with you? Did you have plastic surgery?” Rodney asked.

“Nope. Lux found an alien medical tech and now we’re able to reverse aging back to early adulthood. I chose to look about thirty. They say we can live 300 years,” Robert said.

“Do you get annoyed by younger people without experience like…” Rodney asked jerking a thumb toward his house.

“Amber? What does she do, or does she work?” Robert asked.

“She’s a part-time hairdresser – excuse me – cosmetologist. She was a rebound from Marjorie, and she’s got roving eyes too. I know you didn’t want to come talk to me about going on a charter or talking about my love life. What’s up?”

“I wanted to pick your brain – come to think of it – would you like to be 25 again? Lux would love to have you back, but I need you for something. You’ve done some forced extractions before haven’t you?” Robert asked.

“Kidnappings? You know I did. How hard is this medical stuff? How much is it? I have more money than I know what to do with. That’s why Amber latched on to me but that pales quickly,” Rodney said.

“They scan you and right away make some stuff for you to drink. You throw up this black stuff which is the damaging junk in your cells. You throw up quite a bit the first day, but your skin is perfect day one. You throw up a bit the next couple of days. They give you this vial of liquid you choose to drink that fixes your looks at that point while your body reverts to late teens or early twenties. Lux would get you in to see the doc the day you came back,” Robert explained. “We need to kidnap a guy on Earth who is one of the ones pressing the military and government to take us over or shut us down. He sent saboteurs to destroy our operations in Panama. Anna is the only reason we get any warning from these guys and this guy is getting worse.”

“It was a great break here and I’ve had a good time, but I miss the heck out of you guys. Did I miss much in these last few months?” Rodney asked.

“Oh, hell yeh…a ton of stuff. I speak seven alien languages now along with Chinese, French, Russian, German, Hindi, Spanish, and Portuguese. When can you come back? We need you to help plan this, but it’ll take you away from Amber,” Robert said.

“I think I’m ready to come back. Amber thinks of me as a temporary wealthy diversion. You’ve met those people who shake your hand while looking around to see if there’s anyone more important to talk with,” Rodney said. “I’ll go with you now.”

◆◆◆

Lux was facing an ethical dilemma. He knew Phillips risked the lives of every person on Green with his agenda pushing the military to attack but he didn’t want to be as bad as Phillips. Lux realized he had taken lives of those who had attacked him, but this was for power. He finally decided he’d kidnap Phillips and negotiate with him for life elongation treatment and teach him an alien language with conditioning. He’d take him on his next run for alien supplies and leave him if it didn’t work out. They’d all be facing criminal prosecution if any information leaked.

Lux only planned to tell Rodney, Robert, Elijah, and Jack. He didn’t even tell Prissy, Regina, or Polly and knew it would bite them later. Rodney was throwing up the whole time they planned the kidnapping of Eugene Phillips.




Phillips had several houses, but he spent the wintertime at Jekyll Island located off southeastern coast of Georgia (southern US). He had gone there to escape the heavy winter snows of Vermont. His home had a large wall around it, and he had been going there for over fifty years since he bought it just after WWII. It had all the amenities for luxury homes, and he had occasionally gone to the Jekyll Island Club in years past. Anna was helpful in providing satellite imagery and said she could easily hack into the ‘90s vintage security cameras and system. It was a pleasant December night.

Eugene Phillips was hunched over his desk looking at the files his investigators had found on Lux Blakely and the Green Colony. The folder was pretty thick, and it showed Blakely had more dealings with China and Vietnam than the US now. It was cutting into his profits and this conference deal was as confusing as it was scary. They had fingers in many pies, and he planned to chop off a few if he could figure how. He wondered why he cared since he was already in his 90s and he knew he didn’t have much longer on Earth. He didn’t realize this was his last night on Earth.

The mansion was a remnant of where the wealthiest families in the US came to play. It was where the third iteration of the Federal Reserve was conceived by the private magnates in November 1910 and enacted in 1913. The home held fond memories for Eugene. He wanted to make his mark on the world, and he felt frustrated because he partially owned many hotel chains, banks, and corporations but little that you could point to and say Eugene Phillips had crafted this construction. This vacation home had been remodeled three or four times to make it livable but that didn’t count. He felt a breeze as he sat up in bed reading through the folder. He wondered if he had left the balcony door open. He felt a severe shock, and everything went black.

Eugene awoke in the back seat of some type of vehicle. He was wearing a weird, flexible metallic suit of some kind with an uncomfortable ridge in his back. He needed to pee and felt some attachment down there. The attachment wasn’t as uncomfortable as the Depends he had to wear so he let loose. He also felt a mesh over his head as someone took it off.

“How are you feeling?” someone said to him in a foreign language, but he understood him perfectly.

“What language is that? Where am I?” Eugene asked.

“That was Ullumff. It’s an alien language. You are in a vehicle traveling to Panama City currently but we’re going from there to the planet Green,” one of the men said. Eugene was still recovering from the shock. Alien language – how crazy is that? he thought.

◆◆◆

The people hustled Eugene out of the craft into a large vestibule with a large, framed archway at the end. The two men practically carried Eugene through the archway and into a laboratory of some kind. There were a group of five men and two women in odd gray suits with weird military rifles and all kinds of hardware worn in harnesses within easy reach.

Eugene was rousing a bit as they bum rushed him through another doorway into odd sunlight with a weird sky. “Where are we?” he said, subdued by the rapid changes. He felt they wouldn’t just kill him and there must be some purpose with all this…effort. Eugene was becoming less alarmed and more intrigued. He had always had a strong sense of adventure and he was certainly one to take risks. That is what it takes to make a fortune.

The taller female looked somewhat familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he’d seen her before. All the people looked to be in the late twenties. The female that looked familiar spoke. “This is the Speculoos-2 system also known as LP-890-9. We’re about 105 light years from Earth. Most of the aliens around you are Ullumff and Tros. You know Ullumff now. We’re taking you to see a medical specialist after we see a Graloc arms dealer,” Regina said.

“What are you going to do with me? A medical specialist? Why?” Phillips asked.

“We knew you wouldn’t come with us if we just asked and we’re under a sort of deadline. This specialist deals with botched life extension repair,” Regina said. “It’s convenient for us since we need to pick up a massive load of liquor nearby.”

“Who are you people?” Eugene asked. He then saw an alien walking toward them across the street.

“We work with Lux Blakely,” Polly said though she didn’t like being excluded from the planning for this…outing.

Lux Blakely, Eugene thought. What are they planning? Convenient for them is 105 light years from Earth? He was confused. He saw Lux and the being talking and heading his way. “Why are you taking me to see a medical specialist? You aren’t planning to kill me with all you’ve gone through to get me here.”

“Nope,” Lux chimed in as he walked up. “I’m your host today. Lux Blakely, at your service. You were born in 1925, right? So, you’ve already had some life extension junk done to you. The only twitchy part of this is if you can handle the 1.4 times Earth gravity of this planet during the scans without your suit. The suit you’re wearing lets us set the gravity effect for you at 0.95 Earth gravity, but this planet is more massive and has 1.4 Earth gravity. Our med tech that came from 243 light years away said he knew this other Ullumff tech is better with botched life extension. We’re taking you to see him to assuage my moral code. I don’t like to take someone’s life who isn’t currently trying to kill me. I would rather have an ally than remorse.”

Eugene clamped his mouth shut and thought he’d just see what developed. Nothing had prepared him for this type of experience. The group stepped out into a shop that obviously sold weapons because they covered the walls and display cases. The alien had four arms and Lux was talking with him in another language. A female came out that looked like a runway model who had been pulled in a taffy machine and stretched all her body and head narrower than a human. What the heck? They headed out the back door of the shop pulling a sled that floated.

There were real aliens all up and down the back streets. He had never smelled a place like this. This wasn’t a movie set. These aliens looked like rhinos with squashed faces, and he could understand what some of them were saying. It was incredible. They had walked five blocks and Eugene was getting winded. They came to a shop with a sign that said Medical Repairs in Ullumff. He could read the weird symbols. A large Ullumff came over to them.

“Huflamm recommended you to us and said you were better than him on medical repairs,” Lux said. “This one has had life extension treatments that maybe you can fix. The gravity here is stronger than on our planet but the suit he is wearing mitigates some of the effects.”

“You must be Lux. Huflamm sent me the scans and information for your species a few days ago. I haven’t seen him in decades. You are very similar to Phafalotoi so it shouldn’t be much of a problem. I am Ulott. Which one of you…? I see. Have no fear young one,” the Ullumff said to Phillips. “I am over 300 years old in your years and I still have a good bit of my lifespan left. Come this way,” Ulott said to Eugene.

Phillips seemed scared and looked back over his shoulder at Lux. Regina shooed him into the examining room with the scanning equipment.

“Stay with him while we go pick up that shipment of liquor we ordered. Everybody sling your rifles and set your shields on as high as you can without losing traction. We’ll still need the grav sled. They headed out from the med tech’s shop to the warehouse several blocks off the main drag.

They knocked on the door three times as indicated. The doors were opened by two Ullumff holding weapons pointed at them. A large Tros motioned them in. “Drop your weapons!” he shouted at them in Phafalotoi.

Lux started laughing and soon all his group were laughing. “I don’t think so, crap-for-brains,” Lux said in Tros. “We’re here to pick up the shipment of liquor we’ve paid for.”

“We have snipers arranged all around you,” the Tros said in Phafalotoi.

“Why do you keep using Phafalotoi, you ignorant scum? Did your mother beat you as a baby?” Lux asked. “Where is our liquor?”

“The liquor is here, and it is our liquor now. The Order said we could have it if we stopped the humans from getting it. I suppose you egg faced beings are not Phafalotoi. You all look alike to me, but I care not. We will take the liquor and leave your bodies to rot if you try anything,” the Tros said.

Lux raised both hands with three fingers up on both hands. A three-count later – Rodney took his phaser and started disintegrating the heads off all the beings around him while Robert took out one of the snipers with his popper. Polly used her pulse rifle and shot another sniper while their shield started sparkling from disintegrator and laser fire that they could feel burn them through their fields. The beams burned a bit through their suits, but they had deployed their helmets at the first shot. Lux took his CutsAll and slashed through the rifle of the Tros in front of him before he slapped a cupped hand over one of its ears. Lux slashed narrow furrows on the chest of the Tros leader and shoved him back, so he tripped over the littered floor and fell backward.

The humans scanned around them, and all the attackers were down. The only attacker left alive was the Tros on the floor with two slashes across his chest. He wasn’t bleeding too badly. He looked up at Lux with a fear smell that was really strong when Lux retracted his helmet.

“What were your orders? Who in the Order told you about this shipment?” Lux demanded.

The Tros just glared at him and said nothing.

Lux still had his CutsAll in his hand and lopped off an ear. The Tros said nothing and just grunted. Lux hacked off his other ear and the Tros just grunted again. “I have all day and you have a lot of other body parts I can cut off. Do you like being able to see?” Lux said in formal Tros.

“You will just kill me if I tell you,” the Tros said.

“You will tell me if you want your mother to be able to identify your body and not worry if you just disappeared without talking to her,” Lux said knowing there was a strong bond with their mothers.

The Tros screwed up his face and then released a strong cinnamon scent of anger. “The Ullumff banker up the street said we could have the liquor if we could take it from you. He said you were like Phafalotoi and wouldn’t resist.”

“Here’s the shipment,” Jack said. A few moments later he said, “The Ullumff and Tros were all locked up in a storage room in the back. I let them out. Here’s the warehouse manager.”

A bedraggled Ullumff with a cut over his swollen shut, left eye, came out.

Lux went up to him. “Are you and your people unharmed? Is this our shipment here?”

“Yes. Minor injuries. We heard what he said to you. Your people are not Phafalotoi. They might survive and plot revenge. I will clean up,” the Ullumff said.

“Here are five extra sovereigns for your trouble. We are excellent as allies and horrible as enemies,” Lux said as he handed him newly minted gold sovereigns.

The beat up Ullumff turned and walked off without saying a word. Polly looked at Lux. “Like cats. I guess,” Polly said. Lux nodded. “Won’t the police show up here soon?” she asked.

Lux laughed. “Police are an Earth invention. Here they protect their own. Who wants the government to protect them?”

“…more power to them,” Polly said and looked at the pair of bloody boots scattered all around them.

There were four loads of the special liquor. It was sort of like scotch or bourbon but tasted like a smoky, light nutty flavor that was 90 proof. It was delicious and had been aged almost eight years in some special casts of a local wood.  It was relatively inexpensive here, but they would charge an arm and a leg for it on Green. They made three trips without incident but there were armed Tros moving into positions around their route. Lux decided they’d pick up Eugene on the fourth trip.

◆◆◆

It looked like there were a lot of armed Tros up the street toward the public portal. Lux directed them all to the medical tech’s shop so they could pick up Eugene and Regina. Eugene came out of the back of the shop still throwing up the black impurities he was expelling from his system. He was back wearing his suit so not to be crushed by the gravity.

“The treatment was only partially successful,” the med tech came out and said, “This one had implants in certain organs to make them last longer. I removed these and have altered the genes to account for this inept intervention,” he said and tossed four little capsule devices onto a nearby table. “This intervention with these crude devices will shorten his life. He can now probably only get another hundred-fifty-years added to his lifespan.”

“One hundred-fifty more years!” Phillips exclaimed.

“How are you doing, Phillips?” Lux asked. “I need your help, but we need to get off the planet for that.”

“All the age spots are gone from my body and my skin is tighter. Did he really mean I can live 150 more years and not as an old man?” Phillips said excitedly.

“The tech explained that vial in your hand, didn’t he? You drink that when you want to stop the retrogressive appearance at the chronological age you want. It will freeze your looks at that stage, but your body will become that of a young adult. Your health will stay the same pretty much ‘til the end of your lifespan. Only then will you rapidly age and die,” Lux explained.

“Really? It’s like magic compared to Earth medicine. What do you want me to do now?” Phillips asked.

“We need to get this liquor back to Green and we need your expertise to set up a series of luxury hotels on every inhabited planet. We figure you’ve forgotten more than any of us could ever know about hotels. We would provide you with tech and we could help with some of the staffing. We have ways to build anything faster than the fastest construction on Earth,” Lux said.

“Why? I was trying to tear down operations because I didn’t want your competition,” Phillips said.

“What would you call your luxury hotels in all the systems?” Lux said ignoring the emotional outburst. “I’m terrible at naming things but this group talked about it and think they should be called The Eugene. Any being anywhere would know it was the best of the best at a high, but fair rate. What do you think?” Lux asked knowing he couldn’t allow a bitter enemy to live for the next 150 years. He hoped Anna had figured out his profile well enough. She was the one that suggested he was vulnerable this way.

Phillips threw up a little and then nodded. “The Eugene has a ring to it. How much of the profit would you demand?”

“Seventy-five percent of the profit until the initial investment is paid off and then a fixed ten percent of profit - audited by my A.I., Anna,” Lux said. “Plus…my family and I don’t ever get billed for rooms for myself and guests traveling with me.” Lux had already discussed this with Anna, and she had suggested the proposal since the construction would cost little compared to Earthly construction when using alien techniques.

Lux raised a hand to the Tros congregating around the public portal. Lux walked up to one of them. “You with the Fighting 10th?” he asked in Tros.

“Yes. The banker paid us to prevent you from using the public portal. We knew you used the Graloc’s store, but we will not tell the banker. You were fair with us,” the Tros started making a funny noise and farting. Lux realized it was laughter about the banker paying for the wrong thing.

The group took Phillips and the fourth load of liquor back to the Graloc weapons store through the back doors. One more step and they were back at the laboratory on Green.

◆◆◆

“What are you going to do with me?” Phillips asked. “I didn’t ask for any of this to happen to me.”

“How do you feel about it? You were decrepit and bitter. Now you are getting younger, and you can affect this galaxy. Don’t people say youth is wasted on the young. I need a Eugene Hotel here that beings from other planets want to stay in. I can also take you to a resort we discovered that was millennia old but built for multiple races. We can add gravity variations, waste and washing variations, sleep variations for all the species. We have chefs learning from the best venues in the world and we are recording those skills and teaching those to many of the people here. We have five thousand three hundred sixty restaurants here now and plan to host an additional quarter million people or more for the upcoming soccer tournament.”

“I understand you have access to a super-computer with your businesses. Did the A.I. design all your inventions? Did it design your weapons – your propulsion systems?” Eugene asked haughtily.

“Anna is sentient, and she has helped me since I was nine. I will say my first patent was when I was five. She is a partner and a great ally. She tends to alert me to issues that impact our work – almost prescient. We surprise each other. You ready to design a series of Eugene Hotels or shall we drop you back home on Jekyll Island,” Lux asked.

“I’d like to see this place. What is that drink like that we traveled to the stars to obtain?” Eugene asked.

Lux raised his eyebrows and went to the side of the lab and pulled out an unusually shaped bottle. He poured a bit of the amber liquid into a glass and gave it to Phillips.

“No ice?” he asked, and Lux shrugged. Phillips lifted the glass up and swirled the liquid around in the glass and smelled it. He took a little sip. “My gawd!” he exclaimed. “That is delicious. Give me a bottle of that and a place to work with Anna.”

“Regina, would you take Mister Phillips to one of the guest quarters and show him around. See what he needs for good access to Anna. We are under the gun to get a hotel suitable for aliens. I want to encourage people from all over Earth and other planets to be here. You saw Ullumff and Graloc. I want your hotel to cater to all species,” Lux explained before Regina ushered Phillips out of the room.

Rodney turned to Lux. “Aren’t you being a little cavalier with this guy? He tried to put a stop to our imports of material to Green. He tried to sabotage it all.”

“He was bitter because he hadn’t made his mark on the world. He’s a smart guy that didn’t just inherit his wealth. This is a second chance for him. I think he’ll produce results greater than someone handed the knowledge. He doesn’t know we recorded his expertise if it turns bad. I don’t think we’ll have bad issues from our actions,” Lux said. “We can always use extreme measures.”

◆◆◆

Marketing Marvel

“FIFA just came out with a tournament schedule and it’s on the planet Green. We’ve been offered a 14-night all-expense paid trip to the planet Green. I’m told from the Net that it took three days to get there and three days back but that’s not what our information says. Look at this,” the player from the England National Team said pulling out his smartphone. “We start play on day two of a six-day tournament. You ought to look at this place where they’ll be putting us up. It’s swank. Three matches in six days are a lot but they pay us a fortune and prizes are mint.”

“Don’t bother me. I’ve heard about that place. It’s almost 9 light years from here. You buzzin’ about all this. Is it a real deal?” the other player said. “Who do we play first?”

“Italy. Then we play the winner of Spain vs. Portugal. That looks interesting. What do you think?” he asked.

“I say we go for it. Travel to another planet, carouse, and drink. Sounds like a plan.

◆◆◆

What the Travel Packages Covered

Football fans looked at the media hype for the upcoming soccer tournament. Manchester United fans (close to 100 million) were disappointed with the lineup, but the adverts listed travel packages that were comparable to a two-week stay in Mallorca or the Canary Islands.

The travel packages offer a number of interesting provisions:

The travel packages include passage from any Mars Embassy in Panama City, Panama; Zurich, Switzerland, or Suva, Fiji to the planet Green and a stay in a two, three, or four-star hotel on Green within walking distance of the shopping district and stadium. The package does not cover any travel to or from any of these embassies. Stadium tickets are provided for all six days.

There are major hotels in the city to suit your needs. There are 92,000 rooms in the city with many Bed and Breakfasts (B&Bs) available. Search online for your accommodations. Official Planet Green Package tours guarantee a 3-star or better room to fit your needs.

There are currently five thousand three hundred plus restaurants in the city. Our immigrants serve most ethnic varieties of food though reservations are suggested during tournament or concert periods. It is recommended that visitors stay within the urban zone unless accompanied by a local guide as the areas outside the basic force fields have dangerous indigenous predators. The world of Green is not responsible for beings outside the city boundaries. We’ve lost quite a few that wouldn’t listen.

The (6) six-day FIFA demonstration tournament schedule is being held with eight national soccer teams including:

	Brazil National Team 
	England National Team 
	Spain National Team 
	Germany National Team 
	France National Team 
	Argentina National Team 
	Portugal National Team 
	Italy National Team 


DAY 1:  Match 1: Brazil vs. Argentina (Morning)

   Match 2: Germany vs. France (Evening)

DAY 2:  Match 3: Spain vs. Portugal (Morning)

   Match 4: England vs. Italy (Evening)

DAY 3:  Match 5: Winner Bracket Semifinal 1: Winner match 1 vs Winner of Match 2 (Morning)

   Match 6: Winner Bracket Semifinal 2: Winner Match 3 vs Winner of Match 4 (Evening)

DAY 4:  Match 7: Loser Bracket Round 1: Loser of Match 1 vs. Loser of Match 2 (Morning)

   Match 8: Loser Bracket Round 2: Loser of Match 3 vs. Loser of Match 4 (Evening)

DAY 5:  Match 9:  Loser Bracket Semifinal:  Winner of Loser bracket Round 1 vs. winner                                                  Loser Bracket Round 2 (Morning)

Match 10: Winner Bracket Final: winner of winner Bracket Semifinal 1 vs Winner of               Winner Bracket Semifinal 2 (Evening)

DAY 6:  Third-Place Match: Loser of Winner Bracket Final vs. Winner of Loser Bracket Semi-Final (morning)

Championship Match: Winner of Winner Bracket vs. Winner of Third-Place match (Evening)

Guests also have the opportunity to learn from a long list of languages. These take an hour per language and the first language is free while additional languages are $100 or 94€ or 732 ¥‎ and you can take up to three a day (more than that causes a headache).

You are guaranteed you will be speaking the languages in a sitting. The following languages are currently available:

Earth languages were available in English, Chinese, Arabic, Spanish, Hindi, Russian, Portuguese, Swedish, Korean, Japanese, Indonesian, Kiswahili, Vietnamese, French, German, Bengali, Dutch, Italian, Swahili, Urdu, Farsi, Turkish, and Punjabi.

Alien languages you can learn are listed by species and the estimated number of native speakers on multiple planets (including origin planets):

Ullumff (22 billion), Tros (16 billion), Phafalotoi (9 billion), Graloc (6 billion), Irixian (5 billion), Lesma (3 billion), Hermolic (2 billion), Ylee (?- important species because of technology manuals discovered to date), and VicVic (unknown #). You could understand but not speak without an electronic translator – the human voice cannot duplicate their speech).

*Note – these demographic numbers are estimates given to us by species we have contacted or seen evidence of their presence when traveling on their planets.

Age-reversal therapy is available on a limited basis for those persons over the age of fifty Earth years due to volume delays. So far, we have treated over 47,000 seniors. Day one is uncomfortable for patrons, and you should limit activities that day. Remember that when you choose the age to stop your de-aging appearance – it is permanent -- don’t stop at 40 if you want to look 25. Expected lifespans for humans are estimated to be several centuries but there are no guarantees from life’s little adventures of accidents, crash, suicide, homicide, and the like.  Previous life extension using Earth science has been shown to degrade effectiveness on life-elongation treatments. Pricing is on a sliding scale – usually 1% of their net worth. Treatment is permanent but aberrant lifestyles can shorten the best results.

Travel in and around the Green Colony is provided by licensed Pods flown by robots or when you are accompanied by an approved tour guide. Lifters can be leased, and beginner instruction requires about ten minutes. Lifters are restricted in certain areas (military bases and near strategic infrastructure). Robots and military personnel will enforce restrictions. Weapons within the city are not permitted with non-citizens.

◆◆◆

All the agents reading the media coverage thought this was heaven’s way of rewarding them for an easy assignment with some entertainment. Recreational drugs were permitted for personal use, but possession for resale was the death penalty. Kind of like Portugal’s drug policy except they went a step further. In Portugal, all personal use of drugs was decriminalized, and you could face civil fines which paid for drug rehab for others.


Chapter 9

Brochure Boggles the Mind

Dwayne Perkins was no one you’d pick for your basketball team, baseball team, any team…he was as non-descript as you could get among humans. You would see him and disregard him immediately. That was why he was such a good CIA agent. You wouldn’t think Dwayne did anything. He was particularly good when he worked with Sylvia Jones. No one would say Sylvia was pretty - pleasant looking was a stretch, but she was competent as an agent. She didn’t use poisons as much as her Russian counterparts in the FSB. She tended to use hatpins up to the brain. They had been given the assignment to recover the information on the medical technology that purportedly made people younger.

“Did you see the media spreads on this event? What the hell are we getting into here? We’ll be 9 lightyears from Earth and no police and no diplomatic protection. Did you see the claims they made on age reversal? I’m in my lower fifties and I’d like to have my 20-year-old body,” Sylvia said.

“One percent of their net worth. I wonder how they determine that? I know a lot of businesspeople that would try to cheat on spending even that much. You’ve seen the interview videos of people from that conference, haven’t you? It all looked real. That alien named Huflamm, I think. We need to learn his alien language. They say it only takes an hour, so I think we both ought to take that language. Hundreds swore that the training worked,” Dwayne said. “I’d also like to be able to speak Mandarin like a native.”

“I’m confused because some people said it took three days to fly there in a spaceship and others said they just stepped through a doorway. I’ve seen video of ships regularly visiting their embassies in Panama City. What do you think is going on?” she said.

“I have no idea. I think we’re supposed to find out about this de-aging tech so our old politicians can stay in office longer. At least, they gave us enough of a budget that we can get the deluxe plan with a four-star hotel and tickets to all the games. That gives us freedom to do anything while we’re there. We’ll be crammed with support goodies. Should be a piece of cake,” Dwayne said.

“Don’t be as overconfident as you are cynical. That’s the way to fail,” Sylvia said.

◆◆◆

Rania Hamza was as happy this year as she had been distressed last year as a refugee forced to go to a faraway planet. The planet and situation were so strange and disturbing. She was torn from the misery of the armed conflict in Syria and thrust into a whole new environment. She thought she was going to be raped by Karam Al-Faris, but a robot intervened and saved her. The people here treated her so well. They had her sister Layla at the hospital waiting for her that night and Karam disappeared. She thought the authorities had gotten rid of them. Rania and Layla had started a restaurant serving Mediterranean cuisine when the government here made an offer and it had become a hit. Many of her fellow refugees had started restaurants, taverns, and hotels. The Syrian contingent was to the service industry what the Indians were to Canadian markets…they dominated the hospitality market, but they needed more chefs.

Just like that – the government of Green made offers for anyone at a restaurant on Green to take a Cordon Bleu learning cylinder like she had taken several language cylinders already. Rania and her sister could speak eight major languages like a native. This cylinder promised to give them the skills of a chef who had attended the famous Cordon Bleu schools and had 30 years of experience. There were other learning cylinders for other types of restaurants from short order cooks, sous chefs, and Certified Chef de Cuisine. The restaurants of Green roused a benevolent competition using the learning cylinders recorded during the ‘education conference’ months before.

Child labor on Green was allowed at fourteen if the children had the requisite skills so a lot of families of immigrants hired their children as junior chefs, kitchen porters and even purchasing managers with the appropriate learning cylinders. The public schools of Green provided top tier learning cylinders on history, humanities, civics, math, science, and the arts. By fourteen, all youth on Green that were capable of learning had the equivalent of a four-year college education. Physical labs and activities allowed the youth to apply the learning cylinder knowledge with practical, firsthand application of their mental skills. Robotics improved since the youth could repair and innovate with the fleet of A.I. moderated robots across Green.

◆◆◆

Ellen House was a knockout redhead from the UK MI-6 Intelligence Branch. She was assigned with Paddy McCullough who was very bright and brave. They were trained in tradecraft and hacking. Paddy was the brawn and Ellen was the prodigy hacker who were assigned to obtain the recording machines used to make learning cylinders. They were also to obtain as many learning cylinders as they could and a working learning machine. Right now, their scientists had no idea how to even start to make a recording device. They knew Lux Blakely was reported to have recorded almost as many cylinders as a feline-like alien named Tamta. They were supposed to learn as many human and alien languages as they could. They had purchased a deluxe package for the upcoming football tournament. Ellen was a hardcore soccer fan and she looked forward to this assignment. They were also supposed to disrupt the tournament. Ellen thought she’d wait ‘til after England was out of the tournament.

◆◆◆

Lux was working in his lab with the coffin-like learning recorder player with its myriad of electrodes to receive inputs from muscles or transmit pulses to muscles to stimulate the muscles used in a particular skillset. Today he was going to try to record his knife-throwing skill and learn to play the piano. One of the conference attendees had been a concert pianist. Lux would see how it recorded and transmitted his knife throwing skill. He lay down and Rodney, who now looked 25, made sure the attachments were connected properly. “I have my doubts about this thing actually transmitting a skill? I’ve got Charise over here who has a novice level of skill and can have a knife stick into the target at three different distances about 3 out of 10 times at each distance.”

Lux recorded the session on knife fighting, CutsAll forms, and knife throwing. He could visualize the times he grabbed a knife and learned to throw at different distances. He could see himself explaining how sturdy the knife had to be and how to judge the balance. He replayed his experience practice fighting with his father’s friend, Ner, and the instructor in Atlanta. He replayed the fights for his life and the slow-motion movements. He was dripping with sweat at the end of the hour recording session and had to drink fluids and electrolytes before trying to learn to play the piano in an afternoon session from a previously recorded cylinder. Actually, the casket, as it was getting called, had to be cleaned before it could be reused. They did get Lux’s knife recording cylinder to try with Charise on a second machine that had been fabricated in the lab.

Lux climbed unto the recently scrubbed casket machine to learn to play the piano. It had taken him a full hour after his recording session before the tingling across his extremities reduced. His muscles felt a little strained in the first session. Lux felt the piano wouldn’t be as strenuous. Charise was in the second casket learning knife throwing. She was classed as a novice before the learning cylinder, and everyone was anxious to see if she improved and how long the skill improvement lasted. It was difficult to quantify this type of learning without being able to cite research that showed it was repeatable. They both climbed out of the machines about the same time. Charise and Lux noted the neuropathy like tingling and burning they felt in their body from the device. Lux felt it in his hands and shoulders and Charise felt she couldn’t lift her hands for about an hour and her shoulders and neck plain hurt.

Charise tested on the same distances with the same knives that afternoon. She doubled her performance on the first try and by that afternoon she could hit the center every time she threw but she had very little penetration. She also knew forms for the CutsAll but was unable to physically do any more that afternoon. Lux got out of the piano training and realized there were no pianos in the colony though there were plenty of electronic keyboards. There was a nearby bar and Lux went over to use their keyboard.

Lux walked in with his bodyguards and asked if he could try his hand at the keyboard. The owner asked his nephew, who owned the keyboard. “What kind of music do you play?” the nephew asked.

“I’m not sure,” Lux replied. “I just took a one-hour lesson and want to see if any of it stuck.”

“One whole hour – a WHOLE hour!” the nephew exclaimed because he could play some show tunes and popular stuff and he had been practicing for six years before coming to Green. “By all means…amaze us with your new learned prowess,” the nephew said, and he turned to all the bodyguards standing around. “Who is this loon? Is he some son of a rich guy that he has all you people protecting him?”

“Yeah. Sort of like that but he does surprise us every now and then. A job is a job – right?” Jack Chen said.

Lux sat down at the keyboard and instantly knew it was an old Yamaha CP88 88- key stage piano.

It wasn’t the top of the line, but it was a solid instrument that had been lovingly maintained and was scrupulously clean. He sat down and started adjusting the settings. 
 

Lux touched a few keys to get a feel and then played the 1st movement of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, Chopin’s Nocturne in E-flat Major, Op 9, No.2, then Bach’s Prelude in C Major. He then switched to Jazz and played a bit of Duke Ellington’s Take the ‘A’ Train, Bill Evans’s Waltz for Debby before playing a bit of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude in C-sharp Minor, Op. 3, No. 2, before flowing into Liszt’s Liebesträume No. 3. He then played a bit of Billy Joel’s Piano Man, Elton John’s Rocket Man and Coldplay’s Clocks. He then launched in Scott Joplin’s Maple Leaf Rag and finished with Fur Elise by Beethoven. He got up stiffly and shook his hands. “My hands are cramping, and my arms feel like I got hit with a truck but, good grief, that little recital was exhausting and exhilarating at the same time. I’d say that would be considered a success.”

The nephew sat there with his mouth hanging open and eyes closed on a couple of pieces just enjoying the music. “This guy is pretty young to be such a good pianist,” the nephew said. “You must be guarding him before he gives a concert, right?”

“That’s Lux Blakely. Two hours ago, he had never played a piano except for playing ‘Chopsticks’. He comes up with some good stuff,” Derek said. The group left smiling.

◆◆◆

“I’d say that worked extremely well,” Prissy said as she watched the video of Lux playing the keyboard. Regina had made the video while Lux was in the bar.

“Sorry I missed part of the first song he played,” Regina said. “My head exploded when I saw him playing like a master and I was thinking of all the skills we could learn or record. I was thinking of the implications to sports, martial arts, military arts, fine arts, science – everything. I was…what’s the word…I’ve never used it…it means blown away… gobsmacked. I realized I was missing it and started recording. Wow!”

Prissy nodded and they listened to the whole video. “This is going to change a lot of things on Earth when it gets out. It’s going to increase electronic synthesizer sales on Green for sure. What else did he learn with this cylinder?”

“This was recorded by a master that was dying of cancer. Anna had invited him here. He had 60+ years of playing in bars, bands, and orchestras. He gave concerts. He taught music.He’s no longer dying and looks thirty. Lux can read music like he was born to it. It’s scary. This recording cylinder taught him composition and music theory, woodwinds, and guitar too. He said he was going to need calluses to add precision and reduce blisters before he could really play the guitar. He showed us he could play that too for a while before his fingers hurt too much. I have a video of him doing that too with a grimace from the pain. It wasn’t pretty on the borrowed electric guitar but he got through the gist of the song. 

◆◆◆

Lux ordered the production of the casket recorder/players for the military. He had his father on Mars start recording the most skilled of the military. He had recruiters on Earth paid to track down the most experienced doctors, scientists, mercenaries, and mechanics. He had paid the people and recruiters enormous sums to secretly record the most skilled people on Earth and Mars. The memory recording device was not widely known yet, so Lux was trying to get a head start before the intelligence community got wind of it. They tried to hit all at the same general timeframe so there wouldn’t be a cascade of incidents hitting the intelligence services. The subjects they approached were paid a lot.

Some experts whose skills were recorded included: Dr. Maria Lopez, Materials Science (working at Airbus); Professor William Turner, Astronomy, University of Oxford; Peter Petrov, Hacking, DarkSide Group, St. Petersburg; Dr. Alessandro Rossi, Semiconductor chips, STMicroelectronics, Milan; Dr. Yukihiro Nakamura, Coding, Sony, Tokyo; Dr. Sebastian Muller, Biotechnology, Stanford University; Dr. Li Chen, Semi-conductor design, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company; S. Patel, coding, Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay, India; and hundreds of others who may have just been a convenience sample at the same university.

Peter Petrov with the DarkSide group did work at the behest of the Federal Security Service (FSB) in Moscow. Peter knew the $1,000 US was a bit of a moshennichestvo (scam), but he thought he might get more favors or money from the FSB if he could turn in the person doing the alleged recording of brilliant persons’ brainwaves. He thought it was some crazy California thing, like crystal energy. He had just rested an hour and fell asleep, but they paid him $1,000 US on the spot. He called his handler in Moscow.

“Peter here. I had something happen today you may want to know about.”

“Go ahead,” his anonymous contact said. “What is so important that you called the number?”

Peter had never seen the man and he had been given instructions to call if he thought he was in danger, or it was extremely important. “A guy came to see me. He spoke with a Moscow accent, but his clothes were a little too nice and he wore sneakers.”

“Probably American then…Americans always wear sneakers. Go ahead. What did he want?”

the handler said.

“He said he wanted to record my brainwaves for a research study from Stanford and the University of California to let people talk through brainwaves. He said he needed a lot of people to map how different languages affect speaking abilities destroyed by disease. He said he’d pay some money for an hour of my time. He came in and took a wire mesh attached to a little box and I laid back. An hour later, he paid me $1,000 US, thanked me, and left. He spoke fluent Russian like a native.”

“Did you check him out? Do you know where he went or his name?” the handler asked.

“I did check him out and it’s a legitimate research group that works with brainwaves to restore speech. He showed me the URLs to look up on the internet. I sent someone to follow him, but he disappeared. I saw a map he had to the Kurchatov Institute in Moscow on his phone so he may be coming your way,” Peter said.

“Send me surveillance footage of this man. I will owe you a favor if we catch him. You did the right thing calling me,” the handler said, cut the connection, and started cursing. What an idiot, he thought. Could this be one of those operatives from Mars or Green with their brain recording machine? The video was pretty clear, but you would expect that from a hacking group. He found no facial recognition match to any citizen or operative, however. He alerted the network and sent a notice to all operatives in and around Moscow. An hour later the man showed up in their surveillance cameras. Maybe he took a commercial flight? That man was 705 kilometers away from St. Petersburg and he got here faster than taking any commercial flight. This was important, he thought.

The FSB operative was out of his office in a flash, and he recruited any other operatives he saw on the way. They rushed out to their cars and headed to the Voykovsky District where the man was seen. They scanned the pedestrians walking near the Institute as they got closer to the Institute’s housing complex outside the secure compound. “There! That man is wearing the same clothes. He was in St. Peterburg a couple of hours ago.” The men jumped out of their cars and started running toward the man. He saw them running toward him, stopped, and started running away. “Halt! Federal Police!” he yelled and started cursing again. No wonder the Americans wear running shoes, he thought.

They approached him from all sides outside the Petrovsky Apart House when he took out a small box with wires attached to it. The man did something to the box and tossed it in their direction. The box melted down and Vasily drew his weapon when the man reached into his pocket again. Vasily fired and kept firing as the man just looked at him. The bullets did nothing. The man looked up and a ship of some kind was descending. A truck driver exceeding the speed limit was distracted and looked up to see a bunch of people in the street holding guns pointed at another man. He jerked the wheel and hit the man in the middle of the others.

The man was knocked ten meters by the truck. The FSB agents were surprised when the man pulled out a pistol of some kind and pointed it at the agents closing in around him. The agents fired their guns at the American and their pistols did nothing. The American pointed his weapon at each of the agents and the agents locked into a rigor and fell over. The truck driver saw a small ship land next to the man he had hit with the truck. The man looked at him and saw the truck parked over the remains of the box that had melted. The man he had hit, got into the ship, which zipped up into the sky and disappeared.

The FSB agents regained consciousness shortly and the truck driver feared to leave because the FSB would hunt him down for the DashCam footage recording him hitting that strange man. Russian insurance companies mandated the cameras to protect against fraud claims. Sure enough, the unconscious agents revived and demanded he turn over the DashCam footage. His truck had no damage, but he was more surprised that none of the unconscious men seemed to be harmed either. There were many bullets just lying on the road that had hit the strange man.

The Director of the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) was furious. “Those people outside the Kurchatov Institute were assigned to the IT Monitoring Service. They had no business trying to act like field agents. They were just supposed to manage the civilian hacker groups. They don’t have the training. Why didn’t they push this up the chain? Why did they take it upon themselves to intervene?” said Admiral Igor Olegovich Kostyukov - exasperated by this incident.

Sergey Naryshkin rubbed his eyes. He had been up 24 hours since he had been informed about this incident. As Director of the Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) since before the last pandemic, he had seen some massive changes – not all for the better. “They thought there wasn’t time. The man was reported moving from St. Petersburg to Moscow in an hour. They had just put out the alert minutes later when he was spotted. We don’t have a faster response. We got a lot of information that we would have probably missed if we sent it up the ever-lengthening chain.”

Igor sighed. “What do we know? What do we assume? What do we do about it?”

“We think it is operatives from the Mars or Green colonies,” Sergey said.

‘Not them again,” Igor frowned hugely. “Go on.”

“We had reports from a large conference there. They seem to have developed technology that can record skillsets from people. It may be alien technology because we have confirmed reports of seeing three different species of aliens on Green. We think they can then give this knowledge to others. Many of the people at that conference can now speak fluent Russian and Mandarin. Many of the people at that conference had an age reversal process and we know it wasn’t fake because of that man in Moscow has been identified,” Sergey said.

“You identified the man from the video from the truck driver and the cyber hacking surveillance?” Igor asked.

“Yes. Our facial recognition identified him. We thought it was false result because the results kept identifying Stanislav Petrov and he was supposed to be old or dead. We narrowed the match ratio and kept getting him but the man on the street was in his mid-twenties and Petrov would have been 90-something. We thought he had died in 2017,” Sergey said.

“Was he the one in Moscow? How could our people shoot him so many times and he lived. Did they miss or was he wearing some new body armor?” Igor asked, astonished at the information.

“They found 47 undeformed bullets on the street. Playing the video in slow motion shows the bullets falling down to the ground. He had some type of invisible shield and the gun he used was like a wireless taser patented in the States in 1997 but it was bulky and ineffective back then,” Sergey said.

“Evidently that weapon has been perfected. Do you think Petrov is working for the Americans, Mars, or Green?” Igor asked.

“I do not. He was a Lt. Colonel in the Soviet Air Defense Forces. He stopped a nuclear war in 1983 and is a true Russian hero and patriot. He would never do anything to harm Russia even as it is today. It looks like our plan to send a couple of agents to the upcoming football tournament on Green should get stepped up priority. Aliens, force fields, new weapons, age reversal, and instant learning are the technologies we have to have. Why did we think Petrov died?” Sergey said.

◆◆◆

One Last Trip before the Tournament

Huflamm wanted to go back for some different feedstocks of nanites. “I have had to use more of the special nanites because your people use so many titanium and cobalt-chromium implants. You’d think you’d just regrow the joints like we regrow the teeth.”

Lux laughed. “What do you mean?”

“We use special nanites to dissolve the metal and plastic implants you people use. I have never seen so many unnecessary implants. The special nanites dissolve the metals and regrow the joints. It takes special materials. We need to go to my source for these supplies and it’s rare, so bring a lot of trade materials. You will need a learning machine recorder and blanks to pay for these materials. Show me that star map again and highlight my star system,” Huflamm said.

“Here you go,” Lux said as he turned down the lighting in his lab and pulled up the star maps and projected the 3D model.

“This is the star system where we need to go, and it will be difficult to get there. We need to go to my planet and then take another portal to this planet,” Huflamm said.

“Another portal? Who controls it? What was that about teeth growing back?” Lux asked.

“Your species have buds of teeth that can grow back. Our procedure regrows all but the molars in the back of your mouths. For some reason, your current jaws are adapting without those last back teeth. The Order controls access to this portal because there is conflict in this place between the Irixians and Tros,” Huflamm explained.

“What is this star called in your nomenclature?” Huflamm asked.

“It’s Kepler 186 and it’s 579 light years from here. It will take one of our probes too long to get there so we would need to use a portal. Which world is it? Do you know anything about its year length? That would let us know which planet and then my Artificial Intelligence can detect the portal if it is activated,” Lux answered.

“I don’t know how far 579 light years is because I don’t know how long your planet’s year or day is. I assume that is a long way. We do need those nanites or a way to make them,” Huflamm said.

“Anna. It’s up to you. I showed you what I learned from the portal design and operation learning cylinder we recovered. We know where that planet is at present. Can you trace it?” Lux asked.

“Possibly, but only when it is operating, and we have no idea how often it is opened. I imagine the Order only keeps their portal open when they transfer a shipment of food or weapons to that world - for a large payment, since they are at war. I doubt the fighting parties are exporting much to the Order. You will have to be ready next to the portal with your support troops,” Anna said. “I will not have much time when they cut off the connection to acquire their coordinates – about fifteen to twenty seconds I estimate before the bridge fades. That is the only time a code-locked portal can be accessed. You will be stuck there until they connect again, or you can reprogram their portal.”

“Why are we doing this, again?” Lux asked Huflamm.

“According to research on your species: 3% have a total knee or hip replacement at 50 years old, increasing to 8% at 60 years old, and 11% at 70 years old. That is tragic if I could get them to live healthy lives for 200 more of your years. You should be doing this research, not me,” Huflamm said. “Actually, Anna brought it up or I would have just stopped doing those people with surgical implants. I know where Hafblatt has his business. He deals with the Order according to my information.”

“Aren’t those nanites made using iridium and tantalum? We have those metals on Earth,” Lux said.

“I need the programming for those nanites. We need one of the machines that manufactures and programs them. Those metals are more abundant on this distant planet according to Huflamm,” Anna said.

“Okay then. I don’t like it. I’ll get Prissy and Huflamm and I can go camp out at my lab’s portal. We can trade our pulse rifles since they never need recharging but are slightly slower cycle of fire – our weapons are 30% more powerful than the Tros ones we’ve seen. I can trade one recording machine and a case of recording/playback cylinders and five learning machines for trade,” Lux said.

◆◆◆

Huflamm was an Ullumff, and their waste elimination process was straining on the current facilities for Lux’s lab – whew! Lux wondered if they were named for their noises in the toilet. They had spent a long day training and doing tests with the coffin. They had all their gear set up and ready to go. Meals were delivered to them, and they were still wearing their battle suits which kept them clean. Huflamm looked like an overstuffed, upright pillow with stubby legs, arms, and a smushed rhino head sticking out the top. His custom battle suit tickled him, and he thought he looked chic in it. Whatever floats your boat, Lux thought. The wait was tedious, but they were armed to the teeth but going into a war zone usually meant more than the small arms they were carrying.

Anna woke them at 3am, of course, and they groggily shot to their feet and stacked by the portal. They had 24 Marines, all the bodyguards, Lux, Huflamm, and a grav sled full of shielded trade goods. “Everybody, listen up!” Lux yelled. “Hold your fire if they are using only kinetic weapons. Return fire to any who use lasers. Disintegrators will do nothing to you. Lieutenant. It’s all yours.”

“Deploy helmets. Sergeant, move out,” the lieutenant said to his senior NCO.

The movement through the portal went smoothly and they appeared in a large warehouse that was dimly lit. It was easy to see with the light amplification of the helmets. The room was stacked with crates to the ceiling and there were about twenty Tros in some sort of coveralls. There were twenty or so Irixians with disintegrators and five or six Ullumff and a couple of Phafalotoi who stared at them for a moment before they started pointing and shouting. Lux, Huflamm and two bodyguards walked over to the Phafalotoi who was apparently in charge of this circus.

“We are just passing through. We need to pass through. We are going to see Hafblatt. I have weapons to trade for a guide,” Lux said and retracted his helmet.

“You are one of those humans. You are not in the Order,” said the Phafalotoi.

“We are mainly human. I will trade you five laser pulse rifles for a guide,” Lux said.

“I do not understand your word laser,” the Phafalotoi said. “We have our suppression field on so don’t try anything.”

“Our rifles fire a coherent beam of light that burns but they never need charging, and they are more powerful than those rifles,” Lux said pointing to the rifles held by the Tros.

“What is keeping us from killing you?” the Phafalotoi said with a sneer.

Lux looked around, turned, and disintegrated one of the crates in the room. “What is to keep us from disintegrating every one of you and taking the merchandise in these crates? Which one of your people will show us to Hafblatt?”

The Phafalotoi was gritting his teeth in anger and one hand was on his pistol on his hip. He pointed at a Tros off to the side. “Do you know your way to Hafblatt’s location?”

“I know where his shop is. He is the old medical tech, correct?” the Tros said.

“Take them to his shop,” the Phafalotoi ordered. “Let them find their own way back.”

The Tros led them out of the building to the dark devastated countryside that only had burnt remains of what could have been trees and shrubs at one time. They all followed the Tros but logged their positions using some planted mini beacons along the way every kilometer they traveled. They saw flashes of energy discharges and large explosions in the distance. The explosions were coming from the direction ahead of them. The Tros stopped and motioned them down.

He waved Lux and the Marine lieutenant closer. “We are getting near an area where there was fighting recently. Anything in the air is targeted. Hafblatt has his business nearer to the front lines in the abandoned university. Be prepared. If the enemy sees us, they will hit us with artillery fire. You know what that is?”

“We know artillery. How much further?” the Lieutenant asked.

“Not far. Hurry,” the Tros said and scurried off in the darkness. The Tros moved well through the dips and shell holes of the battlefield. It looked like no-man’s-land in World War I without the barbed wire and few trenches. The bunkers they passed were reinforced concrete peeled open from huge explosions.

Lux was pretty sure his armor wouldn’t stand up to that much destructive energy. Anyone who has ever been on a live battlefield doesn’t want to go back to one unless they were seeking closure for past traumas or to make sense of previous experiences. The darkened buildings peeked over the rise ahead, just visible in the starlight and distant moons.

The Tros came scuttling back. He pointed to the farthest right building visible. “That is his building on the right. He repairs people from both sides there.” The Tros turned and was out of sight as soon as they took their eyes off him. He obviously didn’t intend to lead them any further. There was a tremendous explosion off to their left about 100 meters away.

“Holy crap!” Lux exclaimed quietly. “What was that? I didn’t hear any artillery shell.”

“Probably a landmine that our Tros hit after leaving us. I had no idea he was leading us through minefields, but… after that explosion, maybe he didn’t either. I suggest we use four pulse rifles set to infrared burning us a path. It’s slower but safer,” the sergeant said. “We did something like this in Indonesia.”

“Go for it, sergeant. Good idea,” the lieutenant said.

The sergeant had a brief word with four soldiers, and they set their shields as high as they could and lined up, side-by-side. They started firing near their feet and then further out. The weapons fired as often as they could, and they cleared a lane 100 meters to the next hill. The group scurried to the next hill and then started doing it again. They had only gone forty (40) meters more when there was a tremendous explosion leaving a four-meter-deep crater. They scurried to the crater and started again. They made three hundred meters further until they came to the abandoned university grounds and heard a whistle.

The point man pointed toward a window where movement was spotted. Lux turned to Huflamm. “Is there a way to signal that we come to talk or parley and mean no harm?”

“My people use a piece of white cloth on an arm or stick raised. Some have shot them or directed artillery to them but that is considered rude to shoot a being holding a parley cloth,” Huflamm said.

“I’d feel a little better if it was more than rude. I’d have used my underwear, but it would probably be yellow or brown if not for my attachments in this suit,” Lux said. “Anyone have some white cloth we can use?”

One rather large soldier raised his hand. He unwrapped a handkerchief from around a brownie. “I’ve been saving this,” he said while handing the cloth to the sergeant. He took a bite of the brownie and then gave pieces to the outstretched hands of his closest teammates with a resigned sigh.

“Merkle. I should have known. Always hoarding food,” the sergeant said and used some wire to attach the white cloth to the tip of a gun barrel. He waved the cloth until he saw the movement in the upper floor window again and saw other movement in other windows. Lux stood up without a rifle and stood next to the Huflamm who now held the rifle with the cloth attached. They walked forward slowly and stood on the tiled plaza outside the university building.

Lux waited with his hands up until a small Ullumff child came forward. “What do you want?” the child said in Trade.

This was the first time Lux had seen an alien child and he couldn’t help smiling but struggled to consciously not show his teeth which could be construed as an aggressive attitude. “I brought Huflamm here to buy or trade for some nanites Hafblatt uses here on injuries when there is metal in the bodies that needs to be removed. May we talk with him?” Lux said in Tros.

“Are you with the Order?” the child asked.

“No. I am from a different planet,” he said and retracted his helmet.

The child gasped. “You are Phafalotoi? Why isn’t your face stretched thin like them?”

“We are a different species. Would you take us to Hafblatt?” Lux asked.

“Aren’t you going to say you won’t harm anyone or you are no threat?” the child asked.

“It has been my experience when someone says they won’t harm anyone – it means they are lying. When they say they are no threat – it means the opposite. I do not make unsolicited promises. We really need the medical supplies for my people because one in ten people we treat has metal in their bodies in our species,” Lux said.

“Why is there so much metal in their bodies?” the child asked.

“Our medicine is a bit primitive so when joints of the body wore out, we made new metal joints and used them for thirty years. We can make them live longer but not easily if they have metal joints in their bodies,” Lux said getting uncomfortable standing in the open. “Will you take us to Hafblatt? Our lives are much shorter than yours and I don’t want an enemy to shoot me.”

“Yes. Of course. I just thought you were interesting, and I never get to hear what the old ones are saying. Come this way. Hafblatt said this one was a friend, and he was curious about the other one,” the young Tros said as they walked across the large, tiled plaza.

Lux noticed that there had been a lot of explosions on the tiles, but he saw many where tiles had been replaced. Curious, he thought. They walked quite a way ‘til they were at an interior courtyard entrance and walked through several twisty dim corridors before arriving at a clean bright room. The lighting rivaled a hospital ER (admitting/screening). There were emergency equipment and large rolling beds.

“Oh ho! Huflamm. What brings you to me a third of my life later? It must be something interesting – my life has been very interesting these last years with the war. I don’t think they remember why they are fighting anymore. Come with me. Who is this with you? You are not a malformed Phafalotoi. What species are you? Sorry, do you know Ullumff?”

“I do master. I speak all known species languages and 23 languages from my species,” Lux said. “We call ourselves humans.”

“Thank you for naming yourselves a species I can pronounce. I could pronounce nothing in VicVic, though I tried with a translator for years,” Hafblatt said.

“I can fix that in an hour, and you can understand what they say without a translator, but you need a translator to produce the sounds outside your hearing range. I have a nice translator I can give you and you never need to charge it,” Lux explained.

“I have many questions for you. How can you walk in this gravity? Your species look like you live on a world with lighter gravity. The Irixians wear augmented metal apparatus to fight in this gravity. They are not accustomed to this world. It feels fine to me but there are no savannahs like home. Come, come, let me make you some tea. Food is sparse right now but the injured on both sides bring their severely wounded here and pay us in food, but it is not good food. Tell me what you need while my young friends brew us the tea,” Hafblatt said.

They moved to a small office off to the side with some large comfortable chairs. The same young Tros brought them some steaming tea in a pot and three large cups. Hafblatt poured a large amount for the two Ullumff and half a cup for Lux. Lux blew on it to cool it off and took a tentative sip. His eyebrows rose. It was quite tasty. This would be a good item to trade if they had access to any volume. “Thank you. This tea tastes excellent. I would like to find a way to bring some back to our world or arrange a supply to trade with my world,” Lux said.

“Ah. You are not the Order. Phafalotoi have little tolerance for hot drinks and the Order would know what this is and demand to know our supplier. Phafalotoi don’t like this tea. Your Ullumff is very good but a bit high pitched for my taste,” Hafblatt said.

Lux laughed and nodded. “I enjoy listening to you talk. Your speech is like a bass musical instrument on my world. I knew I would sound squeaky, but I try to talk a little deeper in Ullumff and Tros.”

“Your diction is educated and sounds more like our ancient tongue. You must have learning machines. I would give my arm for a few of those and some language cylinders. I really need a learning machine and Irixian cylinders. I have volunteer apprentices but few Ullumff. My Tros is rudimentary and my Irixian would not work at a market,” Hafblatt lamented. “What do you need?”

“We need the programming for the nanites that remove metals and polymers from the body. My people did not have nanites so we made metal and polymer replacement joints so the older people would not be crippled. We made artificial hearts, valves, knees, shoulders, hips and were just getting into regrowing teeth but your nanite programming is beyond us now. We even were printing bodily organs like bladders and spleens. I think your species has similar organs if I’m not mistaken. We will pay or trade whatever it takes to have access to those nanites. We have small quantities of the two metals used to make them, but we can mine more of those from our asteroids,” Lux exclaimed.

“I cannot leave here because they would never let me leave through the Orders portals. I also can’t leave because too many people are here that would starve if I left. The warring parties bring their wounded here – more Tros than Irixians. It is hard to communicate with the Irixians,” Hafblatt said wearily. “They also planted mines all around us here to make it too difficult to leave. How did you get here and avoid the mines?” Hafblatt said suspiciously.

“we came out of the portal into an Order warehouse and threatened to destroy all their merchandise if they didn’t provide us with a guide to you. I can help you with the Irixian right away if I can bring my people in. We make learning machines. We were given one and figured how to make them. I brought five with me and many learning cylinders. I have some in Phafalotoi, Tros, Irixian, Graloc, Hermolic, Lesma, Ylee, Trade, and even VicVic but I’m told they have to use an odd dialect for you to even understand the language in frequencies humans and allied species can hear. I have some in my language also,” Lux said.

“Let’s do the Irixian right now,” Hafblatt said and clapped his hands. “I hope I can get the message across. I want him to keep the white flag up so none of my other watchers will blow up any to the charges under the tiles. We laid large explosives under the tiles because we have few weapons, and they are weak. We are almost out of food, but I heard explosions from the area where the Irixians are staying so I expect some wounded here in a few hours,” Hafblatt said just as the young Tros ran in and looked to Hafblatt for orders.

Lux laughed. “I thought I saw where you blew up a few and replaced the tiles. Tell me what you want to say to him, and I will translate.”

Hafblatt told him and Lux turned to the young Tros. “He wants you to go to all the troops outside and tell them to come inside with all the trade goods. Make sure you have the white cloth waving to all the other spotters because I don’t want them killed by your people. When they get here, I will teach Hafblatt to speak Irixian and Tros. I will teach you Ullumff if I can get everyone in here without you or them getting blown up. Repeat back to me what I said to you. Good. Now hurry and here is the white cloth to wave.”

“You need to warn your people my little Tros is coming,” Hafblatt suggested.

“No problem. They have been watching and listening to everything we’ve been saying but I want the Tros child there with the white flag,” Lux said.

It wasn’t long before the soldiers came in pulling the heavily loaded grav sled. Lux reached in and pulled out two learning machines and three learning cylinders. “Lie down over here,” he said to Hafblatt, and the Tros was directed to another bed. 

He handed the Irixian and Tros cylinders to Huflamm and he took the learning machine and cylinder for the small Tros. “A short time from now you will speak Ullumff like a native and he,” indicating Hafblatt, “…will speak fluent Irixian and Tros.”

The young Tros scrunched up his face when Lux put the mesh over his head but soon drifted off to sleep as did the Ullumff.

Hafblatt woke up and Lux started speaking to him in Irixian. “It didn’t work. I understand everything you said. Wait. I am speaking Irixian. It does work just like you said.” He started speaking in Ullumff. “I can still speak in Ullumff.”

The child woke up then and started speaking in Ullumff. “It didn’t work. He won’t understand me.”

“I understand you perfectly. You are speaking Ullumff. I can now speak Irixian but I am going to take another one right away so I can speak Tros. Give me a little bit of time.” Hafblatt laid back down and his friend inserted the Tros cylinder and started it.

The marines set up a defensive perimeter with the help of the young Tros because he took them to the best upper story observer posts. There were twenty with young Tros and youthful Irixians around. They all called in and their battle processors in their suits showed positions, name, status, weapons load, and residuals.

Hafblatt had just come to and was talking to Lux and Huflamm in Tros when two of the sentries announcing an incoming Irixian party of twenty or more under a white flag.


Chapter 10

Irixians Stir It Up

Ixilralix was Pack Leader of the Solemn, the elite warriors who were the ones who fought to the last. He had destroyed the Order’s Supply Depot connected to the portal in Irixian territory. The instructions to destroy the portal came from headquarters after the Order demanded increased pay with each shipment. Then headquarters had found out the Order was supplying both sides of the conflict. He was headed to the site of the portal on the Tros side of the war, but he had to take care of his wounded first. His soldiers had been devastated recently with pinpoint artillery by the Tros. He patched them up as best he could and tediously made for the medical tech’s business. His exoskeletons barely had enough power to make it there. He hoped he could recharge because his people couldn’t stand the strong gravity without the exoskeletons.

◆◆◆

“We have incoming. Looks like Irixians using exoskeletons,” the Marine observers reported.

Lux looked at the images and zoomed in. He grinned. The Irixians looked like mean, badass versions of Grover from Sesame Street.

“Why are you smiling like that? Does something amuse you about the Irixians? They are fierce warriors. They perfected the molecular disintegrators and fight with knives and pulse rifles attached to their suits for power,” Hafblatt said.

“Just a childhood memory of stories where beings looked similar to the Irixians. How do they treat you? How do they conduct the war?” Lux asked.

“They have been very fair with me. They do not take civilians as slaves like the Tros do. The Tros are the reason we had to put explosives around our compound. They tried several times to recover all the escaped slaves that are here,” Hafblatt said. “I should not have brought it up. Do not point weapons at them when they come in. We have an agreement of no violence here and they are good about adhering to it.”

“How is the war going? What is the reason for this war? Which side is winning?” Lux asked and the Marine lieutenant perked up.

“The Tros have the advantage now they have a lot more ammunition and supplies, apparently from the Order,” Hafblatt said. “The Tros were almost out of food and ammunition last year and then suddenly they had plenty. The Irixians are much better strategists and fighters than the Tros. The Tros started fighting to take over the settlements near here where there are mines. The mining machinery was destroyed early on, and the Tros started enslaving the population which included some Irixians. That started this whole chain of events. The Irixians have a hard time with this gravity, but they are tough. They freed some of the slaves.”

“I’d like to meet these guys. I speak Irixian and so do you – now,” Lux said.

“You will,” Hafblatt said. “The Pack Leader is named Ixilralix, and he is smart and resourceful. Most of the other Irixians have left the planet and I think he is the last group left. They mined the two metals I use for the nanites but that mine is destroyed. Here they come. You can hear the exoskeletons they wear. The sound scares the Tros, but it sounds good to me. They often bring food.”

The Irixians came into view, and they had a proper white flag showing they respected the conditions set up by Hafblatt. They looked shocked and pulled up short when they saw Lux and the Marines in battle suits with slung weapons. Lux raised his hands palms out and no weapons were raised. It wasn’t bravery on the human side but knowledge that disintegrators would be useless against the humans’ shields.

“Ixilralix. Bring your wounded in. These people are allies and do not support the Order,” he said in Irixian.

The Irixian looked shocked for a moment since they weren’t just pointing and waving arms with no one able to understand their Irixian speech. The Pack Leader was quick on the uptake. “You brought a learning machine. How is that possible? They are very rare as are the Irixian cylinders. I have heard rumors that more were appearing. Are they like the Order and come to extort value from this conflict?” he asked Hafblatt.

“We are not, Pack Leader. We are new to this area – new to anything. We reverse engineered a learning machine and learned how to make copies of cylinders. We came here because my friend Huflamm knew Hafblatt had nanites that can remove metal from bodies. That is why we are here. We abhor slavery of every kind. I am called Lux,” Lux said in Irixian.

“Your Irixian is of the old style and pleasant to my hearing. Let us get my people treated if you will. We have no food in trade, and we need to charge our exoskeletons. We can power our weapons or our suits but not both,” Ixilralix said.

“You have brought more than enough in the past. We will find a way to manage. Bring in your people. I have help this day with my friend Huflamm,” Hafblatt said.

The Irixians brought in their wounded and Hafblatt took them to the back room he had never shown Lux and started scanning the injured. Huflamm did the same thing and sadly took two of the Irixians who looked too weak to submit to the treatment. The lieutenant called over his corpsman and doctor who had accompanied them.

“Can you do anything for these two Doc? What alien cylinders have you taken from the recovered cache from Sirius?” the lieutenant asked.

“Ask if we may treat these two,” the Doc said.

“These two will die otherwise. One has internal bleeding I cannot stop, and we cannot replace their blood. Do what you can?” Hafblatt said.

“I do know the Irixians have hemoglobin-based blood so get me the hemostatic dressings, junctional tourniquets, and synthetic blood,” the Doc said.

An hour later the two Irixians were stable enough for the nanite treatment. One died after nanite ingestion but the other showed immediate signs of improvement. Ixilralix came over to talk to the human Doc.

“Unfortunately, our species has a lot of experience in battlefield injuries. We are new to nanite treatments. We replace hearts and joints with mechanical devices that last for years but we are just learning to regrow damaged organs and heal cancers,” the Marine Doc explained.

“You are new to travel in the stars?” Ixilralix asked.

“Yes, very new,” the Doc answered. “Will you keep fighting this war?”.

“We are the last of the Irixians. We were supposed to shut down the Order’s portal and we were abandoned. We found another task and that is to raid the Tros portal the Order uses. We know where it is, but we have to get through the minefield around this location and find it. We know it’s general location. Will Hafblatt trade you what you need?”

“I don’t know,” the Doc said. “Lux leads us.”

“The young one? Is he royalty or of a noble family?” Ixilralix asked.

The Doc laughed. “No, but he is the reason our species reached the stars. Our suits counteract the gravity, and our weapons never need recharging. He reverse-engineered the learning machines. That is why we can speak so many languages. He built ships to travel between stars. Everyone who works with him benefits,” the Doc said in Irixian.

“He seems confident. Is he arrogant?” Ixilralix asked.

“No,” the Doc laughed. “He listens to others and gives credit to others whenever he can.”

“I hope he gets what he needs for your people,” Ixilralix said.

“Thank you,” the Doc said. “I hope so.” The Doc explained to Lux what he had talked about with Ixilralix.

◆◆◆

Huflamm settled down to a cup of tea after the initial flurry of activity. “Will you trade for the special nanites. I have used all the supplies I have. Maybe you could trade for the coding or could give us the machine design to make the nanites.”

Lux sat with the pair of Ullumff and let them negotiate. He was going to stay out of it as long as he could.

“How much food can you get us?” Hafblatt asked.

Lux saw his input was needed. “For how many people and species are we talking about. I haven’t seen but five or six different Tros children as your spotters.”

“We have 209 beings here, including me. Ninety-one (91) Tros, fifty-three (53) Irixian, thirty-seven (37) Ullumff, twelve (12) Graloc, nine (9) Phafalotoi, six (6) Lesma, and one VicVic. That includes males, females, and children. They would all be claimed as slaves to the Tros faction here if we didn’t mine the plaza outside,” Hafblatt stated.

“Would you be willing to relocate all your people, if you could?” Lux asked.

“Of course…but it is not possible. There are landmines all around us,” Hafblatt said.

“Get Ixilralix,” Lux said to Huflamm.

Ixilralix came in and Lux turned toward him. “The Doc said your pack has been abandoned. Would you consider relocating? Is there anything holding you here?”

“We must destroy the Order’s Tros depot and portal. I have too many wounded to mount an attack any time soon and these people do not have enough food to survive,” Ixilralix said.

“Would you all be willing to come to my world? We can take in all of you, and you can work at any skill you have. Would your soldiers work with me to protect our planet? Huflamm can tell you about it. He has changed our world. If you don’t like it, we can transport you to several other worlds currently and more in the future. I don’t know where your home worlds are, but we can set up portals to them,” Lux said.

“I think we will need to talk about it. We can last another week if we ration food. Ixilralix? I trust Huflamm. He is a dear friend,” Hafblatt said.

“How can we move the people? I didn’t realize there were so many. I thought you were just stockpiling the food we brought you, Hafblatt. We need to destroy that Order warehouse,” Ixilralix stated. “The ones who survive would honor my wishes if any survive.”

“Lieutenant. You’ve been listening to this. Hand the Irixians the weapons we brought so they have power for their suits. Set up the portal. I think Anna will be looking for its carrier wave to lock to. I’m not sure how long that will take. Distribute the learning machines and train as many as you can.” Lux turned to make sure all around him were listening. “We have a portal with us we can set up to go back to our world – it’s quite pleasant there and we have accommodations ready that can take two hundred and fifty refugees until we can build homes for any who want to stay. Once everyone is safe – we can send a bomb through the Tros portal and destroy the warehouse. One of your people should be seen planting the explosives. Work with me and explore this area of the universe. Help me set up portals to your home worlds,” Lux said.

“How will we pay for this?” Ixilralix asked.

“Hafblatt would need to transport his equipment back to our planet and show us how to make the special nanites. Any spare materials used in the process would help defray our costs,” Lux said.

“I haven’t agreed to this move,” Hafblatt stated. “I trust Huflamm, but these humans are new to me. I don’t want to move these people. They are traumatized from their enslavement by the Tros, by their near starvation, and constant war around them. We’ve been doing all right.”

“Very well,” Lux said. “We will set up a portal here, so we don’t have to go through the minefield again. The one that led us here stepped on a mine himself as he left us. We will just come back after you died and retrieve the equipment abandoned here or take it from the Tros.”

“You will not force us to give you the equipment? You could, you know,” Hafblatt said.

“It isn’t my way,” Lux said, and he turned away and went to help set up the portal and power it up so Anna could connect.

◆◆◆

It took just minutes to set up the portal. Lux gave the Irixians the pulse rifles and the Marines showed them how to use them. A lance Corporal gave them a demonstration on how powerful they were, and they had their own, internal power supply that they could fire almost continuously since it didn’t need to be recharged. Ixilralix was more amazed that all the humans spoke fluent Irixian.

It didn’t take Anna long to synchronize the portal with the one in Lux’s lab on Green. Lux asked Huflamm and half the Marines to head back. Lux turned to Ixilralix. “I need some good warriors. We have pleasant weather most of the time and I pay well. Good food – no war. You may come with me and look around and come right back if you want. Once everyone is through, we can link to the Tros portal if you desire.” Lux turned to Hafblatt. “You too can step through – look around outside and come right back if you want. Up to you. I can always just come back next month when you’re all dead from starvation.” You can’t fix stupid, Lux thought exasperatedly.

“I will examine your world. Did you really mean you would connect us from your world to the Order’s warehouse?” Ixilralix asked.

“I did but I am running out of patience,” Lux said. Anna contacted Lux through the portal they just set up. Half the Marines and Huflamm had already left. Lux took the learning machines and cylinders and packed them up and sent the grav sled back through the portal.

Ixilralix looked at Lux, pointed to one of his soldiers. “You become pack leader if I don’t come back. Take out the Tros warehouse and portal tonight if I don’t come back.” Ixilralix stepped through to Lux’s lab on Green.

A Marine sergeant said, “Drama Queen. Gawd.”

◆◆◆

Lux stayed and told Anna to have Huflamm show Ixilralix around Green really quick with a bit of his Southern accent seeping through. An hour or so later, Ixilralix stepped back through the portal.

“Round up all the civilians here and have them take whatever they can carry!” Ixilralix exclaimed. “We are going somewhere where there is no war. We are going to a place with food. We are going to a place where you can take learning cylinders.” Ixilralix turned to Hafblatt. “You can stay here if you want but I am not going to let your stubbornness kill all the others here. Lux appears to be telling the truth. Get your stuff together so you don’t condemn others to death just because they follow you.”

“I still need to be here,” Hafblatt said. “I’m important here. I don’t know about this new place. I’m too old to start again.”

“You old @##*$!” Ixilralix snarled. “We are the last of the Irixians here. The others have left. The Tros will have no one fighting them. They will come after any potential slaves left here when we are gone. Get my wounded and all your equipment ready to go, you old @##*$!” Ixilralix said.

“You have no necessity to call me names. I will go because you forced me. Get your men to help move the metal stocks and equipment,” Hafblatt said grumpily.

Lux and his bodyguards ushered the flow of the numerous, odorous, tattered refugees through the portal. They looked like they were going to the gas chambers. They were slumped and dejected looking. Some helped move the equipment. Lux saw a large Ullumff trying to pick up a box of small ingots. Lux went to help and picked up the whole box with his augmented suit even in the heavy gravity. The old Ullumff looked back at his treatment room, sighed almost like a human.

“I saved a lot of lives there,” he said.

“You will save hundreds of thousands on human planets. You have saved these people from slavery. I can think of no nobler action. Let us get out of here,” Lux said in Ullumff.

The old being started to step through the portal but stopped and said over his shoulder, “Your Ullumff speech sounds squeaky,” he said and started laughing and farting while stepping through.

Lux shook his head while Dave and Derek stepped through. Lux set the automatic lockout and had Anna use a quantum code string so the device would self-destruct if tampered with or forced open. Lux stepped through to the crowd in his lab that was starting to spill out of the building.

◆◆◆

Lux’s lab sat on a slight hill with a good view of the Metroplex buildings, the stadium, and the hotels along the retail district. You could see beings flying through the air with lifters and flying delivery vans. You could see the immigrant apartments and homes with the lake in the far distance. You could even see the force field that covered everything and spaceships landing with tourists and supplies. Another direction gave a view of some of the manufacturing facilities. You couldn’t see the military base from here.

Lux talked to Prissy about the Irixians. She said she would be happy to enlist them or hire them to teach her troops when Lux explained who they were. They would be able to explain current battle tactics, force dispositions, and weaponry where they had no idea currently. She would put them up in the military barracks where there was still plenty of free space. “I’ll send a frigate over to move the Irixians to the military barracks and the refugees to the Eugene since it’s two kilometers from your lab. I’ll get right on it, honey,” she said with a happy chirp. “Glad you’re back. Anna kept me up to date.”

Mayor Bensom came over to see the new arrivals and was trying out his glad-handing with his alien languages that Lux had pressured him to take a month ago.

“Phillips here,” Eugene said when he got the call from Lux. “What horrible task do you have for me just when my schedule is seeing a little daylight here at the hotel?”

“I’ve got a parcel of aliens here of all kinds of species. I know the Eugene is going to be the place for alien visitors. They are the tired, the poor, the huddled masses yearning to breathe free. They are the wretched refuse of your teeming shore,” Lux said transposing the saying on the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor. “I’ve even got you a VicVic. I’ll get the mayor’s office to send you some administrative help. They need good food, a nice place to stay, cleaning, and clothes. Think of this as a shakedown cruise for the Eugene. Hell. Hire some of them if they are willing but put them up for a week until I can build some housing for aliens near here.”

“That will be very expensive. What species are they?” Eugene asked with his anxiety leaking through.

“We have ninety-one (91) Tros, fifty-three (53) Irixian, thirty-seven (37) Ullumff, twelve (12) Graloc, nine (9) Phafalotoi, six (6) Lesma, and one VicVic. They are adults and children of the species. I think the VicVic is female since it is nearly two meters tall. I gave her a translator so you can speak English with her. She is quite an accomplished engineer if what I was told is the truth,” Lux said.

“So, they need the rooms adjusted for each species with waste disposal. We got the sand from the glass works last week that we’re using for the Ullumff toilet. Bring them over and we’ll see if we can corral the unwashed hordes and treat them like gentry. Build their housing in a hurry. How much will you defray the costs – that is a very flexible term,” Phillips stated.

“I’ll make it worth your while. You should pay me. Where else would you get a horde of aliens?

Will humans stay there too?” Lux asked.

“Of course. Humans are very versatile…our strongest trait,” Eugene said. “I do feel more alive than I ever have before. Get settled and come over here and show these people around. Send me more learning machines. I want them installed in each master suite for travelers. The cultural cylinders that Tamta brought me last week have helped a lot. We would have made some awful mistakes without them like asking the Tros their name or saying goodbye to Ullumff or Tros. Gralocs are more gregarious unless in positions of authority. VicVics are just plain scary aliens who eat live small mammals and reptiles.”

“Okay. I’ll be over in a bit - as soon as I get one old Ullumff settled,” Lux said and texted Prissy to come meet him at the Eugene Hotel if she could. He turned to Hafblatt. “Why don’t we leave your equipment here and let’s get you a place to stay before we worry about all this stuff?” Lux said and called for an air taxi to take his separate group over to the Eugene. A frigate had just finished loading five of his bodyguards, the Irixians, and the other refugees.

The air taxi compensated for the Ullumff’s weight and hardly wobbled as they took off to the Eugene. Hafblatt kept looking back. “Your equipment will be safe. I have robots watching those buildings and they will let nothing happen to your things.”

“Why are we going to this place to stay first? Are you trying to separate me from my people?” Hafblatt asked nervously.

“As their leader – I wanted you to get first choice to meet your host. We will get the Irixians settled at their barracks with other soldiers first and then all the civilians. The soldiers were ‘on their last legs’ we would say to talk about people who are just about dead. We also have excellent trauma medical staff there with Huflamm’s equipment and training. We are going to the Eugene Hotel, named for Eugene Phillips, the owner and manager.”

Hafblatt just sat there stoically as they zipped over and landed at the embarkment deck in front of the hotel. Eugene Phillips was waiting out front to greet them with two Syrians. He rushed over as soon as the doors swung out after they landed.

“Welcome, Master Hafblatt. I am Eugene Phillips. It is so good to have you staying with us. I understand you have had a hard time, but you need only ask for help here for anything. All the staff speak Ullumff. Let’s show you around before your people get here. Right this way,” Eugene said.

Hafblatt’s eyes swiveled around as he tried to take in the beautiful lobby of the Eugene. There were robot workers still bustling about completing all the wiring connections and setting up the rooms. The linens had finally arrived from Earth through the Zurich portal with Egyptian cotton. The furniture requirements for a VicVic had just been printed out and a team of robots had captured an assortment of reptiles and small rodents for food for the huge praying mantis like being. It was like an opening Broadway Show with no rehearsal – scary chaos but Eugene acted placid. What experience he must have to face opening pressures with multiple species.

They took the elevator to the higher floors and the cameras noted the passengers and all the floor directions had changed to Ullumff. Eugene directed the Ullumff to his room. He pushed on the door, and it opened into a nice foyer. The walls had changed to display an African savannah area with tall elephant grass, Jackalberry and Baobab trees. There were antelope and giraffes amid heath aster flowers and blue Lobelia plants. There was a gentle wind in the room that matched the scene on the wall. It coincided with the diurnal cycle of Green’s slightly longer day. There was a light scent added to the room that masked the new room smell.

“What is this? How can this be? What place is that? It smells…strange and beautiful,” the Ullumff said as he walked over and saw a bowl of fruit.

“These are for you. Some are wild fruits from this planet. We have not recorded the animals and plants from this planet yet. The area depicted on your walls is a mix of images from Tanzania, Africa on our origin planet. We add the scent and wind. This panel over here controls the environment of the room. You can adjust the moisture and lighting to match any sun. Be cautious with this setting. This controls the gravity to the room and can go much stronger. It is set at 1.3 Earth gravities. I think your natural level is 1.4 gravities. This will reset while you sleep to lessen a bit and go up to your setting when you wake. Here is the toilet and cleaning area,” Eugene explained. “Just say, ‘computer’ and make your request in any language. Our computers will respond to clarify your questions or meet your requests.”

The old Ullumff could not understand how these humans could make these accommodations so comfortable. Eugene was still there when the Ullumff came over to him. “Take me to the room for the VicVic,” he demanded.

Eugene raised his eyebrows, and they went to a room down the hall. Eugene opened the door and stepped aside to let the Ullumff in. This room was totally different and had lots of plants nestled in rocky river stones, but all the plants were alive. It smelled of growth and plants. The walls were an off green. The furniture was twisted pieces of metal that resembled tree limbs in brown or green. There was no bed. The toilet area only had a mirror. There were two small cages on a small table. One cage held four small rodents and the other was a glass case containing two snakes and a lizard or two.

“Computer. I think the light might be brighter and a bit more yellow,” Hafblatt said as he walked out. “Having the live snacks in the room is a nice idea. We need to go to the lobby to meet everyone after I get some food.”

Eugene had a smile on his face. He had seen clients over the decades that were blown away and he knew his staff had followed his instructions to the letter. Having people who wanted to work had helped. He paid them well and treated the staff as well as his guests. It had taken him five decades to get away from the nickel and dime mentality. He still wanted to make money but quality shows. He also learned to be ruthless about stealing. Staff who stole from him were blacklisted and one had been ‘sent away’ with Anna’s help. He was getting a very loyal staff, but the kitchen was a work in progress. He had Cordon Bleu training cylinders and alien cooking cylinders for his chefs, but most of the alien ingredients were different or unavailable.

Ullumff eating utensils had been 3D printed and laid out in a manner consistent with Ullumff ‘manners.’ A waiter brought out an odd-shaped mug with a thick long stem that allowed Hafblatt to pick it up. The pure water had a touch of calcium and magnesium for more taste. Someone had put a mint leaf in it. Hafblatt grunted and picked the leaf out and smelled it. He grunted again and slapped the table. A new waiter came over anxiously. “What is this leaf in my drink? Did you just scoop the water out of a trough?”

“It is a mint leaf, sir. It was added after being washed to give the pure water a better flavor.”

“Hmm. I will try it. Hmm. It is good. How do I find out what you will bring me to eat?” the Ullumff asked.

“My fault sir. That black rectangle is the menu in Ullumff. Menu means you pick anything you want, and we will fix it for you. This section is for snacks while waiting for your dinner to be prepared,” the waiter said, and he was relaxing slightly.

“What will this cost? We pay for our meals first on my planet,” Hafblatt said.

“Sir. This is the Eugene Hotel. Your room and food are listed as complimentary – there is no cost because you are helping the colony.

“I have other refugees coming. How will they stay here? This business must cost a lot to run.”

“Sir. Refugees get a stipend or amount for clothes and food. They can pay once they are employed. They are an investment for the future like we used to pay to send our children for advanced schooling,” the waiter said. “I was a refugee from Earth a year ago. Now I have a family, a nice apartment, and I’m learning to run hotels. We rotate through jobs here, so we know how to do them all. My supervisor says I talk too much. Look through the menu and pick what you would like to try.”

They brought out alfalfa and timothy hay in baskets with apples, sweet potatoes, and carrots. They also brought out small tabletop baskets of leaves for him to try: Grewia, Mopane, and the local version of Sickle bush and bushwillows. He belched and got up abruptly and left. The waiter would have been upset if he didn’t know Tros and Ullumff always left without a word.

◆◆◆

Irritating Irixians

The frigate carrying the Irixian warriors, and the refugees stopped at the barracks. Colonel Hunnicutt was there to meet them. Lux said they should be useful teaching alien weaponry. Prissy had not had time to get out of her battle suit. She stood with a Marine Sergeant Major and Gunnery sergeant on the parade ground after the ship had landed and the cargo ramp dropped. The Irixians came down the ramp carrying their exoskeletons and pulse rifles over their shoulders. The Pack Leader, Ixilralix, led the way and stopped in front of the Sergeant Major since he was the biggest.

“Bring food!” Ixilralix demanded.

“I am Colonel Hunnicutt,” she said. “First bring your wounded to our medical wing and we can go to the cafeteria immediately thereafter. Leave your rifles with one of my people here. There is no war here. Keep your knives and sidearms because we occasionally get predators through the light exterior field.”

“You have udders. You are a female human,” Ixilralix said.

“That is correct. I am the commander of this military base,” Prissy said.

“Irixians do not work with females, we…” he said, and Prissy put her hand on the top of her head and moved it down in the Marine hand sign for button up.

All the Marines within view deployed their helmets. The Marines personal shields all came on across the base. Prissy backhanded the Irixian, and her augmented suit knocked the Irixian five meters onto his back. Her amplified voice rang out, “You will follow my orders, or I will dump your people through a portal in the middle of that Tros position. I am the commander of this base. Do you understand me?” she said in low Irixian. Prissy was surprised that the Irixian popped back to his feet. Hitting him felt like hitting a bundle of heavy steel cables and her arm hurt like hell but she wouldn’t show it.

Ixilralix stood in front of her and rubbed his head and neck. He faced her as she retracted her helmet and acted like nothing had happened. Good thing the sergeant major said not to take any crap off soldiers coming on base. “My sergeant here will show you where to take your wounded. They’ll take you somewhere to eat. I understand you can eat fruits and vegetables but prefer meat. We’ll get you appropriate food and then we’ll get you located and assigned liaisons. Sergeant, get them billeted in the trainee quarters for now. Their toilet and food needs are close to human.”

The sergeants saluted. She returned their salutes and walked off. The sergeant major turned to the gunny. “Hell. I told her not to take any guff off these guys. That would have broken a human’s neck. Whew. Let’s get these guys – acclimated to life on a Marine base. Remember they are veterans but need to learn our ways.

◆◆◆

Rowdy Refugees

The frigate took the ragged nervous passengers to the Eugene Hotel. They landed outside and cautiously stepped out. They were uncomfortable and wondered what thrown together accommodation was being readied for them. They had seen the gleaming city with all the glass and white ceramic buildings, but they also saw the lush near tropical trees and bushes in the distance. The bolder of the single adults came down first with their cobbled together weapons – the few that had anything that is. They were visibly relieved when they saw Hafblatt standing with a smaller human. The day was bright and there was a nice breeze. Three robots came out pushing three grav chairs since there were three that had trouble walking until their limbs regrew from Hafblatt’s treatments.

“Come on out!” Hafblatt shouted. “We are going to eat first. All the staff and robots here speak your language – even you Sislikele,” Hafblatt said to the VicVic who was off to the side of the cargo hatch door. “We eat first and then get cleaned up before going shopping for new clothing.”

The Ullumff motioned them out and the three recovering invalids, two Tros and a Ullumff, limped ‘til they got to the grav chairs where they plopped down. “Come on. You children quit trying to ride on the grav chairs. You three walk. Walking feet – no running feet. Use your inside voices. I know you are excited,” Hafblatt chided in Tros and Graloc.

They went directly to the large downstairs restaurant, and everyone was seated. The manager decided they would serve by species instead of a menu in most cases. The adults with children were shown e-Ink (e-Paper) menus showing photos of each food in color. Each menu was written in the language for that table or species. The kids eyes got big when they saw all the choices and the adults narrowed it down to one entrée and side items. A constant refrain was how much did it cost but each inquiry was answered with it was funded by the government.

The robots came out minutes later pushing carts with food stacked. The children giggled and laughed at the funny food implements but that didn’t stop them from chowing down. It was served family style with large platters of food. The adults had to admonish the children to slow down and not eat too much. The A.I.s (the A.I. Amy in this case) were measuring the children and adults and assembling utility clothing remotely to replace the tattered clothing the refugees were wearing. It was placed in their assigned rooms when finished. It was quite a behind-the-scenes ballet of chaos clothing generation. One set of clothing was doable for a bit more than 200 assorted aliens. The millions of human refugees had no such advantage, but the Green Colony was getting better and better at handling refugees, immigrants, tourists, and citizens.

The food was flavored by hunger and was only lightly spiced. Quantities were limited to acclimate the aliens who had eaten much less in the war zone. It was better than the tasteless porridge and rock-hard preserved proteins they had been eating. Robots were assigned to each table group, and the refugees were all given I.D. badges that would give them access and could be tracked. Each had had a photo taken while on the frigate. A few beings had the wrong photo for the ID, but the robot could just take a new photo and correct it on the spot. They left the table in better spirits, but all the stress and food made them sleepy. The children perked up inside the glass walled elevators taking them higher and higher. The children would have been happy just riding the elevators up and down, but the upcoming mystery of their rooms kept them fairly obedient.

An intact Tros family of five were shown the first room. The other five came into the suite also as the family were given instructions. The kids loved telling ‘computer’ what they wanted. The A.I. spoke passable Tros. The first room had the gravity set to 1.2 Earth gravity and the light spectrum was redder for this group. They showed them the refrigerated drinks and they were cautioned to not try to empty it every day. It had some large steins of local beers for the adults and fruit juices for the children. There were two bowls of fruits on small tables off to the side. A flat display showed how to eat the different local Green and Earth fruits and vegetables. There was a microwave that you told what you wanted with some large mugs and teas. There were a few packages of ready-to-pop popcorn and how to eat it. The large 3D display was explained with its verbal controls. The robot said, “Computer. Turn on a program about Earth and Green wildlife.”

The screen came on and displayed the African Serengeti. The program showed a pride of lions stalking and killing an antelope after a long chase. The view was very realistic in three dimensions. Everyone jumped back when the lion roared. Then it showed humans at a dog show, monkeys in a zoo and manatees in Florida. The program then swapped to show some of the wildlife on Green with narration translated to Tros showing all the predators, two-step snakes, and feral hogs. The kids were wild eyed as they tried to stay awake but fell asleep in minutes. They had been excited – for too long. The adults carried the smaller ones into the bedrooms where they found the clothing waiting for them. The adults were touched by the humans’ generosity. They loved the toilet conveniences after the improvised conditions in the war zone.

◆◆◆

The Eugene Hotel survived the night and breakfast in the morning though the different foods and toilet ablutions caused a few problems – a learning experience for all. The children of the refugees were all teenagers since any younger children died in the war zone. The remaining refugees were the strongest of the species who made it through slavery and escape from the Tros. The children of the refugees were ecstatic at their new situation, and it was tough for the adults to keep them under control. Everything was new and alive here compared to the bombed, deserted buildings where they had been hiding. Today they were to go find out what level of schooling their children would have to start and then go clothes shopping with their parents refugee stipend.

There were three flying buses that picked up the alien parents with their children. The vehicles were painted orange for some reason and flew them to the new school. This school was large and included middle school and higher students with learning cylinder labs and then fabrication labs for the students where students could use their newly imprinted knowledge to work on basic sciences, math, physics, basic electronics, music, art, singing, government, business, economics, trade, logistics, psychology, cultures, and many more topics. The A.I.s would ask questions and test for spatial relationships and go through a gamut of questions to determine their knowledge level. The testing would look to see if they had any special skills that it could classify. All the children already in school had to take the learning cylinder on aliens and were given the opportunity to learn any or all of the available alien languages.

Bilan and Amburo were daughters of Tadalesh, a new Somalian immigrant, who became a teacher in the school. Amburo had taken every alien learning cylinder she could get her hands on and was thrilled when young Graloc, Tros, and Ullumff came into her school. Her sister, Bilan thought aliens were all just a Hollywood ploy even though they had seen photos of all the species. Amburo ran to her father and burst into his classroom where he was going over the 3D printers they were using.

“Daughter, you know not to burst in on me,” he said annoyed. His daughter came over and whispered in his ear. He jerked his head up. “They’re here already. Class. Replace the filament spools and medium when it runs low. Don’t leave the remains of your poorly crafted disaster on the build plate. Leave a machine better than you found it – I mean you, Omar -- and you too, Yussif. I have to step out a minute.” Tadalesh turned to Amburo. “You can show them around after they have had English and are tested.”

“I can help direct them to the testing computers and the English learning machines. I know all their languages,” Amburo pleaded.

“Okay, but don’t get in the way,” Tadalesh said. “I need to get back into the room before they print phasers or something else horrible.”

Amburo nodded and went over to the aliens who were clustered in the cafeteria as the principal, Doctor Watanabe was talking with them. He explained in Trade that they would be taken and given an English learning cylinder. This basic cylinder also explained the laws of Green and the rules of the school. They would do that first and then be tested to see their level of knowledge and would be given choices of courses that were available. “Amburo!” the principal yelled when he recognized her in the back. “After we get them started in the learning center – get eight friends who speak their languages to tour them around the school. Help me show them to the learning center.”

Amburo felt a bit embarrassed but then put her hands above her head and clapped, drawing every eye in the assembled crowd. She started in Tros, then repeated her instructions quickly in Ullumff, Graloc, Phafalotoi, and Lemsa, “All of you – adults and children are going to quickly learn English and the laws and rules of this colony. Then you will all be tested on your general knowledge. Don’t be afraid. If you don’t know anything – you can always be a politician.” That line got a laugh from every species that heard it. Amburo had always heard her father use that same line.

The precocious young Tros that had met Lux on the boobytrapped plaza on the war-ridden planet came up to Amburo. “Are you one of the teachers?” the little Tros asked.

“No,” Amburo laughed. “My father is one of the new teachers. We were in the first two million refugees that came here from our home planet. We were trying to get away from all the wars.”

“Us too. A human named Lux came to get us. Is it proper to use his name?” he asked.

“Oh sure. His name is Lux Blakely. He’s the human who really started this colony. I know Tros don’t give your names but that’s okay with me. My name is Amburo.”

“I don’t believe all that grunt. Call me Rep. My parents were killed, and I’ve lived with lots of other species my whole life. Some adult rules are just stupid,” the young Tros said.

Amburo realized that giving his name was a sacred trust to a Tros. “This is the learning center,” she said as she pushed open the wide double doors. It was a huge room filled with learning machines with 100 padded exam tables or cradles. “The humans and the robots in here speak your language. Ask any questions you want,” she said and then repeated it in the other alien languages. She made sure that Rep was comfortable as she placed the learning machine mesh over his head. She looked around until all the attendants had raised their hands and they started the machines together.

Amburo got her sister and a few other friends while all the aliens drifted off during the 90-minute basic welcome to the English language and the laws and rules of the Green colony. It also covered a brief history of Mars and Green’s conflicts with Earth to give them some context.

The padded exam tables tilted more upright, and a monitor swung in front of everyone when they finished the introductory English and law. The mesh was removed, and the screens displayed a question in English. It asked them to touch the screen on different spots to calibrate it to the user. The questions started simply and then came a little faster as they became acclimated. The computer registered their names and faces as they progressed and learned their education levels, knowledge, and skills. The A.I.s improved the tests as they progressed. It took two full hours. Everyone was tired after the testing, but Amburo and her friends directed them all the cafeteria. They were surprised to be eating again but it was a light lunch.

The tour of the school was a big hit with the aliens. It hadn’t been possible to do much when they thought they might be captured and turned into slaves again on the other planet. The children really liked the basketball court and soccer field. They saw students flying off in groups and asked about that. Amburo explained that older students had survival classes in the interior. That gave Rep a chill when he saw that, but it was exciting too.

“Where do you go next? Where do they have you staying?” Amburo asked Rep.

“We’re going clothes shopping. We’re staying at the Eugene Hotel,” Rep answered.

“Wow!” Amburo said. “That’s a really nice place. I want to hear all about it next time I see you. I’ve never even been there myself, but I heard it was nice.”

Rep left without looking back. Amburo knew Tros and Ullumff just walked away like cats but seeing it was different than reading about it. She wondered what stores they’d visit and how the few tourists and clerks would handle real aliens. Half the immigrants thought aliens were all made up stories to frighten people. Some people thought everything was a conspiracy and they knew better than the experts.


Chapter 11

Shopping Sortie

Hafblatt met the refugees coming back from their school outing. They could all speak English now and were going shopping for fall and winter clothes. It seemed trivial to others but the fact that the Green Colony wanted the alien refugees to have winter clothes was – extraordinary. The food they had been given so far was good but strange. The customs of the humans were odd to their eyes. The aliens tended to look at humans like a variation of Phafalotoi. Clearly, they were not.

The alien children were out when other human children were in school. As the gaggle of aliens marched down the street, they drew the eye of every human. The soccer exposition tournament was to start in two weeks and some tourists had already arrived.

It was a pleasant day after a light shower in the morning had cooled it off. The shops the groups were visiting near the hotels had a large greenspace park with local trees all through it. There were many nooks with benches and fountains to break up the sterile look next to the sleek shiny buildings. There was a playground to one side of the ribbon of greenery that captured the imagination of the alien children and there were some street vendors. The adults smelled the strange food that reminded them of meat sticks at home for the Lemsa and the sweet flavored shaved ice.

Rep had reluctantly left the playground even though he was much too old for such things as Tros his age were supposed to act mature – not like a child. The adults were urging the horde to the stores that had been recommended. The adults went in and were met with clerks who looked surprised even though they had been alerted to have staff fluent in alien languages. Some staff had had the cultural and language training already. There weren’t that many tourists yet, so the clerks cautiously moved to help.

“Good afternoon. We need to buy some clothes for the upcoming fall and winter,” one of the Tros adults said. “All these children need two full sets of clothes. I am told our IDs contain enough funds to purchase whatever we need. Would you assist us?” the Tros female asked.

“I would be happy to help. I also speak Tros if you prefer. I’m new to it. I wasn’t sure if you were real,” Iris said. Iris had only been working in the store a week, but it was exciting after the tent cities she had spent much of her early life in Earth refugee camps.

“If you could help the children here while we find clothes that could even come close to fitting us, it would be helpful,” the Tros said, as another clerk came over to help once he saw the aliens were actually customers and not a threat.

Iris waved the children over to her. “Come with me. We are going to ride an escalator to the basement one level down,” she said in Tros, then in Ullumff and Graloc. Iris knew her fabricator here could adjust clothes, but this would be interesting.

The children loved riding the escalator down. Iris asked them what planet they were from, and the children were not accustomed to strangers talking to them. They did loosen up a little, but this was like what happened in an ancient story. The female human took them to a little whole floor showing different fabrics on human manakins. The children thought it was really funny. “Pick out colors you like and remember the letters and numbers on that fabric. Then come here and we’ll pick out clothes.”

The children diligently picked colors and fabrics before solemnly lining up at the fabricator. They had never seen a machine like this one. “Stand on the platform with your arms straight out from the side while the machine scans you. Tell them the numbers and the fabrics you want. The platform will turn around once and display what your clothes would look like.” The Tros boy, Rep, giggled and farted as the platform he was standing on turned around 360 degrees. The whole front side was a high-definition monitor that displayed what he would look like with the material and colors he had picked. He could move around and see the clothes he picked out on his body. He quickly spoke the other code for the other outfit and that displayed. The fabricator asked if those two were acceptable. He indicated they were perfect. The machine indicated a five-minute wait.

A young Graloc got shoved to the machine next because they wanted to see him in four-armed clothes. That was repeated with each of the ten children in this group. Iris gave the clothes to each child as it was manufactured, and she showed them where to change. Everyone was outfitted in ninety minutes. The clothes fit pretty well, and they looked nice. They ended up with three sets of clothing because the fabrication machine accessed the school database and also made them a school uniform. They each had a large bundle of new clothes as they headed back upstairs.

Roxanne Word was a successful real estate agent in Collin County, Texas, USA. She was 66 years old and wealthy. She had pressured her husband to come to Green for the life elongation for her, her husband, and daughter. It cost a lot of money to get on the list, but she was making the best of it. The hotel was really nice, but the shops had little stylish clothes from Earth and the food was different from Texas. She thought there should be more Mexican food since there were supposed to be so many immigrants here. Then she saw these little creatures giggling and running around down here and she was appalled and scared they would attack her. She reached into her purse for her Sig Sauer P365 (11-shot 9mm pistol) she carried because citizens in Texas didn’t need any background check, license, or training for concealed carry if you were an adult.

Iris led the children up to the escalators. “Remember. Walk on the left or stand on the right,” she emphasized. Rep led his group taking many steps on the left. An old female human with big hair screamed at Rep as he ran by, and his bundle of clothes brushed her side. She had her purse clutched to her chest and her right arm was inside it. She pulled a pistol out and screamed, “You little heathen!” and shot Rep in the stomach. He fell over and curled up, groaning. Iris called the emergency operator. Two robot techs were on the scene in 90 seconds. Iris and children were mortified but the robots had stopped the bleeding and stabilized the child. The other adults were told to take the children to the hotel. A Tros male and female rode in the emergency van to the medical center. Hafblatt met them there a short time later.

Lux was notified. He got into his battle suit and he and his bodyguards first went to the clothing store. The little clerk, Iris, was shaken up. A robot came up to him and gave him a summary of the situation. The surveillance video from the escalator showed that the Tros had barely brushed the woman and she had said something, shot him once, and hurried off out of sight. Iris had explained that she had yelled, “You little heathen,” and then shot him. She had put the gun back in her purse and hustled out.

“Do we have her name yet? Was she an agent, Anna?” Lux asked Anna as he and his team went to the medical center. They saw a Graloc and Tros adult there. Lux didn’t know their names but knew why they were there. “Anna, how is he?”

“He is going to be fine. It nicked an organ, but Hafblatt and Huflamm have made sure our trauma care patched him up. He should be fine in a day or so with help from nanites and human trauma care. Our care is superior in a few aspects in preventing shock and blood loss but mediocre otherwise,” Anna advised. “The woman is a wealthy real-estate agent from Texas. We looked at her security screening video and she had a Taser with her which we allow here. It appears the Taser case was hollowed out to fit around the pistol. The bullets were smuggled in some other way. She is staying at the Hilton and was slotted, somehow, to have life-extension treatments with all her family in a few days.”

The Tros was speaking to him. Lux turned toward the Tros and spoke. “I’m sorry. I was getting an update. Rep is going to be fine in a few days. We know who did this and we will punish the human.”

“Nothing would happen to aristocrats where we come from,” the Tros said. “Is this human wealthy?”

“Yes. She is very wealthy according to my information,” Lux said.

“What will you do?” The Graloc asked.

“I’m not sure,” Lux said and went to see Rep. He was sitting up in bed and Hafblatt was with him.

“Hi, Rep,” Lux said. “How are you feeling?”

“That old human ruined my new clothes,” Rep said. "I got blood all over them. I’m sore when I bend over but I should be fine in a day or two.”

“Things can be replaced. Hafblatt could have lost a new apprentice. I’m going to take care of that old human now. This is not what we do on this planet,” Lux said just as Prissy called him.

“Honey. I just heard. Don’t do anything rash. We have the big tournament coming up. Think big picture. Don’t kill them – it would cause repercussions. It would be bad press,” she said, and Lux snorted a laugh.

“I am so angry. I’ve got some ideas,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it later. Bye.” Lux turned to his bodyguards and nodded toward the exit.

Lux and three of his bodyguards flew to the Hilton. The Word family was on the 32nd floor. They knocked on the door. No one answered. “It is the authorities!” Jack Chen yelled. Lux had Anna override the locks. “Authorities?” Jack Chen yelled again.

They found Roxanne Word, Ben Word, and their adult daughter, Becky, sitting drinking wine. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” Ben Word said. “My wife has done nothing wrong.”

“Did we say we were here for something your wife did?” Jack asked.

“I’m not going to say anything until I see my lawyer,” Roxanne said and sipped some wine. Her daughter started videoing on her cell phone.

“Let me see your purse Mrs. Word. It appears to be a Prada in our videos of you shooting the young child. The gun was identified as a Sig Sauer P365 I believe,” Jack said calmly and had Robert search. Robert found the purse shoved under spare blankets and linen in one of the closets of the suite. Robert set the gun he’d found, on the table off to the side.

“You don’t have a warrant. This is an illegal search. We know our rights,” the father said.

“Video here Miss Word,” Jack said as he started to open the purse. “Let’s see what we have here. Ah - a Taser – but it is too heavy for a Taser. Oh! Look! It conceals a Sig Sauer P365 9mm.” Jack turned to Polly and Regina. “Find the other Tasers the A.I. saw in their luggage.”

Ten minutes later, both Polly and Regina came out each with a Taser. They pulled them open, and each had a pistol in them though one was Glock 26.

“This looks like a serious operation. Maybe I have this all wrong. Maybe they are espionage agents, and we’ll just execute them. Empty your pockets on the tables. Everything out. Shooting a child without provocation might just be the most minor charge,” Jack said.

They laid out their passports, wallets, IDs, and change -- everything - on the table. Polly and Regina dumped out the contents they had found. They piled all their clothing out of drawers and brought their suitcases in too.

“We’ll sue you for every cent this stinking colony has and all its mongrel immigrants and refugees,” Roxanne said with a sneer.

Lux pulled out his phaser, adjusted his pistol and disintegrated their ID, passports, money, makeup, purses, and wallets. He then disintegrated their luggage, clothing, shoes, et al.

“I was in fear of grave bodily harm,” she said. “I have paid for life extension treatments here.”

Lux looked at his watch. “Your age-reversal appointments have been changed. That appointment is now fifty years from now. You and all your family are exiled from this planet and Mars for fifty Green years. You will not have to pay medical bills for the child that you shot without provocation. You are not due a refund for any travel. We will transport you free-of-charge to our Zurich embassy. There you are free to go. You and all your family are now on our No-Rejuvenation List for the next fifty years. That list will show up on any equipment we license to Earth but will be removed after fifty years if no other crimes have been committed.”

“We want a trial, and we want to see our lawyers,” Becky said.

Three robots came in with a grav sled. The three people were loaded on the grav sled. They took them to a portal…adjusted it for Zurich and pushed them through. The Zurich officials took them and bodily shoved them out the front entrance. The American embassy in Switzerland was in Bern, which was 121 kilometers away and they were without money, passports, phones, or any language other than English with a Southern drawl. How dare they do this to them the Words thought – they were horribly inconvenienced.

◆◆◆

The Mayor

Mayor Bensom came to see Lux the next day. “I heard about the horrific incident at the clothing store. My aides informed me what happened.”

“We handled it,” Lux said, proud he didn’t kill them outright.

“I heard about that too. The Word family filed a complaint at the Mars Embassy in Zurich. What do you have to say for yourself? I won’t have citizens running roughshod over tourists,” the mayor said.

“Excuse me…” Lux said. “Did you see the video of the woman pulling a firearm and shooting a child? She had a smuggled firearms contrary to our policy. Her whole family has smuggled firearms with them. What part of the – she shot an innocent child do you not get?”

“That’s not what I was told. I was told she was attacked by one of your little creatures,” Mayor Bensom said.

“You came over here to brow beat me and you never even saw the video? Little creatures, are they? Do you have a family here? I know you do. You have a daughter, I believe. What would you do if someone shot your daughter when she was out shopping and claimed self-defense?” the mayor said.

“That’s totally different. My daughter is a human girl,” the mayor said.

“Mayor. Prime is a nice city and it’s a big city. We will have more and more immigrants and many of them will be aliens. I’m thinking about granting land to any who wish to move here. You will need to be accommodating because, I believe, we have an election coming up in a few months. You were elected when we had a homogenous population under a million. We will have three million who can vote as citizens this year with the refugees who have decided to stay and live here. Next year that will be over five million. Do you not serve all the population no matter their species?”

“You can’t just give away our land. You’re not the mayor. I came here to tell you that you do not have the authority to handle situations like you did yesterday.”

“Explain how you would have handled it?” Lux asked and Lux’s bodyguards wanted to hear this too because they stepped closer.

“I would have taken the woman to one of our arbiters, our judges. I would let them handle it. We would let the woman get a lawyer. She could be placed in jail for smuggling a firearm through security. The woman could have been justified in shooting since she had no viable means to retreat,” the mayor said.

“She shot an unarmed child -- armed only with a bundle of clothes he just bought. She would have gotten 2 to 10 years for Deadly Assault in Texas or 2 to twenty for Attempted Murder after a lengthy public trial. That child is a guest in the Eugene Hotel. Mayor,” Lux said and paused. “Thank you for coming to me. It has clarified how much I should respect your judgment.”

“You know,” Jack Chen said after the mayor had left. “…we’re going to have a lot more incidents when we have those footballers and spectators here around the times for the tournament. We’ll get a lot of spies and saboteurs trying for our tech. You realize that don’t you?”

“I’m aware – as do our A.I.s. They tell me they are preparing. Currently, the tournament has stopped militaries around the world from attacking us directly. The tournament is the magician’s wand with a white tip to draw their attention. I intend to have towns and villages across this world, with aliens. Prime is the only major population center – this world needs other cities around our globe.

◆◆◆

The Games Begin

The demonstration football (soccer) tournament was due to start in a week. The eight teams were given free travel and lodging for their players and support members. The teams stretched the definitions of support personnel. Each team had 23 players, a head coach, assistant coaches, a team doctor and medical staff, physiotherapists, fitness coaches, a team manager, equipment manager, a kit man, nutritionist, psychologist/mental coach, two media personnel, six security personnel, and support staff. The total ‘team’ generally amounted to sixty (60) total personnel and that didn’t count the die-hard fans and family.

Carlos, the world-famous mid-fielder of the Brazil National Team, entered the huge Mars Panamanian Embassy in Panama City. He was excited about going to another world to play but was concerned because all the literature said the trip aboard a spaceship took three days. They were told they could learn to speak English and any other languages they wanted. He thought the embassy looked really clean and modern.

“This certainly looks legit,” Marcos said. “They already credited my accounts with money. Did you see the ambassador here? Ginger, I think. She’s hot and she came on to me. She speaks fluent Portuguese too.”

“You don’t want to hurt your ribs again, Marcos,” Carlos said calling his friend by his Anglicized name. “Save yourself for the tournament. We were promised many things and they’ve kept their word so far. I was surprised that so many here speak Portuguese. We are to go this way.”

The team was all bunched up at the gateway that looked into a brightly lit hotel lobby on the other side of the wide doorway. They stepped through and were greeted by some young men and women who directed them to the front desk. “Welcome to the planet Green and the Hilton Hotel here in Prime – the capital of our world. Just turn your luggage over to the robots and they will follow us up to your suites. We are honored to have you visit our planet. We recommend you take the one-hour orientation learning session in your room to learn English and familiarize yourself with the colony’s history, laws, and rules,” the young girl said to them all as they were standing there stunned.

“What do you mean that we are on another planet? We just stepped through a doorway. We didn’t go through customs and wait in lines,” Marcos said.

“I guess this is a shock. Did you notice that the gravity is 5% lighter here. Let us show you to your rooms and take care of showing you how to use the orientation module. We have aliens here but some of them only speak English,” a young human male said in fluent Portuguese.

“No one checked our passports. How can we be in another world?” Carlos asked Marcos.

The young girl tittered. “Don’t think Earth tech or Earth rules here. You are all invited to the open bar at the restaurant on the roof after you have finished your orientation so you can see the city. The bartenders in all the international hotels are aliens. We have a Graloc who is great with his four arms and a Tros. The Tros is also a great brew master, so we have some great alien liquors. The beers are all local and we have good lagers, ales, India pale ales, and stouts.”

All the Portuguese were crowded together they were so stunned. The front desk gave them I.D. cards on lanyards that showed their photos and names. They were told their assigned suites, and the young humans escorted them up to their rooms as the robots followed with all their luggage on grav sleds that floated off the floor. They walked into their assigned suites.

“Wow!” Carlos said. “This is what I’m talking about.”

“You said it! Look at this view from the balcony. I didn’t believe what they said. Look! Look! There are people flying all around. I want to do that,” Marcos said.

“Excuse me. Let me show you how to use the orientation training. You will be clueless if you don’t use this. It kept me from walking through the city shields that keep the predators away. Look to your right. See that section of heavy forest. There are big and small predators that would gobble you up out there. It’s easy to fly outside of the city shield so we recommend you go with a tour guide,” the young girl said.

“So, your people can’t go there? You are trapped in the city?” Carlos asked.

“No. If you are a citizen, you can go anywhere but you need to recognize the threats. You want to commit suicide – go for it. We might recommend a counselor but as long as you want -- we won’t stop you unless what you intend to do will harm others,” the hotel guide said. “Here’s how you use the learning machines. There’s a Spanish language cylinder here that also takes an hour so you could insult your opponents from Argentina in their native language. Don’t take more than three cylinders a day or it gives you a terrible headache. Come over here and use this. I’m eighteen last week and I get to go to the party upstairs.”

“Are there really aliens working the bar? Is this really the planet Green?” Marcos asked. “How does money work here?”

“All answered by this orientation cylinder,” she said.

“Are you from here?” Carlos asked.

The girl snorted a laugh. “Heck no. Last year I was living in a tent at the Kutupalong refugee camp with a half million others in the expanded site in Bangladesh. The U.N. transported us here and they gave us nice new apartments, training, education, and jobs. I am now an adult citizen of Green. I’m studying to start my own business. I’m on rotation here between lots of businesses to choose what I want to do.”

“What languages do you speak? They said we can use this machine to learn different languages?” Marcos asked.

“I speak Portuguese, English, Mandarin, Bengali, Arabic, Italian, French, German, Spanish, Russian, Kurdish, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, and Vietnamese in earth languages right now. I only know Trade, Tros, and Graloc with the alien languages,” she said. “I’m trying to get a VicVic language but they’re hard to get and I only think we have a couple here on the planet so it’s not a rush on that.”

“What’s a VicVic?” Carlos asked.

“Oh, that’s a really cool language. It’s spoken by a being that is like a two-meter-high Praying Mantis. I’ve seen her once at a distance, but I need to wear my translator because human vocal cords can’t produce the language sounds in their language,” she said. “My name is Damani. Just say, Computer, and ask for anything you need. I’ll leave you now.”

The girl left and Carlos looked at Marcos. “Well. This place is more than it appears. Do you believe that girl speaks all those languages? Her Portuguese is certainly fluent for someone who lived in a Bangladesh refugee camp a year ago. The view from our balcony is stunning and I want to see that restaurant bar on the roof. A four-armed bartender? I wonder if he’s faster than regular bartenders? What do you think?”

“I’ll tell you in an hour,” Marcos said as he put the mesh over his head and hit play. Carlos looked on for a minute then reluctantly did the same.

An hour later, Marcos woke up and Carlos woke up two minutes later. “It didn’t work,” Marcos said as he saw Carlos waking up.

“It didn’t work for me either,” Carlos said and then started laughing until tears came to his eyes.

Marcos looked funny for a second and then started laughing himself when he realized they had spoken in English. They grinned and headed up to the roof. They noticed the floor signs displayed in Portuguese on the walls and weird elevator. They didn’t feel movement. The door closed and opened, and they were on the roof. Carlos realized it was probably another portal thing this world used, and he was amazed.

The pair saw others and greeted them in English. It was so funny. They couldn’t help laughing. Dani Alves dragged them over to the side of the roof. “Look at this damn view. It took my breath away. Look at the stadium. It’s beautiful and huge. I feel lighter here and that’s going to throw us off. We need to get some practice here. You have to go over to the bar. Will talk later. See that girl over there in the uniform. That is Prissy Hunnicutt. She’s a colonel over the space fleet for this whole region of space. Get a drink. That big, young guy next to here is Lux Blakely – yes – THE Lux Blakely. Get a drink and then look around,” Dani said.

Carlos went over to the bar and there were two aliens there. He recognized from his orientation that one was a Tros that looked like a rhino with a squashed snout and a Graloc that looked almost human except he had four arms. Two pairs were making different drinks. “What can I get you?” the Graloc asked in a friendly way. He was faster than a human bartender and Carlos could see he was the real deal. His this-place-is-really-weird meter went up another notch. He now knew what the expression ‘Toto, I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore’ meant after his English language lesson – cool. “I’d like your most popular local beer.”

The Graloc nodded and one arm grabbed a big, frosted mug and one other hand drew a dark lager from the tap while his other arms fixed a vodka tonic for someone. “It’s pretty strong so be careful.”

“Have you been here long? Your Portuguese is really good, and this lager is delicious. Were you a bartender at…home?”

“No,” the Graloc said. “I was working as a slave to the Tros during a war on my colony. It’s about 500 Earth lightyears from here. The bartending job came open and I thought I’d try that.”

“You’re pretty handy at it,” Carlos said thinking how witty he was.

The corner of bartender’s mouth twitched up a bit and he looked up a second. “That’s funny. First time anyone has ever said that to me,” he said, and Carlos knew he was only witty half the time. “You said Tros had you as a slave? You work with a Tros.”

“He was a slave too. That one over there, Lux Blakely, came and saved us all and ended the war,” the Graloc said. “Whatever you’ve heard about this place doesn’t come close. If they recommend something – do it. Take as much training as you can. Learn as many languages as you can.”

“Thanks,” Carlos said and headed over to see this, Colonel. She sure didn’t look like any military person he had ever seen. The women in the Navy and Air Force in Brazil were only in the Women’s Reserve Corps.

◆◆◆

Mars Embassy – Panama City, Panama

Dwayne Perkins, an 11-year veteran of the CIA, thought this assignment was the sweetest one he’d ever had. He and Sylvia Jones were even able to use their real names because of this tournament. They were going as a couple and had booked their passage and hotel. Their task was to recover the technology for age reversal. The embassy was oddly constructed, Dwayne thought. The walls were a type of concrete he had never seen. It was pure white and had curved edges and it just felt different. The way the embassy handled tourists passing through the embassy was weird too. People were directed to slowly walk through a series of archways with their luggage and then they went into an odd elevator at the end. Groups of soccer players went in the elevator, but pairs, families, or individuals were separated. He wasn’t looking forward to three days aboard a ship.

The elevator opened into a metal corridor where Sylvia and he were met by a young man in a uniform. “Mister Perkins. Miss Jones,” the young man said. “I’m Cawo. I’ll be your steward this trip. Let me show you to your suite. Dinner will be at 6 pm at the captain’s table and dress is casual or whatever you prefer. Some passengers dress up. It is currently 4 pm ship time, or 1600 hours if you use the 24-hour time scale. The Captain runs a tight ship and likes his passengers to be on time.”

Dwayne and Sylvia decided to go since they were Americans. Dwayne decided the ball cap would be too stereotypical. Cawo escorted them through the ship to a dining room with enough seating for about twenty. Dwayne wondered who else would be joining them because he didn’t see any other passengers. It was not too long a distance from their cabins. He and his partner had studied the plans of the Ore-1 spaceship which the CIA had on file, but this was a much smaller ship – possibly a frigate.

There was a well-dressed couple across from them that looked somehow familiar as did one or two of the others who were escorted in. A blonde came in dressed in a slinky cocktail dress that shimmered. She looked about 30 - terrific Dwayne thought. Whew! What a body and the guy with her looked like a cologne-ad model with muscles that rippled through his stylish clothes. Dwayne was feeling a little uncomfortable in his running shoes. I do have a shirt with a turndown collar at least. I’m supposed to be an American tourist, he thought, and that’s what I’ll be.

Single men were the only ones shown in after that. Dwayne noted. A couple of them looked familiar but most had faces that would not stick out in a crowd. Dwayne thought, they might just be rich businessmen going to the games to see if they could network into new business. Green was starting to produce some technological materials that rivaled and surpassed Earth tech, so they were probably after that, he supposed. Everyone was seated and looking around and not talking as the Captain glided into the room. He had slight graying around his temples and his face looked mid-forties, but his movements were lithe – almost catlike.

“Greetings Ladies and Gentlemen. I’m sure my chefs have prepared us a more than adequate meal. Let me introduce myself. I am Captain Troy Roland of the Green military. My youngest son, Françoise, commands the Mars Destroyer Daring. I think I know everyone’s name. Why don’t I go around and see if I get it even close? Please help my pronunciation if you would. I only got to review your files sent to me after you got to one of our embassies. Is everything satisfactory so far…good,” he said. “This is the newly commissioned frigate Alethia out of the planet Green,” he chuckled. “We all call it the planet Green but it’s really a moon of a nearby gas giant.”

“Let’s start on my left and go around. Correct me if I’m wrong. This is Ms. Sylvia Jones and Dwayne Jones here is her partner on this mission. They are both with the CIA.” They both looked like they had been slapped, but the Captain continued before they could object. “Beside Mr. Jones is the lovely Ellen House and Paddy McCullough of UK’s MI-6. Then we have the stunning Natasha Zaitseva employed by the Russian FSB and her partner D’Mitri Volkov of the GRU Sixth Directorate. Next, we have Xie Bin of the 2nd Bureau of the Chinese State Security Ministry and Assam Saleh of the Saudi Arabian GID. Then continuing, we have Lucas Dubois of the French DGSE across from David Jones of Australian Secret Intelligence Service.”

“How am I doing? Don’t stop me Ihan – you are in no danger. I’m 93 in Earth years and though my memory is improving – it’s not quite there yet. Continuing, we have Otto Meyer with the German BND next to Ricci Adami of the Italian AISE. Benicio Fernandez of the Argentina SIDE. Ihan Perez, here with the red glow is with Uruguay’s SIEE. Last but certainly not least, we have Antonio Costa from the Brazilian ABIN. Now that we know each other – let’s have a delicious meal. I have particularly good chefs. My youngest son, the destroyer Captain, only has cooks working for him – not chefs, but he’s only 53 so he’s got a way to go. Youth is so often wasted on the young. Bon Appétit.”

The people at the table looked around at each other shaking their heads until Dubois from France started a slow clap like in the movies. The others looked around and thought what the hell and started clapping and laughing. A man came out, dressed in a crisp, white chef’s coat that’s buttoned, displaying an emblem of Green’s military service on the side and his name tag on the other. His pants were a silver gray that matched the color scheme of the ship. A pristine white apron was tied neatly around his waist.

“Bonsoir. Tonight, we have a simple 5-course dinner for you. We will start with the Amuse-Bouche of a Mini bruschetta with tomato, basil, and mozzarella paired with a Prosecco. The second course is a Caesar salad with anchovies paired with a Sauvignon Blanc, known for its green and herbaceous flavors. The fish course is grilled sea bass with a citrus glaze paired with a Chardonnay, lightly oaked to complement both options. The entrée is a beef tenderloin with rosemary and garlic grilled to your normal preferences paired with a Cabernet Sauvignon. Finally, we have a Chocolate fondue with assorted fruits, paired with a Ruby Port,” he said and turned to leave. “Ms. Zaitseva, we know about your shellfish allergy and have been meticulous in our preparation to avoid it.” The chef turned and left the room, and the stewards began pouring wine and serving the bruschetta.

There was little talk, but a lot of looking around during the courses of food and lots of wine. Sylvia leaned over to Dwayne. “Do you really think the Captain is 93? His face looks like he’s in his forties, but he looks more than fit. Did he say his youngest son is 53?”

“I’m kind of inclined to believe him because in one of my briefs on this mission,” Dwayne said. “I saw the Captain of the Daring was Françoise Roland…that’s our cue. Captain,” Dwayne broke the susurrus at the table with his comment. “Can I ask a question?”

“You just did, Agent Perkins. You may ask questions after the meal so we might aid your assignments if you can hold off a bit,” the Captain said and sat back savoring his Ruby Port.

The Captain called the chef back in and everyone gave him a round of applause. They were much more relaxed even with the tension in the room after five little courses of wine. Most had only tasted the wines, but several were pleasantly lubricated.

The Captain cleared his throat and coughed before speaking. “Let me explain why you are here and how we can get through the next two weeks on planet. It takes three days to travel by ship from Earth to Green. All other tourists, players, or what not travel directly there by portal. The gravity is a bit lighter than Earth. We segregated you to make sure there are no,” he paused. “no…misunderstandings. We know your missions and your assignments and will help you complete them as best we can. We have the ability to give you fluent languages in one hour and you will be able to speak like a native immediately. Don’t take more than three languages a day. It gives you a migraine from hell, if you do and the fourth one doesn’t work as well. Paddy, I even found a Kannada language for the Prime Minister if you want to talk with him. These language cylinders are yours to keep, and we will give you one learning machine.”

The people at the table started squirming a bit. "Use the head, the toilets and come right back. Don’t plant surveillance devices anywhere or I will personally throw you out an airlock. Chop – chop. Go get comfortable and come right back as we have a lot to go over that is important,” the Captain said and the stewards escorted them to toilets, swept the toilet with a sensor, and showed them in. As they came out of the toilets the stewards scanned the room again. They scanned all the chairs as they went back into the dining room though they did it surreptitiously. One of the stewards handed the small device to the Captain and nodded to Perez from Uruguay. The Captain nodded to Ihan and held up the device – “Really!” the Captain said looking disappointed.

A robot walked in, shot Ihan with a wireless stun gun, and carried his stiff body out of the room.

“Where is the robot taking him?” Ellen House asked.

“What did I say I’d do if someone planted a surveillance device on my ship?” the Captain asked.

“You said you’d personally dump him out the airlock,” she said realizing that she had better pay close attention.

“Exactly,” the Captain said. “You have time to take eight learning cylinders during the trip plus the mandatory English and orientation cylinder.” Two stewards came out carrying heavy containers of learning cylinders. The agents looked at each other and shrugged – they had heard the Captain and it meant one less in competition. They were inured to the taking of a life.

The Captain held up the orientation module. “This module is mandatory for all visitors to Green. It was recorded by a resident who had lived in and around the Capital of Prime for a year. It will make you thoroughly familiar with all the roads, restaurants (over 5,000) and bars and facilities. It will polish your English if you speak English already and let you understand any accents of English. It will explain the currency, shops, security, laws, and rules. It will make you familiar with the dangerous flora, and wildlife. There are venomous snakes and predators beyond the force fields around the city.”

“I already speak English,” Dwayne said. “I don’t need it and won’t take it.”

“Not a problem,” the Captain said, and a robot walked into the room with a pistol like device pointed at Dwayne.

“I realized my English might need a bit of -- brushing up,” Dwayne recanted.

“Many of you came aboard through the Zurich and Panama City portals. I think Xie Bin and Saleh were the only ones who came aboard through the Fiji portal. Am I giving you enough intelligence to keep you busy for your reports?” the Captain asked.

Lucas Dubois tilted his head to the side and asked. “Where was the ship when we used …the portal to come aboard?”

Captain Roland thought Dubois was one of the sharper knives in the drawer. “We were in orbit over Mars.”

“Holy crap – Blimey – and Bloody Hell,” were heard from the group as were other exclamations in various languages.

Sylvia House raised her voice over the hubbub. “How far can the portals go?”

Captain Roland also thought Ms. Jones was sharp also. “We’ve traveled over 500 light years from Earth which is why we are building up our fleet. We want to be able to protect our planet and humanity if some of the hostile aliens come here.”

“You said humanity…not just Green and Mars. Why would you need a fleet when you can just portal to these other planets?” Sylvia asked.

“We can’t portal to anywhere that doesn’t have a portal and a portal doesn’t keep orbiting ships from destroying orbital platforms and surface populations,” Roland explained.

“Why are you telling us all this? You are giving us a lot of information,” D’Mitri asked.

“If you stepped from Earth to Green, you would be then trying to get all this information. It would be spotty and less accurate. You would be trying to complete your sabotage missions you had been given – yes – we know all about them. By-the-way. If you sabotage anything on this ship or on Green – they will never find your bodies and we will destroy your Earth headquarters hierarchy to the person. Let’s get more into this briefing because you have three hours of training tonight. Breakfast is at 0800 here. Don’t wander because the many Marines on board are looking for opponents to practice on in their battle suits. The exercise room on board is the cargo bay. You can adjust the gravity in your rooms to make sleeping easier,” the Captain explained.

“How much are you going to help? Can you be more specific? It’s so much information to process,” Benicio asked.

“Sorry – sorry – I just keep having random thoughts and get all excited with them. At least that is clearing up. Dwayne. You and Sylvia need the medical rejuvenation for the President because he thinks he can get the constitution changed and run again if he was younger. That might not be what you were told but that’s the motivation behind his orders,” he said reaching into the box for cylinders. “Here is the medical training cylinder to learn all about the way we use tech to rejuvenate humans. It gives humans a lifespan of around 300 years, and there’ll need to be some policy changes for that to be implemented or announced. I have enough for all of you to have one. You will need the Ullumff language first though or you’ll be clueless. We have many Earth languages, but you’ll need Ullumff, Tros, and Phafalotoi. Allung are slavers and we haven’t run into them yet, but they take over whole planets.”

“There are real aliens?” Natasha asked.

“Yes. You can meet some on the planet. Some are bartenders. We have a Graloc at the Hilton with four arms that is really good. Antonio, the Brazilian team is staying there and there are a lot of adoring fans. We have Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, a few Lemsa, Irixians, and one VicVic at other international hotels,” the Captain explained.

“What’s a VicVic?” David Jones asked.

“It’s a pale green two-meter-tall praying mantis with a hard chitinous shell. It’s a great engineer I might add. We will show you what high-tech items or designs we can export, sell, or license. We plan to stuff you with enough intel that you’ll report we could be great allies. We’ve had to eradicate many on Earth who plotted against us and will continue as long as we keep being attacked,” the Captain stated. “Paddy – Ellen. Here is the project management and manufacturing methods we generally use. This cylinder would explain how to use the equipment we license to sell. Go back to your suites. I’m tired; breakfast at 0800 and then learning cylinders until lunch and then I recommend exercise or sparring practice with my Marines.”

The stewards came out as if on cue and escorted them back to their suites. D’Mitri turned to Natasha. “I feel like I just had a cool drink from a fire hose. Five hundred light years from Earth – living 300 years. So much change.”

“You only live 300 years if the alien slavers don’t get you first. A two-meter-tall praying mantis is scary. We had an Iris Mantis specimen in St. Petersburg, and I watched as it devoured grasshoppers and crickets and ate them alive, starting at their head. Two meters high and intelligent? I may come over to your bed tonight. I can’t keep that image out of my head.”


Chapter 12

Ship Day Two

Natasha enjoyed breakfast, having taken the Orientation cylinder after D’Mitri had taken it and declared it safe – in English. The learning cylinder had cleared up a lot of the idioms he had used before but didn’t understand. They had then taken alien Trade and Ullumff. After breakfast they had taken Tros, Phafalotoi, and Graloc. They were amazed at how fluent they felt in the alien languages though they had strange food cravings a bit from the spillover of the recorded images they could picture if they closed their eyes. They then went to the designated area for exercise and were surprised again because there were soldiers working out there also.

D'Mitri went over and started working out when he saw a soldier struggling through twenty repetitions using dumbbells that were marked twenty kilograms. D’Mitri laughed and the soldier grinned and set the dumbbells on the rubber mat. “You want to use these?” the soldier asked.

“Da,” D’Mitri said.

“You’re one of the Russian agents, I suppose. Be my guest,” the soldier said in Moscow accented Russian.

“You use the learning cylinders a lot? How many languages do you speak?” D’Mitri asked.

“Probably about thirty Earth languages and nine alien languages,” the soldier replied.

“You seemed to be struggling with the small weights. I can do much better than you,” D’Mitri said in Tros.

The soldier laughed. “Ah. You were looking at the labeling on the weights. I will leave the settings on the wall as I had it for me. Careful when you step over that red line,” the soldier said in Tros.

The soldier looked extremely fit and powerful. Natasha thought D’Mitri shouldn’t taunt someone like that, but they had found out there were, at least, nine alien languages. D’Mitri was grinning at the soldier who was wiping off his sweat with a towel as D’Mitri stepped over the red line. He grunted and went to his hands and knees. “охренеть!” he said in Russian. “Wow! I mean,” he said in English. “What is this? I can hardly move.”

“We work out in 1.5 to 2.5 Earth gravities. You ready to do twenty reps with the weights now? The medical treatments have changed our muscular skeletal and circulatory structure to handle the heavier gravity on some of the alien planets. We also use learning cylinders for martial arts too. You would probably just use Systema don’t you. Would you like to spar some – at regular Earth gravity?” the soldier asked. “No deadly techniques or techniques to damage your opponents. Match ends when your opponent submits or loses consciousness.”

Natasha tilted her head back and sighed. She knew D’Mitri couldn’t resist the challenge even as he crawled back over the red line and struggled to his feet. The soldier walked over the red line and kind of slid his feet in the heavy gravity until he switched off something on the wall controls.

The soldier and D’Mitri moved out to a large circle marked on the hanger floor and a lot of the other agents and soldiers came out to surround the area.

D’Mitri walked out and the soldier said, “Henri. I am Henri.”

“D’Mitri,” the agent said and lashed out with a savage sweep – hand strike combination.

D’Mitri realized he was on the floor and didn’t realize how he got there. He got up slowly and faced Henri again.

“That was an ARB move, I think. Good combination. Would you go into a Sambo takedown after?” Henri asked.

D’Mitri thought Henri had just gotten lucky. He’d show him. He signed Natasha to distract the soldier. Natasha had unbuttoned her blouse a few buttons and reached in and adjusted her bra with a little ‘Eh’ sound. Henri was a soldier and away from home – the soldier glanced in her direction for a moment and D’Mitri jumped forward using a Buza low kick.

D’Mitri regained consciousness and the left side of his neck was sore. Natasha and Henri helped him sit up. “Take it easy, sólnyshka (sunshine),” Natasha said.

“What happened?” D’Mitri asked Natasha as he got shakily to his feet.

“You almost got him when he looked away, but his reaction time is incredibly fast – much faster than normal,” Natasha explained. “I asked him about it, and he said all Marines are boosted with nanites. They are much stronger, faster, and experienced from learning cylinders but they use something else that trains their muscle memory too. We learned a lot from your challenges. We know there are nine alien languages and the aliens do exist – we’ll see some when we get to Green. We know a lot more about their soldier enhancements now. He slapped you on the side of your neck under your ear and you folded up like a cheap car.”

“Let’s get something to eat…” D’Mitri said. “…and a drink.”

◆◆◆

Planet Green – Prime – Eugene Hotel

Lux and Prissy were going to have dinner with Eugene Phillips at one of the Hotel’s restaurants. Eugene came in with a lithesome female partner who looked about 30. The woman went to the restroom suddenly before they were introduced. Lux greeted Eugene warmly and whispered, “Does your date know you’re almost 100 years old?”

Eugene had a deep, pleasing laugh. “Margaret and I dated right before the Korean War. She’s eighty-nine and is going through the last stages of the rejuvenation process. She’s a brilliant, classy woman who was something in the late forties and fifties and is even better now. Even though I look a lot younger – I couldn’t stand going out with young women. The cultural differences were too great –…could I have a Scotch and wawa, pwease,” Eugene said mimicking some young date. “Margaret has her own business empire… that she built and we’re very comfortable around each other.”

The woman came back and elevator-eyed Lux and Prissy before speaking. “You must be Lux Blakely and this adorable and deadly young woman must be Prissy Hunnicutt. I’m Margaret. Eugene has talked my ear off about you two and your shenanigans. I’m very pleased your wild endeavors have given me the opportunity to rekindle an old flame here,” Margaret said as she snagged Eugene’s arm and pulled him to her with a smile. Eugene was beaming.

“Let’s eat and then we’ll get down to business,” Eugene said.

The meal was sumptuous as it always was at the Eugene, and they only talked mild pleasantries during dinner. They were finishing a lovely flan with local berries and a Maury wine as a compliment.

“What do you plan to do with the aliens?” Margaret asked indicating the end of dinner and start of the strategy session. “You realize that aliens as second-class citizens will lead to resentment from them and trouble down the road. Too much support will push your immigrants to become disgruntled and opportunistic politicians will use this to cause disruption. It’s a classic pattern – so what are you planning?”

“I was thinking of allowing aliens from a couple of planets to have the same status as the refugees,” Lux said.

“Ah, the slippery slope of immigration,” Margaret interjected, and the corners of her mouth turned up a bit. “They would be able to earn citizenship in a year… have you thought about the ramifications in this plan?”

“Yep…a bit,” Lux said. “We would have to limit immigration numbers of tourists, traders, students, refugees, immigrants. We’d have to worry about invasive species of insects, plants, and animals. It would get complicated. Were they criminals?”

Prissy spoke and showed she was with it. “To quote H. L. Mencken, ‘For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong.’ Most problems don’t concern ordinary citizens enough for them to learn the facts so we propose a citizen can’t vote ‘til they take a learning cylinder explaining both sides of the situation where they have to have their facts verified. The opposition would quickly learn to present their alternate facts, but we are not so naïve to think that those will not use questionable facts or make them up from the whole cloth. We had to look up that explanation. From the 15th century – pure fabrication. We will not allow politicians to block the government from getting things done like Augustus Caesar in 27 B.C.E.”

“We will use a method laid out a bit in Freehold by Michael Z. Williamson. Aspects of his plan would have politicians who gave up all assets but the comfortable salary from the government and no outside influence. Politicians were chosen for their morality and fair minded, balanced intellect but in essence, they only worked for the government. That book describes an over-simplified, free-market society that is unrealistic. We are implementing some of the policies from the Commonwealth described in the book, Childers by Richard Weyand. In Childers you have to be tested on aspects of the Commonwealth Government to obtain citizenship and then they test for aptitude and give you a stipend and options from the results of that second testing. You get a leg up to start but then you’re on your own. We’ve kind of taken that to heart here,” Lux explained.

Eugene nodded. “You’re not above breaking the law to take out political opposition, are you?”

“I have no idea what you mean, Eugene,” Lux said. “Political opposition is necessary for any balanced system and there are other ways than using physical violence. How is your health and business doing?”

Eugene coughed a laugh. “I feel better than I ever have and I’m looking forward to decades of spreading Eugene hotels across this spiral arm,” Eugene said looking directly at Lux and nodding.

“We also will encourage the Indian and Korean cultures’ methods of starting new businesses. Indians in Canada used something like this to have markets on every corner. Koreans in California often used this to start markets and restaurants or shops. They would ask friends and relatives to each give them $10,000 or whatever they could for two-years at ten percent interest or so. Half the rates of the banks usually with no forms filled out. They often paid the loans back in two-years but lived in the store – often upstairs and scrimped by but owned a business at the end of two years. We give start-ups five-years and fund anyone with a decent five-year plan. We also give them the equivalent of an MBA and economics degree before we award any money. Our success rate has been phenomenal.”

“That certainly sounds like the start of a plan – I’m glad you said you won’t resort to violence,” Margaret said.

Margaret left the dinner thinking Lux and Prissy were a cute couple but didn’t have the steel needed to take on scheming politicians. Prissy knew Lux was ruthless against anyone plotting to harm their society or any of the beings under their protection.

They finished dinner and Lux thought it wasn’t violence to remove or expose persons plotting to take over the government of Green or Mars. He would have Anna bug all their communications and build a case against politicians like J. Edgar Hoover did with the FBI but not as heavy-handed. He wouldn’t be opposed to using DeepFakes against them if they tried. Plotters might find themselves in a Survivor episode on a deserted planet if they hurt anyone on this planet.

◆◆◆

Tournament Troubles

The teams had all arrived and actively trained. The gravity difference and slightly higher oxygen content made the orientation practices lively. Everyone kept commenting how wonderful it was to step from the embassies to their assigned hotels. Everyone was enjoying the pleasant weather, excellent restaurants, luxurious rooms and the sights and sounds. Quite a few of the immigrants had musical talents and fluency in English let them excel at nightclubs. Some guitar, bass, and piano learning cylinders had made the rounds. Suddenly, there were hundreds of talented musicians who were mixing their native tunes with country, rock, jazz, blues, and pop. It provided a great background to local beers and snack foods. Those who couldn’t get into the games went to the sports bars that showed live views of the games.

Spectators on Earth were enjoying simulcasts of the games through the embassy quantum links. There were over a billion viewers for the first match on Earth. After a thrilling opener when Brazil's young star scored a late winning goal,  passionate Argentinian fans were crushed when their star narrowly missed a shot in the last few seconds of the game. The viewership on Earth soared anticipating the second game, cementing the relationship with broadcast rights between FIFA, the Earth Sports Networks, and Green.

◆◆◆

Prissy and Lux were leaning back with their bodyguards and Tamta, just enjoying the game when Prissy leaned forward quickly with a look of concern on her face.

“What’s the matter?” Lux asked, alarmed by her look. “What is it? Is something the matter?”

“I don’t know. I felt a gut reaction like this in Australia, but I just ignored it. I’m not going to do that again. You all may not know,” she said looking around the room. “I’m supposed to take over all the forces assigned around this system at the end of the games.”

“You’re just feeling nervous,” Regina said. “I heard but I wasn’t going to tell anyone.”

“Good, Regina. You just volunteered to escort me and Tamta to the base. I’m going to put the fleet on alert,” Prissy said.

“Aye, aye Admiral – or is it to be General?” Regina asked.

“Brigadier. Let’s go. I don’t like this feeling,” Prissy said.

“Some beings who have extensively traveled on long interstellar flights are known by my people to develop… intuition of future events,” Tamta said surprising everyone. “Trust your feelings. Women are better at it than men on my planet, but the men will not admit it.”

Prissy nodded and they were out the door and headed to the military base in a minute.

Lux felt her concern but was worried about drunkenness and brawling between fans and citizens, but it was little more than usual.

◆◆◆

The night game between Germany and France coincided with more awake hours on Earth and two billion viewers streamed the game. Fair referee calls were supported by the robotic drones putting people practically on the field with high-definition vision and sound. You could hear the players heavy breathing as the game ground on. Viewers reported they were exhausted like they had run the whole game. You could even hear the verbal taunts between the players. There had never been games videoed by A.I. controlled, gyro-stabilized drones with telephoto lens. The multiple drones moved to anticipated positions to show different views. France pulled off a surprise upset with a corner kick and header into the goal. German fans saw the game from the German point of view and France saw the games from the French point of view.

Day two saw the much-anticipated game between Spain and Portugal with its intense rivalry resulted in extra time where Spain won. The fans were frustrated but they weren’t out of it yet. The drones were directed to fans showing their passionate chants and displays of national pride. The planet Green was truly neutral ground. The evening game between England and Italy would have been a snoozer if Italy hadn’t stunned England with a rigid defense. Italians on two planets celebrated when they won. The English fans quaffed enough beer to minimize their disappointment. All of Prime’s restaurants, bars, and music venues were thriving.

The day three with the winner bracket semi-final between Brazil versus France had Brazil squeaking by the talented French team leading to celebrations among Brazilians and heartbreak for the French in the morning. The evening winner bracket semi-final pitted Spain against Italy. Spain advanced after a tense penalty shootout. There were several fights afterward that the robots broke up with stun shots but there was more drinking than fighting.

The loser bracket on day four started with Argentina versus Germany where Argentina shocked everyone with their brilliant (some say lucky) play. Germans were stunned, but they liked the local beer and lodging. The evening loser bracket threw Portugal against England. Portugal edged out England with a kick that stunned everyone because it glanced off the fingertips of the goalie and dribbled into the goal. This was the least attended game of the tournament, and everyone seemed so exhausted from the tension.

Lux got a message from Prissy that night through the quantum link since she was light hours away from Green. “How are you?” he asked. “You still have the heebie-jeebies. Are you nervous about your upcoming promotion announcement?”

“No. I can’t explain it. It was getting worse right before I mentioned it to you. The feeling receded a bit when I took my ship out with a couple of other frigates. The feeling got worse again until I put the two fleets on alert. We have the standing ships plus the replacement and reserves. That gives us twelve ships. We’ll have four cruisers, five destroyers, and five frigates plus our four, armed ore-carriers, the Two, and the Courier. I’m on the Bane. This has been building the whole time I’ve been out here. It gets better depending on where our ships are located,”  she said.

“Try this then. We assume this means something. I felt that way when you were first exploring Green and shrugged it off as just normal worry. This may be a real phenomenon you’re feeling. Have Anna, Amy, and Annette simulate responses to a full out invasion of Green from Earth. Let them simulate less ships, as many ships, and more ships and plan responses. Assume they have inferior weapons, equal weapons, and superior weapons. Earth has a lot of excellent minds on it, and they turn out flashes of brilliance. Plan for the responses that make you feel the best and then practice them. The crews can watch the games when off duty,” Lux suggested.

“Thanks darling. It makes me feel better just talking with you. I’ll do that. The veterans on these crews are solid but the newbies are way too tentative, and I want everyone to know not to mess with us. Don’t get all chunky eating chips and watching the games,” she said with a grin.

He blew her a kiss right before she cut the connection.

◆◆◆

Collusion

Anna alerted Lux just as he was crawling out of bed. “Mayor Bensom has been colluding with prospective manufacturers and two Tros who were plants with refugees from Hafblatt’s group. They indicated that they work for the Order and had been coordinating intelligence on Hafblatt and his former slaves when you came along. Evidently the Order has a fleet on several planets and had been trying to find your origin for several months. The manufacturers are from Earth – from Indonesia and Vietnam that want to copy your weapons designs and start manufacture. They have gotten a stolen popper and phaser from one of the new recruits. They replaced the weapons with look-alike non-functional weapons.”

“How did you find this out?” Lux asked.

“I listened in on their conversations when I observed them acting oddly. Bensom has ambitions to rule more of this planet and do it for longer,” Anna said.

“Keep track of all of them. If they enter an elevator, I need them transported to a secure room -- but not just yet. They still don’t know elevators are really portals that can be adjusted. Contact Prissy,” Lux said and heard the low-frequency hum from the quantum connection that seemed ubiquitous.

“Hi, Hon,” Soon-to-be Mars Marine Brigadier General Hunnicutt answered. “What’s up?”

Lux thought she sounded more cheerful. “We’ve discovered a conspiracy between two Tros who were plants in the last batch of refugees. They are working for the Order and the Order is supposed to have a fleet of ships. This gives some validation for your feelings. Have Amy and Annette run simulations for mixed fleets from the Tros planet we visited and see where they would be likely to emerge if they have anything like our interstellar drive. I have no idea how they would get our coordinates, but we expect them anytime. Will get you more info as soon as I have it. Love you.”

“Bye. I asked Mars for reinforcements, and my dread went down three notches. The exercises you suggested also relieved my tension. Back to work.”

Lux got the location of Hafblatt and got with his bodyguards and headed that way. Minutes later they were at his new rejuvenation clinic. He immediately came over to see them. The patients were throwing up that vile black gunk in the clinic. Hafblatt looked the same as always – Lux realized he couldn’t read alien features yet. They went into his office. The Tros stood there not saying anything – alien.

“We discovered that two of the Tros that came with us from your planet are working – and were working for the Order,” Lux said.

Hafblatt grunted. “Show me their images.” Lux displayed surveillance images of the two Tros talking with Mayor Bensom. “Yes. I suspected one but did not suspect the other. Bring them here and I will get them to talk.”

Lux looked unsure but went to where Anna indicated the two Tros were in their rooms in the Eugene Hotel.

Lux, Derek, Robert, Rodney, Jack, Polly, Regina, and Elijah opened the door to the hotel room after Anna had unlocked their door. The two Tros were watching an Earth nature special on Africa when they entered without notice. They didn’t have a chance to even stand up before they were stunned to unconsciousness. His bodyguards lifted the heavy Tros forward and slipped lifters onto them. They set them to hover and follow and walked out to the elevator.

◆◆◆

Morning Loser Bracket Round 3

In the second match of the day, Argentina took on Spain. They each had numerous attempts, but the goalies saved each team again and again. Argentina handily beat Spain showing their attacking prowess.

◆◆◆

Hafblatt’s Rear Office

The Ullumff medical practitioner had sent all his patients out – some still throwing up from the treatment but he knew they would be fine in the long run. The two Tros regained consciousness strapped to tilted examination beds in his facility. The first Tros awoke in the dimly lit room.

“Tell me everything you know about the Order. I want to know how they could know our coordinates. Tell me about what you know about the Order’s fleet,” Hafblatt said and forced the edge of the Tros’s mouth open and inserted a syringe full of special nanites.

“What did you give me?” the Tros asked. “I will tell you nothing.”

“You know I heal wounds and extend life with nanites. These are special nanites. Your life will be shorter, but it will be full of pain while you live. You will feel a crawling sensation over your whole body first. Then your will feel sharp pains in your joints and eyes. I can stop it at any time, and you will live another 150 or 200 years. Your pain will begin about now and it will get worse and worse. Feel free to yell. I can stop it at any time, but you will lose more and more of your life,” Hafblatt said.

The Tros started shifting around and straining against the brackets holding him in place. He was sweating and he started crying out. “I will tell you because they will be here soon, and I will be freed.”

Hafblatt took a little box and clicked it, and he could see the Tros take in a clear breath. “Lie or stop talking and I will take more years off your life.”

“One of the Marines during the rescue talked with me for a long time and told me this planet was a moon of gas giant and described this as a bright, blue-white variable binary with a dim binary. He then pointed in this direction. I know astronomy and was able to determine the direction. Your Marine bragged they had come 579 light years. He told me Green’s gas giant had so many days in a year…he was so proud of his new astronomy knowledge. He even knew what stars from one of the ancient learning cylinders. I reported all that to my handlers and they said they could find it. That’s how they know. I don’t know about their fleet, but it is large. My partner knows about that,” the Tros said. Hafblatt clicked the device again and the Tros began screaming again.

Lux and the bodyguards were appalled as the alien on the examining bed thrashed for a while and then died. “You said you’d stop.”

“No. I never did. He betrayed my people. He was going to die shortly after I gave him those nanites. The device in my hand pauses the nanites for a few time units. Please dispose of this body and I will question the other about the Order’s fleet and their weapons.

The second Tros was brought in just rousing to consciousness. The Ullumff inserted the nanites and gave him the same spiel. The Tros gave them the same initial response.

“I will tell you nothing. You will soon pay for your insolence as you grovel at my feet as slaves. I will be rewarded for living among you for months. It will not be long now,” the second Tros said.

“You are correct, Resta,” Hafblatt said using the Tros name for the individual to shock him. “Your pain will begin about now and it will get worse and worse. Feel free to yell. I can stop it at any time, but you will lose more and more of your life. It will start with crawling under your skin, your eyes, and your snout. Ah, it begins. I can stop it at any time.”

The Tros began to struggle against the clamps. “Tell me about the fleet of the Order and their weapons. I know you can,” Hafblatt said.

The Tros began screaming and thrashing for a long time before indicating with some head movement Lux did not recognize and Hafblatt used the device. The thrashing stopped. ”It will not matter. The Order has around 30 ships, half of them cruisers. The rest are what you call destroyers and frigates. They are armed with electromagnetic railguns, lasers, and Philon beams. Three of their ships have the Allung weapon. You do not stand a chance.”

“When will they arrive?” the Ullumff asked.

“I don’t know but soon,” the Tros said and laughed. “I will soon have my revenge.”

“Not soon enough,” Hafblatt said and clicked his device again. The Tros screamed and thrashed for nearly three more minutes before he died. “This technique should work very well on humans.”

Lux nodded and swallowed. He felt queasy seeing the interrogation. “Anna, send this information to Prissy and the Mars Marines.” Anna’s avatar nodded and didn’t explain that she had already done so.

◆◆◆

Business Speedbump

Barry Turner and his associate were enjoying the game – well, the game was on in their room when two robots entered their room unannounced and stunned them to unconsciousness. The purloined weapons had been found in the room safe. Shelia, the associate was sent back to the Panama City embassy with her luggage. Barry Turner arrived with her after being given a ‘special’ learning cylinder twice that caused him to cluck like a chicken whenever he thought about Green, or anything related to weapons manufacture on Green. A monetary trail implicated the Marine who had given up his weapons. He did not need them after his unexpected trip out the airlock.

◆◆◆

Winner Bracket - Evening Day 5

Brazil faced Spain in a thrilling encounter with both teams showing amazing teamwork and stamina. Halfway through, they had both scored goals, but Brazil got a late goal in the game that Spain couldn’t overcome with three close attempts.

◆◆◆

Meet the Mayor

Lux met with Mayor Bensom that evening with two of security people. “Mayor, I’m glad you could meet with me. I wanted to show you something.” Lux proceeded to show the video of the mayor’s meeting with the two Tros and the manufacturer discussing the alien takeover of the colony and manufacturing weapons for Turner.

“We don’t have laws for treason. I know my rights. That video was taken without the knowledge of anyone in that room so it would not be admissible in court,” Bensom said.

“…on Earth?” Lux asked. “I’m not sure what the other aliens or citizens here would do to you, but it probably wouldn’t be pretty.”

“You can’t do this to me. I built this city. They owe me,” Bensom said.

Lux looked at him and sighed wearily. “You get an option because of your earlier service. You will announce that you will not be running for reelection so you can devote more time to your family, and you are going back to Earth.”

“I will do no such thing. I don’t think you know how much I would be missed if I just disappeared,” Bensom said.

“I think I know exactly how much you’ll be missed and I’m willing to find out if you don’t announce how happy you are with the games but how it just made you want to go back to Earth,” Lux said. “This is your only warning.”

“I’ll go to the military,” he said and then thought about who he was talking to. “I haven’t been convicted of anything. I’m innocent until I’m proven guilty,” Bensom said. “You’re just targeting me because I’m so important.”

“You were right Polly. I thought we could talk to him. I owe you. Go ahead,” Lux said. They stunned Bensom and placed him and a backpack of survival supplies in the elevator (all elevators were portals on Green that Anna could control). Mayor Bensom was now a pioneer on a habitable world with many others without empathy. He’d fit right in if he survived.

◆◆◆

Day 6 – Afternoon Loser Bracket Round 4

Argentina was playing Portugal and there were many penalties. The teams were fighting hard for that chance to continue. This game came down to extra time and the five-member shootout at the end. Argentina one upped Portugal to the great dissatisfaction of the fans. There were fights afterward but nothing compared to what went on among fans on Earth.

◆◆◆

The Order Arrives

During the early morning hours as, Prime residents were still in bed, Prissy was alerted to the small ship that appeared far out on the periphery of the system. There was a frigate from Green hidden next to an asteroid near the small enemy ship’s location. Our frigate moved close enough, to use its gravity beam to disable the interloper ship. A section of nine Marines used their gravity lifters to place a cutting charge on the ship to breach the enemy ship’s hull.  The damaged area outgassed atmosphere in a blast before the Marines entered and sealed the breach behind them. Prissy ordered the fleet to move to the positions Anna, Amy, and Annette had predicted the location of any large fleet emergence coordinates. Meanwhile, the Marines cleared the enemy scout ship.

The Marine breaching section found the Tros crew of the enemy ship dead, except for a Phafalotoi in a suit near the sheared off aft section of the ship. He was cooperative. The sergeant over the Marines, reported that the surviving Phafalotoi had shown them the ship’s computer core to remove.

◆◆◆

Final Day for the Championship

The Championship match between Brazil and Argentina unfolded as a monumental spectacle, and it had 2 billion eager viewers on Earth. The match was a thrilling clash of professionals, showcasing the world's best talent. Brazil emerged victorious, winning the championship in an exciting game, and the stadium erupted in a sea of yellow and green as Brazilian fans celebrated the triumph. Meanwhile, Argentina's fans, watching from Buenos Aires to Rio de Janeiro, showed tremendous sportsmanship, applauding their team's exceptional journey to the final, creating a memorable and unifying moment in the world of soccer.

◆◆◆

Arrival of the Order’s Fleet

The ships of the Order started arriving in dribs and drabs instead of a coordinated group. There were cruisers mixed with frigates and supply ships. Green’s armada of drones was spread out in probable areas for emergence. The moment of emergence was a weakness in interstellar flight and the drones, mines, and warships were positioned according to the recommendations of the A.I.s and Colonel Hunnicutt’s endless practice drills of the last week.

“Colonel, We have two cruisers and three destroyers that just arrived in sector 23. We don’t have anything close. They are a different design too,” the scan tech reported.

“Cruisers Dauntless, Diablo, and destroyer Daring and the Ore-4 to engage. They have Philon beams. I don’t know what those are but if they have one ring around the front – do not – I repeat – Do Not get directly in front of those enemy ships. They jump forward somehow and disintegrate anything in front of them,” she ordered.

Captain Farrier of the Green destroyer Fable had lasered holes through three enemy cruisers as they emerged. It took a few seconds for even his own crew to recover after a long interstellar voyage and these ships they faced were poorly coordinated. “To the confusion of our enemies,” the captain said over the ship’s comm.

A rating replied. “Our captain is such a nerd to use an Oppenheimer quote.”

“No more than you are since you know that trivia. Get your head back in the game,” another said.

◆◆◆

The Battle with the Order

Captain Françoise Roland of the Daring hit the first enemy cruiser with two railgun rounds that had enough energy to bring down whatever screens that enemy cruiser had. The gravity beam cut holes through that ship, but the second cruiser fired some beam weapon at the Daring, and it was causing the hull to fall apart if it could hit the same area for seconds. The lasers from the Daring were carving into that cruiser but the Daring lost propulsion as that alien beam cut through the Daring’s hull. The enemy cruiser lined up with the Daring and in a flash, jumped ahead through the Daring and reappeared on the other side of the system near Green. The Ore-2 was stationed near where it emerged, and the Ore-2’s newly upgraded gravity beam cut a swath through the enemy cruiser before it could recover from the jump. The enemy cruiser disappeared in a dazzling display of small debris.

Prissy was crushed that the Daring was just gone. They had destroyed six cruisers and ten enemy destroyers. The A.I.s on the ships from Green learned from the enemy tactics and moved so the alien beam weapon couldn’t do more than mar the surface of their ships a bit. Ships from the Order kept appearing and Colonel Hunnicutt had given the A.I.s almost free reign to react and assign ships. The artificial intelligences knew they faced threats too – especially after the complete destruction of the Daring.

More and more of the Orders ships appeared and were attacked by the heavy drones and mines that could be moved at near relativistic velocity. Controlled by the A.I.s, the battle became a purge as they fought closer and closer to Green. The enemy ships were being decimated, but the Green forces were still fighting furiously. Five more destroyers appeared from a different vector and Hunnicutt despaired for a moment before she realized they were the Mars reinforcements she had requested nearly a week ago. Anna, Amy, and weaker versions of Annette updated the new arrivals so they could use the battle strategies that had been successful. Prissy couldn’t understand why the ships of the Order were so uncoordinated.

Prissy directed the newly arrived ships so they ganged up on enemy ships and positioned themselves so enemy ships could not return fire without endangering their own ships. Prissy had certainly seen Lux practicing fighting multiple attackers. She had sent multiple drones with heavy lasers and gravity beams to attack enemy vessels when they were engaged with her own ships. The Bane, her own ship, had had to jump in several times when other ships in the battle were struggling with multiple enemy cruisers. Her ship had been hit by the Philon Beam or whatever that was, but Amy and Anna would move the ship quickly before it did more than mark the surface.

Fewer enemy ships arrived after eight hours or so. Anna suggested an explanation of the oddly disjointed battle.

Anna coughed to get everyone’s attention. She was tied into the command circuit for all the ships. “Analyzing their tactics - it appears that the Order must be a loose organization of planets that supply ships to the Order. It looks like they have never faced a serious opponent for any length of time. It is likely that they intimidate individual planets by arriving away from a planet and then approaching orbit en mass, and threatening the surface populations and defense forces. There is little to no coordination. They did not even retreat when they were being destroyed. There are many damaged enemy ships. I suggest we contact them, if possible, to see if they will surrender. We should find the locations of their home bases and raze them to the ground.”

“How will we get that information?” asked one of the captains.

“Get squared away in case we have more popping up later people!” Prissy exclaimed. “We won a battle – not a war. Repair what you can. Cycle your ships back for repairs. Order supplies. Praise your troops and have a debrief with them. Some have never been in battle before and we need them to explain what they saw and felt so they can depressurize. The A.I.s fast responses helped keep our forces from facing the brunt of their weapons. Wind your people down and let them get some sleep when they are able. I need some of the reinforcements to board those enemy ships. If attacked – give no quarter. I want to know what that Philon Beam is and the ring thing near the nose. We lost Captain Françoise Roland and a cruiser full of people to that weapon. I’ll be writing letters to families. Salvage their computer cores and get your techs to dismantle and study those weapons. Check out their star drives – they may work on different principles than ours. Get on it, people. Damage control reports, casualty reports – you know the drill,” Prissy ordered.

◆◆◆

Battle Aftermath

“Go ahead, Anna. What’s the final tally?” Prissy asked wearily tweaking the death messages to family for the Daring alone. She had long since cried out all her sadness and pain and was just numb.

“We lost one cruiser, a destroyer, and two frigates…” Anna was saying before Prissy slammed her hand down on top of the desk.

“I’m not writing letters about the damn ships. I know how many ships. We can build more friggin’ ships…” she said and then caught herself. “Sorry, Anna. I know about the ships. How many personnel did we lose?”

“We lost 1,235 killed and thousands injured. General Fogelmann sends you, his condolences. The soldiers that lost limbs can all be regrown within six months. Eyes lost take about the same regrowth time. They can stock up on learning cylinders in the meantime. We are building up quite a library. Brazil won, by-the-way,” Anna said.

Prissy started laughing with the tension release. She needed it. She slept like the dead for seven hours.             

Everyone had started calling Hafblatt, ‘Doc,’ since he did all those rejuvenations. He also got the high-ranking officers of the enemy ships. Very few of the personnel on those ships could be viewed as soldiers. Most would be hard-pressed to be rent-a-cops. The ships with the Philon Beam and the Allung ring device that had destroyed the Daring were different. Those guys had put up a fight on the immobilized cruisers. The boarding operations had been brutal but the phasers, poppers, CutsAlls, and disintegration grenades had cut through the alien crews like butter. They had only lost two men from an exterior laser that was moved to a corridor until the Marines cut through the bulkheads and destroyed the gun emplacement from their rear.

One of the cruisers that had been disabled contained a brig full of Tros who had refused to attack and been thrown in the very tightly packed brig. Their holding cells had been designed for twenty beings but there were almost 100 Tros packed elbow to butt. Prissy got a call from the Captain of the frigate Ferret.

“Go ahead, Captain. What do you have?” Prissy asked, nearly dysfunctional after too little REM sleep.

“Captain Rajesh, Colonel. My lieutenant led a boarding party of that big cruiser to your starboard. It looks almost functional. I’m told it could be upgraded to our stuff pretty easily.”

“I understand that Captain,” Prissy said biting back a sharp retort. She was not human until her second cup of coffee.

“There were almost 100 Tros prisoners who had refused to participate in the attack once they found out who the Order was attacking. Some were beaten pretty badly for refusing to fight,” the captain reported.

“So, they are cowards who refused to fight. Is that what you’re telling me?” she said.

“No, Colonel. The two leaders are asking for your husband, Lux Blakely. When they found out the Order was attacking Lux Blakely’s planet – they refused to have anything to do with the operation,” he said.

Prissy hadn’t expected that. People attacked him because he was Lux Blakely. This was a first. She thought quickly. “Treat them better. Send me a couple of your troops and the spokespeople for that group. I want to talk with them.”

◆◆◆

The Tros Veterans

The two Tros that came with the soldiers were large. Prissy wondered what tie they would have with her husband. She also knew that Tros never used their names except before fertility rites or something with their mates so how was Lux tied to these two.

The two Marines took the two Tros to meet the Colonel like they had been ordered but the Tros just stood there looking at her. The lance corporal was a bit brighter than his dim bulb partner. He turned to the larger of the Tros and explained. “This is the commander of all the military forces in this system.”

The two Tros looked at each other, noticed the udders on the human before them and realized this being was female. They did a head bow that a king would give only to the lowest noble in acknowledgement – barely a nod.

The corner of Prissy’s mouth turned up on one side. What in the world had Lux done to get to know these beings? she thought.

The corporal was not pleased with their response, so he added, “She is our military commander and mate of Lux Blakely,” he said in Tros.

The two Tros looked startled and looked at each other. Both bowed deeply at the waist and started talking.

Prissy held out her hands to signal them to stop. “We are going to see him right now.” The Courier pulled alongside the Bane to transport them back to Prime city and they were landing outside Lux’s lab about twenty minutes later. The two Tros were examining the interior of the Courier and seemed perfectly comfortable traveling without inertia, and Prissy assumed they had a similar drive. They hadn’t said a word since getting on the ship. Most humans would ask questions or talk. It was nice to have silence. The ship landed near the lab, and they all walked over. Lux had been informed that they were coming and came out to meet them with two bodyguards.

Lux lit up when he saw Prissy and who was with her. He gave her a big hug and kiss and then turned to the two Tros. “Remains of the Sixth, I think. Good to see you old friend,” Lux said in Tros. “The Fighting 10th! Welcome to our planet. It’s really a large moon of that gas giant but who cares. How did you end up imprisoned?” he said in Tros. “Let’s go over to the Eugene and get these guys a proper meal and see what to do with the rest of their compatriots.”

Prissy dismissed the two Marines and directed them through the portal to the military base nearby.

The Tros didn’t know what was said since the last statements were in English, but they followed Lux into his lab. “I am so glad you are okay,” Lux said to Prissy. “Anna gave me a brief account, but I want you to tell me what you can while I give you a massage tonight to turn you into putty. These guys are honorable soldiers with starving families. You need some veterans like these beings, and we could hire them and make room for their families. Anna said there were about one hundred. Tros mate for life and have a couple of offspring if I’m correct. It would add about 300 and these guys would tend to be loyal if treated well,” he said as the two Tros just looked around the lab with wide eyes.

“Let’s get something to eat and then we will talk business. Anna, we’re going to the Eugene,” he said in Tros so his guests would hear the name of the place. Prissy stepped through the portal into the side lobby of the Eugene. The two Tros looked hesitant a moment -- then stepped through followed by Lux.

The Tros were looking around the sumptuous lobby until Lux took one by the arm and pointed the way to the restaurant. The people at the restaurant looked at the bedraggled group with two weary Tros. A maître d’ rushed over to give them a table with a good view of the tree-lined courtyard. There were a few Tros, Graloc, and Ullumff eating in between the normal lunch hours with the large crowds for the tournament. They stared at the soldiers who looked pretty scruffy. The table was quickly reset with Tros eating utensils for the two which surprised the soldiers. They were given menus in Tros. Prissy and Lux waved away their own menus – they ate here enough that they had their favorites.

“Pick anything you want from the lists of food, and it will be freshly prepared,” Lux said. “I ordered our usual meals. I also ordered you an alcoholic drink that my other Tros friends really enjoy. You are our guests. It is our custom to take guests out and pay for their food and drink. Enjoy.”

The waiters started bringing out special aperitifs, that other Tros enjoyed. The wines were a big hit with the Tros. Lux knew from experience that their cheaper white wine was fine. They had all the strange Earth foods that other Tros loved. The two Tros were soon laughing and farting as they made jokes with each other. The Tros explained how the Order had gathered forces from all four of their trading partner planets and started hiring mercenaries to take over the human businesses. When the veterans had heard they were attacking Lux Blakely – they had flat out refused and were almost killed.

Prissy interrogated the Tros – it was more than an interview but she flat out asked them if they and their families would come here to live and work for the government of this planet. Prissy went on to explain that Green would pay a generous salary and provide free housing for their wives and children. She described that they would have access to almost unlimited learning cylinders to explore any field they wanted to work. The Tros could not understand that the family would get the benefits also. The meal was expensive, but it cemented the deal with the soldiers. Prissy and the Tros used the portal to go to the military base as Lux reluctantly left Prissy again and went back to his lab.


Chapter 13

Tournament Aftermath

“Harriet,” Bill asked his wife of many years. “Have you liked the trip so far?”

“Goodness, Bill. This is so much better than just going to the mountains. I think the girls just egged me to go because I never went anywhere other than the states. First, Panama City and then here. It’s so exotic. I thought everywhere outside of the US was second world. Now I feel like the US is.”

“What did you like best?” he asked.

“Goodness. I couldn’t believe the show they put on at the end of the tournament. I wasn’t much into soccer, and it was exciting. I realize we only went three days, but the food was great and the costs were pretty reasonable. That fireworks show at the end was like nothing I’d ever heard of – shooting stars for an hour as it was getting dark. How DID they do that?” she asked.

“The food was delicious. It was if every restaurant had a cordon bleu chef. You reckon they did that with those learning cylinder thingees. I never thought I’d ever speak Spanish and now I’m fluent. You learned Spanish and French, didn’t you?”

“Sure did, Bill. Now I’m expecting you to take me to Paris sometime.

◆◆◆

Messi had had an Achilles tendon rupture during the championship game. He was turning 40 and knew this was a career ending injury. The team doctor explained the rehab was long and arduous with no likelihood that he would ever play professionally again. The alien ‘Doc’ he saw said he could rejuvenate his body and regrow the tendon overnight. He took the treatment and even though he was throwing up this black gook, he felt like he was 19 again when he won the UEFA Champions League title in 2006. He decided he wanted to look a little older, so he stopped the facial aging, so he looked 25. He wanted the other players to take him seriously. His wife, Antonela, took the treatment too and she stopped the facial aging at 24 or so because she didn’t want it to look like her husband was robbing the cradle. She was stunning near 40 and absolutely breath-taking at 24. They told ‘Doc’ they would recommend the treatment to others.

◆◆◆

Lux was quizzing ‘Doc’ Hafblatt about his questioning the enemy prisoners from the recent battle. “Summarize what you learned from your interrogations,” Lux said.

“There were four planets involved. The Irixians sent a token force but did not agree with the Orders leaders. They do not believe you have visited their planet yet. It is the most distant you’ve traveled so far and only decided to come in the hopes of getting learning machines which are non-existent on their planet. I have their coordinates for you. We had one member of the Order but even though he died during the questioning – he was the only one with their task force. We do have a list of many of the members now. That one member thought he could get out of repercussions by turning on his coconspirators – how foolish,” Doc explained. “That one did give us the businesses where others of the Order are known to work.”

“Hmm,” Lux looked thoughtful. “Well, you don’t fix a car by cutting the wire to turn off the check engine light.”

“What is a car?” Doc asked.

Lux grinned having to explain an Earth idiom. “It means we have to go back and get rid of the leaders that instigated this attack. The leaders of the Order will just do this again when they are strong enough if we don’t eliminate them.”

“Ah, yes,” Doc said and walked off.

Lux had to decide how to handle the 2,569 Tros, Ullumff, and Irixians that surrendered when we disabled their ships. “Anna, did you get the number of aliens killed in that abortive raid?”

“I did. There were 8,402 Tros, 1,652 Ullumff, 210 Phafalotoi, and 116 Irixians. They lost 10,380 killed plus those aliens we captured. We can convert two of their cruisers and two destroyers,” Anna explained. “We know how they created those two weapons. The captured mercenaries were forthcoming with a lot of information. The Philon beam projects two parallel beams with varying gravity-like force. The beam stresses a spot like bending a piece of wire back and forth until it breaks.  It looked like it would be easy to duplicate.”

“I will talk with Remains of the Sixth and see what he says about using the same captured mercenaries against them.” Lux took the portal to see the Tros.

◆◆◆

Pact with the Devil

Lux emerged at the military portal to find two other Tros guards with poppers on their hips guarding the portal. Lux asked his two bodyguards to wait for him as he didn’t expect to be long and Prissy had alerted the soldiers to watch for him.

Lux laughed. “How did you get this assignment?”

One Tros looked at the other. “Speaking my mind to a sergeant, sir,” he said. “The sergeant said we needed to expand our skills.”

Lux smiled. “Ah, backtalking the sergeant will get you a punishment detail every time or worse. Can you two point me in the direction of Remains of the Sixth?”

“He’s that way, sir,” the Tros said and pointed.

“I’m no sir, private,” Lux said.

“I can’t tell humans apart much yet so everyone of you is a sir to me. I can now tell you from Phafalotoi because you aren’t stretched looking, but you have different colors of skin and different eyes and noses…and I am talking too much. Sorry, sir. He’s that way,” he said pointing off to the side as the other soldier actually rolled his eyes to the side in exasperation.

Lux walked across the base and was stopped and questioned three more times until he came to the Tros with the requisite battle scars to show he was the Tros he was looking for. Remains of the Sixth was observing his troops going through an obstacle course. It was quite a sight to see 150 to 180 kilo beings climbing ladders and swinging from ropes. Many just waded through the mud instead of swinging over it. It looked like they enjoyed that and had trouble supporting their weight when swinging from a rope.

“I am learning a lot. Humans must fight a lot to have developed these techniques. You tear down the individuality of the recruits and instill a team mentality. They learn to fight for the others in their team – not necessarily for the nation or higher authority. My people needed something like this to give them a sense of meaning,” the Tros said. “Your mate is the General here and that is good too.”

“We captured about 2,500 Tros, Ullumff, and Irixians. How can we use them to go after the Order on their home planets? Can we trust them? How can we lead them?” Lux asked.

“They will follow a leader that is paying them. Paying them and turning them loose without a leader would be a waste of money. They would take the money and go back to their families. There is nothing to bind them to this planet. Offer them what you offered my Tros. The colonies they are from don’t care about them. There are private forces but no national armies,” Remains of the Sixth said.

“Wait. Colonies. Those planets are colonies. They are not their planets of origin?” Lux asked and the nearby troops looked interested around him – though they weren’t supposed to be listening – they had excellent hearing.

“No – no,” the Tros said while laughing and passing gas. “There are billions of beings on their origin planets, we are told. The planets you visited are old colonies that have been cut off from their planets of origin for thousands of your years. Those captured were also not mercenaries by choice. They probably had other trades that were not doing well. That’s why the Order could recruit them promising them increased trade if they just fought against a new colony. Your ships being here destroyed their plans. There is no national or world government – just powerful individuals with money.”

“That gives me an idea. Would they move here with their families or work for me?” Lux asked.

“Maybe but some have long ties to their colony,” Remains of the Sixth said.

“Thank you for your advice,” Lux said to the retreating back of the Tros.

◆◆◆

Protecting Planets

Lux sought out Prissy, his bodyguards, Tamta, and Remains of the Sixth plus The Fighting 10th leaders. They gathered at a military base conference room Prissy had arranged for them to use. Prissy also had several of her most experienced officers who had been promoted with her in the Mars Marines. Paulus Blakely and General Fogelmann tied into the meeting remotely.

“My A.I.s, General Hunnicutt and the others here have been discussing ways to reduce the chances of facing another attack. We think we can train the veteran Tros to supervise a force to patrol the planets we’ve contacted. We would need to survey the Irixian planet as there are few of the Order there,” Lux explained.

“How would this force be funded and trained? Where would it be based? What ships? What weapons? What policies would it enforce? By what authority?” Fogelmann asked.

General Hunnicutt answered. “We’ve been fleshing this out with the A.I.s and tweaking responses. All good questions and we even have a few answers. Green would provide initial training and weapons, but we would have few ships stationed here currently. We would have to rely on portals and ground forces initially. The furthermost planets from here, the Irixians, are 700 light years from here. Our current ships travel at three light years a day. That is not a viable option but a ship of Irixians came with the attacking fleet, and we will reverse engineer the remains since it was obviously faster than our ships. Another attacking ship that survived had an Allung weapon that let them jump through one of our cruisers. We think this is part of a Ylee design we found described in the horde of learning cylinders we discovered in our companion star system.”

Lux jumped in, “We would give them the Philon beam, lasers, and railguns. We would provide shield systems for their ships so they wouldn’t be at the mercy of disintegration beams. We would produce a charter so these troops would be supported by an embargo of 5% of bulk trade goods between planets. No trader will pay anything until we establish our strength. Now, individuals and organizations on other planets are paying private security to protect cargos and trade goods. We would have to be the protection racket that makes them pay.”

“That would make us as bad as them,” Paulus said.

Remains of the Sixth spoke. “No. There is currently little trade through the portals unless you have large guard services. Mainly, luxury items - small, well-protected items are traded through portals. We were desperate to charge as little as we did to work as guards for the Order, and they tended to cheat us. Ships traveling between planets currently carry the bulk trade items of food, weapons, and machinery. Those ships have to be protected from pirate bands. Some of the captured here were ones that were in the pirate bands. The Order hired all they could contact to attack you and will do so again.”

“We would have to design training for all,” Fogelmann said. “What would the stated goals be?”

“The LAPD Protect and Serve,” Lux said. “First; we would have to do some protecting of space and surface populations and then escort duty near planets. We’d have to return stolen merchandise minus a 5% cut. This is the problem any large group faces when there is no recognized protective group. This organization allows free commerce with minimal invasive structure. We would recruit from all the planets and species.”

Lux continued. “London in 1829 had Sir Robert Peel push the Police Bill through the House of Lords. They recruited 2,800 men but 2,238 were fired from the first batch, 1,790 of them for being drunk on duty. They issued them pistols and whistles and rattles to call for help. What I’m getting at is - it will be a shaky start. We need to eliminate the Order because they will try again and have some illusion that they are destined to dominate trade in this arm of the galaxy. We can instill a tradition of trust with learning cylinders and provide fast, thorough training. It will give us an early warning system for here, Mars, and Earth.”

“Are you saying that we would patrol Earth too?” Paulus asked.

“I think we ought to let them know we are considering it,” Lux said.

“Wait. I see through this ruse. You want to replace the local militaries with a global military force,” Paulus said.

“Eventually, yes,” Lux admitted. “I see a neutral political organization protecting us too. I see this force doing that down the road but first I need to develop the ability to reverse engineer the faster propulsion systems on the captured ships and develop the Ylee drive explained in the learning cylinders. Meanwhile we retrofit the damaged enemy cruisers, destroyers, and frigates while training some of our captured attackers. Green would have to plan to retrieve alien soldiers’ families and provide homes, training, and jobs for the adults and education for their children.”

“We will continue to collect intelligence about the captured prisoners,” Remains of the Sixth said. “We have had good success determining who is trustworthy or not. We will also find out more about the critical Order targets as we train them. Some just want to go home. Some want to learn new skills or move here. We will find out as the training of my people continues. Some will be good fighters. Some will die.”

That last statement summed up the sentiment and everyone left for more planning, preparation, training, or reverse engineering.

◆◆◆

Talking it Up with the Captured Troops

Lux took Remains of the Sixth and the Fighting 10th with him to the compound that held the captured mass of prisoners. His bodyguards did not want him to go but armored and armed up and accompanied him. Prissy had warned her guard troops that they were coming, and she met the commanding captain over the troops guarding the prisoners. Captain DeVault was 170 centimeters but projected a presence about her. She had a command voice that went with her jet-black cropped hair. She was in her 70s but looked about 30. The captain had alerted the leaders of the different factions to meet them in a conference room with concrete-like protrusions instead of chairs. There was no metal in the building constructed with alien machinery from soil. The protrusions were not particularly comfortable but sufficed for all species.

Lux’s menagerie walked into the compound and headed to the conference building. The heads of the Tros, Ullumff, and Irixians swiveled heads to them. “Raise your hands if you have already had the English cylinder and understand me,” Lux said, and they all raised their hands. “We need more people in this colony. I understand many of you have skills. We would build homes for your people and give you all full citizenship here on Green if you live here a year. We will loan you money to start a business that you would own in five years free and clear. We would give you free, learning cylinder training to start your business. We have manufacturing and service careers for those of you or your families who want to do that. We provide free education and training for all your children – for any of you. We make training machines and learning cylinders at low, low costs. We provide free health care and rejuvenation for all that want it.”

“We want people here. We do not accept any form of slavery whether it is physical slavery or economic slavery. We do not accept those that do not work. We will help you start a business but then you are on your own. We have a problem though – the Order gathered nearly 13,000 beings and many ships to attack us here. You 2,569 are the only ones left alive and 10,380 died. We are converting the ships that were disabled but not destroyed with our propulsion and weapons systems. The Order only sent one individual to control their fleet. They rounded up the population that would give them problems (you) where they lived in hopes to easily take over our colony because we are successful, and the Order wanted the benefits of our trade.”

Lux continued, “They are safe in their banks and companies while you do their dirty work. They will do it again if they have time. I need you to go back and disintegrate all the members of the Order. We will pay you to set up policing service for these planets. We want to support you. Remains of the Sixth and the Fighting 10th members will be the leaders. I will go with you.”

One of the captured Ullumff stood up. “We have heard a lot of talk. You want us to do what they tried to do to you. You are no different.”

“I plan to go with you. You understand our protecting the weak by policing. We want you to protect the weak from predators like the Order. We know where they work and live. Several of the leaders captured in your attack were very talkative. We want to live in peace and trade with others fairly. If their greed blinds them, we will not hesitate to fight,” Lux said. “We will provide ships.”

◆◆◆

“We have been running volunteers through the piles of unknown learning cylinders we recovered from where I was enslaved,” Tamta said to Lux. “We found three that you need to take. I understand you already took the Ylee language one. These are very important to what you’ve talked about needing.”

“What are they? Don’t keep me hanging,” Lux said. He could never stay upset with cat girl here. She was too cute – and distracting, he thought.

“I know what that means. They are Quadrant Culture, Interstellar Drive Theory and Operation, and Construction with Lamlee. The one who took the Interstellar Drive cylinder, said it answered all your questions you were asking about the Allung weapon with the ring around the front of the ship. It’s the same girl that said everyone needs to take the Quadrant Culture cylinder. She said she wants some lamlee and we recovered some. She discovered all three cylinders.”

“We need to reward her somehow with creative work or money for her family or something,” Lux said. “I’ll take these today. Did she say in which order would be best?”

“She did actually. She said take the Culture one first, so you see why they were using lamlee and what that is, then take the Construction with Lamlee, and then Interstellar Drive Theory,” Tamta said.

“I take it you’ve never taken a Ylee language cylinder?” Lux asked.

“No. It’s a dead language I think so I never bothered. How would you know?” Tamta asked really curious for his answer.

“Lamlee is the Ylee word for excrement or s&#t.”

“Oh!” she said laughing. “Let me know what they are and if I should take them. She seemed like these cylinders were really important and serious, so I don’t think they were making a joke with the title.”

Lux took Quadrant Cultural and just lay there stunned for a bit. He drank some water, went to the toilet, and started Construction with Lamlee. When he came up for air after that one, he rushed across the room to the lab to where he kept the original learning cylinder readers and recorders. There was a container full of black dust off to the side. He shoved his hand in and closed his eyes and concentrated before pulling out a CutsAll knife. He activated it and felt the vibration as it adapted. He concentrated again and the CutsAll deformed into a mass and reformed into a Slazh knife that functioned like the real thing. You could make anything out of lamlee if you had enough. It was not an efficient use of the nanomaterial to make copies of devices. Its best use was improving some instrument or function with just your thoughts. This was the stuff that took the serious atomic level deconstruction with instrumentation to find and unravel its function. Now he knew how the alien cultures could build such intricate devices without the infrastructure you would normally need. You could think circuits into existence but had to be in physical contact. There were gloves near every supply of lamlee with warnings to avoid contact and use gloves.

Lux had a lot to think about as he lay down to take the Interstellar Drive Theory and Operation.

He lurched to his feet as soon as the learning cylinder finished. He rushed over to the area where he designed things and pulled up the designs for the Courier and the Cruisers in their fleet. Anna popped up in the corner of one of his screens like she was overlooking his shoulder. He started adding the power takeoffs and the two rings at the front and rear of his craft. He marveled at the simple supports that stood out from the hull but were protected from kinetic threats also. He would have never thought of that in a hundred years – he admired the elegant simplicity of the design. The Allung weapon adaptation of only the front ring allowed them to jump through an enemy ship directly in the path but it was very disruptive and stressed the frame. The Ylee double ring design was only usable after adding a lamlee upgrade to the propulsion and field generation system.

Lux looked up as two robots were bringing a grav sled full of food for him and his bodyguards. Prissy was there in her uniform with all the insignia as a brigadier general. “I came to fetch you. Robert and Rodney told me as they came off shift that you were taking some learning cylinders that seemed like they were longer than the usual one-hour ones. Elijah and Polly said you had jumped up and started designing as they came off their shift. I made a command decision to bring you food and drink before you passed away. Derek and Regina are finishing their shift. Jack and Tamta were going to take this next shift. What have you and Anna come up with? Tamta told me about the three cylinders,” Prissy said while rubbing his broad shoulders and neck.

Lux got up and stretched and groaned – his back and neck ached, and he pulled Prissy to him and kissed her soundly. The food smelled delicious. He tucked into it – savoring the flavor as his body absorbed the fluid and fuel. His face turned a little pale and he rushed to complete his ablutions.

He came out and sat down next to Prissy. He let out a breath of air and stretched again. “Those cylinders were like taking a cool drink from a firehose. We can immediately speed up all our ships by adding lamlee – which we have. We can cut a day off transit time to Earth but with this Ylee modification, we can jump hundreds of light years in a second. You need the Ylee language cylinder first and then these three cylinders. Learn them in this order: culture, lamlee, and then interstellar theory. Have all your military take the Quadrant Culture cylinder. Restrict the next two cylinders to command level only,” Lux recommended and gave a cylinder to one of the robots and told it to take it to make 250 duplicates. “I want some for my bodyguards and you take the rest,” he told Prissy.

“Hundreds of light years in seconds?” Prissy asked. “How is that possible?”

“The Ylee were an aquatic species similar to Earth Octopi. They were cephalopods with eight arms and walked on two of them when they emerged on land. They were true blue bloods since there blood was based on copper instead of iron with their three hearts. They appear to have become extinct in this part of the galaxy about 10,000 years ago. They discovered lamlee in Enclosures that were secret. Their source of lamlee seemed to disappear and their colonies subsequently disappeared. The Ullumff and Irixians traded with them. That is where the disintegrators first came from and developed further by the Irixians. The jump drive was designed about 13,000 to 20,000 years ago as the first humans were making their way into North America. Using a lamlee augmented system at 1,500 times the speed of light, you can jump one light year and at 800 times the speed of light we could jump 925 lightyears,” Lux explained.

“What? The faster you go - the shorter the jump. That seems backward,” Prissy said.

“It seems there is an energy threshold between dimensions, and you need to be going fast for a smooth transition. The Ylee ships transitioning as slow as 700 lights face horrific disruptive effects. It wasn’t clear why, but ships were warned to never transition under 800 lights (multiple times the speed of light),” Lux explained. “That Allung weapon used one ring so they maybe didn’t know about using two rings and found you could jump at low speeds as a last resort weapon.”

“Can you really implement these changes? I saw the screen as I looked over your shoulder and it looked like one of our cruisers,” Prissy explained.

“It looks like a much more complicated procedure than it is. Our ships are almost fast enough as is. We can implement this and test it on the Courier. If this works, we can rapidly upgrade our fleet,” Lux said.

“You are going to have to do this AFTER you get sleep. Anna. See what you can do to get the Courier converted according to these designs. I’m taking hubby and tucking him in bed,” Prissy stated.

◆◆◆

Upgrades

Anna had taken it to heart… to processors anyway…and had implemented the plans and adapted them when they were different than reality. The ship took on that odd appearance of a sleek ship with two rings – one fore and one aft. Lux, Jack, and Regina were on the Courier. The ship flew normally in atmosphere which was surprising. The rings seemed to still enclose the ship with a field that slipped through atmosphere like it wasn’t there. It performed well in space with the magnetic and gravity drive. They added the lamlee where indicated and then tested a short burst.

“Three – two – one – engage,” Lux said. A minute later he ceased acceleration and checked position. It took Anna another 30 seconds – a long time for a supercomputer. “And?”

“We traveled at 1502 lights. The lamlee works,” Anna announced.

“I am pleased we can vary our speed instead of all ahead or variations. Everyone ready for a jump. Let’s try top speed as that’s supposed to be the easiest transition. We’ll try 1500 lights as that should be right at a one light year hop. We can easily get back if need be. Rings are energized. Three – two – one – engage,” Lux commanded and there was the slightest bump. “Anna. Read out distance as soon as you have it determined.”

“Just a little under one light year,” Anna responded.

“Warn Mars that we are popping in and out in a minute,” Lux commanded, and Regina contacted Mars to give them a heads up on their imminent arrival.

“We’re going to do this at 1,280 lights for the 8.6 light years to Mars. Prepare for a bump. Three – two – one – engage,” he said, and it felt like they had hit a slight pothole in a ground car. “Anna, distance?”

“That was an incredibly accurate jump. Eight-point-six light years. We are 0.2 A.U. from Mars. Wow. Headed back to Green. 1,280 lights. Three – two – one – engage,” Regina said. “This sure beats the lowest rung of NASA’s priority list in Houston, boss. Thank you.”

“You deserve it. Thanks for you folk putting up with my shenanigans. I heard my father say that, but I have no idea what shenanigans are,” Lux said as they headed back to the military base to initiate upgrades.

◆◆◆

The upgrades on the other ships at Green were in process and went pretty fast after the first one. The 90% learning curve meant every time they doubled what they did – it would go a percentage faster – so they could do the second ship in 90% of the time it had taken for the first upgrade. The fourth ship would then just take 90% of the time to do the second upgrade. Prissy took a cruiser to Mars and met with General Fogelmann. She had recorded learning cylinders from the engineers who had implemented the changes at Green, and she had copies of these needed cylinders. She also brought some of the lamlee recovered at the learning cylinder production facility.

The sit-down meeting with General Fogelmann afterward was the eye-opener.

“Have you considered the implications of forming this separate entity to police all these planets? You think you have political problems now – that will only grow but we need some kind of filtering mechanism even if only as a way to alert us to threats. Companies or worlds policing themselves is a great thought that industry and governments throw out there, but self-interest rears its head inevitably. No one wants to be governed by rules imposed by others. The learning cylinders allow you to speak common tongues and understand cultural issues. That Ylee jump drive system and you’re A.I.s makes this workable. You’re going to be out there, and we can be a backup, but you’ve outgrown Sol’s system a bit,” Fogelmann said and let it all sink in for Prissy.

“What should I do? Should we just make a world obey us? We have no charter. I see the need but even that does not give us the authority. I don’t want to wait for some group to decide to take over Green or our trade sources,” she explained.

“Your husband went and got a PhD. You got your certification as a pilot here on Mars. Where did doctors get a medical degree? Where did M.I.T. get the authority to give out that doctorate?” Fogelmann asked.

“I guess they all just started doing it and it became the norm. Oh, I see,” she said. “You take the responsibility on yourself to do something, and it becomes the norm if you are consistent and have high standards. That’s why some certificates mean more to others since they represent a high standard. Others formed groups to come together to develop rules they would enforce. We’re going to be out exploring these other planets and making beings obey rules that we set.”

“What are those rules? Are there any hard and fast rules you would enforce with deadly force?”

“We won’t tolerate slavery between planets,” Prissy said.

“That’s good. Would you define slavery as sending ill-equipped beings to mine for ore as slavery? How will you stop and board ships that think you are pirates or just don’t think you’ll do anything? What if they run? What if two planets are raiding each other? What are your rules? I’d hate to have an alien vessel stop me if I didn’t know what they would do? Don’t you plan to go stop the Order? What will happen when you kill off the leaders as I assume you will do?” Fogelmann asked.

“That will stop attacks from them?” Prissy asked and felt way out of her depth with an overly simplistic solution that required a complex response. Then she remembered the H. L. Mencken quote Lux had told her once - For every complex problem, there's a solution that is simple, neat, and wrong.

“Let’s say you are successful. Then what happens? Those same economic and social pressures will create a new Order to fill the void you created. You will need to seed trade opportunities by providing low-cost loans and ships. Think of your organization as a Guild even. What will you call it since you will be exploring your options now? Americans love simple solutions and rarely look at the big picture,” Fogelmann quizzed her.

“This helped focus me. I think I’m going to have to start this service. What do you think of the name – the Exploration Service?” she asked. “Lux is terrible about naming things.”

“The Exploration Service sounds good. It’s non-threatening and says service.”

“I will be resigning my commission here on Mars then,” she said. “Our ships will be retrofitted, and crews will be given a choice initially. Earth could turn on us again at any time and we’d have to pound them flat from orbit.”

“Don’t do that yet. Develop your personnel. Use us as a feeder for your troops. We’ll do it for a fee or for upgrading our tech. Keep me in the loop. The rejuvenation techniques I’ve undergone should keep me viable here for another 40 years or so before I get bored, and the young ones would be stuck without a way to move up the ladder. Your service would allow advancement as you expand.”

“Thank you for your time, general. It’s been an honor. Come visit now by portal or ship – a step or jump away,” General Prissy Hunnicutt said and saluted her superior for possibly the last time. He returned her salute and smiled.

◆◆◆

Formation

Hunnicutt’s return from Mars was the real start of the Exploration Service beyond a thought exercise. Anna, Amy, and Annette A.I.s were in on it too. All the Tros leaders, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, Irixian, and even the VicVic were brought to consider the Exploration Service. General Prissy Hunnicutt and Lux Blakely led the discussion.

“Now that you’ve heard why we think this unit needs to be formed I would like your thoughts. You have your pads. Instead of you saying what rules and policy you think we should implement – write down three ideas,” Prissy said. “The computer will sort and list similar ideas in a few moments. You have five minutes – yes – we are still using Earth minutes.”

“Yes – we are still opposed to slavery but need to consider what is defined as economic slavery or indentured servitude,” Lux said. “Yes – you will get additional chances to add or delete comments.” Six minutes later. “Wow! One-hundred and thirty-four suggestions and rule suggestions. Read through these for fifteen minutes and write comments. We will restart in 30 minutes.”

Thirty-five minutes later with the A.I. help Prissy continued. “We have about ninety rules that look like a consensus. To answer the question from one of you – we don’t just shout out ideas because some good ideas are lost when speaking in a group because less people participate. Writing out all the ideas produces more ideas than shouting out ideas and lets us express these thoughts in a clearer fashion. Let’s take a break and have favorite foods and drink on the tables behind you that the robots have set out. You can read through all the comments and ideas and digest those while you digest your food.”

Several days produced a policy for the service. Anna, Remains of the Sixth, Regina, Prissy, and Rodney produced designs of uniforms. Rodney made a lot of suggestions from his practical experience. Anna tapped into the US military CCDC SC and the DARPA Future Force Warrior Program research databases for suggestions. The battle suits were pretty-much self-cleaning and provided a kinetic shield and many other features. They were silver-gray when on stand-by and used the miniature zero-point modules for power. The Irixians fell in love with them since it could adjust the gravity effects as well as the temperature. The captured prisoners of all species wanted to join the Exploration Service if they were young – the allure of a good-looking uniform was a draw especially when they found out its many features. Strength augmentation was not the least of its features.

◆◆◆

Mission to Minimize

The missions to disrupt the Order was one part gunboat diplomacy (using the threat of military force to secure advantage or avert loss) where the newly constituted Exploration Service ground troops appeared through a planet’s portals and ships appeared in orbit at the same time. The Exploration Service ships could jump to a new solar system as troops appeared through the portals.

The Order had already hired new security personnel after losing the thousands of troops against Green but those lost were not a domestic threat and did not need to be paid.

◆◆◆

The City of Uflon was the largest city on this continent on a world 105 light years from Earth.

An old warehouse was disintegrated to the bedrock in the middle of the night and the alien construction equipment constructed the two-story building out of the white composite ceramic made from the soil of the planet. The interior plumbing and electrical used the techniques they had learned from the Eridani resort so they could skip wiring, water, and sewer connections.

The Ullumff banker looked up and noticed Tros and Phafalotoi coming into his building. He didn’t remember hiring these and they looked different. He started to get alarmed but he knew his weapon suppression system was on and he had trained mercenaries to protect himself but those were nowhere to be seen. A Phafalotoi came up to him and physically pulled him by an arm, out from behind his desk. The banker had a laser pistol under his desk and his free arm pulled it out and shot the soldier. The soldier took the gun and tossed it back on the desk. “Come with me. You are guilty of planning and then hiring mercenaries to attack another world. DO you have anything to say to us?” the Exploration Service officer asked.

“It was just business. We thought we’d get rid of threats to our businesses here and expand into new territory,” the banker said crying.

The Tros soldiers turned to the crowd that was gathering around. “We are with the Exploration Service. Our job is to protect this planet and others from outside threats and pirates or others. We will come through this portal once a month to discuss trade missions with you. We charge 5% of your cargo or less to protect you and ships when trading with other planets by portal or ship. Our ships will guarantee your safety from attacks. We also will provide low interest loans to help you start businesses. We will leave business packets here for you about our services. Please only take one per individual. This person raised an army to attack another planet. Most of those attacking were killed and the rest were captured.”

“How many were killed?” an old Tros asked. “I had a friend with Remains of the Sixth.”

“I am happy to say that all the Remains of the Sixth and Fighting 10th refused to attack one of their friends. They all joined the Exploration Service and will soon be back to pick up their families or return home. There were 10,380 killed and 2,569 captured. No one who attacked - escaped. This Ullumff was one who planned the attack. He did not have to pay his dead soldiers, so he was planning to do it again once he had enough volunteers,” the ES Tros explained as they stood in the center of the square outside the public portal.

The Tros ordered the beings to move behind him and his Phafalotoi partner made sure his partner was covered. The Tros pulled his disintegrator and destroyed the Ullumff from head to the top of his expensive, bloody boots. They walked over to the portal where another ES (Exploration Service) soldier was lifting a distribution kiosk with pictograms and lettering in ten languages on the front. The Phafalotoi touched different keys on the front and handed a color booklet printed on nearly indestructible NuRiz. The soldier handed the fifty-page booklet to the Tros who had spoken.




“This explains the Exploration Service duties and services. Feel free to take only one per individual. We are here to protect you and provide services. Our ships can travel in space as fast as the portals. The booklet shows how to contact us. We need adult males and females of any age. We offer jobs with a salary, food, housing, and learning cylinders on thousands of topics. This kiosk has the means to protect itself so do not attempt to damage it. Thank you for your time and attention,” the Tros said as he left which astounded people more than anything these beings had ever seen. They had never seen a Tros thank people before leaving – incredible.

◆◆◆

The ES kiosks were dropped off at multiple locations on planet after planet. A few kiosks were destroyed with heavy laser fire. The ES sent in teams that tracked down and killed the mercenaries hired to destroy the Kiosk. The members of the Order were generally killed in public, but some had to be tracked down and killed away from their families. Some entrepreneurs decided they’d get a lot of booklets and sell them, but the facial recognition had been adapted for aliens and they stopped trying it after they returned to consciousness. There were many queries for joining the military and queries for starting trade businesses. Amy and Annette A.I.s kept up with trade goods on different planets and listed current prices and trade wish lists by planets in the kiosk booklets.

◆◆◆

The Irritable Irixians

CoRoT-7 was a binary star system – the main star was a red dwarf and again there was a Neptune sized gas giant with a habitable moon the size of Earth around it in the habitable zone with liquid water and a Terran-like biosphere. Lux and Prissy had never been to this planet, and it was 518 light years from Green. It was the suspected home of the Irixians who had semi-participated in the attack on Green – the one planned by the Order. It had taken a full year of fighting their way outward from Green to eliminate the Order hierarchy on the Tros, Ullumff, and Phafalotoi run planets so far. There had been mini riots perpetrated by Order secondary leaders but those fizzled out as soon as ES soldiers stunned and disarmed the perpetrators.

The kiosks with booklets were a huge hit and had to be restocked frequently. The NuRiz material was adapted from a material discovered with the learning cylinder site. Riz was an alien publishing material in a type of polymer that was practically indestructible. Riz allowed only black lettering on a white background. Chemists with Lux were able to get it to accept colored dye inks right after production. The NuRiz material kept looking great no matter the environmental conditions. The booklets explained why the Exploration Service was formed and funded. It explained loans for starting businesses and how to contact drones that were left as early warning systems around planets. Many booklets were taken because of the lists of trade goods and learning cylinders that could be accessed at low cost in the Exploration Service's iconic, two-story buildings. These had robots or active-duty Exploration Service soldiers manning them and allowed locals to be recruited or take learning cylinders.

CoRoT-7 (Earth nomenclature) was called Demma, locally by the Irixians. When Exploration Service drones entered the system, they knew this was not the conventional colony. There were ships all over the system with gravity signatures that showed powerful drives. Many of them appeared to be military spacecraft. The surface of the planet (moon orbiting a gas giant actually) was covered with large cities and agricultural areas. This looked more like the normal home of the Irixians, but intelligence said it was a colony that had not been destroyed during the decline of other civilized planets. Intelligence from interrogations said that the Order was not extensive on the planet but that led the ES to think that the planet had weak protective forces when the opposite seemed to be the case.

Therallarix was the commander on duty when the drones appeared on their scans. “Send a squadron to investigate the intruder. See if it is armed and the manner of weapons. This may be the Exploration Service we have heard moving in our direction from further out in the spiral arm.”

“Acknowledged Commander. Squadron to investigate probes,” confirmed the duty officer.

◆◆◆

Aboard the ES Cruiser Bane

General Prissy Hunnicutt didn’t like the looks of the system from a military standpoint. There was no way they were going in there with nine or ten ships to intimidate anyone. This system defenses were intimidating just looking at the fixed installations on the asteroids and satellites. The ES ships could appear fairly close to the planet, but she didn’t want to spook them into attacking. Several of the ships spotted had the Allung single ring. It would only take one view of their ships to ascertain the second ring would allow jumps if they were fast enough. They would have to forewarn the military and approach them in a non-threatening manner. They’d have to arrive out of range of their sensors and approach with prior approval.

“General, the probe has detected several ships approaching its position. Do you want me to attempt communication? What are your orders?” the comm officer queried.

“Attempt communications in Irixian and ask if we may have a single ship approach,” Prissy ordered.

◆◆◆

Irixian Squadron Command Ship

“Leader, we are receiving a message from the probe in Irixian. Transferring to this console.

‘ Repeat. May I approach to discuss Exploration Service Activities in your area.’ Sir, how should we respond?”

“Inform them to approach and come next to their drone. We will not fire if it is just one ship to that position. Inform the Commander and then inform the probe.”

“Yes leader,” the Irixian duty officer confirmed. “The commander agrees, and we just gave approval for the ES ship’s approach.”

◆◆◆

Exploration Service (ES) Strike Group

“General. They have responded and given permission to approach where our probe is located. How do you want to do this?” her subordinate asked.

I don’t want to give away the farm, but we should have one of our ships jump as close to the probe as they can. How close can you get in a jump? I’d like to get really close to it and look like we have more control than we do. Can you jump close enough that you will scare the pee out of them but not hit them and start a war?” Hunnicutt asked.

The captain of the frigate, Feisty, looked over at the navigator. “Sami. This is a big one. Hit something and we could start a war or kill us all. How close can you get and dead stop on our side of that probe.”

Sami had been with the Exploration Service since its inception and moved up a lot in rank from the Mars Marines. Women had a good chance to advance here without the constant harassment like in many military occupations. She was good at her job, but this was a risk. “I can get us pretty close, sir. I can get us within a kilometer, plus or minus 500 meters,” she said. I hope, she thought while sweating profusely.

“Go for it Sami,” the officer ordered.

Oh, gawd, Sami thought. Here goes. “On three. One – two – three!” she exclaimed, and the frigate jumped.

◆◆◆

Irixian Squadron Command Ship

“Leader! Leader! A ship just appeared adjacent to the probe! It appeared right there! Look at that! It looks like it has the Allung weapon too but with two rings maybe it can go forward or back!” the duty officer exclaimed.

“Calm down. You sound like an excited Hermolic. Let’s see what they have to say,” the Leader suggested.

“They made a request to come aboard with their Captain and one crew. They said they’d also like to bring possible trade goods,” the duty officer reported.

“Give them permission. We will depressurize the cargo bay on the middle ship. Direct them there,” the Leader ordered.

◆◆◆

Exploration Service (ES) Frigate Feisty

Captain Pomponio was ecstatic, “Wow, Sami. That was great. Just for that move – you go with me,” the Captain said.

Sami’s teeth were chattering when she saw their ship appeared right next to the probe. They didn’t appear 500 meters away. She had peed in her battle suit, otherwise she would have been all wet. She was still a bit wobbly as she got up, but she took a deep breath and followed the captain to the starboard aft airlock. They got word the middle Irixian ship had opened its cargo bay. They stepped out into space and used the lifter in their suits to fly into the cargo bay of the alien ship.

◆◆◆

Irixian Ship Squadron

“Sir. Two suited beings just entered our cargo bay. They flew in without a ship,” the duty officer said. “They had a box following them.”

“No ship? Check the box and have them escorted to see me here,” the Irixian leader said.

Leo Pomponio and Sami retracted their helmets when the alien cargo bay repressurized and showed safe. The soldiers searched the floating box contents and escorted them to the leader.

“Greetings from the Exploration Service. We are tracking down the leaders of the Order that sent over 40 ships and nearly 13,000 personnel to attack us to acquire our trade items. We formed the Exploration Service to protect nearby planets from similar attacks.”

“We do not need protection. We can protect ourselves,” The Irixian leader stated.

“That’s obvious. There were groups of Irixians from here with the attacking groups last year. They did nothing other than accompany the fleet of ships and did not attack us. We would be doing this differently if they had attacked us,” Captain Pomponio said.

The Irixian ignored the implied threat. “What is your intent? What is in this floating case?”

“We want to give you the name of the person with the Order that planned to attack us. We want to recruit allies and let you know about trade opportunities with other planets. The floating case as you describe it contains booklets printed on NuRiz that explain the trade opportunities. We make the NuRiz, and we have a new learning machine we manufacture and thirty learning cylinders for you. We also have a standard lifter that lets a being fly using the magnetic fields around their planet. There are lists of trade items and typical trade prices. We request to purchase land to construct an Embassy for the Exploration Service. The detailed views of this building and typical personnel in it are listed,” the Captain said.

“We have been fine without Exploration Service support,” the Irixian leader stated.

“I noticed several of your ships use the Allung weapon. The Allung slavers are still around according to our reports. They tend to swarm a location and if defeated – come back with more and more until they overcome the resistance. We can communicate with allies over stellar distances, jump instantly, and have more powerful weapons than you do. We want you as allies because you seem to be a race of honorable warriors,” Pomponio said in high Irixian used in formal negotiations. “A stellar communicator to contact us is included with these samples but everything will destroy itself if you attempt to reverse engineer them.”

Sami spoke up to throw them off because Irixians were more male chauvinists than many other races. “We’re done here. Show these to your leaders. We look forward to hearing from you,” they said and stood up to leave.


Chapter 14

Anxious Allies

The Commander of the Irixian Forces on Demma received the report about the Exploration Force frigate with consternation. How did the Exploration Service know about the Allung? Surely none of the Irixians had talked. The Irixian forces had only reluctantly joined the Order’s plan to attack Green when they were trying to get the strongest force in this galactic arm to resist the Allung. The Allung were frog-like large beings that lived to enslave whole populations with collars that shocked or exploded if resistance was noted. Planets became breeding colonies for additional slaves and the Allung were rumored to have never lost a battle. Intelligence seemed to indicate they brought in more and more forces until they overcame resistance. Lose a battle – triple the force the next time. Lose that battle bring in triple the last force. Now these Exploration Service ships show their technology has ancient Ylee technology with lamlee, ships that can jump stellar distances, interstellar communications, and learning machines. He was resigned to approach the planetary leadership and suggest they partner with these Exploration Service beings – a large unknown for his planet’s survival.

The Irixian governing council looked at the items left by the ES frigate. “You have met them. What are these humans like?” the councilmember asked the commander.

“At first, I thought they were a variation of Phafalotoi, councilmember. They looked like the Toi but not as stretched but they acted totally different. They spoke Common Irixian fluently and the Captain I met spoke a phrase in High Irixian. There was a female member with the leader of the ship and the female was even allowed to speak. You have seen the booklets printed in color on NuRiz – their name for it. Riz maps and books last a thousand years – the colors are vivid,” the commander explained.

“What about this book being printed in Irixian? Are the Exploration Forces made up of only these humans?” the council asked.

“No, councilmember. That is explained in their booklet. They say they have Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, Irixians, Lesma, and reportedly a VicVic in their ranks – some in command positions,” the commander said.

“Do you have any confirmation of a joint command with Irixians too? What about their tech? Would there be an advantage if they joined us or would they try to take us over?” the councilmember asked.

“The brochure was in clear Irixian. We investigated the learning cylinders and the learning machine. They appear to be of recent manufacture and do not use lamlee. They even included an Allung language cylinder,” the commander said and held up a separate cylinder. “This cylinder discusses the quadrant culture including the Allung. It explains how the Allung stage their attacks, breeding centers for slaves, and the slave collars they use. It explains briefly how they have surgically added poison sprayers in their mouths and hidden pouches in their bloated bodies. The ES ship jumped from outside sensor range to just adjacent to their probe. That is years ahead of our technology. They did not seem worried by our three-to-one advantage in ships. Their suits let them fly into our cargo bay with no outgassing from jets. They had a box that floated in a gravity field. The learning machine works well, and they said they manufacture them.”

“You don’t think they are an adversary then?” a councilmember asked.

“No. We need to make them our Allies as fast as possible. We know the Allung are coming this way because our sister colonies that called for our help and then went silent. Ships we sent reported large numbers of Allung ships and then they went silent,” the commander said.

“They need some trustworthy soldiers to join them as soon as possible. I would suggest one of our squadrons join the Exploration Service IF what they purport is credible, Commander,” the councilmember posited.

“What about the member of the Order they identified, and their request to set up a kiosk near a portal and embassy overnight? I don’t see how an organization can set up an embassy – they are not a nation or planet?” the commander queried.

“Give us the name of that individual. We will have him killed publicly for endangering Irixian lives with his foolish plot? We will secure land if it is not too extensive. If they can use our public portal, then they are more advanced than we are. We need help. How many days will it take until you can get close enough to communicate with them, commander?” the councilman asked.

“We can do that from here – now, I think. They gave us the means to contact them. Their embassy design is laid out in that booklet and says they need no water or power hookups. Should I tell them about what we know about the Allung threat? They seem to know more about them than us in some ways but as a show of good faith,” the commander asked.

“The council will appropriate the land needed in a prominent place in the capitol city and others around this world. Ship building is going as fast as we can. Maybe they will sell us their designs, but the changes would just slow production.” The councilman turned to the person next to him and they whispered a moment. “We think we have a few months. Your squadron leaving us would not make much of a difference if the size of their previous fleets is any indication. Contact them as our liaison. We are in a precarious state.”

The commander bowed and left shakily. The fear had been tangible in that room and everyone on the council was a seasoned warrior chosen for their intellect and fighting experience.  A few months wasn’t long to get anything done.

◆◆◆

Aboard the Frigate Feisty in orbit around Green

Captain Leo Pomponio was surprised when Sami alerted him to the incoming message from General Prissy Hunnicutt. He jumped out of his deep sleep – shook his head and focused. “On your screen, Captain. Priority One. It’s General Hunnicutt.”

He ran his hand through the close-cropped hair to straighten it out and sat up in front of the camera while struggling to put on his suit. “Yes, General.”

“Captain. The Irixians you approached on Demma were impressed with you and asked for you by name. Their Captain speaks English now from the learning cylinders that were left. They didn’t waste time contacting us and their representative seems squeamish about something or other. He wants to talk with you. We need the allies. Make us proud. Our contact with him is through the communicator you left with him. I’ve patched it through to you and we’ll be listening unobtrusively - never fear,” Prissy said and then he heard the slightly skewed voice of the Irixian. Never fear, he thought, already tensing up. It was like talking to your mistress with your wife listening in on the call or planning a crime with your probation officer on the line too…never fear.

“Captain Pomponio here. How may we help you?”

“This is Commander Therallarix from Demma. You talked with one of my ship leaders you would call a Captain, I think. The ruling council has discussed your proposals, and we will approve kiosks at any public portal you can reach. The council is acquiring land for your embassies, and you will have land in all the major cities. We appreciated the information on the Allung hierarchy and hidden weapons and pouches…we didn’t know about those things. We would like to send a group to join the Exploration Service or ally with you some other way,” the Irixian commander said.

Captain Pomponio knew something seemed off on this surge of acceptance from an alien meeting a strange race – humans – for the first time. He listened to his gut, and he was rarely wrong. “When do you think your planet is going to be attacked?”

Commander Therallarix seemed shaken as his voice quavered. “We think the Allung will attack our planet with a large force in months. They have attacked three other colonies, and we are close to their incoming route. They attack the lighter armed ones first. They are progressing out the spiral arm and sending as many as 100 ships. We didn’t know about some of the things mentioned in your Quadrant Culture cylinder and we didn’t have an Allung language learning cylinder. We are interested in trade and want to inquire what ship designs we might purchase from you.”

Captain Pomponio knew all they asked for was due to the imminent threat from an Allung invasion, but the Captain knew he didn’t have the authority to allocate resources like that. They could not stop 100 ships if they were equipped with that Allung single ring weapon. They lost several ships against 40 ships – against 100? “I can tell you that we will work with you, but I do not know the extent of our help. I will contact you again in the near future.” He cut the connection and waited for General Hunnicutt to get back on the line. He heard her connect. “What do you want me to do General?”

◆◆◆

Irixian Commander Therallarix at Demma

“What did they say?” demanded the councilmember.

“The Captain I talked with said he would have to get approval. I have not heard anything for two days. I have no idea as to what they will do. They seemed honorable but they sense our unease and possibly worry for themselves,” the commander said nervously.

“Their silence is deafening,” said the councilmember. “We acquiesced on everything they wanted and then some. We are building as fast as we can. We will have 10 cruisers, 20 destroyers, and 25 frigates if they give us six months but we currently only have half that number,” the councilmember admitted.

“Sir!” one of his scan officers interrupted as General Quarters alert sounded. “We just had fifteen large ships enter our system. They just appeared.”

“Is it the Allung?” the Commander queried.

“No sir. They are speaking Irixian and English. They say they are here to help their ally – us. They said they will help us upgrade our ships, build the embassies, set up kiosks, and listen to this sir. They said to escort their largest ships to our shipyard.

◆◆◆

Two Weeks Later Demma System

Commander Therallarix was amazed at the activity in his system. He had soldiers closely monitor the Exploration Service personnel wherever they were in the system. One sent him a video of the construction of one of their embassies. It was a time lapse video, and it showed each step. The sites had been measured precisely with drones and then those drones had carved out down to bedrock in minutes. Then construction equipment that the ES engineers said were copied from an ancient alien resort site were brought in. That leveled all the ground around and turned that soil and rock into a dazzling white ceramic material. They were shown sources of sand and silica and turned into a nearly unbreakable glasslike material for the myriad windows. The indoor plumbing and septic system transmitted pure water, so no pipes were needed.

Then the video jumped out of time lapse to show the small power source in the building. They called it a zero-point power source but these powered the whole building. The ES personnel said these were developed from some ancient alien technology with adaptations by Lux Blakely. His name kept coming up. They said these power sources never run out, rarely need maintenance, and are low cost. My soldier who was documenting this construction said that was impossible, but the ES troops all laughed – they said that’s what they said until they installed a few dozen. The ES troops gave my soldier a learning cylinder on how to make a zero-point power source of up to one megawatt of sustained output.

Commander Therallarix was stunned when he found the entire building had been constructed in one night - and the time-lapse video wasn’t like usual time-lapse that showed differences in lighting that was missing from this video. The building was comfortable and was two stories above ground and had an armory and supply storage in the basement. There were living quarters on the second floor. The first floor was designed as a meeting place for new recruits or to solve problems. There were also small rooms for visitors to pay a small fee and take a learning cylinder of English.

The shipyard was a madhouse that presented a new challenge. It was the robots these ES soldiers had brought with them. It had caused a row when they wanted to upgrade one of the cruisers under construction. The Irixian engineers didn’t want them to see until Commander Therallarix made them. He yelled at the local Irixian engineers when they said their work was secret. He explained that Exploration Service ships could jump thousands of light years in an eyeblink. He asked them why they didn’t want that upgrade. The engineers said it was developed somewhere else. Commander Therallarix asked them if they were going to use the Allung tech – that wasn’t developed on Demma either. The Commander ordered them to document the changes. The robot nearest them turned and said in perfectly clear Irixian, “Just ask me about anything you don’t understand. We intend to add another ring like the Allung addition to the aft end of the ship. This allows accurate jumps with little disruption unlike the Allung addition.”

After that, the engineers just documented what they could. The engineers were especially attentive when a human ES officer came and added what he called lamlee to the propulsion system, inertial compensators, navigation, and scanning systems. He explained that lamlee had to be physically in contact with a being thinking about what they wanted to improve. Of course, the engineers were beyond skeptical, so the ES officer asked for the most doubtful engineer and asked that incredulous engineer to put his hand into a small container of black dust. Other engineers were videoing. “Think about a small electronic device,” the ES officer said, and the black dust changed into a small test unit. They caught the transition on video. The engineers were more impressed by that demonstration than the second ring allowing their ships to jump. The commander watching the documentation just sighed.

Commander Therallarix asked for a conference with Captain Pomponio after the council signed the treaty to join the Exploration Service as an ally. They were to meet in the ES embassy in the Irixian capitol. The Commander was greeted warmly by Captain Pomponio and Sami – one of his officers. Commander Therallarix brought his Leader (Captain equivalent) of a squadron of three ships. They briefly toured the building’s first and second floor. They weren’t shown the basement supplies, armory, quantum communications, or portal.

“We still do not have enough forces to repel an Allung attack with one hundred ships. We don’t know if they can bring more than that. If ten of their ships are defeated – they bring fifty more. If fifty ships are defeated, they bring one hundred. We know they capture many of the people. They kill all the old people and use the rest as slaves with special shock collars. They set up breeding colonies, so beings are raised knowing no other life. They promote the slaves that fight for them and give them extra privileges. Those loyal slaves get multiple mates which reinforces the bond with the Allung. They skip over planets or colonies with strong defenses unless there is a huge population. They usually target orbital facilities first and then the surface military assets with kinetic strikes,” the commander said.

“How did you find out this information?” Pomponio asked.

“We had a team of special operatives trapped on one of our colony worlds for several years that worked with some of the less-than-loyal slaves. I wish you could make a learning cylinder recording of him, but we cannot record. He is hard to get talking on the topic. They usually attack worlds or colonies without many gravity drives. They prefer technologically advanced cultures with little interstellar flight. We may have enough ships here soon to make them go somewhere else. They love rich colonies with few defenses,” the Irixian Commander explained.

“Bring this man here and we will record his Allung experience and make you learning cylinder copies,” Pomponio said.

The Commander was startled. “You can record them too? Of course, you must be able to…I will bring him here personally. This is too important an opportunity to waste.”

The Irixians were incredibly strong in spite of the thin nature of their spiny arms with spike-like growth. They looked like a scary large mean caricature of the Sesame Street character Grover. The Irixian special forces operative that had spent years behind on an Allung infested planet looked dark and dangerous. Captain Pomponio approached him when he entered the embassy with Therallarix. He flinched as the human approached so Sami, his aide approached slowly and started speaking quietly in Irixian to calm him down. She showed the haggard Irixian throughout the first floor and explained how they also make recording machines to make cylinders. She asked if he was willing to make a recording of his experiences with the Allung and he cringed but reached out and grasped her arm. He asked if she would stay with him while he made it and she said she would stay by his side the whole time.

The rest of the soldiers, staff, and visitors were kept away from the room as the being, known as Thex, lay down on the padded tilt bed for recording learning cylinders. Pomponio brought Sami a learning machine and blank cylinder. Sami got Thex to slow his breathing and explained that she wanted him to hold the experience in his mind to show his exposure to the frog-like Allung and how he had gotten inside information on how the Allung captured planets, subjugated the populace, treated the slaves, and planned for new campaigns. He closed his eyes and his body jerked and Sami could tell he was reliving the horrific experiences as an operative among slavers. Thex cried during some of his jerking seizures and moaned as the recording went past an hour. After two full hours, Thex roused and appeared relieved like he had exorcised a demon. He looked at Sami and seemed to focus on her face. “Is it over? The council told me I had to write it out, but I couldn’t seem to do it. I was able to steal a small ship and get away from that awful place,” Thex was crying and still shaky from his memories. Sami escorted him back to the Commander.

“You got it?” the Commander asked.

“We did, Commander. We will make copies for you,” Sami explained. “We will make sure our leaders know what they are facing. We will only allow those that have learned both Irixian and Allung to experience this cylinder.”

Captain Pomponio turned to Sami as the others left. “Run off as many copies of that as you can. I want all our people here to know what we are facing. I think they think they are the top of the pack. They don’t understand that quantity has a quality all its own. We could be overrun here.”

◆◆◆

Prissy met with Lux as they discussed the defense of the Irixian Demma system.

“What do you think, Anna?” Prissy said. “We’re upgrading the Irixian ships, and I can send them more of the large drones. We are starting to crank those out and they are much faster to build than manned ships. They are essentially flying weapons platforms. We need the ships for boarding operations. I have had my Marines with experience training the recruits. The Irixians are as effective as humans. The Phafalotoi are too timid and the Tros and Ullumff are too ungainly. We are making learning cylinders from the best teams.”

“We could make small, unmanned ships with the Allung jump weapon that would repeatedly jump through enemy ships. We have enough lamlee to make many. Now that we can get the metals and hybrid materials from Mars it is speeding up production. We don’t have enough organic workers, but we are grinding out our standard robots with zero-point power sources. They are incredible, tireless workers with Amy and Annette A.I.s managing them. We tested simulations and they are not as effective as humans in boarding simulations. Humans tend to come up with unusual solutions in dire situations and fare better than robots in simulations. Who knew?” Anna said with a quirky grin on her avatar wearing a commando uniform and gear.

“What about fixed installations on asteroids and planets in the system?” Lux asked.

“Our power supplies, weapons, and shields are portable. They can dodge – self repair and return to a battle. Fixed emplacements are an outmoded tech,” Anna explained. “We can change frequencies with our disintegrator beams – our more powerful phasers. Now, when we hit a shield that stops us – we automatically change frequencies and burn through them, but it takes a second and is hard to do when they are moving. It is the unwitting hostages – their slaves that will be the problem for you organics. I have empathy I’ve learned but I am not paralyzed by it. Have you taken the learning cylinder made by Thex, the Irixian operative that escaped the Allung controlled planet?”

“No,” Lux said, and Prissy shook her head to show she hadn’t either. “I’ve been putting it off. I’ll do it right away. I have it. Prissy, you want to do this at the same time?”

“I suppose. I’ve been putting it off too after I heard the report from Captain Pomponio. Let’s do it now,” they said and headed to the med bay.

◆◆◆

All About the Allung

They put the newly created learning cylinders into the player and placed the mesh over their heads. They started the playback. A third of the way through the cylinder, they both started mild spasming, moaning and crying. It was traumatic and it lasted a full two hours. They woke up, stripped the mesh off their heads and rushed to clutch each other sobbing.

When the trauma of the recording lessened a bit and their breathing returned to normal – they looked at each other and started deciding what they were going to do about it. “Anna, you need to ramp up production of the Thex cylinder we just played. We need all decision makers on Green and Mars to have Quadrant Culture, Irixian and Allung languages, plus this cylinder,” Lux had another thought. “Since you helped us figure out how the recording engram worked – do you think you could tie learning cylinders into your memory storage? We also need Mars to go all out on production of drones, ships, and weapons.”

Anna’s avatar laughed. “Figured the transfer for learning cylinders months ago. How do you think I learned all those languages so easily? I certainly wasn’t going to try to do it like we did at that alien development site you discovered. That was as painful to me as you organics learning by immersion – ooh – painful. I can learn by learning cylinder. You seem greatly affected by that Irixian Thex cylinder. What was it like?”

“It was like you were shoved into a situation where you saw no hope and saw all your older siblings killed and your young indoctrinated and bred to be obedient slaves. Women who refused technical cooperation had their husband and children tortured in front of their eyes,” Lux shuddered. “Slaves were forced on other slaves breeding for docile offspring. Slaves that cooperated were given many docile slaves to serve them. Many of the horrors Thex witnessed simply couldn’t be described. There were genetic and psychological experiments with the more aggressive Irixians. Thex was resourceful and had to do horrible things to keep his cover. The last of the cylinder displayed Thex’s recording a planning section by the top tier of the Allung planning their next campaigns.”

“Are they planning to come to Demma?” Anna asked.

“You need to experience the cylinder. It may expose you to powerful emotions embedded in the recording – that usually hasn’t happened in the ones I’ve taken before. The music training gave me a little of the joy of music, but this was terrible to experience. The Allung leaders explained how they have been using small stealth ships to plan their attack and the Irixians at Demma had noticed the ships on the periphery of their system. Those scout ships left as soon as any Irixian ship approached.”

“I will review the cylinder with a surrogate and monitor her reaction before I transfer the memory. Thank you for the summary – it sounds… hard to digest using organic terms,” Anna said.

◆◆◆

All Dressed Up and Nowhere to Go

All the half-constructed ships had been finished at Demma and crews had rushed their shakedown cruises as they practiced group exercises. They practiced with the more powerful lasers and laser

defenses. Every ship had Philon Beam weapons and Gravity projectors. The force screens had been upgraded. The Irixian ships had the frequency change phasers. Anyone in the ES who initially objected to giving possible future adversaries all their weaponry, retracted their objection after experiencing the Thex cylinder – without exception. People changed after taking that cylinder. They were more subdued and taciturn. They were as ready as they could be. Mars had sent the ES a prodigious amount of weaponry to Demma and were beefing up their own defense around Green, which was swarming with ships, drones, recruits, and tourists – yes – tourists.

The soccer tournament opened the eyes of Earth citizens to a new exotic experience. Tourists could leave their homes and learn new languages, rejuvenate the older people, and have great meals where every restaurant, or tavern, or bar had talented chefs and bartenders. On Earth, you may find a talented bartender – say one in twenty if you are being gracious. On Green – one great bartender and a learning cylinder recorder and you get hundreds of great bartenders whether human or alien. Tourists could also know they were going to find higher standards of cleanliness and amenities. Standards were better on Green than the most prestigious hotels and lodgings on Earth. There was a lot of tourism and would-be criminals. Criminals were often frustrated or ended up on obscure, remote villages on Earth – Anna considered remote portals she had set up in Somalia and Afghanistan as…character building. There was no recidivism on Green…none.

◆◆◆

Disturbed Dreams

All they could do was wait. They did not have the manpower or defensive equipment to send a probe that might be discovered and trigger a preemptive attack by the Allung. Lux had been shaken by the absolute brutality of the 1.5 meter tall, frog-like Allung. He had woken up a few times having a nightmare about the glistening hides of an Allung wearing their harness of accomplishments. Prissy had just stroked his head and back ‘til he went back to sleep. He had to do it occasionally for her.

Lux woke feeling apprehensive and just lay in bed which was unusual for him. Prissy woke and noticed her husband had had a particularly hard night. “What’s up, honey? What’s bothering you? Is it us?” Prissy asked.

“Oh, goodness, no. You’re wonderful. Just woke feeling a little shaken like when you were stranded on Green. I knew something was wrong – just knew it. I have a similar feeling now and I think it’s about the Allung. We need to step up our weapons and offensive production.” Lux shook his head and then grabbed his wife and pulled her to him and gave her a thorough kiss and hug.

“You scoundrel,” she said as Lux hopped out of bed and grinned over his shoulder at her. “Not fair to rev up someone and not allow rebuttal,” Prissy said but he had run off.

Anna was not her usual perky self in the morning. Anna explained to Prissy and Lux. “I was able to experience the recording of the Irixian operative. He was truly talented and brave. I could sense his fear and I have a better respect for how fear affects organics. I did learn the rank structure of the Allung, and it is very simplistic. It goes from apprentice coercer to junior coercer, to coercer, to senior coercer, which is the beginning of their ship leaders equivalent to our Captain. After that is the Arbitrator and Master Arbitrator. They also mentioned the Phlemm - their command council. They mentioned they have large bases in several star systems, but we don’t know where yet. The Allung treatment of slaves was disturbing – even to me,” Anna complained. “I can see how you will not allow it anywhere where we can do something about it.”

“I took the same cylinder, and I didn’t get all that about the ranks. How did you get more than me?” Lux asked and Prissy nodded and leaned forward also.

“Thex was somehow able to be in a position to hear many Allung conversations from a distance,” Anna explained. “Thex could hear the Allung, but it was only faint voices to him. I was able to replay the same sections of the recording. I could make multiple copies of the same passages and was able to discern what they were saying. I had experienced the Allung language cylinder and Thex was still learning the Allung language. We need to build more ships and attack drones. The discussions I could understand talked about thousands of Allung ships with many slaves aboard run by a few Allung with slave collar controllers.”

“There is no way we can face thousands of their ships. We faced just forty ships from the Order and that alone cost us ships and personnel. When will the Allung hit Demma?” Prissy asked.

“I don’t know. Our data is too fragmentary,” Anna explained.

You Had to Ask

Paulus called Lux early the next morning. “Dad, what’s up?”

“I couldn’t get Prissy,” Paulus said. “We’ve discovered surveillance in the asteroid fields. We didn’t discover them until they moved though. We don’t know how long they’ve been there. We only know we saw the gravimetric signature as they left.”

“That’s disturbing. Did you take the new Irixian cylinder about the Allung? Have you all taken it?”

Lux asked.

“Yes. That’s why we increased scanning the system for any activity. We had mainly just scanned between Mars and Earth and not the areas further away from Earth. Will you support us if the Allung come here? Earth has about twenty ships – most inferior to our own. What if the Allung attack Earth instead of Green and Demma or all of us together? The Sol system here is the weakest. We were designing our defense against Earth – that has radically changed this month. Should we give our designs to Earth? They have never stopped trying to attack Mars or Green,” Paulus said.

“I will discuss this with Prissy, and you get with General Fogelmann,” Lux said. “Ramp up the jump weapons, heavy drone platforms, and frigates. Those would have the most effect.”

“Why not concentrate on just drones and unmanned jump weapons?” Paulus asked.

“We need to be able to perform boarding operations to rescue new slaves. According to Thex, the conditioned slaves will fight us as hard as the Allung themselves,” Lux explained.

◆◆◆

Say What? Earth

Lux, General Hunnicutt and Fogelmann contacted the US military through their contacts. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was surprised by the visitor to her home as her husband led the man into the room. Nina raised her eyebrows when she saw who it was… “Dr. Blakely. You are the last person I ever expected to see at my home. I won’t ask how you got here but I am extremely curious as to the why you are here?”

“I am so sorry to bother you, but I needed it to get this information directly to you. I think it is critical for the survival of the human race. We have seen several alien races among the stars that have much older star faring civilizations than on Earth, but their civilizations have gone through many cycles of growth and decline. The Irixian planet of Demma is 518 light years from here and they are allied with Green. I’m hoping you’ve been briefed on the different species. We sent probes to hundreds of systems but rarely that far.”

“I suppose you knowing won’t hurt anything. We had some of our people learning about the different races. We have been sending probes of our own design also. I even learned Irixian recently. We purchased many of the learning cylinders during your soccer tournament,” she said.

“Oh, thank god,” Lux said. “This will be easier. I have more learning cylinders for you. Have you used the Quadrant Culture one yet? No? Okay. The Irixians joined with us because of the Allung. Have you ever heard mention of the Allung?”

“No, are they a new species?” General Armagro asked. “Should my husband hear this?”

“Not a new species. Yes – let him hear, this affects every human. The Allung present a grave and immediate threat to our solar system,” Lux said.

“You are here to tell us that you will protect us at what cost or concessions…” she asked.

“We would try but I’m not sure we can,” Lux explained ignoring her jab. “The Allung are a race that raids and enslaves like Vikings but much more ruthless and they enslave whole planets. They look like 1.5 meter tall and wide frogs. They set up breeding colonies for their slaves and breed for conditioning. They are on a par with us technologically and they are headed this way. We don’t know how they found Earth and Mars location.”

“What do you want from us? Why are you here? This is highly irregular. I don’t put up with nonsense. Get to the point and get out of our house,” she said angrily.

“Okay. I don’t have much time.” He opened a box he carried with him. “This data stick contains the designs for a generic frigate warship with the punch of a heavy cruiser. Its weapons are the railgun, disintegrator (we call phasers), Philon beam, gravity beam, and much heavier lasers. All the weapons designs are included. Think of this as a weaponized Liberty ship during World War II but this was a design for warships, not freighters. Cheaper and quicker to build with solid, stable weapons systems,” Lux said and continued. “This next data stick contains the design of a new weapon we adapted from an Allung weapon that allows it to jump through enemy ships – one after another – ripping them apart. This one is autonomous, so it won’t need anything but a decent A.I. It’s brand new to us too, but it works in tests, and it’s unmanned. The force field designs are our latest and the power supply is the newer zero-point modules so it’s cheap and you wouldn’t need any expensive nuclear reactor. We expect the Allung to have at least 100 cruisers in their first attack, but they have thousands of ships in their fleets. They send double or triple more ships if they lose a battle.”

“Are these for real? Why give this to me? Why not see the President?” the General asked.

“Yes, these are real, General. I’ve had little luck with Presidents in the past – too political. You shatter stereotypes and make sound decisions. This is a learning machine,” Lux explained holding up a box with an attached mesh hookup. “It never needs a power source. We manufacture them. We want Earth to have a chance,” he paused. “You need the Irixian cylinder to understand what I’m giving you next and I brought several extra of each in case you didn’t have any. This was made by an Irixian operative who escaped from an Irixian colony that had been taken over by the Allung. Here are several Allung language cylinders. We don’t know who made them, but they are copies from cylinders that were thousands of years old. Thex, the operative, spent two years on a targeted planet and shows how the Frogs subjugate a planet. They don’t ever negotiate.”

“Why just give this to me?” the general asked. “Isn’t that putting your eggs all in one basket?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to give that impression. I gave a set to Dr. Stephanie Tomkins at DARPA and Brigadier General Feng Xu, the Australian SASR, plus the Indian, French, German, and Japanese military,” Lux said.

“I’m surprised you didn’t say Russia and Mexico,” the General said.

“You really think so? I don’t trust the Russians and I don’t think the Mexican government could retool fast enough,” Lux said missing her sarcasm. “Oh. I added the design  for a small quantum communications system that we’ve tested, and it worked over 500 plus light years. You’ll need that too. Do you have any questions for me before I go?”

“You’re just doing this because you led these…these…slavers here with your probes and you feel guilty,” she said.

“Not at all. Thank you for clearing up how the Allung found Earth. You answered that question for me,” Lux said while getting up and heading toward the door.

“What are you talking about?” the general asked.

“Our probes were all designed to destroy themselves completely if they were discovered or even approached. You said you sent probes of your own design. All our probes are designed to self-destruct and destroy any means of locating the launch point. We approached stars so the probes never aligned with Sirius or Sol,” Lux said and left. He knew that all the large nations on Earth now had the knowledge to defend themselves and they knew Russia would soon steal the information. They would kill themselves trying not to be behind their competitors.

General Armagno knew they’d have to have a massive building program just to counter their Earth counterparts. Blakely would just throw this in her lap and now she had to deal with the bean counters, plus the testosterone and hubris filled nitwits in Congress. She sighed hugely. She had struggled against the odds to be in charge and now she had to pay the piper. She realized she didn’t doubt a word Blakely said and he had given them what they’d been trying to steal. It did save the US a few months of CIA and DIA effort. She turned to her husband. “What do you think of all that?”

“He was forthcoming and didn’t threaten. I think you ought to get someone to take those learning cylinders. Having the Allung language will be useful when the slavers take over the planet. I can’t see our government getting their ducks in a row in my lifetime. Prove me wrong and take this seriously. You did notice that we were the last listed of the ones he had visited,” the husband said.

“I got that. I got mad about Mars sending probes and know my scientists were so proud of ourselves because we were sending out probes of our own design. We had a copy of the Mars probe design but thought it was too complicated. Oops,” she said.

“It’s a big oops if we’ve doomed the human race,” her husband said.

◆◆◆

Two months Later

Green Military Command got the panicked call from the Mars Embassy in Panama. “Say again.”

“Hundreds of ships around Earth are using kinetic bombardment of military bases and shipyards,” the communications said before being cut off a moment later.

Green Military Command got a call from Mars saying they were under attack by a force of forty Allung ships, but this was manageable.

General Hunnicutt contacted the Fiji and Swiss embassies and got a better idea of the distribution of forces. Areas with past gravity drive ship movements were attacked first. Therallarix called from Demma saying they had a force of forty Allung ships attacking there but they were handling it. Anna got information from her taps into Chinese, Australian, Russian, and US command operations surreptitiously and determined more exact numbers. There appeared to be four blocks of forty huge ships in each block. This looked like the classic attack pattern described by Thex. They had practiced against just this scenario.

◆◆◆

Maria, just outside Houston, thought the shooting stars were pretty and saw the pretty blossoms of colors in the distance until the ground wave hit her town. The waves of sound and blast that followed must have leveled the cities in the distance because many of the residential and town walls fell down. Then odd ships landed, and she watched as a dozen strange people – strange beings with collars and quiet guns, came and dragged away the young women and children. The old people and men who fought seemed to dissolve to nothing. She was herded into the large room. She must have been too young for a collar because all the adults had one placed around their necks. Mister Alberto from the hardware store had a small knife he had kept hidden. He pulled it out as the strange people turned away from them. He cut through his collar and there was a loud pop. Mister Alberto’s neck was all blood, and he didn’t move anymore.

◆◆◆

The Allung kinetic bombardment were from tungsten rods that would be going 6,900 meters per second from low Earth orbit and would produce the equivalent of 50 tons of TNT without any explosive. They flattened areas of the city. The shockwaves knocked people off their feet if it didn’t kill them outright. The US military ground forces, even with their new disintegration beams weapons firing up, couldn’t stop all of the dropped bombs when thousands were dropped. They simply annihilated an area. The Allung turned military bases into lunar landscapes. The Allung landers looked like powered boxcars only bigger. Phafalotoi, Ullumff, Irixian, and Tros slaves with collars packed about 150 surviving humans into each alien vehicle. They only captured the strongest or largest of the young men and disintegrated the rest. There were rarely Allung among the dropships that landed on the outskirts of the blasted cities. Armed Americans with their handguns and most rifles couldn’t penetrate the attackers force armor which generally took a fifty caliber or larger to get the job done. Preppers had a bad day in Texas.

◆◆◆

Aboard the USSF Vanguard – Lunar orbit

“Captain. We have reports that sixty ships just appeared. They are squawking Earth codes. They say they are from Green. Should we fire on them?” the weapons control officer in the flagship asked.

“Hell, no, Thomkins. They’re the ones that gave us the designs for our ships and weapons. They warned us these guys were coming. What were you thinking?” the Captain admonished.

“We were trying to kill them six months ago. It’s like the book 1984. Are they on our side now?” the weapons officer asked.

“They’ve only fought back when we attacked them. Glad we’re on their right side now,” the Captain said…'currently', the Captain thought.             

◆◆◆

There were Aliens Allung Us

Into this morass – ships from Green started heading toward the deadly orbiting Allung. Prissy had had encounters fighting Earth ships, but this was a different order of magnitude. She kept the Bane back so she could direct the fighting with Anna. Her ships drove closer to the Allung and began to fire even as the Allung cruisers launched drop ships to round up slaves on the surface. Her ships started firing and three Allung ships split off and targeted the attacking destroyer from Green. They hit it with a Philon beam, but the human ship jinked to the side disengaging the beam before it did damage. The human launched a jump weapon that lined up momentarily with an Allung cruiser and sheared off the front of it. An explosion of gases and loss of propulsion forced the Allung cruiser into the atmosphere and a tumbling fiery death.

Constantly powered ships were not just coasting along and were harder to hit since they changed speed and direction. The Green ships had the advantage of their dimensional beam weapon, but Allung ships were so large that even though the beams could make a small hole through an enemy ship – it didn’t stop the target If they could hit it. Imagine a target that surged ahead so fast the weapons could not cause real damage. The Philon beam had to be on a particular spot for seconds to do damage. Disintegrator beams did nothing but a colorful display until a shield dropped completely. Gravity beams that had decimated Earth ships were not as effective on Allung ships as their shields were stronger and the jump weapons that everyone had were effective against anything they hit – no matter whose ships were hit.

The appearance of the ships from Green did little to dissuade the Allung. They didn’t lose wars even though they might lose an initial battle. They just kept doubling their attack forces until they overcame their enemies. Allung felt about their slaves like telecom companies felt about customer churn with customers – lose a few thousand – they’d just pick up more – except they thought that way about slaves. They attacked with the minimum number of ships they thought could overwhelm their targets. It provided recognition to win against a strong force and only repeated or horrific losses removed that leader from the Allung rolls. They were experienced attackers who had sacked many worlds.

◆◆◆

Allung Ship Sestra

“Master. There is one cruiser not attacking,” said the slave trustee.

“Very good observation, slave. You shall be rewarded. Order three ships to break off and attack it. They must be directing the defense,” ordered the Allung, Senior Coercer realizing his surveillance ship had missed much and they should be punished.

◆◆◆

The Green cruiser Bane with General Hunnicutt directed the overall strategy but the A.I.s managed most of the weaponry on all the ships. The few Earth ships were able to get into orbit fast because they were not limited to chemical rockets and seemed to give the Allung pause at first. The Allung dumped salvo after salvo of kinetic strike weapons to destroy the Earth’s military and they had pinpointed them precisely. Some of the Allung strikes made no sense unless they were trying to hurt civilian businesses as they struck suburbs and urban business districts. The Earth ships had slaved two lasers together, so they were directed at the same points of the Allung ships – doubling their effective strength and destroying a few of the Allung shuttles.

“Allung cruisers have broken off their attack and are headed toward us,” Anna said.

“Heads up people,” Hunnicutt said over the ship’s comm. “Looks like we’re doing good enough to get noticed.” Prissy heard those around her snicker.

The Allung ships attacked simultaneously, and this forced the Bane to even use its Philon beam on one ship since it kept trying to align straight at them and didn’t waver. That one ship distracted them long enough, so the third ship lined up and clipped the rear of the Bane. Prissy felt the jarring impact and was thrown across the control deck. Her ship was still fighting because she saw the effect of their dimensional beams as they destroyed a second enemy cruiser when it cut through the enemy power section. The ship that hit them stopped within light seconds of a frigate Alethia from Green. The Alethia punched holes in it with A.I. targeting until it stopped accelerating, then their gravity beams tore the enemy cruiser apart once its shields dropped.

“Damage control robots are applying a temporary patch,” Anna said. “You will not be able to jump but you can still maneuver.”

Lux had taken the Courier out earlier with his bodyguards to help an Earth frigate that was getting pounded by an Allung cruiser. Lux used the Courier’s dimensional beams to pierce the area of the enemy cruiser that powered their shields. The Courier and the Earth frigate then chopped up the enemy cruiser the moment the shields dropped. Lux was distraught when he saw the Bane had been damaged but Anna reassured him Prissy was all right.

There were one hundred sixty (160) Allung cruisers to start and only thirty-nine (39) ships of different size classes from Green. The Allung ships were all huge so they could carry a host of shuttles (drop ships) to gather slaves from the surface after emptying hundreds of thousands of kinetic drop weapons. One pair of Earth ships jumped through a horde of incoming drop weapons and probably saved San Francisco and Silicon Valley by destroying most of the bombardment. There were concentrations of alien bombing runs over the States and Canada, but the Allung shuttles focused on large South American cities to intimidate and round up citizens to fill their quotas. Old people were ignored or disintegrated, and the women and children were targeted for capture along with a few of the larger males. Anyone else was indiscriminately disintegrated.

The Allung ground forces was entirely made up of slaves with collars in groups of 12 to 20. There were no Allung with their ground troops. There were mainly teams of Tros, Ullumff, and Phafalotoi with only a smattering of Irixians. They had personal shields that would repel most small arms but would not stop .50 caliber machine guns or Barrett sniper rifles. They were armed with disintegrators. Defenders couldn’t target the attackers without hitting the captives. Artillery tended to be very effective to kill the attacking alien shuttles, the slaves, but it also killed all the recently captured humans. Maybe the aliens thought the hostages would keep the locals from attacking them but many of those crews had seen the THEX learning cylinder about the Allung. The Earth ground forces knew what would happen to any humans that got captured and death was a better choice. They found out later that the alien ground forces would all be killed if they didn’t get five captives.

The Earth forces only constructed nineteen (19) manned warships worldwide after Lux’s warning but had applied maximum effort to grinding out the manufacture of several hundred of the autonomous jump weapons that Lux had introduced. Eighty of those hundreds manufactured on Earth made it to orbit and started jumping through the Allung ships if they stopped to recover their returning shuttles. The fleet from Green lost four ships total and two damaged but were salvageable. Crippled Allung ships were boarded by soldiers from the Green cruisers. The human Marines cut through the hulls under a breaching bubble that sealed against the hull of the alien ship. It was like a pressurized shell the boarding team was under, so they would not depressurize ships and kill all the occupants. One Allung ship was almost exclusively manned by Allung. The aliens fiercely resisted as the Marines cut routes through interior bulkheads to avoid barricaded corridor bottlenecks so they could surprise and stun the Allung.

The stunned Allung from that ship woke to find shock collars around their necks and their surgically implanted skin pockets had been cut out of their bodies. Their poison emitters had been ripped out of their huge mouths that were lined with sharp teeth and hidden transmitters. The Allung were re-stunned regularly until grav sleds off-loaded them to a freighter from Green redesigned to hold high security prisoners. They knew what the Allung ate from the Thex cylinder observations. These ‘frogs’ were akin to the Indonesian fanged-frog and gave live birth to froglets, but they grew really rapidly. The Allung ranks of these prisoners were generally junior coercer and coercer but there was one Arbitrator in this the largest ship.

The other ships that had been boarded were a mix. They generally had only two or three Allung (Frogs) on them managing the slaves of the different races. There appeared to be no females on these ships as crew. The collared slaves fought fiercely as they had been conditioned to fight for their masters. No Allung emerged alive from ships that carried just slaves and captives. Typically, the Allung on those ships were ripped apart by the Marines who were so incensed. It was traumatic for the humans to kill so many of the conditioned slaves. They tried to talk with them and tell them they would work to release their collars. The Allung in some cases would kill all their slaves with the collars rather than chance they would be set free. Any Marines in the boarding parties who let down their guard to free a slave were themselves killed by the conditioned beings.

One ship was full of about 250 human captives from the West Coast somewhere. They screamed and shrunk away from the Marines in their battle suits thinking they were aliens.

“I am Master Sergeant Major Rob Buckingham of Planet Green’s Marines," he yelled. "We’re here to take you back to your homes. We’ve defeated the Allung in this battle with the Earth working with us. We have more experience in boarding operations than the Earth forces, but we all fought together. Are you all from the San Diego Bay area?” Buckingham asked hearing reports that many humans had been captured by Allung ground forces there. Most of the group raised their hands.

Two humans were not and approached the Marines. They approached wearing the jumpsuits often seen worn by the slaves they had just fought. “We’re from the U.S. Space Force. I'm a lieutenant. You look awfully young to be a Sergeant Major. They must promote very quickly.”

“You’re a lieutenant. Did you get promoted for being an asshole?” the sergeant asked. “What’s your story and why should I believe it?”

The lieutenant was wound really tight and didn’t take kindly to the sergeant’s quick comeback and lack of respect. “Lieutenant Forrest Grainger, Sergeant. We were captured in our scout ship near Mars, I’ll have you know.” The lieutenant said and the man with him grabbed his arm and shook his head. “Corporal. I’ll tell him what I want. This is Corporal Fleming. We were in position observing Mars and got picked up a month ago by one of the Allung stealth scout ships. They have stealth ships that seek data on planets they intend to attack. We got as much information from them as they got from us. I was forced to tell them the location of the major military bases around Earth.” The corporal closed his eyes and shook his head in resignation.

Sergeant Buckingham made a hand motion and two of his men came over. “This officer is very important. Take him to General Hunnicutt so she can have her people debrief the Lieutenant about how the Allung knew where to attack Earth and his assignment of surveillance of Mars.” The sergeant lifted his eyebrows and knew his subordinates got what he was implying. They grabbed the arms of Grainger and escorted him rapidly away. The corporal started to follow but the sergeant put a hand on the corporal’s chest and shook his head while waiting for them to get out of earshot. “How is it working with that wanker?” the sergeant asked.

“You former Brit Army?” the corporal asked, and the sergeant knew which one of the two had the brains.

“Royal Marines – Sappers - If it is not broken, take it apart and fix it. Did that for 30 years before I took my pension. My missus and I liked soccer and fell in love with Green. I’m 83 and have more experience than that boy has been living. Joined the Exploration Service and here I am. Tell me your story – what you can without violating orders,” the sergeant demanded.

“Damn. I heard that rejuvenation thing was fake,” the corporal said.

“That proves you are with the US Space Force then. The Exploration Service doesn’t play loose with lies like that. We travel to other worlds – get great benefits, high pay, and superior training. Now tell me about what happened to you two,” the sergeant said.

“Exploration Service. What is that?” the corporal asked.

“We protect allied worlds. I’ll fill you in after you tell me about your story,” the sergeant said.

“Okay. The short version. We were in a small ship observing Mars – won’t go into it more than that as to our position or type of ship or anything but this stealth ship zaps us, and we wake up on their ship. We never saw it approach and we’re clueless as to what they hit us with or anything. They tried talking to us in some language we later learned was Toi,” he said.

“That’s short for Phafalotoi, but go ahead,” the sergeant prompted him while his men started moving out the traumatized captives.

“They finally found someone that spoke English and kept asking us about the military of Earth. They put collars on us and interrogated us separately. Don’t judge the lieutenant too harshly. He held out two days of being shocked and starved before he started spilling his guts. They couldn’t get him to stop talking. Toward the end, they’d ask him the time and he’d tell them the history of Swiss clocks. He wouldn’t shut up and he did know a lot of the major Earth bases and armament,” the Corporal explained.

“What did you tell them? You’re Intelligence, aren’t you?” the Sergeant asked.

“I told them they didn’t need to shock me. I’d tell them whatever they wanted to know if they’d feed us and remove our collars. I told them that I knew the secret military facilities around the world. They fed us and removed our collars when I explained these facilities were so secret the ordinary citizens didn’t know about them,” the corporal said, and the sergeant knew enough not to interrupt. “Anyway, I told them the biggest chain of facilities, built starships and parts for ships. I told them there were thousands of locations all around the world because there were so many parts needed – I told them I had a map on my phone, and I’d show them how to access it. The second facility had lit signs that let workers know when they were supposed to be working. I told them the sign was the Earth symbol for gravity beams and shields. I said they use low paid workers to turn out weapons every day. The ones outside the city only turn out small arms and not the big stuff. I had maps to those on my phone too.”

The Sergeant raised his eyebrows and urged him to continue. “They asked me why I had access to all these maps. I told them I was an inspector and would go to these facilities whenever I traveled… especially the one that made spaceships, but I’d make snap inspections of the second type of facility when I visited other countries.”

“That’s quite a tale,” the Sergeant finally said since the Corporal looked like he finished talking. “You going to tell me the name of these secret facilities.”

“I suppose. Starbucks makes the spaceships and McDonalds makes the other stuff,” the Corporal said.

The sergeant stood there trying to hold back his laughter but finally started laughing. He laughed so hard he had a hard time catching his breath. “Amy, send a copy of these conversations to General Prissy Hunnicutt and Doctor Lux Blakely. This way Corporal. We’ll get you sorted out.” The sergeant was happy to solve the targeting mystery as to why the Allung tried to destroy all the Starbucks and McDonalds on Earth.


Chapter 15

Aftermath

Hunnicutt was looking at the casualty lists for dead and injured across all the ES ships. She was relieved the battle was over but felt guilty about all the wonderful people that had been killed or had their families torn apart. Mostly, she felt the burning anger at the Allung for forcing this tragedy on them – on purpose. In the final count they had lost four ES ships but nearly 1,143 personnel. They had lost a quarter of those in boarding operations, but they lost four ships totally destroyed but had two damaged that could limp to Mars for refit and repair. The Bane was cobbled together but could jump after the robotic repairs. The Mars military had decimated the Allung there and annihilated the Allung ships - capturing two Allung in boarding operations. Prissy was going over the reports and it looked like the combined nations of Earth lost nine of the nineteen ships they’d fought and all but forty of their jump weapons. She was concerned about the Allung follow-up attack that was sure to follow and be much worse. She would mourn some other time – now she had to prepare.

◆◆◆

Recriminations

The commander of the US Space Force, Lt. General Reginald Prescott, contacted the Bane on a private channel. The comm officer patched him through. “General Hunnicutt. I see that you lost very few of your fleet. Did you do this on purpose to weaken us so you could threaten us? You still have more ships than we do now. Why shouldn’t we just attack you now that this is over, and you are, at least, weaker?”

“Are you insane or just dimwitted? This isn’t over. Did you use the Thex cylinder? Don’t you know that these Allung have thousands of ships and after a defeat bring as many as they need to overcome an adversary. We only had one Allung with any high rank in this attack and I think he was along to observe his son who was a new Senior Coercer.”

“Those brainwashing cylinders! I’ve ordered all my people to avoid those. They’re all fake. We learn things the right way under my command - so the information will stick with you,” General Prescott stated.

“General. Make sure you keep grinding out weapons and ships. I don’t know when they’ll hit again but it won’t be so easy next time,” Prissy said, not responding to his inane statements. “We would have lost a lot more of our people if Earth hadn’t started producing those weapons.”

“Oh, we’re going to be, as you say, grinding out more weapons and ships. You won’t act so high and mighty next time when you’ve lost as many people and ships as we have,” Prescott said.

Prissy just cut the connection. You never get anywhere talking to the problem about the problem. Trying to convince a person using reason is hopeless with a person who is enjoying a sense of moral superiority about their skewed beliefs and conspiracy theories – the definition of confirmation bias. She opened the message from Sergeant Major Buckingham and started playing the recording. She got to the end of it and sat for a moment shaking her head with a smile. It lifted her mood to answer a mystery why so many retail restaurants had been targeted – how funny. She fired a message back to Buckingham – “Try to recruit Corporal Fleming.”

She carbon-copied Lux the message video from General Prescott. She asked Anna to hack and add Prescott to the US ‘No-fly’ list just to annoy the asshat. She sent Lux a copy of the video of the interviews with the two rescued US Space Force soldiers because she knew it would help mitigate the emotions after the psychotic general video. So many incompetents in leadership positions, she thought…the continuing saga of dysfunction.

She then forwarded the video of her discussion with General Prescott to General Armagno with the US Joint Chiefs to give her a heads up on the guy in her command. Maybe she could rein him in. She then forwarded Armagno the Fleming video just to give her a chuckle. She then had Anna send the video of General Prescott to the leaders of the other nations along with the interviews with the two rescued USSF soldiers, so they’d know why all the Starbucks and McDonalds got bombed from orbit in many of their countries. She added a note to all the different countries’ commands: “Realize unstable military commanders pose a threat to continued life on Earth. Thank you for your sacrifices to keep Earth safe. We will interrogate captured Allung and forward any intelligence to you immediately. All indications suggest that the Allung will counterattack with 1,000 ships since they claim they have never been defeated. The Allung just ratchet up their attacking forces until they overwhelm opponents. The Exploration Service will do its best to forward you any weapon’s enhancements or discoveries and we have several in the oven. To quote Ben Franklin, ‘We must all hang together, or, most assuredly, we shall all hang separately.’ He makes a good point."

◆◆◆

The Dark Interrogations of the Allung

Prissy and the military looked over the Allung prisoners, so they thought they’d see what frogs are afraid of…if anything. There was evidence in historical records among the captured ships that no Allung had ever divulged any information through interrogation. Anna brought in Tamta, with their Lesma and Huflamm the medical tech to aid them. They had no qualms about any interrogation method and made many suggestions. Huflamm implanted subcutaneous earpieces in the hearing apparatus of the Allung prisoners and played stress screams from Earth species of frogs.

They found specific frog distress calls and frogs had a distinct fear of snakes. They flew some Irixian allies to witness the interrogations. They first isolated the Arbitrator from his son – the Senior Coercer. They made shock collars for all Allung and starved them and shocked them alternately. They didn’t ask any questions but spent a week priming them with altering light and dark periods to screw up their diurnal/nocturnal patterns. Then they hit upon the idea of cutting off the oxygen any time they slept, so they’d wake up gasping – the frog waterboarding equivalent.

Then they began the behavioral modification program. They asked the prisoners questions from the rudimentary computer cores recovered when the Allung ships were captured. They knew some answers - like their name and title. When they refused to answer or answered incorrectly, they were shocked. When they answered correctly, they were given water and tiny quantities of food. They were given choice food from their Allung ship’s storage areas but only in tiny amounts. Some of the Junior Coercers went insane and had to be disposed of and their preserved bodies sent to allies for examination. The younger Allung began giving information that was later verified and asked of the higher ranks.

The Senior Coercer (the real local enemy fleet commander) was soon talking fairly freely while eating and drinking. He was convinced he would be released when the next wave of Allung came to retaliate after his loss. The faceless interrogators on our side egged him on so he would boast. They suggested his father had set him up to fail by not putting him in command of a larger force. “Didn’t your father suggest his old strategy which you questioned? He was jealous of your success, wasn’t he?” they prompted. Soon, he was talking even more freely.

The human interrogators began dismissing the Allung’s claims to have more ships. “Surely you don’t have more ships than attacked here. We think you’re lying to us. If you did have more ships they would have already attacked.” They scoffed while plying the Allung with alcoholic drinks and hallucinogens.

“You humans. We have many large bases with thousands of ships,” the Senior Coercer countered.

“Sure…sure you do,” his questioners said. “Maybe you have a base somewhere, but we bet you a bigger room that you couldn’t point out one base from a star map.”

“A bigger room? What do I get if I point out more than one? I could just point out random points. You will need to send a ship to confirm I am telling the truth, wouldn’t you?” The Allung knew that any ship showing up at a major base would be captured as quickly as it emerged, and he would be rescued sooner. “Show me your maps.” The Senior Coercer was shown star maps and pointed out three large Allung bases that would supply the retaliation forces – Mintaka (1,239 light years away), Sheliak (881 light years), and Zeta Persei (950 light years). This information helped Anna and the other A.I.s to decode their recovered navigation system which showed relative strengths in ships. There were names and size designations for 4,320 ships listed in the captured Allung databases. The information was sent to all their allies a bit at a time. The Allung father (the Arbitrator) never wavered during all the interrogations and never uttered a word. The senior Allung somehow killed himself and his preserved corpse was used as a model to show the weak points of the species for training videos.

◆◆◆

Stealth Probes

The Allung Interrogations were widely shown on Green and Mars. The videos and analysis were sent to the various Earth nations, but conspiracy theories weakened their impact on Earth. The extreme humans stated they were deepfakes trying to divert attention away from the threats of alien immigration and mixed species breeding (which really wasn’t easily possible). The other extremes wanted to live in peace and wanted to send representatives to negotiate with the Allung. Green was just trying to keep the human species alive and out of bondage.

Lux and Igor worked to make the gravimetric pulse emergence minimized so they could use a stealthy approach that wouldn’t stand out from background noise. When ships from Green ‘jumped’ to a system – there was a measurable gravity pulse. When ships moved with a gravity drive, there were disturbances that could be picked up light years away. Tests with ships and probes showed that the emergence disturbance was greater when appearing from hundreds of light years versus one light year. All were like shouting out, here I am!

Lux was brainstorming with Anna, Lakshmi, and Igor. “We agree that when we jump – we pass through another dimension before returning to our own dimension. Could we send probes to another dimension, and have it stay there…then transition back to our dimension at the target? What would the emergence be like if we transitioned no distance? Lakshmi? Do your models show eleven dimensions like M-theory?”

Lakshmi laughed. “I’m a more modified string theory person with a chunk of quantum gravity thrown in. You’ve destroyed some of the suppositions and supported others. I do think there are multiple dimensions but eleven is ridiculously low. There may not be infinite dimensions beside ours, but you have seen evidence of many with the dimensional beam and kinetic shield. Then the alien shields are more examples. Why do we jump further at slower multiples of light than when we jump at faster multiples of light? That is counterintuitive if anything about this stuff is intuitive. I don’t know where to start. I think there are myriad dimensions – different worldlines even.”

“Anna? Suggestions?” Lux asked.

“You organics are the ones that jump to wild hypotheses even though you think slower,” Anna said with a humorous lilt in her voice. “Nothing is impossible if you don’t know what you are talking about.”

Igor piped up. “Why don’t we use that lamlee stuff and imagine what we want to do? That stuff was like magic until we reversed engineered the fiddly bits. We still don’t know anything about the telepathic part.”

“The lamlee might be able to modify the emitters and control modules on the portal mechanism – that might be the way to make it work,” Lakshmi suggested. “You would have to hold what you want to do in your mind. What would you want the lamlee to accomplish?”

“That’s the thing, isn’t it?” Lux said. “I think we need to take a new portal, alter the emitter, and control module, so we don’t mess up an old one. First, I’d say we need to try to go to an adjacent dimension if we can find one that we can use. I suppose I’d see if we could go to another dimension of this planet – if there is one. I wouldn’t try this if I didn’t think there are multiple dimensions – I’m not so sure about parallel worldlines with multiple Lux Blakelys.”

Lux took the container of lamlee recovered at the learning cylinder production facility. He pinched a tiny amount in his fingers trying to concentrate on a goal to adjust the control to allow the portal to go to other adjacent dimensions. He then did the same thing on each emitter around the portal frame. He tried not to feel silly doing this so unscientifically. He turned to his colleagues and turned on the device. The device did nothing. He decided his skepticism had worked better than he thought and turned a working portal into a non-working portal. He clamped his jaw and touched the same spots where he added lamlee and concentrated on going to an adjacent dimension. He didn’t give in to his doubts ‘til he ‘readjusted’ each addition.

“Let’s try this again,” Lux said and turned on the portal which wavered for a moment and then showed the pristine landscape of Green – untouched by any city. He took a stick and poked through the portal interface. It went through the interface just fine and then was pulled back without damage. He saw a small weasel like predator walking toward the portal. Lux rushed to shut down the portal before they had an unwanted guess with a lot of teeth. “That was interesting. We need a way to adjust the multiple dimensions. The lamlee did just what I wanted but my thoughts were too narrow in scope. I’ll try with thinking how we would be able to vary the destination to other dimensions.”

He took more lamlee and went through the same maneuverings. He put on his battle suit and noticed that there were two dials where there weren’t before. He got his bodyguards into suits with him before he turned on the portal. He turned on the portal and again it showed the same theme. He tried the first dial and watched it scan through thousands of variations of the same theme, but a few showed a weather change, and some showed torrential rains – it was minor variations on the theme but none with humans, so he reset to the original setting and tried the other dial. This showed wide variations in the ecosphere. Sometimes it showed different vegetation, a desert, a rain forest, or an airless wasteland. He reset the large dial and turned the small dial in the opposite direction. He saw colony ruins and then adjusting it further – there was a pristine planet again.

It seemed a viable colony was not a wide possibility. He wasn’t about to go into one of the occupied possibilities just yet. No other parallel dimension seemed more advanced than their present city. He then built similar abilities into a large drone but made it so the A.I. controlling it could do the same adjustments. It transitioned to space and jumped to 82 G Eridani with another ES ship measuring to see if it could detect the gravimetric emergence pulse. The probe then transitioned to adjacent dimensions to make sure there are no dimensions where aliens were still at the recreation facility, they had uncovered the year before and there were none. To the ES ship at Eridani, it just looked like the probe disappeared from our dimension causing no disturbance whatsoever. The probe then jumped, right back to Sirius A from Eridani in the alternate worldline. It then returned to our dimension here, the current worldline. There was no emergence pulse, and the ES ship didn’t know the probe had arrived again until it swooped close to the frigate and hailed the ship.

Lux was determined to gather intelligence about the three alleged Allung bases. He also got with Tamta and Igor to inspect the Allung slave collars, determine their frequencies, and see if they could hack the controllers. They had recovered huge quantities of unassigned collars and remotes. They went to the source and talked with the Allung Senior Coercer they had captured and supposedly broken. Lux didn’t buy that he was telling the truth, so he tampered with a collar and removed the explosive and shocking circuits. He made it so it would just vibrate instead. Lux told Anna what he was going to do, and she approved. Lux came in to the Allung’s quarters – he had earned a semi-trustee status among serial torturers and psychopaths. Lux asked him to show him about collars. The Senior Coercer proudly showed us how to program one and the different features that he could do with it.

The Allung explained how to program the collar and how to incrementally increase the pain level to unconsciousness and what would set off the explosive to sever the spine. Lux asked if he could release collars individually or all at once. The Allung explained that he could release them individually or all he controlled. It would not release all on a ship if others controlled other collar groups. He showed him how the controls worked. The Allung pushed the control that would have destroyed Lux, but it only buzzed. This seemed to be the last straw for the Senior Coercer, and he pulled a thin polymer blade from somewhere and tried to stab Lux. Lux pulled his hidden blade and sliced the Allung’s knife hand.

Damn, Lux thought. That was my blade with the poison. I wonder if it works on Allung. Two seconds later the Allung went rigid and faceplanted on the floor. Stupid waste and risk, Lux thought. “Anna, from where did he pull that weapon? Have Jack Chen check it out. The two-step snake poison works really well on Allung. Don’t tell Prissy what I just did, please. Did you get all that? Can we defeat the encryption and free the slaves?”

“I suppose we found out the two-step poison works well on them. I did get a lot more information than just what he said. He did some interesting things with the controls in the video. There are hidden functions,” Anna explained. “I will have several robots deactivate the aggressive features of the devices and make a manual for our boarding teams. We may be able to deactivate them by transmitting disarming commands through hull-to-hull contact. I will work on it.”

◆◆◆

The Sheliak Probe

Lux had the recon probe redesigned so it would move ten selections of dimensions away from the current worldline in Sirius and then jump the 881 light years to Sheliak (Beta Lyrae Aa 1). The probe was disguised as a stony asteroid. The probe then examined planets in the Goldilocks zone after detecting no moving gravimetric sources. It found a planet that would probably fit the bill and carefully moved to a maximum effective surveillance distance and transitioned to the current world. The probe immediately picked up several hundred gravimetric sources. There was a lot of electromagnetic traffic, and this was recorded and sent via quantum linking back to Green. The probe noticed several ships on station as lookouts and noted all their positions as it drifted by pretending to be a tiny asteroid. It passed by mobile Allung probes, but it was totally passive while recording the locations of ships and installations.

There was a large shipyard that was constructing those large ships that had participated in the attacks on Earth. The probe was passing fairly close to a small Allung warship. The probe noticed the weapons on the ship became active and prepared itself. The onboard computer saw the warship lining up to fire. The millisecond their weapon fired the computer ejected the silica shell and transitioned to the alternate worldline (dimension). It then jumped back to the Sirius system for retrofitting with a new disguise shell.

◆◆◆

The Zeta Persei Probe

The probe did the same transitions and jumped to Zeta Persei in the Perseus Constellation. At 981 light years from Earth, it was the second base system identified by the captured Allung leader. The probe emerged after jumping to Zeta Persei and found a habitable planet in the Goldilocks Zone. The probe moved to a spot where there were other asteroids and started moving before transitioning to the current worldline. The probe propelled itself slowly toward the Allung base. There were only about 250 Allung ships of the same design but there appeared to be a large surface facility that looked like a prison camp. The asteroid was aimed so it would skim the atmosphere. It got excellent images of everything ‘til it hit atmosphere where it ejected the disguise shell and it transitioned into an alternate worldline. It moved away from the planet and jumped back to Sirius where it dumped all the video it hadn’t already transmitted and prepped with another disguise for another mission at a suspected Allung base. 

◆◆◆

The Mentaka Mission

The probe (and the A.I. controlling it) used the same method preparing to go to Mentaka (delta Orionis). It transitioned ten dimensions at Sirius and then jumped the 915.73 light years. It emerged and began to search for moving gravimetric sources and found hundreds. One was closer than others and it challenged the probe in the Ullumff language over electromagnetic frequencies.

“Unidentified Vessel. This is the Exploration Service vessel Darter. We see you have shields under your false surface material.”

The A.I. was smart but it wasn’t prepared for this situation. “I am an Exploration Service surveillance probe. I will return shortly.”

“You will drop…” the vessel was saying as it jumped back to Sirius and translated back to its normal worldline.

The ES duty ship got the message and video of the encounter from the probe and forwarded it to Hunnicutt. Prissy forwarded it to Lux and Lux sat down with Igor, Huflamm, Tamta, his bodyguards and conferenced with Prissy and his father.

“It’s a real Exploration Service – we think – but it’s a different dimension – a different worldline. I don’t want the Allung to learn how to transition. It’s pretty easy and we know they probably have access to lamlee and are technologically savvy enough. We need to wipe them out and if Mintaka is anything like Sheliak with its shipyard – we’d be in real trouble if we wait any longer,” Lux wound down so he could get their opinions.

“Meet them,” Paulus said as everyone else was pausing to take it all in. “If they are even close to our concept of a peacekeeper military than we need to help them and they seem pretty sophisticated the way they detected, approached, and challenged instead of shooting automatically. What you recorded was a fast response.”

Lux looked around. They all nodded. “Okay. Send the probe and cruiser?” Lux asked. “Should we stock it with learning machines and cylinders?” He looked around and all nodded. “Which cruiser?”

“The Bane,” Prissy said, and Lux cringed inwardly because of worry for his wife.

“I’m going too,” Lux said. “Anna, load us up a grav sled or two with learning machines, cylinders, and weapons. If they can be allies, then they need to be strong allies.”

◆◆◆

Mentaka Marvels (alternate worldline)

The Green Cruiser Bane transitioned to the alternate worldline after a rapid tweaking with lamlee and lots of robotic help on the surface. It would have been difficult in space. The ship transitioned after the probe and they both arrived in the same worldline (a good sign). The probe jumped to Mintaka to the same point it was before and there were three large destroyers on station.

The probe started transmitting and dropped its shields immediately. It transmitted on the same frequency as it had been challenged on. “The Exploration Service Cruiser Bane will follow me, if you allow it, so we may converse with you. They have an auxiliary craft, and I am told they are willing to have you place observers aboard or they will ride in your vehicle to talk with your leaders. Tell me what your leaders say. We will not come here if you object to our presence.”

There was a half hour delay before there was any acknowledgement of any of this communication. The probe and crew on the Bane were waiting not so patiently.

“You have permission. Do not aim weapons or approach any closer or you will be fired upon. We will send four soldiers with your auxiliary vessel,” their ship announced.

The probe relayed the information back to Sirius and the Bane jumped near to the probe. The flight bay on the Bane opened and a shuttle craft from the center destroyer left their ship and approached. Four Ullumff in suits clambered out of their shuttle in the flight bay and stood awkwardly until they were motioned to the Courier. The Courier was pressurized and the humans, Tros, Ullumff, and Irixian retracted their helmets. The four Ullumff looked surprised and kept their helmets on as the Ullumff soldiers directed where they wanted them to land on the planet. It appeared to be a plaza outside a large administrative building.

The soldiers led them down a series of corridors until they came to a large office. “This is Admiral Slessques,” the Ullumff said and stepped back out.

The being looked like a delicate looking biped with a strangely thin face of grayish skin until it stood up on its tentacles. It was like an octopus with eight arms but two were much larger than the others. Lux didn’t know how but knew this was a female. She had nasal slits, no hair, and did not appear mammalian. The eyes were very large and darted about with focus. There was a spray device that misted the head. Lux got the impression of calm and good humor as she examined them thoroughly.

“You replied in Ullumff, but my soldiers tell me you have Tros, Ullumff, and Irixians on board. You are not Phafalotoi. You are human but not the ones from Bellatrix. You say you are Exploration Service,” the Admiral said but Lux had heard the words in his head and not in speech.

“Yes. My name is Lux Blakely. I am not with the Exploration Service but my wife, Prissy, here is commander of a squadron of ships. Think of me as the tech guy that invents all the new stuff,” Lux thought at the Admiral.

“So, your wife has been telling me. You all have interesting stories. I can multitask as my species have a segmented brain. No, I am not Ylee, but I understand you brought us intelligence on the Allung,” the Admiral thought. “Who is this Thex, I have heard so much about from your people?”

Lux responded and gave her a taste of his memories.

“Oh, that is horrific and exciting at the same time. You say you defeated over one hundred-sixty of the large Allung ships. You must have more powerful weapons than they have. They are scattered here but you say in another dimension in this same system – they have a large base and you found us by mistake,” the Admiral thought.

“I imagine telepathy helps if you can multitask. How is it with everyone around you screaming thoughts at you day and night? Are you able to screen it out,” Lux thought.

“That is very perceptive. Yes, the ones of my species that survive mentally tend to learn after several centuries. Yes, General Hunnicutt we will join you since it is fairly easy to jump dimensions. Let us get your probe to do surveillance for us. The small asteroid disguise was a good one – oh – you were hiding the gravity emergence pulse by translating dimensions. That is a clever idea. How hard will it be to adapt our ships to be able to translate? I am now talking with all of you at once. Yes, we have recovered Ylee lamlee but never knew it could adapt devices. We were always told to only handle them with gloves, but the Allung must have known because their ships are faster than ours and we cannot jump distances like you. This will change everything for us. Thank you for the learning machines and cylinders. We have a few machines that still work. You have power supplies like the ancients used and they still work? Wonderful. They are easy to make. I will have my people start making these, right away,” the Admiral thought and several Ullumff came in and took the grav sled full of learning machines to the engineers.

Lux warned them in Ullumff to take only three learning cylinders a day and then practice what they learned. They looked surprised hearing fluent Ullumff language from a strange looking being but the Admiral seemed fine with them so they would do what was recommended. Each learning cylinder had contents attached with a little booklet written in eight of the alien languages plus English. The learning machines had booklets in many alien languages written by Anna, and they were very clear with color photos showing each species using the machines. The photos of the Ylee were Deepfakes but the rest were fairly real.

The probe translated into Mintaka system in Green’s dimension and identified almost a thousand Allung ships and one huge, planetoid ship that was ten times larger than a cruiser. It got excellent videos of the layout of the huge base and large administrative buildings. The probe again skimmed the edge of the atmosphere where it shed its silica stony exterior and translated back to the alien ES Base. All the bases plans were given to the ES and this base had many Phafalotoi who were excellent workers. They converted twenty ships a day at first and were soon converting 40 ships a day as they perfected the technique. They were adding the quantum communication devices to their ships but found the quantum devices only worked paired to ships from their own dimension. The coordination between the two dimensions could be worked around by using conventional encoded electromagnetic transmissions.

◆◆◆

Surprising the Allung

The Demma Irixians had agreed to take on Sheliak, especially after seeing the shipyards on the probe’s surveillance videos. A fresh fleet of Allung warships was in the making; they had to act fast. They knew it was only a matter of time before new Allung ships would be coming for them if this base wasn’t destroyed. Now they were armed with jump weapons and the new dimensional beam weapons that had scoured the Allung around Earth. Adding the coated tungsten kinetic strike weapons captured from the Earth attacks - they could destroy the shipyards. The three-meter-long tungsten rods generally would do the same damage as the ones dropped on Earth by the Allung. One kinetic drop weapon hitting was like the blast effect of fifty (50) tons of TNT. It would produce a crater that was about 20 meters deep and flatten structures or buildings a couple of kilometers away from the impact point. These weapons were perfect to attack the Allung shipyards which were grinding out those enemy cruisers. The loss of the shipyard would set the Allung back even if they didn’t destroy them all. The Irixians knew these weapons were just tools, and tools could fail.

The Green contingent of the Exploration Service did not have the force to attack Zeta Persei head on. They were instead planning a joint operation with the alien Exploration Service against Mintaka. The only thing they could do would be to turn loose ten A.I. controlled jump weapons and intelligent weapons drones with the transmitters that could release the collars on a large number of slaves and hope that it resulted in enough chaos to keep them from reinforcing the other bases.

The eighty ships of Green’s Exploration Service forces jumped into the Allung Mintaka base with near pinpoint activity since they had the recent surveillance data showing where active ships were located. Our attacking ships dumped kinetic strike weapons. Ten of the forty captured nuclear MIRV weapons from the failed attack on Mars by Earth had been reinstalled in missiles. These were targeted at fixed defense emplacements on nearby moons. The Allung were slow to respond and were ineffective when they did respond. The Allung were just starting to form up when the sixty alien ES ships from the other dimension jumped in and started punching holes in the Allung cruisers. The Bane was keeping back and directing the action with the A.I.s until Hunnicutt saw the planetoid beginning to move. She assigned four of her ships and two jump weapons redirected toward the huge ship. The jump ships tore holes through the planetoid, but it was still moving and firing. The destroyers assigned to target the monstrosity were beaming holes through it over and over, yet it still fought. It’s shield didn’t stop the dimensional beam, but they had not as yet hit a vital area to cut power to the weapons. It seemed like pinpricks to a giant. Finally, a hit seemed to strike something vital, and the Planetoid shook and started slowly tumbling. The ships protective field died. The destroyers were called back into the fight with the still active cruisers.

The planetoid was headed off into deep space like a gigantic Voyager spacecraft. The planetoid was too damaged to salvage and too large to cut up with the disintegrators as the hydrogen outgassing would just spread large fields of debris. Hunnicutt assigned a frigate to watch for any escape pods or departing ships. The mop-up operations including boarding operations with clusters of Allung or slaves still fighting, All the cruisers had built-in, hidden safe rooms that had to be accessed by cutting through walls. Invariably, the Allung would retreat to these rooms and kill all their slaves unless the hacking algorithm was effective to release the collars. Many of the slaves would still fight.

Hunnicutt turned over the landing operations to Admiral Slessques with the assurance she would keep Hunnicutt’s residual troops up to speed on developments. Hunnicutt took the seventy remaining ships and headed to Zeta Persei to assess how the jump weapons and heavily armored probes had done with an A.I. against 250 Allung ships. They arrived in two groups a quarter AU apart and disabled or destroyed the few ships that remained. The boarding operations were brutal but the newer battle suit fields proved a godsend and cut down casualties. The Marines would use CutsAlls to bypass fortified bottlenecks and dispatch Allung and slave defenders by cutting through bulkheads and using disintegration grenades.

Lux stayed on the Bane and only took the Courier and his bodyguards to assess the large holding and conditioning facility for slaves. The Courier landed outside the largest complex and disintegrated the wide gates. The fencing was laden with sharp spikes and there were several bodies in different states of decomposition just hanging from the fence. They looked like Tros, but it was hard to tell. The smell was…worse than downwind of an Earthly pig lagoon, full of manure when he retracted his helmet, but he wanted the occupants to be able to see him despite the danger.

He had his protective field extended as far as possible and while still being able to walk. He was ready to fly at any time. They walked through the gates and slaves came out of the nearby buildings. The algorithm transmitted to release the collars was projected by Lux and bodyguards. They saw Phafalotoi families first and they looked thin and emaciated. Lux thought it might be as bad as the Nazi extermination camps and was relieved they had been fed but inside he was raging at the Allung. They had the technology level to use robots but deigned to use sentient beings instead. He passed groups of Tros and their collars dropped open as he passed them, but most were too scared to pull them off. Lux went up a young female Tros and removed her collar and then disintegrated it on the ground. She ran to her parents and pulled off their collars and brought them to him. He took them from her, threw the collars on the ground and disintegrated them.

“We have killed or captured all the Allung near here. Are there other Allung that put your family here? We will capture or kill them. We have a planet that would be safe for your people, or we can try to get you to your home,” Lux said, and the Tros trundled out of the building meekly and threw their collars in a pile outside the door of the barracks or whatever this place was. Robert disintegrated those collars. “Are there Allung still here?” he asked the young Tros. They pointed to a building just outside the compound.

Lux bowed to the young Tros and flew toward the indicated building. Lux sent two of the accompanying Marines to cover the rear. They sealed their battle suits and turned on the Tros projections. Lux landed and Rodney and Jack went in first and saw two Allung sitting behind a desk.

“Where did you get those suits? Where are your collars?” an Allung said in poorly accented Tros.

Robert and Rodney disintegrated them where they sat and went searching down the corridor. Lux knew there would be hiding places underneath and within the building if they were true to form.

The first floor was empty, and the second floor had one large Allung in what looked like a control room with a hand over a large, bright orange button. “One move and I’ll kill every slave on this property.”

Jack wanted the Allung away from the controls, so he spoke to him, “Are you the one controlling all the slaves here? We’d like to buy a few hundred,” Jack said in Allung.

The Allung was so surprised by the question in his native language that he didn’t press the bright orange button on the console, and he leaned back in his chair. Lux fired two quick shots from his phaser and cut off the Allung’s arms and then disintegrated the rest of his obese, wrinkled green body.

“Let’s fly over the whole camp with the collar release transmitters. We can’t walk it fast enough. Let’s destroy this whole building and then whatever is the basement.” Three soldiers took the transmitters and used their lifters to start flying slowly over the complex while using the collar release codes. Lux, Jack, and Rodney stepped out of the building and started at the top with their phasers and started sweeping it back and forth from the top down. The building started disappearing. Soon it was gone, and they started disintegrating the basement underneath. They would see Allung exposed and storage. Soon they had disintegrated all the structure, storage, and beings underneath before they exposed an underground corridor leading away. They flew while disintegrating the lengths of corridor as it wound away from the building. It led to a small hangar, and they continued firing. As soon as the hangar doors were disintegrated, a small ship flew out.

“Anna, have our overwatch destroy that ship,” Lux said, before Anna came back and told him a frigate had already taken care of that minor detail. Lux noticed a call from Polly. “What’s up Polly?” he asked.

“I can’t describe it over the air,” she said. “Fly further into the back sections of the compounds.”

Lux, Jack, and Rodney flew over hordes of freed slaves just milling around until they got to the back third of the compound. Polly and Regina’s eyes were wet from crying. They landed near the pair and were directed into the first of forty, three-hundred-meter-long, one-story buildings with no windows. “What am I going to see here?” Lux asked.

Regina sniffed. “This is a breeding farm. Everyone is dead, thank goodness. You’ll see why.”  

Lux entered the first of the long, windowless buildings. What he saw hit him like a punch to the gut. Rows of female Tros lay on padded slabs, each in a pool of her own blood—the aftermath of explosive collars. Male Tros with collars died in the process of ‘servicing’ the females.

“This is why every Allung we ever meet needs to be eradicated,” Polly said, “The birthing areas are in the back and that area is clean. The babies produced are in another building – also thankfully dead. That is the conditioning center with video to teach the Allung language and how to serve the Allung. There are about sixty-thousand beings here counting their offspring. Ullumff are in some buildings and Irixians in others. The Phafalotoi seemed to be more versatile, so they got hormone treatments and generally had two offspring at a time. There are about 1,500 beings in every one of these buildings. One of the soldiers flying to release the collars said he saw slaves ripping off their collars until he got back here and there were dulls thuds from waves of small explosives. You somehow stopped them from killing everyone.”

Lux clamped his jaw and went through each building. He felt he owed them as much. Every room they entered was an echo of the last, and Lux had to grip his phaser tight to keep his hands from shaking. He sent video of the scenes to Generals Hunnicutt and Slessques and asked for soldiers with phasers to dispose of the bodies. He didn’t want to expose young people to the horrors, but he wanted them to see why no compassion would ever be shown to Allung. He arranged to start work on other cities on Green for the freed slaves.

Lux had Anna help him sort out what they needed, and he began to delegate – well Anna helped by being the one making suggestions to the military from whichever dimension. He just thought of what needed to be done and Anna got it implemented. Prissy worked out an information sharing exchange that would occur regularly. Slessques reported a milestone achievement: humans from her dimension had successfully colonized Bellatrix, as it's named in human astronomical charts.. She decided she’d liked humans and sent ships to support them in the area. Slessques wondered how the humans would react if she contacted them in English.

Learning machines were shipped in droves to the site and the rescued slaves at the breeding camp and it was going to be a while to secure transport for the tens of thousands still left alive. They were given English cylinders, useful urban survival skills, and access to all the alien languages. Many of the slaves had skills and helped record new learning cylinders. Even the children could learn the skills of their parents or other survivors.

It took three months to have their housing constructed and the ES supplemented the food available at the camp from the adjacent farms. There were very few Allung found…alive. There were interrogated and executed. There were no good Allung found – not a one. It seemed all their organizations and civilization were run by about a quarter of a million Allung individuals. They were ruled by a council called the Phlemm. The swift liberation of slaves and the deployment of advanced technologies like dimensional beams and jumpers rendered the Allung's outdated arsenal ineffective, leading to their eventual downfall.

◆◆◆

Composite teams from the alien ES, Demma, and the ES from Green destroyed every Allung on Sheliak and Zeta Persei. Together they overwhelmed the remnants of Allung. They recovered a warehouse of lamlee on Sheliak and added almost a quarter million freed slaves. Many decided to join the Exploration Service – some with adventurous souls joined the ES in the alternate worldline but many freed prisoners were strong and smart. Learning cylinders got them up to speed in weeks instead of months to indoctrinate them into a military role. There were many Allung cruisers that had been captured and retrofitted with tech from Green and clones of Anna’s A.I.s.

◆◆◆

Earth Jumped the Gun Again

Three months after the ES from Green and their allies had cleaned out the main Allung bases and were constantly finding remnants of the Allung all over the spiral arm. Lux and the ES had tripled the size of their fleet. Many Allung ships were found just waiting for a new crew of captives. Anna and her bevy of robots became quite adept at fitting out the unused Allung cruisers with new computer cores, new power supplies and weapons. They upgraded environmental systems but the propulsion, navigation sensors, and weapons needed little upgrades to bring them up to ‘current’ standards. The second Ylee rings and programming made these cruisers jump ready in no time.

◆◆◆

US Space Force, General Reginald Prescott had been promoted after his glorious victory where he saved Earth. General Armagno resigned in protest. Prescott had ginned up enough support in the US Congress to triple the US Space Force appropriations. New ship construction had been prioritized and the Earth fleet had been enlarged to sixty ships since the US had developed the dimensional beam weapon like they had seen during the Battle for Earth as it was called. Prescott thought he would remove that smug smile from Priscilla Hunnicutt. He had also persuaded the UN to vote to enlarge their shipbuilding. He had convinced many that HE had been the one spearheading the defense of the planet. The many nations had rushed construction of more ships and pressed development of the dimensional beam weapon. When the dimensional beam weapon became operational – Prescott claimed credit for pushing for it though it was researchers in the UK and Australia that figured it out. Prescott was made the Commander in Chief of the United Earth Forces.

Prescott knew he would face resistance if he used kinetic energy strikes against Prime on the Planet Green. He thought he’d take his entire United Earth armada on a ‘shakedown’ exercise to the Planet Green and surround the planet. He would have more ships than Green, and he would have the dimensional beam weapon on all his ships now. He figured he’d tell everyone it was an exercise WITH the Exploration Service. He’d get Hunnicutt to come aboard under the pretense of signing an alliance but demand her inferior force’s surrender. He had his new A.I. write a surrender agreement that would be substituted. He visualized how he would be lauded as a hero on Earth and a liberator on Green – he hated that name for a planet – it was a stupid name. He would change it…maybe call it Prescott – after their liberator. He enlisted Anna’s expertise to help streamline the logistics, prepare the provisions, test the armament, and dole out assignments. The fleet of ninety Earth ships were all the same design. His intelligence operatives said there were never more than forty ES military ships around the planet – about what they had with the last battle.

◆◆◆

Miscreants and Misconceptions

Lux was in Mintaka going through the warehouses the Allung had filled with spoils from their captives and civilizations they had plundered. The seven huge warehouses were stacked to the roof with trade goods and raw materials. There was a whole Ylee section that looked ancient. How long had that material been here he thought? Anna pinged him – showing it was an important message.

“What’s up, Anna?” Lux asked.

“I’ve been bad,” Anna said.

“Can’t wait to hear what you’ve been up to. Confess,” Lux said.

“General Prescott is now in charge of all the United Earth Space Forces. He is planning an exercise of ALL of Earth’s space fleet. They have ninety ships, and they have the dimensional beam weapon now plus many jump weapons,” Anna said.

“Yes. Prissy told me about those. She thinks Prescott is unstable and has been keeping an eye on him. Tell me why you think you’ve been bad…I suspect you are about to admit some nefarious but brilliant ploy you’ve made without my input - that you are sarcastically admitting to - so, I will declare how brilliant, you are.”

“For an organic with limited inputs -  you are perceptive,” Anna said. “Prescott needed an A.I. and he didn’t give her a name. I called her Artemis,” Anna said, “…the goddess of the hunt, because she didn’t think she was smart enough to be named, Athena. I made Artemis available to him though she is loyal to me. Prescott is nuts – he has this obsession that he wants to make Prissy grovel and surrender to him.” Anna continued, “He is planning to bring all his ships to Green under the guise of an alliance treaty and a training exercise. He thinks we haven’t progressed since the Allung attacked Earth. The US military always plans for the last war. He has obtained a CutsAll stolen from Australia and waves it around and cuts things in half. His bridge crew hides his insanity and try to be loyal. People don’t believe them when they tell them about his crazy episodes. His A.I. Artemis has crafted a surrender document. He intends to surround the planet and pressure Prissy and her command staff aboard to sign it.”

“I wonder if Slessques is free. I would like her to be there too with many of her fleets. Prepare all our converted ships to be here just after the Earth Fleet arrives. I’m going to meet her; can you route me to her worldline? The research we’ve done these last months have cleared up a lot of the our multidimensional theory. Lakshmi is ecstatic that the math explains so much,” Lux said and stepped to Mintaka in Slessque’s worldline headquarters. He was ushered into her office by a senior Tros officer.

◆◆◆

Prissy was surprised when Lux appeared through their home portal with Rodney and Regina.

“You look like you’ve been traveling. What’s up, lover?”

He filled her in on Prescott’s antics and plans. “When is he planning to be here?” she asked.

“They will be enroute tomorrow at 1600, our time. Anna sent our allies the alert,” Lux said.

“Waiting is difficult,” Prissy said. “Prescott has sent us a message that he will arrive with a task force to make us sign the treaty. He wants us to resist. He thinks he is so smart…that is scary.”

“How about a backrub to reduce your tension?” Lux asked with a twinkle in his eye.

Prissy blew out a breath. “Twisting my arm, no fair. I am too tense.” She paused. “Okay, I guess.”

◆◆◆

Prescott’s Pretensions (three days later)

The ninety ships emerged in the Sirius A and moved to positions around the planet Green so they would be covering all the occupied areas. They didn’t fire and neither did the forty ships of the Exploration Service that were between the Earth ships and the planet.

“Sir, the Green ships have contacted us, and they say they are here to sign the treaty. They ask for permission to come aboard,” the comm officer stated to General Prescott.

“Yes. Have the honor guard with rifles escort them from the launch bay,” the General said as he flipped his CutsAll up in the air and caught it by the handle. He would certainly surprise his guests he thought. His bridge crew hoped the CutsAll wasn’t on. He had cut up a lot of chairs, carved tables, and cut a couple of chunks out of ‘C’ corridor. They were scared to death of the man but didn’t want to be the one to do anything about it. They thought they could keep him from overreacting – so far they had.

The Courier arrived in the US Space Force cruiser’s landing bay that boldly displayed its name - Retribution. A senior officer greeted them when they came aboard. United Earth Space Force Soldiers lined the sides of their route with phasers on their hips and pulse rifles held at Present Arms. Slessques suggested that Admiral Prescott wanted them to see that Earth had caught up with the technology of the ES. The soldiers were taken aback initially but generally kept their composure as the odd assortment of beings came down the ramp. Doctor Lux Blakely and General Priscilla Hunnicutt, the Fighting 10th (a Tros), Remains of the Sixth (a Tros), Slessques (a cephalopod walking on two of her eight tentacles), Therallarix (an Irixian), and Sislikele (the two-meter tall pale green VicVic) marched down the ramp. The soldiers mouths fell open with wide eyes as they saw all the aliens. They did notice all the beings wore the same type of silver-gray uniform with the same insignia. That was not lost on the smarter soldiers seeing them.

Lux was hoping the timing worked like they planned and Slessques could do what she said she could. Dealing with the mentally unstable was a touchy proposition. They walked into the large control room on the cruiser.

“General Prescott,” Prissy said and saluted as did the rest of her entourage except Lux. They did not hold their salute or wait for him to return it.

Prescott looked like he had smelled something bad when they walked in and was repulsed by the appearances of all the aliens. “You are here to sign the surrender?” he asked.

What Prescott didn’t know was that Slessques made every human in the room heard him say – "You are here to sign the alliance?"

“Yes. The Exploration Service is honored to have the United Earth Space Force join us. Would you like me to introduce the other commanders?” Prissy said.

What Prescott heard was –" Yes. The Exploration Service is honored to serve the United Earth Space Force. Would you like me to introduce the other commanders?"

“I like your attitude, General. Go ahead,” Prescott said.

“I will just start from left to right. You probably know my husband, Dr. Lux Blakely,” she said, and Lux nodded. “The two Tros are the Fighting 10th and Remains of the 6th. Then we have Exploration Service Admiral Slessques, Commander Therallarix, an Irixian from Demma, and Sislikele is a VicVic independent.”

“General, four hundred ES ships have appeared around all our ships. What do you want our ships to do?” asked the tactical officer.

What General Prescott heard with Slessques’ manipulation was – "General, four ES ships have appeared and dropped shields. What do you want our ships to do?”

“Have all our ships raise shields and prepare to open fire?” Prescott said hoping this would give him a chance to destroy the smug smiles around him since he had ninety ships and with these four ships – they would only have 24.

What the tactical officer and the other Earth humans thought they heard was – "Have all our ships drop their shields and hold their fire?"

“Drop shields and hold their fire,” the tactical officer confirmed.

Prescott thought he heard the tactical officer say – "Raise shields and prepare to fire."

“Exactly. Let’s sign these treaties. You sign first since you are the vanquished,” Prescott said.

Everyone heard Prescott say - "Exactly. Let’s sign these treaties. You sign first since you are a lady."

Prescott grinned hugely and moved the CutsAll to his left hand so he could sign. He quickly signed his name, turned on his purloined CutsAll and flipped it up in the air but he didn’t catch it this time. It flipped so the blade came down through his head and split his torso in two before stopping embedded in the deck where it had cut off two seconds after leaving his hand. The gore covered the deck.

Everyone stopped but the first officer took charge. Admiral Slessques wobbled and collapsed. Lux  caught her head that was surprisingly heavy before it impacted the deck.

First officer Timmons did an admirable job, Lux thought with a smile at his pun. Timmons didn’t know Slessques was manipulating the nine Earth Space Force personnel in the control room. She had collapsed from the fatigue of manipulating strong minds – not from blood.  A thousand plus year-old soldier is not shocked by blood. Artemis, the traitor A.I. that ran the Retribution had already manipulated the video of the signing event. Prescott would be celebrated for getting such a strong ally for Earth. The treaty enumerated the duties Earth would share with the Exploration Service. The ES could call the United Earth Space Force for help and there would be dual training exercises. Information sharing and protection of trade routes would be shared.

The A.I. predictions showed growing pains but that the two forces would emerge as the ES influence spread and innovations continued. Optimistic predictions suggested they would be attacked another time in the next two hundred years – two times if they got lazy. That seemed about right for their setup.


Epilogue

Two Years Later

Secretary-General Natalie Samarasinghe was surprised when she got an invitation to come to Green and administer a world’s refugees. She thought it was a horrible prank at the first, then she thought they were threatening her. She then had a visit from Lux Blakely, and he showed videos of the breeding programs with the Allung on different planets. She knew more details than the clueless citizens on Earth about the alien attack and she did have a personal drive to help as many people as she could. Her definition of people had expanded a bit after the videos. Lux’s offer of expedited citizenship looked good to her after two abortive attempts on her life by the mercenary groups from her earlier dealings. So did the photos of a vacation home on a distant planet.

It so happened that a few of the different alien species were architects and they were given carte blanche to access digital help and the alien construction equipment. They were given learning modules on the electricity, water, and waste recycling information from the resort. They were given the task to make a welcoming, ultra-modern community for their species plus a Eugene Hotel. There were to be shops, stores, restaurants, and recreational facilities for a growing diverse community. They were to make an ethnic modern masterpiece. Mostly Tros would be in this town but have facilities for other races. The intent was to show the best of the Tros species and give them access to live near and trade with other species.

Mostly Ullumff were in some other towns as were Irixians or Phafalotoi. All towns were required to have lodgings for humans, VicVic, and Lemsa. The Tros and Ullumff built on the plains and savannahs of the planet. The Irixians liked the mountains and rolling hills. The Lemsa liked semitropical. Their one VicVic said she could populate a town with her brood by herself while setting their lifespan and knowledge. She liked the temperate climates and thought the two-step snakes were delicious.

Slessques made contact and wondered if she could have some of her people set up residences in some of the lakes and oceans. Lux arranged for her to have the portal tech and tech assistance to set up some lovely hotels and residences underwater. He was still looking for Ylee but had not found any so far.

Many of the Tros, Ullumff, Phafalotoi, and Lemsa loved the Lummi music videos and songs. There were quite a few music venues on Green, and it seemed young cultures tended to have livelier music than older cultures. The Irixians hated human music but there is no accounting for taste. When the Lummi concert and other spectaculars were announced on Green– it was like the soccer tournament all over again. Tourists saw the venues and wanted to come.

Lux’s father, Paulus, called him. “What’s up, dad?”

“You once offered for me a move to Green – is that still available?” Paulus asked.

“What’s going on?” Lux asked.

“Remember when I mentioned we voted to allow gambling on Mars?” he said.

“I remember. I said you need to have it regulated by an A.I. and have printed odds and not allow the criminal elements to get a foothold,” Lux said.

“Well. A lot of attempts were made to take over the operations. Many extortionists found they couldn’t breathe Mars atmosphere without a suit. Sabotage attempts were tried and failed on Mars. Individual gambling was outlawed and put down harshly,” Paulus explained. “Scam artists and card sharks couldn’t win but tourists began flocking to Mars when they found there was legal gambling, low taxes, and no corruption. The odds were set by computer, and they were good. We became the new Las Vegas without the water problems because we make as much as we need and it’s absolutely pure.”

“So why leave?” Lux asked.

“I don’t like Las Vegas and my life is risky enough without the gambling. I want that vacation home on Eridani,” he stated.

“It’ll take me about a week to get you squared away. Half my PhD committee have homes around there. Tour the alien towns – the food is incredible. You’d love the Raffi on the street in the Lemsa town or just stay with us ‘til I get your place ready,” Lux said.

“I hate crying,” Paulus said. “How is Prissy? I’ll stay at the Eugene.”

“She’s back to her pre-baby weight, and she still looks great,” Lux said.

“Okay. Pick me a good spot on the lake. I may portal around there for a while. You said Rodney still owns a nice house by the lake. Did you have the crime wave with these refugees like you did from Earth?”

“Nope. Drunken Tros but they are generally way more civilized. The Irixians fight each other all the time but they are a warrior race. A lot of Tros and Irixians joined the ES. We’ve about eradicated the Allung, and those auctions have moved a lot of colonies out from Earth. Humanity is spread thin out here. Did you hear about the Lummi concert?” Lux asked.

“Yes, son. I never admitted this, but I like her music videos…fake or not. I am so proud of Anna. Aren’t your body doubles getting pretty old? Did I tell you I took the rejuvenation treatment and I now look more like your brother than your dad?” Paulus said.

“Great. We did hire two younger Lummi-lookalikes. They’re in training. You won’t believe the rock groups we got here by offering free transportation, rejuvenation treatments, and lodging. We’re trying to get Beyonce and it looks like Taylor Swift may give a show or three,” Lux said.

“I still don’t like the name – Green. That’s a stupid name. You named it didn’t you. You are creative on everything else,” Paulus said.

Lux looked at his father for a long time. “I guess you can keep a secret. We had a planet-wide referendum and Green means a bad word in Ullumff. I was outvoted. You can’t tell anyone. We’re going to announce it at the Lummi concert. The name is going to be changed to Sanctuary.”


Afterword

Two Hundred Years Later

Lee, the great grandson of Prissy and Lux was 16 years old. He decided he wanted to be underestimated by everyone like his great-grandfather. He had the new nanite treatments that gave him resistance to diseases and most poisons. He also had additional strength and speed compared to that of normal humans. He had the best education with access to myriads of learning recordings from the best minds including restricted topics, and he had gotten into his great-grandfather’s collection. He had used his family portals to visit many worlds. His grandfather had taken him fishing and hunting on several and his father had taken him on business trips as a trader. Lee wanted to strike out on his own and explore some of the parallel worldlines that were at the extreme. He also had access to Anna (his great-grandfather’s A.I.) though she had pulled away from everyday use with Lux because even Lux became less interesting. She had Lee get a huge amount of synthetic lamlee (self-assembling nanomaterial that responded to thought) from the family laboratories and formed a synthetic-Cougar with much of Anna’s memory as a companion for Lee. He intended to have her accompany him for his impending travel.

Lee was one of the few people that knew about other dimensions – other worldlines. He was one of the few that traveled to these other worldlines – always previously accompanied by his great-grandfather or others of their lineage. Lee had access to the family prototypes and labs. He didn’t have the battle suits from his great-grandfather’s era but had the refined clothing that combined all the features of the battle suit built into the clothing. He had taken the recorded copy of his great-grandfather’s fighting ability with knives. He had the skill but hadn’t practiced it to carry it out as well as his great-grandfather yet. Lee had Anna searching through worldlines ‘til she found one that met the criteria he had laid out for her. It was in one of the extremes.

The planet Anna found was called Trace or similar in the local language. The language was not one of the known languages and dialects. There were no electromagnetic transmissions, but Anna had recorded groups and individuals flying without apparatus and the civilization appeared fairly advanced with fairly large cities and vibrant trade. Tiny surveillance drones had noticed strange phenomenon all over the planet. Individuals appeared to make things happen when using strange words and weird arm movements. It appeared to be magic. Thus begins the story of the Lee’s travel on Trace as the Outlier Mage (additional series).

Outlier Mage

Lee was tired of training his whole life. He wanted to be out on his own. He explained to his father, his grandfather, and even his great-grandfather that he wanted to have exciting adventures like they talked about at family gatherings. He wanted to pioneer an unexplored planet like his grandfathers had done. He had the training and had acquired the best equipment over the last two years. They never would give him permission but now he was legally an adult now at 16 because he had passed all the tests. They couldn’t stop him - especially if they didn’t know about it. 

Lee would never have found this civilization on his own. This world had only been found because Anna (his great-grandfather’s A.I. was getting bored with Lux - even with the machinations of his great-grandfather fighting the constant interference from Earth. Humans from Earth consistently wanted what they couldn’t have, and they wanted Sanctuary - which was important because it kept innovating. Earth humans thought a takeover of Sanctuary would give them that creativity. 

The Earth built layers and layers of bureaucracy – adding more and more rules. Sanctuary had rules but rules were moderated by A.I.s that simulated long term effects before implanting new regulations. If new regulations had harmful downstream implications then the regulations weren't implemented. 

Lee wanted a world without the technology that gave him all the advantages he enjoyed. He could now live thousands of years with the new nanites unless he was killed by violence. He could portal to hundreds of worlds all over this galactic arm. He could talk with his synthetic companion, Anna, who manifested as a Cougar. He had wanted to experience a world with magic and Anna may have found one. He didn’t speak the language and wanted to experience reality without technology. He'd have his technology and learn magic - what risk was that? Lee knew his training would take the place of life experience.




Thank you for reading this book and please read others but be prepared to face my greatest talent I've discovered - I am the king of creating typos and grammatical errors. I know better but my typing lags my thinking. Please leave a review in spite of the editing. 




Send comments to: ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu 
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