
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    



    SODIUM

    6 Defiance


    By: Stephen Arseneault

  


  
    



    "Sometimes you get what you ask for. Sometimes you get what you deserve. More often than not, you get what you are not expecting."


    S.A.



    



    


    View the author's website at www.arsenex.com

    Follow on Facebook at StephenArseneault10

    Follow on twitter at @SteveArseneault

    

    Ask a question or leave a comment at comments@arsenex.com

    



    Copyright 2012-2013 Stephen Arseneault, All Rights Reserved

  



Table of Contents







SODIUM:6 Defiance

    Chapter 1

    Chapter 2

    Chapter 3

    Chapter 4

    Chapter 5

    Chapter 6

    Chapter 7

    Chapter 8

    Chapter 9

    Chapter 10

    Chapter 11

    Chapter 12

    Chapter 13

    Chapter 14

    Chapter 15

    Chapter 16

    What's Next

  


  
    Chapter 1

    


    

    


    

    The Kurtz and the Humans had been busy for four years. There had been no sign of the unknown attacker and their mammoth red ship. The Kurtz were building a planetary shield of their own around Toledus, while the Humans continued to upgrade and tweak the one surrounding Earth. Transparent panels now adorned the Sun facing side while the remainder was covered with the standard Sodium skin.

    In the blink of an eye the Earth shield could be activated making the planet and its moon invisible. All forms of energy and mass would be absorbed by the shield and passed around to the opposite side where it would continue on its way. The Sodium skin and its physical workings remained an unknown, but highly prized phenomenon.

    On the physics front, our scientists had several large breakthroughs. They could not only stop the spin of electrons in the Sodium skin, giving it its invisibility and shielding capabilities, they were now able to reverse that spin. And when the high magnetic and gravitational fields that had been applied were turned off, the Sodium skin would stay in the reverse state.

    The working theory was that the material did not revert to its normal spin, but instead continued on to have a state with the opposite spin, effectively moving it into another dimension, all speculative of course, and beyond the ability of most to comprehend. It was a mystery of science that only in the beginning stages of being unraveled.

    The planet Alvin had grown to a population of almost two billion Human citizens, Earth had leveled out at four billion and the twin worlds of Toledus and Mabia at nearly five billion souls each. The Alliance of Major Planets (AMP) was again hitting its stride.

    Our latest Black Hole Drive (BHD) had reached an astounding 10,040 times the Speed of Light (SOL). The Starburst weapon had been improved in its speed and power. The BGS suit power, food and filter packs had been improved with the standard units now integrated into the suit itself. The uniform belt now held spares effectively giving the suit's wearer double the sustainability.

    Scientific expeditions resulted in the exploration of six new habitable planets and two new minor species. The species evolution was such that it was determined to be better to leave them as they were rather than to encounter them and interfere with their evolution. It was an edict that I put in place while Supreme Commander, but had never made use of.

    Hershen and I continued our life in captivity on the Frekkin ship and had fallen into a routine that bordered on complacence. It was a difficult task to maintain the physical readiness and mental state that I was sure would one day allow us to fight for our freedom, but that day of fight was not going to come.

    The Frekkin scientist who had overseen our captivity came into our adjoined cells with a grin. We were told that we would be going home. A ship was being prepared that would take us back to Earth where we would be released, no questions asked and no ransom to be paid. Our usefulness had reached its end and our captors had gained the knowledge they sought.

    When the scientist left, I turned towards Hershen with a smile of disbelief. Was this it? Were we really going home? And what exactly was it that they had been able to achieve? Four guards soon appeared at our door and the transparent field keeping us captive was shut off. We were given our BGS suits and several techs assisted as we put them on.

    We were then escorted through several hallways and rode an elevator that moved from a Frekkin indicator of floor 1027 down to floor 18. The elevator doors opened into a massive hangar where a small black ship was being prepared.

    We were marched aboard and then made to lie in stasis chambers for our journey home. We were not told how long that journey would be or how fast the ship would be moving. The Frekkin had no interest in giving away their new home position.

    The transparent door to the stasis chamber soon closed above me and a sedative mist filled the chamber's air. As my eyes grew fuzzy I could see Frekkin engineers moving about in the ships single cabin. When I lost consciousness the engineers exited and the outer door closed. I was in wonder at how quickly our journey home had begun.

    I was next awakened by a small vibrating prod to my lower back. It was an irritating way to be awakened, but effective. I was soon sitting in the cockpit and looking at what I knew to be the planet Saturn. We passed Jupiter and Hershen stepped in to occupy the chair next to me.

    As we passed through Mars' orbit I was taken aback by the giant silvery white ball that sat in the position that Earth should have occupied. I immediately began to curse the Frekkin wondering what it was that they had done, but I quickly came to the realization that it was Earth, only now surrounded by an outer Sodium skin.

    The ship's receivers scanned all frequencies for signs of communications, but none were found. Our engineers had seen to it that the planet had gone dark to all signals that could be detected by an enemy. All communications were now done through a new and improved QE comm transceiver.

    But our defense teams were monitoring all incoming signals and a warship was soon riding alongside us. We were given an optical comm link to the ship and were soon floating dead in space, waiting to be boarded. Three Marines then blinked in behind us with their weapons drawn.

    An hour later I was standing in a debriefing room on the surface. Hershen had been taken elsewhere for separate questioning. I cooperated fully and told the interrogators everything I knew. An hour after the questioning began one of my senior staffers arrived and stepped into the room.

    The interrogators were soon dismissed and Colonel Robert Thomas got down to the business of filling me in on all that had transpired. I was saddened to hear of the demise of the 11 billion Borten citizens and their three worlds. I was then told that because I had been compromised by the Frekkin I would not be returning to my prior position as the Supreme Commander.

    I had been replaced by a dozen members of my senior staff along with four members of the Kurtz. They had done well to protect Earth in my absence and I agreed with their reasoning as to my possible compromise. We were still at war with the Frekkin even though they had fled the general area. In the days after my return the black ship had sealed off and then misted itself. It had quickly decomposed before our engineers could gather any information from it.

    I was told that the Frekkin had made contact with Command using my QE comm. The message was brief and only mentioned that they were in possession of the QE comm device. Command had been told, that if the Frekkin so desired, they would be in contact with them. They however, would not be responding to any inquiries or requests from Earth.

    In my time in captivity I could tell the Frekkin were an advanced species when it came to science. I was introduced to very little technology but from my previous visit to their world and with what I had been able to see of the small black ship that brought us home, I could see that they were far ahead of us on many technological fronts.

    When our interrogations had drawn to a close and full body scans had been conducted, Hershen and I were refitted with new BGS suits and audio implants. We were then given 30 days leave to get our lives back in order. Hershen was at a loss as to what to do with his time, so I invited him for a visit to the farm. When we arrived things had again drastically changed.

    Gone were the cornfields, they had been replaced by natural growth. Gone were the new barn and other buildings. All that remained was the modular home, a small garden and a cow pen. When my air taxi landed I was a little uneasy when my parents, Zack's mother and Zack's wife came out to greet me wearing their own BGS suits. The civilian models were covered in pattern designs that were an attempt to give them a modern style. I was not impressed.

    With all food now being prepared in factories and stuffed into BGS suits and their food packs, there was no longer any need for farms. They had quickly become a thing for die-hards and the curious few. The nutrients required by our suits were now drawn mostly from the oceans and heavily processed before getting stuffed into the small packs contained in our suits or worn on our belts.

    With factories automated, the Human day was now largely filled with free time. My mother insisted of cultivating her small flower garden and my father had taken to studying gemology. They kept themselves entertained by interacting with other older couples in the holo-screen room. Various mystery and detective holo-games were among their favorites.

    I wondered if we were not losing some of those Human qualities that had allowed us to survive. The desire to move ever forward and make better the lives for ourselves and our offspring seemed to be missing. Everything was too easy and I wondered if one day it would lead us down the path of being lazy and ill-equipped to deal with hardship; a hardship that could easily return if we were to be attacked.

    After an introductory game of Holo-Mystery-Theatre I sat out on the new modern porch with Hershen, discussing my thoughts. He was of a similar mind. He wondered if the Kurtz on Toledus were doing the same; spending their time being entertained rather than pushing forward. We both wondered if our species was reaching a plateau of evolution. It was an unsavory thought.

    When our leave ended we returned to Command and asked for assignments. Because of our long captivity we were not trusted to take on anything of a military nature. Instead, we were offered positions on the next science vessel to be launched in search of other planets. I jumped at the chance to once again be productive in some capacity and Hershen signed-on beside me.

    The vessel was named the "Saxon" and had a crew of 17 Human scientists, Hershen and myself. We were heading out on a one year assignment to explore the Flame Nebula. It was a two month ride out followed by eight months of exploration. Shortly after launch the crew members made their way to the stasis room and were soon fast asleep in a state of suspended animation.

    Hershen and I chose to instead stay awake and to spend our time educating ourselves on the new politics of the AMP. As we listened to countless speeches we came to the conclusion that most of the decisions being made were along the lines of what I would have done had I been there.

    But there were distinct divides growing between Earth, Alvin and the Kurtz worlds. The latter were growing ever more independent as was evidenced by the tone in many Kurtz political speeches, but to date only the trend was worrisome. The Amp would survive.

    As we slowed on our approach to the Alnitak system the stasis chambers returned our fellow passengers to their normal state. I was perfectly content with Hershen's company but conversations with others were always welcome. As they entered the general crew room I had our destination showing on a large holo-screen.

    Alnitak was a triple star system with the primary star being a blue giant that was 20 times the size of Earth's sun. The secondary star was a smaller blue dwarf which spun in a binary orbit with the primary. A third star, Alnitak c, was in a 1,500 year orbit around the binary pair. It was a spectacular system with nine planets orbiting the binary pair while one was in orbit around Alnitak c.

    A quick discussion ensued and a decision was made to first investigate the single planet which was nearest to our position. Alnitak c1 was at a distance that would make it a habitable planet, but the close proximity to the binary pair had seen to it that no life had been able to take hold. It maintained a thin atmosphere of mostly nitrogen and its surface was hard and rocky.

    We next turned our attention to the fifth planet in orbit around the binary pair. It was a stunning blue planet with a thick atmosphere of 20% oxygen. Liquid oceans covered most of its surface with clouds forming distinct Earth-like weather patterns. Rocky, snow covered mountain peaks pushed up through them. Our attention was immediately drawn to a small mass in orbit around the planet; a mass that was soon determined not to be natural.

    The mass was made up of spherical structures that were interconnected to each other by long narrow tubes. It took on the uncanny resemblance of a giant molecule, a molecule hundreds of kilometers long. We approached slowly with our active skin on full.

    We parked only a few hundred kilometers away and took study of the symbols on the structure and the signals that emanated from it. Our linguistics expert was hard at work attempting to decode the alien information as it came in. I turned to Hershen and asked if he was ready for an adventure... he was.

    After two days of study it was determined that there were no signs of life on-board, and more importantly, no outward signs of hostility towards us. The team shut down the active skin and Hershen and I began our short jump to the alien station. We had been designated as first to go aboard due to our military experience. While the rest of the team was in great physical condition because of their BGS suits, they did not have the training needed to deal with the unknown... we did.

    The sphere we had selected was bright orange in color making it stand out from the other blues and greens. As we approached I could see the exterior of the two kilometer diameter sphere was covered with piping and small utility junction boxes. There were no external indications of having any shields or weapons.

    We drifted through the outer wall and into a room that looked much like a cafeteria, only the scale was much bigger. A dim glow was visible from a minimum of lighting. The room was deserted. As we blinked in, I was startled as the lighting in the room automatically came on full. Quick estimates told that the normal occupants of the room would have been three meters tall, similar to the biblical giants of Gath in stature. Thoughts of the story of David and Goliath quickly came to mind.

    Our linguistics expert was excited by a video feed coming back from our helmet cams. The various food signs with their symbols would go a long way towards decoding their language. Everything in the room was bright, white and sparkling clean. As I approached a counter I was again startled when a giant holo-display head popped into view. I could only imagine by the expressions on its face that it was telling of the daily specials.

    Several electronic holo-posters adorning the walls were showing different scenes with the giant alien species being featured going about different activities. One scene was particularly interesting as it showed a pair of aliens surfing down a snowy hillside on the equivalent of what looked like snowboards. Other than a craggy face the aliens could have easily been mistaken for giant Humans.

    As we walked towards a door it slid open with a nearly silent wisp. I peered slowly out into the mostly dark hallway beyond. I looked intently in both directions before stepping out. The automatic lighting again kicked on, illuminating the area we occupied.

    The wide, beige colored hallway was straight for nearly half a kilometer in either direction. We turned to the right and proceeded to explore. Holo-posters on the walls again lit up as we walked along. Each poster showed something that I deemed the equivalent of an advertisement. They seemed to be geared towards different types of physical entertainment. There was an ocean-going boat, individual hover-pods, target shooting, and one which looked distinctly like an adventure race where the contestants had to fend off various wild animals. I wondered if we had stumbled onto an interstellar cruise ship.

    The next room we came to had the appearance of a bar and lounge. As we entered, low level blue lighting turned on and soft music began to play. I walked up to the bar and stood peering at it as it stood at my eye level, Hershen was able to see just over its top. After the lounge, we continued our search down the hall as the other scientists, excluding our linguistics expert Tom Harris, began the jump over to the station. Once in the hallway they proceeded to explore in the other direction. I was happy with their choice.

    We eventually made our way into a control room lined with desks and holo-screens. As I looked at the controls I asked Tom if he had made headway with the translations. He had and my helmet computer was soon busy with a partial interpretation of the holo-screen displays in front of me.

    One screen showed the ships stores, another power levels and maintenance tasks and a third had personnel supposedly on duty. All slots were empty. I asked Hershen what he thought and was startled when a voice from the holo-screen in front of me attempted to reply. It was unable to identify my query and immediately asked for an identification number. I replied with 555.

    The machine was silent for only a moment when the room was suddenly lit by four beams that swept the area as if scanning. The word on the screen before me read "Unidentified". A low audible alarm next sounded and the holo-screens before us shut down one by one. A warning notice displayed on the only screen remaining that read "Please Wait for Assistance" while the door to the room quickly closed and locked behind us.

    I looked at Hershen and could see the same thoughts in his eyes. We turned and blasted the door with our pulse guns, pushing it hard into the wall on the other side of the hallway. Before exiting we dialed our suits up to offer the maximum defense while maintaining a minimum of gravity. We exited the room and sprinted further down the hall while giving the order for the other scientists to leave immediately.

    A one meter tall treaded robot entered the hall in front of us with lights flashing in a threatening manner. A gravity pulse from Hershen brought its intimidating move to an abrupt end. Next, two more entered the hall and this time green bolts of power swept down the sides of the hall towards our position.

    We blinked out and stepped through the wall beside us as the bolts approached. We then used our BHD gloves to thrust through several more rooms before coming out in the hallway behind our foe. Two quick gravity pulses once again cleared the hall of any menace.

    As we continued our sprint a much larger bot materialized in front of us. This time our gravity pulses were met with an orange glow as they were absorbed by whatever defensive shielding this larger bot had at its disposal. A return pulse was fired nearly overwhelming our active skins. We again blinked out and moved through the wall to our left.

    Once through, we were immediately confronted by another large bot and an unknown field rose up around us before we could flee. Our BHD glove would not cut through it. An attempted shot from our pulse guns was absorbed leaving us with the inevitable conclusion... we had once again been captured.

    I tried in vain to contact the others, but the field surrounding us blocked our QE signal. Before boarding the vessel I had given instruction to our team commander to return to the ship and place the shields on full if we were in any way taken out of contact. I could only hope he and the others had followed my orders.

    The only signal coming through the field was a comm channel from the alien bot. I set my helmet computer to translate my words into the words of our captor. The bot revealed that we were being held for safety and security reasons and that our patience would be appreciated. I then asked it where their people were. It took a moment to respond. They had passed into an unknown field 1,234,455 Geks ago. The ship was awaiting their return. My helmet computer quickly displayed the number of Geks being the equivalent of almost 3,200 Earth years.

    After answering a series of questions the alien bot determined that we were not a threat to its masters. The captive field holding us in place was soon released. We were then escorted to a lower deck where non-Mundari visitors belonged. There was no record of our request to board in the ships logs so we would therefore be held until such time as our request cleared. In the meantime we would be allowed all the comforts of a standard guest.

    We were given free run of all the rooms on the deck we were now on. The captive field now surrounded the deck until such time as our request was cleared. I asked if we could return to our ship and depart to which the bot responded that it did not have the authority to make that decision.

    I then asked the bot if there was any further information available on filing a request to board, or of the Mundari themselves. A holo-screen popped up in front of me with a request for questions. The ships computer would be happy to answer any questions that it was allowed to give information on.

    We were soon re-united with the others from our team. They had not made it back aboard the Saxon. Only Tom Harris remained on our ship. We assembled in the lounge we had previously visited and 18 holo-screens were brought online for our individual questions. I asked for the location of the Mundari home world and was quickly told that information was not eligible for release. I next asked what the ship we were aboard was for and received a response that it was an Adventure Craft of the Jessian people, the planet below us was named DaCuban, the ship was on an adventure.

    I asked who the Jessian people were as related to the Mundari. I was next shown a diagram of the 34 star systems in the Mundari Effort. The Effort was an equivalent to our word "empire". The Jessians were the third largest population with 46 billion citizens inhabiting their three star systems.

    I asked if the Mundari had enemies to which the computer took a moment to respond. When the response screen appeared I reacted by stepping back. There was no known image of the alien beings known as the Ogle, but their ship was the same red color and shape as the one that had destroyed Hale and the Borten worlds.

    I called the rest of the team over to show them my discovery.  When they assembled around me I asked the alien computer for any information it had on the Ogle. It responded that the Ogle had destroyed several lesser planets that had good trade relation with the Mundari and that one allied planet had been attacked by the Ogle before their ship was driven back.

    The alien computer then posted a message before my next question was asked. The annihilation of the Frekkin and the Borten worlds was being added to the data on the Ogle, the data had been stripped from a scan of our science vessel's computer. Those worlds had no relation or contact with the Mundari but the locations would be logged.

    I then asked if the Mundari knew of the planet from which we had come. The response came back that all the information from our ships computer was in transit to the Mundari capital planet of Langrel. I asked to fill out the visitor request form and it quickly appeared on the screen in front of me. The computer assisted in answering the questions and my request was soon logged.

    I pushed for an estimated response time to my request to which I was told approximately 37 Geks which was the equivalent of 39  Earth days. My repeated questions as to the means of the Mundari communications transfers went unanswered as did many of the questions during our captivity.

    I wondered if the Mundari would have interest in an alliance with the AMP. If they were able to drive off an Ogle ship their defenses were much stronger than ours. But we knew little of the Mundari and their culture. Were they overlords like the Frekkin? Were they evil like the Ogle? Would they demand subjugation for offering protection? These were all questions we did not have the answers to. I was no longer the Supreme Commander of the AMP, but I reasoned that perhaps I could be of service as its ambassador.

  


  
    Chapter 2

    


    

    


    

    The mammoth red ship of the Ogle appeared off Toleda on a Friday. They sat quietly observing the planet for hours before deploying the CME cylinders. Our forces were ready with our new Starburst modules. Two modules were launched from a protected position behind Rho Puppis, the former Kurtz sun.

    The Starbursts activated just before coming in range of the Ogle particle weapons. The black holes on the outer surface were effective at stopping the Ogle weapon. The first Starburst reached its target and released the dozen Drillers waiting inside it. The cylinders were soon being hollowed out bringing the CME threat to an end.

    The Ogle ship then released two more cylinders for which the response was the same. Minutes after being deployed the new cylinders were again useless. The captain of the cruiser Knoxville turned and jumped to light speed after firing the second set of Starburst modules. The mammoth red ship searched, but found nothing beyond Rho Puppis when it moved to counter whatever was destroying its solar weapon.

    Again, using the cover of Rho Puppis an assault was launched with 500 Starbursts carrying 1,000 Marines each. The strategy was to enable the Starburst system just as the red ship returned to the other side of the sun, facing Toleda. With the proper timing it was hoped that the 500,000 Marines would make it aboard the red ship. It was a risk of 500,000 lives that I would not have taken. But the new commanders were bold and had pushed the strategy forward.

    We soon got a look inside the mammoth ship and a first look at an Ogle. The Ogle had a dark Gray skin with molting black fur and piercing yellow eyes. Their four sturdy legs supported an upright upper torso with two strong arms and a cat-like face. The Marines wasted no time turning the first few they encountered into dead piles of flesh.

    The Ogle were agile and quite fast. Their hand-held particle weapon was at first ineffective against our BGS suits but fine tuning soon turned them deadly. The Marines were quickly pinned into the areas where they had landed. The Ogle were relentless in the defense of their ship.

    As the assault raged the Ogle soon deployed two more cylinders. This time the Knoxville was not in position to counter their move. The cylinders soon entered the corona of Rho Puppis, disappearing into its yellow glow. The Marines continued their fight, but made no progress despite their repeated attempts at breaking out. Before reinforcements could be sent and before our troops could be withdrawn the mammoth red ship vanished. The QE comm links with our troops were quickly broken.

    Two days later the huge coronal mass ejection reached the unstable world of Toleda. The plasma waves quickly peeled off the atmosphere and scorched everything deep down into the crust of the planet. Toleda joined the other fallen planets as just another carbon covered sphere.

    Plans were soon put in place to evacuate and abandon Alvin. Some citizens rioted and refused to leave that which they had worked so hard for. In keeping with the freedoms of Human tradition... they were allowed to stay. Others fought over the first available ships. On Earth, long term housing was being constructed for the expected extended stay. All newly explored habitable worlds were not as yet ready to be colonized.

    We had waited patiently for 37 Geks for the Visitor Request to return from Langrel. When that time arrived we were delivered a message that said visitors would be arriving to evaluate our case within a few days. We took the extra time to continue our study of the information that was available on the Mundari Effort. All signs pointed to an empire that could be reasoned with.

    The Mundari also had a hierarchical system of governance in place. It seemed the Human race was the only one that had any success with democracy, although, when at a state of war, that democracy was often set aside. We had been at war for decades.

    The Nickarians were the ruling Mundari party on Langrel with 67 billion citizens in 12 planetary systems. They were followed by the Giddens and Jessians, each who controlled five star systems, and the eight other species occupied the remaining systems. The total citizen count was 137 billion strong.

    The Mundari had been at war with the Ogle for thousands of years. The Ogle were suspected in the disappearance of the 12,042 vacationing Jessians, but there was no real evidence that it was by their hand. We had garnered the information from news feeds that had continued to stream to the ship. The adventure company that ran the excursion had run out of money before the ship could be retrieved.

    By the time the case had worked through the Mundari courts the remaining ship was deemed not worth the salvage effort as the salvage had too many claims against it for a profit to be turned. So, here the Blake Adventure had sat for the 3,200 years since the incident. Normally, everything aboard the ship was recorded but there was a five day gap in the data centered around the time of the vanishing. Other than the detection of a strange field outside the Blake Adventure a month before the incident, there was no trail of data to follow.

    When the Mundari ship arrived we were greeted by a Gidden Ambassador, his aid and 20 Jessian Bull Troopers. The Giddens had long thin legs and arms, a short torso and then a long thin neck that led to a wide flat head. As I extended my hand in a welcoming gesture the aid's neck drew quickly into his torso making his head sit down firmly on his shoulders. I withdrew my hand and slightly bowed my head in apology.

    At the same time two of the Jessian Bull Troopers stepped up. At three meters tall and with proportions similar to Humans they were intimidating. Their craggy faces displayed stern looks through their partial helmets that covered their temples and the bridge of their nose. I raised the open palms of my hands slowly as I took a step back.

    The Ambassador then spoke, our helmet translators did the work. He asked why we had boarded the vessel without permission. I explained that we were on an exploratory mission when we came across the Blake Adventure. With no response from anyone on-board we had taken the effort to check the ship for anyone in need.

    The Ambassador then reminded me that they had the complete ships logs from our arrival and that I should not respond if I only had half-truths to reply with. The Giddens were not easily fooled. I offered another response to his still inquisitive gaze. We were exploring the galaxy in an attempt to find other habitable planets and to perhaps find a method of defense for our own planet. Defense from the beings they called the Ogle.

    The hairs on the Ambassador's neck and shoulders bristled with the mention of the name. I then got an alert that a small ship was approaching the Saxon. I texted a command that the ships shields go to full and in an instant it vanished from their view. All sensors had been shut down effectively making the vessel undetectable. One of the guards leaned in to the Ambassador and whispered the information into what I could only guess was his ear.

    The Ambassador again looked at me, this time shaking his head in approval. He said that he was not alarmed by our defensive gesture as it was a move that he would expect from any species; even one as primitive as ours. He then began to quiz us on the abilities of our Black Hole Drives. He was curious as to how we had stumbled onto the implementation we had.

    I told him that I did not have the authority to offer that information freely. I then added that the AMP might be willing to share technologies if a friendly alliance were set up. We had the mutual enemy of the Ogle and perhaps with the assistance of the Mundari the AMP could push them back too.

    The Ambassador tilted his head slightly and replied as he turned back towards his aid. He stated that the Mundari were fully capable of dealing with the Ogle as they had done for so many millennia. What could a primitive empire such as the AMP possibly have to offer that would have the Mundari even beginning to consider our request.

    I reminded the Ambassador that we had faster than light travel, perhaps faster than his. We had defenses, such as what he had just witnessed with the Saxon disappearing. And, we had a myriad of other technologies that had been developed by our scientists; scientists with a different evolutionary path than his own.

    The Ambassador again turned to the other Gidden and spoke softly in a language that seemed like gibberish. When he returned his gaze he had a slight smile on his broad mouth. He spoke in the Mundari language and said that my request would be forwarded for consideration. The Ambassador then turned for the door and with his entourage headed to the elevator and a higher floor. Two of the Jessian Bull Troopers were left behind in our company.

    I offered for the troopers to sit as I discussed things with my science team. After looking around the room one sat in a chair that was obviously made for someone of his size. With his gaze focused on us he sat down too close to the chairs edge and he was soon sprawled out on the floor. The other trooper let out a sound that I could only guess was a snicker as the first scrambled back to his feet. If the Jessians were a race that had a sense of humor I knew that they could be reasoned with. With his embarrassment complete, the trooper moved over to lean against a wall.

    I sat at a table with Hershen and the scientists and began a discussion. One of the team then asked if we should be discussing things in front of the Jessian guards. I sent a secure message over our QE comms that we needed to keep up an appearance of not being hostile. We could openly discuss anything related to the ship we were on or our mission to explore. In the background we would discuss our situation with texts. All agreed and a stealth discussion was soon underway.

    I wanted thoughts on a plan for our escape. We were in need of a way to get back to our ship and then to get our ship out of range of whatever field was being used to hold it in place. We had carried on our stealth discussion for hours when the Jessian guards quickly rushed for the door. I followed and watched as they boarded an elevator to the higher decks.

    I turned back to my team for answers and received nothing but blank stares. Hershen then suggested that I turn the Saxon's sensors back on as we could be having other visitors. He was right.

    When the video sensors came online an immediate warning blared in my comm. A ship of unknown origin was parked just off the bow of the Blake Adventure. We watched as a small transport made its way back towards the Mundari Ambassador's ship. The transport was pulled into a tractor beam while the Ambassador's vessel had a bright blue particle beam slice through its shields.

    I checked the status of the static field surrounding our deck and was dismayed that it was still intact. The same field still remained around the Saxon. We were trapped with no way out. I had the team turn its effort back towards the attacker to gather any knowledge that we could.

    We tapped into the Blake Adventure's video system and had our first viewing of the invaders. I was taken aback when a squad of Por Hollis soldiers came into view. Their short stocky maroon bodies were easily recognized. After the second and third squad passed the video sensor a heavily guarded Frekkin stepped down the hallway. A small hovering robot projected a shield in front as the Frekkin commander walked.

    A fire-fight ensued with the ships robotic defenses coming online. The Frekkin commander was soon barking angry orders as the section of the ship he was in was surrounded by a static field. Minutes later a control room explosion brought the static field to an end. The invaders continued their advance down the long hallways that connected each of the round modules of the Blake Adventure.

    One of the holo-screens in the room we occupied came to life with the Gidden Ambassador and his aid. They had worried looks on their faces. The Ambasador questioned what we knew of the invaders. I told him we only knew "of" them and that we had been at war with their empire for many Geks.

    He then requested our assistance and held out the possibility of our cooperation going a long way towards starting a friendly relationship with the Mundari. He stated that he would release the static field holding us and our ship if we were to offer assistance. I replied that we would.

    When the static field vanished I gave immediate orders to return to the Saxon. Our suits were set on high and a micro-burst from our BHDs had us quickly moving. As soon as we blinked in on the Saxon the static field surrounding it returned. A message from the Ambassadors soon flashed up on the comm screen.

    I asked why the static field had been restored to which he replied that he was quite uncomfortable with the fact that we had departed from the Blake Adventure without him. I replied that if he would remove the field we would be there to pick him up. He questioned our motivations.

    I then told the Ambassador that trust must first be established before friendship. If there was no trust between us what chance did we have of becoming friends or allies? If we fled without them, how would it help our cause? The Ambassador thought for a moment and the static field was once again removed.

    We did a quick burst with our BHD followed by a counter burst when the Saxon had moved inside the orange module of the Blake Adventure. Fifteen walls and three decks of flooring vanished as the BHD cut through them bringing us to a stop. Two distraught Giddens looked on in fear as the Sodium skin went white and the door of the Saxon opened in front of them. I held out my hand for them to come aboard.

    Shields were taken to full and the Saxon moved quietly out into space. Eight seconds later saw light speed broken and a safe distance from the invaders soon followed. I asked the Ambassador for the coordinates of where it was that he desired to be taken. After some hesitation... the coordinates were given.

    We continued to accelerate until reaching three-quarters of our maximum safe speed. I felt it might one day be to our advantage if the Gidden thought our maximum was lower than what it was. As we cruised along the Ambassador and his aid began a friendly chat. His name was Kurg and his aid was Brot Fiur. The lower in the social structure you were the more names you were given.

    We were three hours into our journey when Kurg became hungry. He started a conversation by asking about Human food. He was not happy with my response. He wondered how we could possibly derive sufficient nutrition from the small boxes on our belts. I then clued him in to their recycling capabilities. I was rewarded with a ghastly expression.

    I motioned for one of the scientists to bring forward our one case of MREs. The MREs were a standard safety precaution in case there was a malfunction with a suit. There was enough for the Ambassador and his aid for 30 days. Kurg again winced as the first food container was laid before him. He felt it was not a food presentation fit for someone of his rank. I apologized that we could not offer better accommodations.

    Twenty-four days later we approached the Gidden homeworld of Meyer. We were stopped at half a light year distance until such time as the Ambassador's codes could be verified. We were then escorted to a station by two sleek tubular war-craft.

    I asked the Ambassador about the ships and was told they were merely a precaution. A pair of light ships were sent as escort to any new vessel entering the system. We landed in a space-dock and put all systems on standby.  The Ambassador asked that we be his guests for a few days to which I answered that we would. Once off the ship I again set the shield to max as we stepped away. Several deck hands jumped backwards in surprise as the Saxon vanished.

    The Ambassador was greeted by two of his staffers and his first request was that a feast be brought to his council room. We were invited in and seated at a grand table. Minutes later a number of servants brought in dish after dish of what was considered Gidden delicacy. Several bowls contained what looked like the equivalent of fish eyes while several more were full of small slimy wiggly creatures. The Ambassador wasted no time in grabbing a handful of the wigglers and popping them into his wide mouth.

    He gestured for us to dig in and I thanked him and then gestured towards the food packs on our belts. He let out a hardy laugh and then continued to fill the void between his jaws. When a female servant brought in a new dish he reached out with his long thin right arm and gave her a goose as she passed. She smacked his hand with a scowl and then left the room.

    He then turned back to me and asked if the females on our planet were as delightful. I gestured towards the seven that were seated at his table and said that I was sure we all believed we were delightful. He hesitated for a moment before coming to the realization that human females were the ones with bumps on their chests. He then looked me up and down as he consumed another handful of wigglers.

    After the meal we were given a brief tour of the station which included a display about the Gidden home world. The holo-screen was of a much higher resolution than ours making the presentation look as though it was actually right there in front of us. The current display had the capital building with a broad terrace where countless Gidden and other beings were moving about with their business.

    I didn't realize the display was interactive until I reached my hand towards it and the tiny simulated beings began to flee from it. I quickly apologized to which Kurg again laughed. He later stated that he enjoyed showing off the display to newcomers as many of them had the same reaction.

    After three days on the station as Earth's Ambassador the command came in for us to return to Alnitak so that further information could be gathered about the Frekkin invaders. Why were they there? Had they followed us? And were they aware of where we currently were?

    Before leaving I asked the Ambassador if they had any bio-scanners available on the station. I was concerned that perhaps I was carrying some type of device in my body that had been used by the Frekkin to detect our location at Alnitak. He asked an aid and I was escorted to a medical lab on the floor below where we were staying.

    I reluctantly removed my BGS and after a thorough scan the Gidden doctor pulled up an image of my foot. There, located up under the skin in the arch of my right foot was a tiny bio-transmitter. The signal was so low level that the doctor had only decided to rescan the area after an anomalous signal was detected. A deep scan revealed an unusual organization of cells that in their current configuration emitted the low signal. The doctor remarked that it was some impressive bio-engineering.

    I asked if it could be removed and he said he would be delighted to do so if I was to leave it for his study. I agreed and the micro-surgery was conducted. I remained in his office for another deep scan before putting my BGS suit back on.

    Hershen was checked immediately after and two such bio-devices were found. One implanted at the base of his skull and the other in the small of his back. After the cellular transmitters had been removed the doctor bid us good-day as we left the lab.

    In my final talk with Kurg I reminded him that if the Frekkin knew where I was on-board the Blake Adventure, they probably now knew where I was on his station. He let out a sigh and then assured me that he would be notifying the proper defensive authorities. Also, the stations scanners would be modified to detect the bio-signal should it be brought on-board by any other visitors. The Mundari would not let the incident go without a thorough investigation and evaluations of how to best protect themselves from it.

    Kurg walked with me as my team made its way back to our ship. Once we were aboard I retrieved two small comm devices from our cargo. They each contained a QE link; one was linked directly to Earth while the other linked to the Saxon. I stepped out of the Saxon and handed the devices to the Ambassador. I told him that with the one he would be able to continue discussions with the AMP and with the other he could talk directly to me.

    As I turned once again to board the Ambassador spoke. He wanted to thank me again for his rescue and to say that my actions and my word had earned his trust. Should I be in need of anything, I only need call upon him. I thanked him and responded as I stepped aboard the Saxon, if I felt in need I would be holding him to his word.

    As we pushed our ship through light speed I reflected on the events that had just transpired. We had been attacked and narrowly escaped, we made a friend in the Mundari ambassador by enacting his rescue and we had discovered the reason for our release from the Frekkin... we had been tagged. The journey back to Alnitak was quiet.
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    When we arrived back at the Blake Adventure there was no sign of the Frekkin or Por Hollis. They had left the system. In my discussions with Kurg he revealed that the planets in the Alnitak system had at one time been claimed by several Mundari corporations, but the governments of the Mundari systems had laid no claims. Outer worlds were free to be used for any purpose until such time as the Mundari deemed them of value to the Effort.

    The Alnitak claims had been abandoned with the disappearance of the Jessians and the lawsuits that had ensued. I took the statement from the Ambassador to mean the planets were open to conquest. They would be flagged and claimed for the AMP by the placement of a transmitter broadcasting a signal for all to hear.

    Mining colonies dotted the heavens surrounding the Mundari systems and the odd worlds, such as DaCuban, were used for adventure and entertainment. There were only a few species who managed to conquer faster than light travel so interactions between empires had been few and far between. It seemed most species were content with staying to themselves and their already established systems.

    At DaCuban, we bypassed the station and instead went planet-side. Its atmosphere was similar to Earth's with 20% oxygen and its gravity pulled downward at a constant 1.08 G. There were four major continents and numerous islands. The cloud formations, green forests and snow tipped mountains told of weather patterns to rival those of Earth. Except for a walled cluster of building that had been constructed on one of the continents the remainder of the world was pristine.

    We set the Saxon down inside the walled area and stepped out to explore. Our BGS helmets retracted into a pouch on our shoulders allowing us to breath in the warm moist air. The buildings were in a state of near collapse. They had once been the point of activity on the planet where adventure seekers landed before heading out into the wilds. Now they sat crumbling after 3,200 years of weathering with no maintenance. The 37 degree Celsius temperature and high humidity gave the jungle location a tropical climate. The BGS regulated our body temperatures but the exposed skin on our faces, necks and hands told of the heat that surrounded us.

    A row of statues depicting strange creatures lined a lane that headed towards a gate. On the other side was the planet DaCuban with all the thrills it had to offer. Our scientists spread out with a multitude of electronic devices to analyze and log everything they encountered. This left Hershen and I without responsibility.

    After passing the localized command over to the designated third in defensive command, Hershen and I flipped our BGS shields to full and fired our BHDs. We were soon gliding over the heavily forested landscape outside the high walls of the compound.

    The forests were a dark green and numerous small flying creatures could be seen swooping in and out of the branches or fluttering about. We came across a small raging river that twisted, turned and splashed around giant boulders as it made its way down towards the ocean.

    As we continued, the thick forests turned into savannahs where the local animal life was abundant. Large hairy buffalo-like creatures moved about in herds. Other predatory animals could be seen moving about in the tall grass surrounding those herds. We stopped to observe the circle of life as a pod of raptors crept ever closer to a smaller herd.

    The attack was savage but well planned. Three beasts were separated from the rest and the raptors then corralled them into an area of thick brush where they then pounced. Several dozen of the small raptors were soon feasting.

    We continued our tour into the DaCuban uplands and were soon flying over a gigantic lake. We flew low over the crystal clear waters where we could see schools of fish swimming near the surface with a flock of birds circling overhead. I found it interesting that life on a planet so distant from Earth could have evolved in such a similar way. I then thought about Hershen and how his race had many human-like qualities. It was a small galaxy.

    As we reached the end of the lake, it was being fed by an enormous waterfall. The water fell nearly a thousand meters off a high plateau. Several micro-bursts later we reached the crest and were drifting over the plateau. Life on the plateau had a distinctly different look to it. The animals were larger in scale and lizard-like in appearance. The plateau had a number of craggy rocky outcroppings that were covered with thousands of the five meter long creatures sunning themselves. The daytime temperatures at the higher elevations held at 20 degrees Celsius. The large animals moved about slowly.

    We next reached the high country where patches of snow still covered the ground in the shade. As we climbed higher in altitude the temperatures continued to drop and the dark green vegetation gave way to the pristine white snowdrifts. We set down on the second highest of three mountain peaks and looked back down at the sprawling continent below. The air was clear with visibility out to nearly 500 kilometers. The highlands sloped down to the plateaus which then abruptly dropped off down to the savannahs and sprawling jungles before finally meeting up with the ocean. It was a breathtaking sight of natural beauty.

    After a brief stay we headed toward the tallest peak to circle around it before heading back. We moved in close as we drifted and I discussed the scenery with Hershen. I told him he should set descriptions of the place in his head so that he could use them in his storytelling back home. He said that on the surface that sounded like a wonderful idea but in reality I was the only one who ever heard his stories, and since I had been there... well the descriptions were already known.

    As we drifted close to the back side of the highest mountain peak I took notice of a strange formation in the rocks. It was a small area of only several hundred meters but the formation was made of definite geometric shapes. They were heavily weathered and were not something that nature had created. We circled in and landed on a flat snow covered surface that was about 50 meters square.

    Several large fallen boulders covered what would have been the center of a back wall. We set out suits to minimum and then used our gravity pulse guns to push the rocks away. Two large stone doors now stood before us, each seven meters in height.

    Intricate carvings could be seen on the weathered stone as we stepped closer. They were symbols of different species of beings. There were four rows on each door with each row having three different symbols. The center symbol on the third row of the right door had a remarkably human resemblance. A six-eyed Kurtz figure stood one positions to the right; to the left stood a Waffen. On the row above was a Nickarian with a Gidden and a Jessian on either side. The three symbols at the top of the right door had been obscured by weathering as were the three on top of the left door.

    As we gazed upon the left door we spotted a Frekkin that was accompanied by a Borten and a Por Hollis. We took note that the archway surrounding the doors had a number of smaller symbols on it. I called to our science team with the order for them to come immediately. As we waited I did a scan with my BGS computer which placed an age estimate on the doors of nearly 70,000 years.

    When the team arrived they were stunned by our discovery. Over our links to AMP Command back on Earth we heard of a large scientific expedition being put in the works. We were to stay and to study what we could, without disturbing the site further, until the full team arrived.

    As we turned back to the doors I wondered of the significance of the twelve symbols on each massive door. The archway had symbols of 36 other species. As I scanned in each of the smaller symbols I grabbed Hershen's attention when I came to one that was a Barhoo. Their squid-like appearance and four cartoonish eyes were unmistakable.

    When I completed the scan I stepped back and Hershen made a remark as he gestured towards the doors. He saw 12 species on the right who in his mind were representative of the good in the galaxy and the twelve on the left represented evil. He guessed the 36 encompassing the archway were lesser species or perhaps only pawns in whatever game was laid out before us.

    His observations were astute and his interpretation convincing. As our science team landed and approached the doors, I asked Hershen to repeat to them what he had just said. The others fell silent as they gazed upon the ancient doors. Harris then got immediately to work, decoding the other symbols that adorned the walls surrounding the site.

    As the science team quietly discussed our findings I ordered the Saxon to our location. Minutes later it was hovering in front of me just above the flat surface area. When I turned back to the team, excluding Harris, they were all staring at the doors. Harris called out that the carvings were also on the surface floor.

    We each powered up our gravity guns with the setting on low and gently pushed the snow and ice out from the rock wall and over the edge of the surface; it fell for a thousand meters. The surface was adorned with the same symbols from the door with several differences. Each of the beings depicted on the surface were lying prostrate towards the door. It was as if each was bowing before the almighty.

    Just in front of each surface symbol was a metallic ring with a clear stone in the center. We spent hours discussing what it might be before turning our discussions back towards the doors. We had been given orders to not disturb the site until the full science team arrived. It was an order that would require our patience for 62 days. I looked at Hershen and remarked that I was never one to be patient.

    We each put our gravity guns at a setting higher than before and took aim at the massive doors. To our surprise the air surrounding the doors rippled as some type of field prevented our pulses from interacting. We turned our settings higher and again our attempts at moving the large stones were repelled.

    I set my pulse level to maximum and felt a hand grab my shoulder. It was Hershen and he said that he felt this was unwise. I remarked that wise would not open the door, I turned back and fired. The pulse was again repelled but this time a pulse of equal magnitude was returned.

    I was knocked hard backwards, sliding across the flat surface area and then over the edge. As I regained my senses I was looking down at the ground below that was fast approaching. With only a second to spare, I fully activated my suit and swooped out away from a rocky death as my BHD pulled me to safety. Seconds later I had returned to the surface and was standing next to Hershen. I asked him to remind me again in the future of what was not wise if I tried to do something similar. He nodded his head in agreement.

    We spent most of the day talking about the symbols and what they could mean. Someone, or something, had been aware of our existence long before any of our species were advanced enough to move out into space. I wondered about how the technology of others might have evolved in those 70,000 years. For Man, travel to the stars, had only taken a few thousand years since we had first begun to write. Hershen could not comment on the Kurtz as they had no history beyond that which the Frekkin had given them, nearly 4,000 years of Frekkin rule had wiped it away.

    As we continued to ponder, the DaCuban night descended as the twin suns moved over the horizon. It would be thirteen hours before we again saw their light. But the DaCuban night was not dark as the third star in the system shined brightly in the night sky. Alnitak c was in an orbit that brought light to the world on which we stood. In another 500 years it would be just another small twinkle in the night sky.

    When the suns set the temperatures dropped to 40 degrees below zero. With our helmets deployed our BGS suits kept us toasty and warm. We sat in a large circle kicking around ideas as to what we could do next. As the discussions continued I stood and walked over to the prostrate human symbol on the surface.

    As I looked at the pictograph a thought entered my head. I knelt down beside the symbol and then stretched out my arms just as it depicted. Nothing happened. In curiosity Hershen soon joined me. He wanted to know what it was that I was attempting to do.

    I tried several more times but nothing came of my efforts. Hershen then suggested that I should once again begin the gesture, and this time I should situate myself directly over the symbol. My hands should be outstretched to the ring before me. Again I tried the gesture but nothing happened.

    We continued our attempts as the science team watched-on from their circle. Giggles could soon be heard after each attempt. I reached out to the clear stone in the center of the ring and then moved my gloved fingers across it. As I did so the second time I could feel something pushing back on my hand as if to push it away from the stone.

    I stared at it for several seconds and then pulled the glove off my left hand. The frigid air quickly took hold as the pain of the cold shot through the nerves in my hand. I placed it squarely down on the stone and was dismayed when nothing happened. When I tried to withdraw it I realized that it had become frozen to the bitter cold stone. I could feel the cold spreading through my fingers as they began to freeze solid. In less than minute I would lose my entire hand.

    A strange light then appeared below my fingers. A faint red glow soon warmed them and my hand was released from the stone. The red glow remained as I quickly put on my glove. I looked over at Hershen and then back at the stone as the red glow faded. I repeated the process with the same result.

    Hershen then stepped over to the Kurtz symbol. He knelt down before its ring and then removed both gloves from his hands. He then stretched out, again in a prostrate position. When he brought both hands down on the stone before him the warm red glow appeared. This time however, he did not remove his hands.

    As he lay bowed towards the great door the warm red light of the stone continued to grow in intensity. Soon after it began to pulsate with bright white flashes and following shortly after bright lights appeared around the seams of the great doors.

    In less than a minute the great doors began to slide backwards into the mountain. When they reached a position nearly five meters deep they came to a stop. Hershen continued to lie with his hands on the stone. The bright lights surrounding the stone then began to fade. As the light on his stone faded Hershen could feel the cold returning to them. He sat back up and put on his gloves.

    We walked into the tunnel but there was nothing to see but smooth walls on its sides and the smooth floor beneath. Hershen again attempted the bow before the stone but nothing further was revealed. The twin suns soon shown on the horizon and the great doors moved back to their original position.

    I attempted the same with the Human stone but only received the warm glow. We soon found ourselves again sitting in a circle discussing the implications of what we had discovered. It seemed all these species of beings were somehow tied together.

    There were a number of them that we had not yet encountered. We had dealings with four of the beings on the left door and with six of those on the right. When including those that were warn away it left us at less than half of what was shown. Were these the only sentient beings in the galaxy? Was this arm of the Milky Way the cradle of life? The questions continued to come as we talked.

    Deep scans of the mountaintop revealed a large rectangular area within that our scans could not penetrate. The area measured nearly 500 meters square at our location and descended for two kilometers into the mountain rock in the shape of a pyramid. We made several trips around the mountain in search of other entrances, none were found.

    We tried repeatedly during the day to move the great stone doors backwards without any luck. When night finally took hold of the skies I tried the Human stone once again. This time the doors began to glow, but they would not move back as they had done the night before for Hershen.

    As I lay prostrate before the Human ring Hershen attempted the same from the Kurtz ring. The great doors moved back five meters. After nothing but a glow from my attempts I stood and called one of the scientists over for an attempt. The great doors glowed and moved back another five meters.

    I was unsure of why they had not moved for me, but it was a breakthrough that we found exciting. Hershen reasoned that perhaps we would need all 24 species of beings present before the great doors would open. There were only two species present.

    As we pondered our new discovery I had the urge to call upon my new friend Kurg. With him, he could bring a Nickarian as well as a Jessian. But we did not know these species well enough to trust them with our find. I then became concerned that if the Frekkin returned they would find us sitting before what might be one of our most important finds ever. Sitting... waiting for its secrets to be taken from us.

    I gave the orders that the loose rocks be pushed back in front of the doors and that we should move back down to the walled compound that had been abandoned. I gave my reasons as a need to keep our new discovery secret if our enemies were again to show up. The scientists didn't need much convincing.

    When we landed back in the compound I asked Harris if he had made any headway with translating the other symbols that adorned the walls surrounding the doors. He was only confident with two symbols out of the more than 1,000 he had scanned in, one was a pictograph of a mountain and one of a tree. The other symbols did not have the same graphical implications as the two.

    We continued our explorations of the planet as we awaited the full science team. No other finds of significance came to our attention. DaCuban was just a big beautiful unspoiled world waiting for sentient beings to take advantage of. Scans showed many useful mineral deposits with the large oceans containing 17% more life than those of Earth. It was a planet that begged for inhabitants.

    As we waited for the full science team I decided the site we had discovered should be better hidden. A quick trip up in the Saxon and a snow bank sitting above the small plateau was pushed downward covering the area. I used the reverse polarity of the ships gravity weapon to then move several large rocks in front of the geometric shapes that had first drawn my attention to the site. When I was done the area looked like any other mountain top. We now had nothing to do but sit and wait. After returning to the compound the time was spent sharing stories with the crew.
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    Two months after our discovery the full science team arrived. There were 244 members of the team which had previously been assigned to solve many of Earth's major issues. It was their work that had sped the adaptation of the Sodium shield for Earth as well as most of its enhancements. Many of the senior members had worked for me on the original teams that had managed the evacuation of Toleda. I trusted their judgment.

    Within hours of their arrival we had once again cleared the mountain site and brought them up to speed on our discoveries. Harris now had a dozen linguistics experts helping him decipher the alien symbols. Discussions went on 24/7.

    A construction crew was brought along with the task of creating a faux canopy over the site. It had been decided that if the Frekkin returned we did not want to expose the site to their prying eyes. Walls and a roof had been prefabricated on Earth and within two days the site was no longer visible to the eye, or to what would be expected from most sensors. It was just another snow covered peak.

    As the scientists got to work Hershen and I realized that we had nothing but free time. I asked for and was granted permission to return to the Blake Adventure to begin logging any technologies that we might find useful. Two scientists were assigned to us for the purpose of studying the Mundari static field that had been used to hold us in place. I herded them aboard the Saxon and we were soon walking down the corridors of the giant cruise vessel.

    We started at the end opposite of where the Frekkin had first come aboard. It was a green sphere approximately half a kilometer in diameter. As it turned out, it was a giant luxury accommodation for a single party. The rooms had a posh appearance with furnishings trimmed in gold and jewels. Soft fine linens adorned large bedrooms with great stone baths attached to each.

    The dining area would easily hold 50 guests and the kitchen behind it had food preparation stations that would rival the best I had seen on Earth. It was obviously a self-contained suite for someone of high importance of financial stature. The next five pods we entered offered similar accommodations.

    The sixth sphere was larger at nearly a full kilometer in diameter. The lower floors held power and maintenance facilities while the other floors had hundreds of stores that offered everything from clothing to jewelry to electronic gadgets and adventure outfitting. On a lark I entered a jewelry shop and selected a rather large diamond pendant from a case.

    I placed the pendant around my neck and paraded myself in front of a wall of mirrors. Hershen looked-on with a fascinated expression. It had been the first time I had thought of jewelry in many years. When I was done with my display of vanity I turned towards the door with the pendant still around my neck. A static field prevented my exit until such time as I returned the pendant to its display. I found it to be an interesting and effective method of anti-theft protection.

    The two scientists that were walking with us, Lisa Fogg and James Williams, immediately got to work on analyzing the static field. Hershen and I continued to wander the mall as Lisa and James followed the static field conduits back to their control circuits. After several hours of study they had an understanding of how the field worked.

    The Sodium skin of our BGS suits and our ships functioned by bringing the electron spin of the Sodium atoms to a near halt. With almost no spin it seemed that anything coming in contact with the atom would simply be passed on through. The static field made use of a reverse spin. While matter with a normal spin would offer the normal interactions that our world of physics described every day, our discovery of virtually no-spin had made not only our shields possible but faster than light travel as well.

    A reverse spin was something our scientists had only toyed with in the labs, not knowing how to bring it back to normal. The static field in the shop was made up of air particles whose electrons were spinning in reverse. The result was a blocking of any physical interaction at all. Nothing of normal spin would pass through or interact. When the field was turned off the particles were returned to their normal state. I had been told repeatedly how simple it was and yet the concept continued to be confusing.

    Further study by Lisa and James revealed a control box that generated the field and magnetic conduits that were used to focus it. After removing the control box and several of the conduits we returned them to the Saxon for further evaluation. In a matter of hours the control box had been hooked to the ships power and the conduits had been used to project a static field in front of us. It was like an invisible wall that could be felt, but not seen.

    Hershen then asked if the control box could be coupled to a power pack. Lisa implied that it could and I gave the order to make it so. After several more hours of fabricating a power coupler the static field was put to a test. I held the box as Hershen pushed the button. Once again the magic invisible wall was projected out in front of us. The time was then taken to place the control box and conduit in a small case that could be easily carried by hand.

    When we once again began our exploration of the Blake Adventure Hershen insisted on carrying our new toy. He reasoned that perhaps some of the Frekkin had remained aboard or that perhaps they had left traps for anyone who followed. He wasn't sure how the static device could be used, but he wanted it with us. I offered no objection.

    Our next adventure took us again through a series of luxurious housing pods followed by another shopping area. This time, I took the effort to look up the control centers on the ship and was rewarded with the main deck only two pods away.

    The main control pod had five decks. The lowest two again housed power and utility facilities while the middle deck had crew housing. The fourth deck was stuffed with offices, meeting rooms and a large business foyer. The fifth deck held the ships bridge with all its controls. We spent the next two days going over the ships systems including environmental, propulsion and defenses.

    The ship had an active skin similar to our Sodium skin where the electron spin was brought to a near halt. The effect was an internal environment that was not affected by inertial forces. The propulsion was by means of an unusual variation of the spin principles. Particles could be accelerated to extreme speeds by alternating spins down a tube at high frequencies.

    The particle would first accelerate towards a normal spin and then be pushed further when the spin was reversed just as it reached it. The particle thrusters could accelerate the Blake Adventure to speeds nearing 600 SOL. The cruise had taken nearly a year to reach its destination with promises of a pristine world full of adventure. It had been an expensive and time consuming trip. The newest Mundari ships could do the run in just over a month. For us it was a little less.

    The ships defenses seemed to be limited to the static field and the protections it offered. So long as you had the power to keep it from being overwhelmed, it was all the defense you would need. And the ship was loaded with power. The reactors were Rubidium and the ships stores held an impressive stockpile. Even though the Blake Adventure had been in standby mode for 3,200 years the Rubidium stocks had been depleted by only half. It was an extremely efficient system.

    As we made our way to the next pod we ran into trouble. A static field dropped around us in the hallway and a holo-image of a Frekkin appeared before us. The image stated that we were now guests of the Frekkin Empire as they had claimed the Blake Adventure as salvage. We were trespassing and as such were being held in the field until such time as a Frekkin escort could arrive for a hearing.

    For two days we sat in our invisible cell, unable to communicate with the outside world. It seemed even the QE comm was not able to pass signals through to the QE link on the other side. We had attempted several times to use our static portable field to find a way out but success was not to be found. On the third day that changed.

    Lisa had come up with the idea that if we could reverse the polarity of the conduits we might be able to make a static field that went outward from a perimeter. Within the hour we had a perfectly square doorway in one side of the field. The only drawback was that we had to leave our portable static field in place in order to escape. Once out, we immediately began a search for the static field conduits that had held us in place and then for their power source.

    After a short search the controls for the static field were found and the field turned off. It was decided that James would then stay on the Saxon in case another emergency should arise. We picked up the portable field generator and continued our exploration. It took nearly two weeks to cover every sphere, corridor and deck on the Blake Adventure. Six more of the static field traps were sprung and six times we escaped. When we finally once again touched down on the planet I was happy to have left the cruise ship behind.

    For the next several weeks I struggled to keep my mind occupied. DaCuban was a beautiful planet, but there was only so much exploration of it that could be done before many of its features began to look the same. I was in need of a new challenge.

    After the full science crew had been evaluating the site for weeks their tasks began to wind down. Every attempt to discover some new bit of information about the two doors and their symbols proved fruitless. It was soon decided that a skeleton crew would remain behind while the main team returned to Earth. We were given the go-ahead to continue our exploration of the area surrounding the Flame Nebula.

     Our next stop was sigma Orionis, located just below Orion's belt in Earth's night sky. It was a 22 day journey from Alnitak and DaCuban. The clouds and debris that made up the reflectiveness of the Flame Nebula were a spectacular site as we traveled along. The scientists spent hours toying with the sensor feeds providing us with a kaleidoscope of colors on our holo-screens.

    As we approached the sigma Orionis system I slowed the ship until we could determine there were no threats. As we approached our scans told of 12 planetary masses orbiting the cluster of four young stars. The first eleven masses were too close or too distant to have life but the twelfth planet, although it was small, was perfectly situated in the habitable zone around the reddish D star of the system.

    As we closed on its position we began to pick up a low green glow surrounding it. A closer view yielded pinpoints of white light. The planet was almost 1,000 kilometers in diameter placing it on the small side. When we reached one quarter light year distance I brought the Saxon to a halt. Something about the planet was just not right as the multiple points of light were on the dark side, facing away from Orionis D.

    As we sat quietly our sensors began to pick up signs of activity around the planet. The activity was soon identified as star-ships arriving and departing from the dark sphere. I took the opportunity to move the Saxon to a position above the star and planets orbit. The red sun that was sigma Orionis D then reflected off the planet.

    As we moved to one eighth light years distance it became apparent that it was not a planet, but a structure built and manned by an alien species. We observed for another hour before moving in to one sixteenth light years distance. The ships coming to and leaving from the surface of the structure were now easily seen. We held our position for half an hour as Harris scanned the comm frequencies for a common channel. We were soon listening to chatter from the incoming pilots as they approached.

    Harris quickly identified the patterns as a binary language and soon after we were listening to broken streams of speech by the alien captains. Most of the ships landing and departing had a boxy cargo ship appearance. We reasoned that we were gazing upon a massive space station.

    The chatter continued for an hour before we had a clear translation of the language being used. It was also noted that the ships were primarily arriving and departing from three points in nearby systems. Sigma Orionis D was well centered between them.

    I was turning towards Hershen to ask his opinion about our next move when an alien cruiser appeared off our bow. We were quickly held in place by a static field. A voice came over the common channel asking for our identification. All ships in the region were required to carry a transponder.

    As I glanced at Hershen he made mention of the portable static generator and asked if I thought we could use it to escape the static field. I told him to get it set up while I attempted to talk with whoever it was that was holding us captive. He quickly moved towards the ships storage locker with two of the scientists in tow.

    I narrowed the visible field of my holo-camera and then tapped the feed into the common channel. A return holo-image appeared before me. A quick recall of the images from the mountain site on DaCuban told me it was one of the 36 species that lined the door archway. I immediately made the assumption that they were neutral.

    I asked to speak with the science officer on-board the cruiser as we were an exploratory vessel from a far system. We came in peace and if they performed a scan of our ship they would see that it had no weapons. When questioned about our gravity generator I replied that it was used for researching the density of asteroids and planetary rocks.

    The officer on the cruiser gave a skeptical look and then summoned an aid to get the science officer. It was difficult to gage the size of the alien beings as nothing shown on the holo-screen offered anything of known proportions. But the thin upward clamshell appearance of the aliens head identified its species as number 16 on the archway. I asked his species name and he responded with Bwatt. They were the keepers of the station and saw to it that all traffic between the four systems of the Megar Accord remained open and free from pirates.

    I thanked the officer and told him we were Humans, from the planet Earth, in a far system that was part of The Alliance of Major Planets. We were scientists given the mission to explore the stars in and around the area of the Flame Nebula. He chuckled and responded that it was a tall order given the thousands of stars surrounding it. He indicated that we would be exploring for a long time.

    I asked if there was a procedure for us to follow to register our ship while visiting their system. He said there was, but whether or not we would be accepted as guests was not up to him. We would have to take our case before the registrant and the registrant was not fond of ships showing up without warning.

    I again wondered what flaw in our shielding the aliens had used to detect us. It seemed that we were about the only ones that we could fully hide from. I dare not ask how they knew we were there as I did not want it to seem as though we were attempting to hide or spy, which we were.

    The science officer, Bor Fein, then appeared on the holo-screen. She introduced herself and was giddy with excitement over the opportunity to speak with a fellow science officer, especially one who was a different species than the three beings who made up the Megar Accord. I asked if she had images of the three other species while I offered up an image of Hershen. She was shocked by the six white eyes that adorned his face. The Pern, the Rechin and the Geffel were the three remaining Accord members. The images of each placed them as archway species at the DaCuban site.

    I asked if they had made contact with any other species to which she replied, only the Meche. They were a deplorable race of beings who had been a constant nuisance to their sector four mining colonies. Many of their miners had been abducted and never heard from again. I asked if they had an image of the Meche.

    The Meche were human-like in appearance except for their cloven hooves. Their high foreheads hung over deep set round eyes. Narrow shoulders dropped down to an expanded waste. The expression on the image I was shown was of a scowl. The Meche matched up to left door and the row with the Ogle. I was starting to believe Hershen's theory about the good and the bad species.

    After the registrant set up a meeting for our review we passed through their tests with flying colors. We had been approved, pending a one week course about what was proper behavior and what was offensive. Once through the course we would be issued a transponder that would allow us access to the three star systems that made up the Megar Accord.

    Again, I was thrust into the role of Ambassador and again I attempted to represent the AMP in the best light possible. Who knew if one day we would be seeking trade or perhaps even an eventual alliance? I made our first order of business to become familiar with the station and its inhabitants.

    The station turned out to have a hollow interior that was widely used for ship repairs and large cargo unloads. Travelers who could afford private accommodations on the station were also privileged with docking facilities on the interior. It seemed every species had their ultra-wealthy.

    The station was well ordered with guards posted at most major hallway intersections. Shops bustled with customers and small kiosks adorned the hallways with barkers plying their wares. Except for the Pern, the Bwatt were the taller of the species with their clam shaped head jutting up above the others. The Rechin had dark droopy skin with round hairless heads. The Geffel were the smallest of the three and were covered with a forest green fur. Most Geffel had white fur covering one side of their face.

    I took note of appearances of those within a species as it became apparent that color or thickness of fur or width of the eyes made a difference in each society. The wealthy Pern had a black seam that ran the length of their skull from the top down to the base of the neck. The shopkeepers and other business types had the same seam with a reddish tint and the lowest order of Pern had no color to their seam at all. They were the ones pushing brooms, wheeling around containers or begging from the crowds.

    The Rechin had two castes with the high order having nodules on the forehead while the commoners had smooth skin. The Geffel seemed to all be workers or assistants. Their small stature and thin frame no doubt limited their ability to do heavy lifting of any kind. After a day of touring the station we headed for the Pern world of Bekin.

    On our trip to Bekin we logged the speed of the transports that were moving between systems. The had achieved 20 times the speed of light making the jump to Bekin a seven month journey. We traveled the 12 light years distance in less than a day.

    Upon our arrival at Bekin we chose to land in the capital city of Sage. We had no currency for docking fees but we had been given an Ambassador's pass that allowed us free access to any port. A small welcoming committee of politicos was assembled to greet us as we arrived. Several fainted when our Sodium skin turned from transparent to white. Such things were only available on the largest of the military ships such as the cruiser that had held us in the static field.

    The city Mayor quickly whisked us away in a long white transport for a red carpet tour of his city. We were offered plates covered with delicacies of the planet to which we humbly declined. I explained to the Mayor that all our nutrition was derived from our suits. At first his eyes lit up with the thought of how much money could be made with such a suit. He then looked back at the plate of boiled gurgles before him and began to eat with a smile on his face.
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    The tour ran for most of the Bekin morning before we were invited to the Mayor's home for a lunch that we would not be eating. His residence took up the 82nd floor of the Pern Government building in the center of Sage's downtown district. The Mayor lived well.

    In the mid-afternoon we were paraded before any number of businessmen who pried and prodded us for details about our suits, our ship and any possible trade. Each was soon told that I was the first Ambassador to their system and that I had no authority to trade or divulge any information other than polite greetings and minor facts about our culture. They quickly got the idea that their business ventures would be going nowhere and just as quickly lost interest in the beastly humans and their tall yellow sidekick.

    We reached the Rechin worlds of Horn and Mantis four and six days later. Each time a tour of the capital was offered followed by greetings from their business elite. I overheard one comment made stating that the humans were no fun. They were too stoic and lifeless. I wanted to ask the fellow if he had ever been around a team of scientists. If he had, the behavior would have been better understood.

    Our final visit was to the Geffel world of Skkez. The Geffel were the friendliest and most humble of the three species. They ran the mining colonies where the Meche had been known to pirate. I asked the Governor of Skkez if we could visit one of the mining colonies that had been attacked by the Meche. He hesitated to answer before warning us that he thought is was a terrible idea. The Meche were evil and their raids seemed to be planned just when protections were always at their lowest.

    My first thoughts were that the Meche had someone on the inside feeding them information, but I didn't have enough knowledge of the situation to make such a call. The Governor then asked if we would need an escort. He would be willing to send a destroyer with us if only because he did not want an incident with the Meche to happen while we were his guests.

    I declined the offer and assured him that while we had no offensive capabilities we were quite capable of defending ourselves. After several attempts at offering a military escort and being declined, he decided that perhaps he would only look to increase patrols in the area as a precaution. I thanked him for his consideration.

    While on the Ambassadors tour on Skkez one of our scientists had taken the time to disassemble and study the Megar transponder. It had a highly accurate starmap of the region built in and he was able to transfer the map to our ships systems and then on a lark to one of our QE comm cubes. It was an impressive accomplishment for only having had the device for a few days.

    We departed Skkez three days later, heading towards the mining colonies of sector four. Our first stop was a far colony on a rocky world with no atmosphere. We set the Saxon down in a mining camp where tunneling equipment and crew quarters had been abandoned. Hershen and I exited the ship to explore the mine. Just before entering we saw the remains of a Geffel guard who had been cut nearly in two by either a particle beam or laser weapon. Once inside the mine, there was evidence of a skirmish with an air-locked room showing broken windows and signs of a struggle.

    We proceeded into the mine for nearly half a kilometer before turning back. When we again reached the surface I was stunned to see a menacing black craft landing before us. We stepped to the side and set our suits to full. The Meche exited their ship wearing black and silver suits and carrying long-cylinder particle rifles. Several dozen stormed past us on their way into the shaft.

    As we watched-on, one of the Meche made his way to a small box sitting on the floor of the tunnel next to the airlock room. He picked up the box and shook it before turning back towards the Meche officer near him. Several minutes later the soldiers marched back to their ship.

    Before I could say no Hershen took it upon himself to follow the soldiers back to their ship. He sent me a text to stay put as he was going for a ride. With any luck we could pick him up just above the planet as he would attempt to blink out and step outside after liftoff. It was a risky maneuver and one that I was not used to seeing from Hershen. I wasn't sure if he had grown bolder or just insane in his years of service with me.

    I soon had a video feed from inside the crew quarters on the Meche ship. Lockers lined the walls and the center of the room was crowded with seats much like in the old Earth airlines. The Meche were conversing in a language filled with clicks and pops. Harris was immediately busy with his translations.

    Hershen waited for the opportune moment and with the slightest of micro-bursts he propelled himself forward to the officers room. Again lockers lined the the walls with seating, albeit more plush, taking up the center in rows.

    As he drifted onto the bridge the Meche pilots were repeating commands as if going over a checklist before lifting off. With the final command a button was pressed and the Meche ship disappeared from my view. Seconds later dust and debris blew out from where the Meche ship had set down. They had lifted off.

    The video feed from Hershen's helmet continued a broadcast over his QE comm. The Meche ship accelerated for fifteen minutes before beginning to slow. It had flown to the other side of the rocky planet. When it came to a stop a large Meche vessel appeared before it. The smaller ship entered a port on the larger  ship's side. Hershen was now on-board a Meche cruiser.

    I sent him a text and asked that he please drift out of there at the earliest opportunity. We did not want to have to chase them half way across the galaxy in order to bring him home. He asked for only a few more minutes to accomplish the task at hand. When I asked what that was his response was for me to be patient. Again, Hershen's bold behavior put me on edge.

    Five minutes passed and our sensors detected the Meche ship departing from the planet. Hershen texted soon after, asking for a pickup. When we arrived the door opened and in drifted Hershen with a broad smile on his six eyed face. He winked at me with three eyes at once.

    He stepped over to his station on the ship and retrieved a QE comm cube. He then held it up in front of me. I asked what it was he was trying to say. He responded by telling me that he had placed the corresponding cube on the Meche ship and that we would now be able to track their whereabouts. I then asked how we would do that as the QE device was only capable of transmit / receive and had no location service with it.

    He remarked that the one on the Meche ship did, courtesy of science officer Hillman and his boredom. Hershen had stashed the QE cube with the star maps aboard their vessel. Unless someone stumbled across it, jammed in and behind some piping, we would know their location for the next six months to a year as the nano-reactor in the cube kept it powered up and broadcasting. With a little software tinkering that six months to a year could easily be extended further.

    We had our desired encounter with the Meche. When we returned to the planet Skkez, I presented the Governor with another QE cube with the promise of patching through the Meche ships location when it came into sector four. He was grateful and offered up any service that the Geffel could provide.

    I asked that he use the knowledge not to destroy the ship but to chase it from his territory so that we could continue to track its location. With luck we would find the Meche home world. As I was turning to leave I thought of a new request. I was interested in knowing how the Megar were able to detect our ship. He asked an aid for the information and suggested we sit for a few minutes.

    When the aid returned he handed the Governor an electronic pad. The Megar had discovered that when a ship dropped through light speed there was a tiny signal given off when energy was once again converted to matter. They had stumbled upon it centuries before and had given the sensors in all sectors the ability to detect it. At anything over a quarter light years distance from a sensor the signal dropped to the same level as noise. The Governor was delighted to offer it as a gesture of trust.

    We departed the sigma Orionis area having established good starting relations with its governments. The tracking of the ship was a gift that the Geffel could not have been more grateful for in their longstanding fight with the Meche. We had definitely made new friends.

    We had identified four new species whose symbols adorned the DaCuban site including one from the left door, the "evil" door. The Meche ship was headed towards Mintaka at the other end of Orion's belt, we were following after.  The trip would take us 20 days at full speed but the Meche ship was moving much slower. Our estimate was for an arrival in 57 days. The exploration of new worlds was turning into quite the adventure. And it seemed to be transforming Hershen into a thinker and doer rather than just an observer. It was a change I was glad to see.

    As we puttered along, shadowing the Meche cruiser, the techies on our science team attempted to integrate the portable static field generator into the Saxon's systems. If we happened to get captured within another static field we would be able to open a window in the field and slip out. That is, unless the field generated had a higher power level behind it, in which case we would be out of luck.

    The team took the time to study the loads of data the Pern, Rechin and Geffel had given us about their people and cultures. It was an anthropologist's dream come true. As we cruised along I ordered the crew to maximize their sleep-time. Given the current situation, I was unsure of when the opportunity might come again. If our full energy was needed, we would be well rested.

    The Meche ship slowed on its approach to Mintaka, veering off to a planet orbiting a much smaller nearby star. Before dropping through light speed one of the techies mentioned using the static field as a sort of shield for the matter to energy conversion issue. If we were to project a static field just in front of the ship as we dropped through light speed we should be able to block the signal from traveling in the forward direction.

    But there was still a problem. The static field would reflect every signal, again leaving a possible point of detection. Hillman soon had the answer, he would modulate the power going to the field causing a standing wave to ripple across its surface. Any signals arriving at the field would be diffused and reflected back at a different angle. The static field was deployed at one quarter light year’s distance as we slowed the ship; we were not met by any escorts.

    The Meche system had two planets and three moons in use by their populations. Transport ships were logged moving between each. The larger planet had a thick atmosphere while the smaller had the blue marble look of Earth. The three moons were each about 500 kilometers in diameter.

    Several space stations were in orbit around the smaller world and our sensors detected the Meche cruiser docking at one of them. It was determined to be a military station as the ships docked at it all appeared similar in color, shape and size to the one we had followed. Harris got immediately to work translating the signals that permeated the space surrounding the Meche worlds.

    We again placed the static field in front of the Saxon and pushed the throttle forward. We shot through light speed and then drifted towards the planet. After passing we would slingshot around its sun back to a safe distance. The maneuver would bring us to within 250 million kilometers of the smaller planet where our sensors would be able to detect an object on the planet's surface the size of a Meche.

    As we neared the planet, Harris spoke up with an excited voice. He had a language translator ready and had also broken the encryption on their military channels. If we were spotted, we would soon know.

    Science Officer Brett Miller doubled as our radio frequency specialist. He was able to fine tune our receiver to single out signals coming from the Meche cruiser we had followed. They reported the incident at the mining colony as an anomaly. The sensor they had left behind triggered but nothing was recorded.

    They also reported returning 212 new Geffel prisoners. The response from their commander was that it was hardly worth the effort. The next time they had better not return until their holding cells were full. The captain responded with a submissive reply.

    We soon had mountains of data from televised signals giving us our first look at the Meche. They were bipeds with a copper colored leathery skin and a head that looked as though it had been chopped down the middle with a meat cleaver. Their slanted red eyes set deep into the base of each cleaved stump. Droopy dog ears hung from each side and a small mouth with sharp teeth lay in the center between the eyes.

    The Meche were a small species at only a meter tall. They had twin elbow joints, a bulbous midsection and spindly legs. There was nothing about them that could be counted as attractive. Images of their offspring were always of a large crowd sitting before an instructor. After a day of images it seemed the species was one with no sense of humor, no sense of adventure and nothing any of them did could be construed as entertainment.

    We scanned all of the ships in flight to see if any stood out from the rest. We hoped to be able to see something that told us of interaction with any other species. The ships were all of the same sleek black appearance with four antennae protruding from the bottom of their fuselage. I wondered if the Meche also lacked an imagination.

    Once we had completed our recon run and moved to a safe distance we decided to make a run to the nearest stars. All had planets in the habitable zone that were burnt out hulks. I wondered if the Ogle had visited them in the past, subjecting every living creature on them to a fiery CME death. The systems surrounding the Meche were lifeless.
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    We set our next destination to be Alnilam, the center star of Orion's belt. As we accelerated on our way to Alnilam one of the team, science officer Chaz Humphrey, made mention of the age of the stars we had been visiting. They were each only eight to ten million years old. Hardly enough time for a habitable planet to coalesce, cool and spring forth with life. He reasoned that each of the planets we had visited had been moved from elsewhere, or heavily terraformed with the indigenous life introduced afterward.

    It was an interesting insight that the other team members had not picked up on. I wondered if the mountain site at DaCuban held the key as to how these worlds had come about. It was easy to see the progress of life on Earth through fossil records, but that had taken place over the course of the last billion years, three billion years after the Earth was first formed. These planets were out of place amongst such young stars. We logged the idea as a point of discussion for the scientists back home.

    When we arrived at Alnilam it was again a system teeming with activity. There were no planets in orbit around the young blue super-giant star. But there was a space station like none we had seen before. It's long rectangular shape was dotted with ports and thousands of docked ships. As we observed we took note that each ship had a transponder and the transponders were coded to six unique frequencies.

    After mapping traffic as it arrived and departed we soon had directions to 14 nearby star systems. The next month was spent traveling to each to gather information. The six unique transponder codes were tied to seven species within the star systems we had observed.

    Harris had been feverishly working to unravel the alien languages. He soon had a set of common terms used by all and was able to build translator modules for each distinct language. I continued to be impressed by his work.

    They identified themselves as the Kooze Collective. The seven species were divided into six governed zones. The Hark were the dominant species and were identified as one of the good species we had found on the right hand door on DaCuban. They were the first of the three symbols from the right bottom row.

    The Hark had an appearance that resembled a giant sloth. They had brown fur and large bellies. Their hands were not clawed as a sloth's, but had three fingers and an opposable thumb. Their slow walk turned their large belly from side to side as they moved along. Again we studied their behavior through televised signals. The Hark occupied two star systems with four habitable planets and appeared to be a friendly people.

    The next species was the Bellians. They were the final symbol on the right hand door at DaCuban. The Bellians had a bright green scaly skin with a white underbelly. They were bipeds and sported a short tail. From the signals we had intercepted they seemed like an industrious species, moving about quickly and heavily involved in trade; a species whose dealings with others seemed to be on friendly terms.

    The five remaining species were identified as members of the archway 36 from DaCuban. Each had a unique appearance, culture and behavior, but each seemingly got along well with the others. Two of the five species shared both a government and planet.

    When the languages had all been interpreted and each species studied and logged we were given the order to make contact. Harris and Miller soon had a channel open to traffic controllers of the great station. After discussions with several individuals of ever increasing rank, a heavy cruiser was sent to escort us to the station.

    We pulled into an open port and set down at dock BEL1244. A Bellian Ambassador was the first to greet us. We were escorted to a large conference room with windows that looked out upon the traffic coming to and leaving from the station. It was a busy place.

    Ambassador Creeger gave a standard welcome speech, but with its delivery I could tell it had not been used very often. In our discussions he revealed that we were the first travelers to visit the Alnilam region in more than five centuries. The previous guests had come limping along in a tattered starship.

    The Karant were a people on the run. Their planet had been attacked and all their citizens killed. The starship Bella and its 156 passengers were all that remained. Their planet had been destroyed by a CME coming from their sun shortly after a mysterious ship had arrived. The Bella had been returning from a mining colony when the attack happened. They had taken heavy damage from a particle beam strike just as they reached light speed. They returned to their system two months later only to find that their people were no more.

    I asked if we could see an image of the Karant, they were soon identified as the remaining species from the bottom of the right door. The Karant exchanged technology with the Kooze collective in return for repairs to their ship, and for supplies. They departed for a destination unknown shortly thereafter. The last known trajectory of the Karant ship was heading for dead space. Creeger noted that it had been a big story when he was but a child.

    Creeger was our escort and was thrilled when we invited him on the Saxon for our travels to the other planets. He was the first Kooze to have ever flown at 1,000 times the speed of light. He was extremely impressed by the minimum of our technology we had decided to reveal, and was particularly fond of our BGS suits. The next two months were spent touring the Kooze systems and establishing relations with the government of each species. Again, it was an anthropologists dream.

    We had soon moved on from the Kooze system on our continued exploration mission. Our next stop was the Trapezium. Again, it was a system of young stars which would not normally support life. Upon our arrival it was determined that there were no habitable planets, but there was a cluster of five large stations that were held together with a series of tubes.

    The five stations each had a different appearance. The largest of them was green and had the look of hundreds of bubbles that had formed together. What appeared to be gun-ports lined each of the docks where freighters and transports came and went in a continuous stream. Several large cruiser class military ships were parked just off its main transportation hub as an obvious deterrent to attackers.

    The next station to its right was a pristine white. The rounded modular sections that comprised the station were topped with spires that protruded deep into space. Again, traffic moved about and was guarded by more military craft.

    The third station was a dull gray and its construction was a series of tubes that were bound together similar to an old style pack of hot dogs. Tubular dull Gray military ships were camped out on its exterior.

    The final two stations were similar in appearance with boxy structures built upon boxy structures. Some wore paint while others displayed the look of stainless steel. Hundreds of much smaller destroyer sized craft were parked in rows in a semi-circle going out from the final two stations. Large tube shaped connections bound each station to the next.

    We parked and observed for five days until Harris had enough of the language decoded that we could attempt to communicate. Fifteen minutes later an ambassador was offering a greeting as a military commander asked questions of our business. We were explorers, who came with the purpose of establishing relations.

    Ambassador Shizen of the Remmik was standing with his aid when we stepped out of the Saxon. His long spindly gray fingers extended in a welcoming gesture. I returned a wave as I looked around the space-dock. Two other ships were unloading cargo while one boarded passengers. The Remmik station was the white one with spires. The modular buildings that lined the floor of the port were similar to the external architecture of the station.

    The Remmik were the keeper of faiths for Bolin Station. Nine species of beings made up the five stations that had joined together 4,244 Earth years before, during the Bolin Adjournment. Except for the Remmik, their histories had been broken with no known planet of origin. They each had existed on their station for thousands of years, drifting through space from parts unknown before joining with the Remmik.

    The Freg had been the first to arrive and when the two stations combined the Bolin calendar was set at the year zero. They were followed by explorers from the Girris and Delwins whose station joined 322 years later after a lengthy maneuver. The Berbas, Mellonians and Joggs joined in 1277 followed by the Rhus and Teagree in 1589. All nine species adorned the archway at DaCuban.

    The stars surrounding Bolin Station had been plagued with pirates for centuries causing each station to struggle to exist at times. With their resources and fleets joined they eradicated the pirate threat and had lived in peace for thousands of years. The Berbas were adept at science and the Delwins at engineering. But neither species excelled at theory leaving the conglomerate of stations with very little evolution from the time of the Adjournment.

    During the 4,244 years since, the people of Bolin station had not reported an interaction with any other species. The Remmik had been forced into the stars as their red sun expanded during its natural death cycle. Their more than 7,000 years of history on their home world had been recorded and was a point of study for every Remmik youth. The three dominant religions from their planet were now the dominant beliefs on Bolin Station.

    Ambassador Shezen shuttled us from station to station for meetings with the politicos of each station's government. The laws of each station differed in many subtle ways and it was the responsibility of the traveler to know the laws of the station they were on. Crime rates were low and the citizens of each station went about the mundane tasks of life with a somewhat positive attitude.

    The shopkeeper would rise in the morning to meet with his suppliers. Once a week he or she would travel to other businesses with requests to stock goods that were in demand or to push for lower prices on those that weren't. They would go home to their families at the end of the Bolin day and spend the time in front of a two-dimensional display where they watched station news or entertainment.

    A career in the Bolin Station military was about as dull and boring of an existence as one could have. Military incidents were few and far between, many centuries would pass with no activity. The highlight of a career in the Corps was the annual war game where the ships were divided into two factions of equal size. But the Remmik ships and weapons were superior, so their side always came away victorious. For most, they were happy to participate, regardless of the predetermined outcome.

    I asked the ambassador where they drew their supplies from. He responded that they had 16 mining colonies on distant planets bringing back the natural resources they required. None of those planets were habitable and with no life to support, they had been deemed free from claim and worthy of mining.

    Other than mining there were no other known outposts or colonies in their traveled space. The drive systems, as well as the weapons and the shields of their ships, were far behind our technologies. At just below the speed of light it would take them lifetimes to get anywhere meaningful. They were content with where they were.

    After a month of discussions with the ambassador and the other politicians we were ordered to head to Rigel before coming home. It was another two month journey and the team spent the time going over the technologies that came from Bolin Station.

    Even though they were far behind on interstellar travel they did have a few technologies that they were willing to trade. We offered the plans for a BGS (minus its Sodium skin and fusion power) in exchange for sensor technology and a few choice methods for the recycling of materials. Those methods, although simple and low tech, could be used to cut Earth's demand for raw materials by nearly a sixth.

    On the trip to Rigel our team was hard at work with the engineers at home in an attempt to make use of the new sensor technology that had been traded for. Within weeks it had been applied to our long-wave sensors giving an impressive boost to their sensitivity. As we closed on the Rigel system we scanned the nearby stars and were surprised by the number of ships that had been detected.

    More than 13,000 craft were shown moving about in the Rigel system, mostly small transports. The main activity seemed to be centered on a planet orbiting a dwarf main-sequence star. It had a luminosity of only one quarter that of the Sun and the planet was in close orbit around it. Seven space ports were in stationary orbit around the planet and another five were detected scattered amongst the other planets in the system.

    The second planet in the system was a rocky world and mining ships were detected landing and lifting off from its surface. The next two planets in the system were gas giants with four moons each. The final planet appeared to be similar in size and distance to our planet Neptune. We parked at one-eighth light years distance. Harris began dissecting the signals emanating from the system while we began our observations.

    Starship activity was soon detected in a neighboring system and was added to our list to observe. Harris continued to hone his translation skills and had a nearly full language module complete within three days of our arrival. We soon learned the names of the two planets in the system and its sun. Auris was the planet in close orbit to the star which was called Doonlou. The second planet was known as Benis and the others in the system as Grell, Jermus and Suu.

    Auris was an ocean world and the species that populated it were called the Roache. The Roache were identified as the center species on the bottom row of the left door at DaCuban. The planet had one major continent with the majority of its land mass covered with one enormous city. Several smaller floating cities adorned its oceans.

    The Roache were shiny black insectoids about a meter in length. As far as appearances went, they were a mix between an ant and a beetle. From the intercepted video streams they could be seen as an industrious species that lacked in the lighter side of the social scene. No laughter, no imaginative outlets, everything seemed geared towards work. Other than the Frekkin it appeared to be a common trait among the species that held position on the left door at DaCuban.

    The Roache had three minor species from the archways that served as slaves. The three sub-species were also insectoid in appearance with a hard exoskeleton instead of skin or fur. Their black eyes and protruding antennae gave them a look of having no conscience, no regrets and no remorse. They did what they did without thought or reason or justification. Every action was centered around a queen.

    The second dominant species in the system were the Moom. The Moom lived underground on the rocky world of Benis. Because of the underground nature of their society we had no good estimate of their numbers. All we knew was that they had a system of trade with the Roache and whatever elements they were delivering appeared to be vital. In return they got supplies from the Roache making the two species inter-dependent.

    Their military vessels were small as compared to ours but their numbers were in the thousands, parked in pods around the seven orbiting stations. From the information we could gather their shields, weapons and drives were inferior to ours. The orders came down for us to not attempt to communicate with them until we knew more. After several weeks of observation we moved on to the third world in the Rigel system.

    The planet was Relad and the species the Reladians. The star was another main sequence dwarf of low luminosity. The Reladians were akin to a large rat in size with long arms that could double as legs allowing them to run on all fours. When walking they would waddle on their hind legs as their fat bellies moved from side to side. Their white fur and pink noses offered a friendly appearance, but friendly they were not.

    The Reladians had two archways species as their slaves and the treatment of them was brutal and unjust. The video streams we captured showed abuse, neglect and outright murder of the friendly furry slave species under their control. They seemed to thrive on watching, hearing and inflicting pain and anguish on their captors. I was not fond of the Reladians and their way of life. I felt a desire to put an end to their dominance, but command had ordered otherwise.

    We observed their vile and objectionable ways for the better part of a week before Command issued the order for us to return to Earth. The Reladians, like the Roache and the Moom were of little consequence to the AMP. Their propulsion systems were sub-light and their weapons and shields conventional. With a single fleet from Earth I had no doubt we could put an end to their existence. Our commanders however, had other more pressing objectives for the Saxon and its crew.

    The two month ride home was depressing knowing the plight of the archway species of Rigel. We were given the task of continued study of the beings we had encountered on our trip. Thousands of hours of captured video and audio streams were available for our task.

    I focused on the Meche as a species. They seemed cold, almost robotic. I cringed at the thought of being a Geffel and being captured by them. In my own captivities I had been lucky, my treatment had been humane. For the Geffel it had been anything but humane. I had my moments of rage and anger, but the Meche had made it the base of their culture.

    When we arrived home on Earth it felt good to leave the galaxies problems behind. I had two weeks leave and I would spend it with the family on the farm. Earth's population had stabilized at three and a half billion, Alvin added another one and a half billion on top of that. Without war, the quality of life of everyone had continued to increase. But the Ogle and Frekkin threats still loomed.

    On Toledus, the Kurtz had construction of their planetary shield well under way. Their cities shined brightly and their countryside was filled with plants and animals from their native home world. All had been gathered before its destruction. The Kurtz people were happy and their education system was churning out scientists and engineers in astonishing numbers. And their government was well on its way to becoming a democracy.

    I landed at the farm and found my parents, Zack's mother and Zack's wife in good health. He and his sons were stationed with the 4th fleet in orbit around Alvin. The two weeks offered a good opportunity to wind down and enjoy the little things in life. Trouble would be coming soon enough.
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    When I returned to base I spent the next three weeks in debriefings. Command wanted our thoughts on every detail of our journey even though they had live streaming video and audio from our implants during its entirety. It was an exercise in tedium, but one which they felt was necessary.

    When the briefings ended Hershen and I were given the choice of once again exploring new worlds with the science team, or for a return trip to the Mudari Effort for continued work as ambassadors. While the lure of new worlds had its appeal, I was more interested in learning about the technologies the Mundari used to keep the Ogle at bay. Exploring new worlds was meaningless if we could not protect the ones we already had.

    We were given a new ship and a new crew. The ship was named the Jacques after a hero from the Borten war. After his weapon had been disabled he took to hand-to-hand combat while leading his squad of Marines to victory. His life had been lost in a violent explosion, but not before he had gotten his squad to a safe location. I liked the military tie-in with the name.

    The Jacques had the latest of our drives which included a burst mode. The burst mode had a one-time use that would propel the ship to light speed in under a second. The newest drives normally took seven. With the incorporation of a static field generator the top safe speed of the craft was almost doubled to 20,000 SOL. The static field could be propelled out in front of the ship as we flew offering additional shielding and hence the doubling of speed.

    The static field would also be used on approach to a target as it effectively blocked all detection of our BHD in one direction. The field could also be "boxed" to hold something of similar size to our ship captive or "windowed" to allow escape from another boxed static field.

    The gravity generator on-board the Jacques had also been enhanced and was given the designation of a shield as an attempt to downplay its potential use as a weapon. Diplomatic vessels were not supposed to be well armed. It had also been given our newest and fastest computers with an auto-translator that was capable of cracking almost any language in a matter of minutes if given written symbols and audio samples. Video feeds would only speed the process.

    Just before our flight was to leave, Hershen and I were refitted with new BGS Ambassador suits. They were the traditional silver with red and blue stripes with the addition of one shoulder being bright green. Neither of us were thrilled with the look but we were not on a fashion mission. The psychologists involved in the green shoulder design had put forth the idea that it would distinguish Ambassadors from other citizens. Hershen felt it would only make us targets, I agreed.

    We lifted off on an Earth Friday and arrived on a Monday. For the Gidden it was the middle of their cycle. The Gidden day was nearly one-and-one-half Earth days. The annual orbital period was divided into 25 cycles of 15 Earth days equivalent. Their day, called a "malk", consisted of 10 hours of sleep followed by 25 hours of wake. We adjusted our suits upon arrival.

    With the stimulants and sleep aids the BGS suit could be adjusted to fit the day of most worlds. It was another of its advantages that allowed a seamless transition to other world periods, habits and cultures. A few quick commands and our biological clocks were immediately in sync with the local time.

    Gidden ambassador Kurg met us in the space port of the orbital station. From there we were taken to the surface of Meyer where the endless meetings with dignitaries were to begin. For the first 12 malks we did nothing but greet and glad-hand. In the Mundari Effort, just as on Earth, a handshake was considered a gesture of good intentions.

    On day 13 we had our first introduction to a Gidden engineer. Her name was Raoof and she had been assigned to be our technical liaison. The Gidden had agreed to analyze potential technology swaps and Raoof had been given the lead on what would be of most interest. Both sides would put forth a technology for evaluation and the other would assign a score as to its merit and usefulness for their people.

    Items up for discussion were the sustenance portion of our BGS suits, our fusion generators, our gravity generators and our newest translation algorithms. The Gidden in turn offered a shield similar to our static field but more powerful, a Rubidium generator, as those that powered their worlds, and a particle beam device that could be used to build almost anything from a distance.

    The particle beam, guided by a gravity pulse, would deposit atomized material at a defined point in space. Essentially, it allowed any item, large or small, to be constructed by depositing layer upon layer of material. The Mundari were no longer in need of factories to produce parts or robots to assemble them. They could construct any non-biological in any shape or form desired. But they could not give it life.

    Our scientists and engineers were quick to jump on the idea of the Particle Composer. Designs could be constructed and tested in real world scenarios without first having to rely on simulations and expensive prototypes. It would revolutionize how almost everything was made in the AMP.

    For the Mundari, they were particularly interested in our BGS suit. The thought of transforming their entire food industry from one that relied on sustainable farming to one that only needed a discrete set of compounds had their engineers sitting on the edges of their chairs. Ambassador Kurg was not quite as keen on the idea as he placed a high level of importance on his eating habits. He imagined that it would be difficult to give up one of the prized perks of being an Ambassador... the food was always top notch.

    Over the next month we continued our diplomatic and technological exchange efforts. Both sides were pleased with the developing relationship. But the honeymoon period was short lived as trouble brewed. The Jessian capital planet of Dawson had begun to flip its magnetic poles. It was alarming in that it was an event that would only happen every several million Earth years and the previous switch had only occurred some 400,000 years prior.

    The switch was also happening at a rate that was almost inconceivable. What would normally take place over tens of thousands of years was happening in a week. Life on the planet was being disrupted in almost every way. The stoic and predictable weather patterns were chaotic. Animals that relied on the magnetic fields for navigation were suddenly lost. Radio communications, including the audio implants that every citizen carried were disrupted as were most electronics. All Jessians in the Mundari Effort were called home to their planets.

    The anomaly had happened on a day when the Jessian birthing lines were in a full run. More than 70,000 new citizens had been lost. It would take months for the process to once again be viable. The birthing process was an important event in every Jessian family, with many weeks of planning put into a celebration. For those involved, disruption was unheard of and very unsettling.

    The Giddens offered a team of top scientists to assist in finding out why it had happened. While still in orbit around Dawson it was determined that a massive restricted magnetic field located just inside the planet's core was forcing the switch. It was also determined to not be from a natural source.

    As the Jessian engineers worked on a solution a second disaster struck. The second planet of seven in their five star systems came down with the same issue, a forced switch of its magnetic poles. When a third planet did the same soon after, the full Mundari security forces were put on alert. Not a single Jessian remained outside of their planetary systems. All citizens were immediately called into defensive service... all citizens readily accepted.

    In a reaction to the apparent attack that was underway the Mundari moved nearly half of their substantial fleet into the Jessian sector. Shortly thereafter, anomalies began to appear at thousands of points in the surrounding space. I asked ambassador Kurg if we could return to our ship and was relieved when given the permission to do so.

    Once on-board the Jacques we tuned our long-wave sensors to the anomalous magnetic frequencies. Static fields began to form and soon encased entire planets as well as the Mundari ships that were now standing guard. Within the hour the Jessian worlds, their citizens, transports and military ships were held captive in static fields.

    Our sensors began to detect fast movement in and among the Gidden worlds. I forwarded the data to Ambassador Kurg and he in turn patched it through to their military. When the first of the Gidden worlds began to undergo a polar switch Kurg asked if there was any other assistance we could provide. I told him that I would immediately relay the request to AMP Command.

    The Gidden worlds were soon trapped in the static fields with their magnetic poles switching states. Hours later the Nickarian worlds befell the same fate. The 137 billion citizens of the Mundari Effort were now held captive as their worlds were corrupted. Panic ensued and martial law was put in place.

    When the static box had closed around Meyer we were cut off from sending or receiving signals to anywhere external to the box. We powered up our static generator and set the mode to "window". When we arrived at the edge of the box the projected window opened a square hole in the static field and the Jacques quietly slipped through.

    Communications with AMP Command were immediately restored and the shift commanders informed of the situation. Two AMP fleets were immediately dispatched to aid the Mundari Effort. Each ship contained a static generator similar to ours that could be used to open a window for entry to or exit from a static field box.

    As we sat just outside the Gidden systems alarms went off. An Ogle and a Meche ship had arrived in one of the Jessian systems. Two days later a massive CME exploded from the sun and headed towards the Jessian world of Ward. Another two days later, just as the first plasma from the CME arrived at the static box that enclosed the planet, the static field shut down.

    We watched in horror as another planet, with its population fully present, had its atmosphere and surface heated to several million degrees. The air surrounding the planet was superheated and then blown away as the two million kilometer per hour waves of plasma struck the planet. Three billion citizens were dead in a matter of seconds.

    The two attacking ships then moved to the next planet in the Jessian system. Bobbi was a lush tropical paradise. It was known as the vacation world of the Jessians and was often visited by citizens from throughout the Mundari Effort. Four days later it was nothing more than a black charred lifeless rocky sphere. On the eighth day four more massive Ogle ships arrived along with thousands of Meche cruisers. One by one the cylinders of death were launched into the suns and the Jessian worlds burned.

    On the 16th day of the attack our fleets arrived from duty off Alvin. The ships of the 4th fleet went immediately to work opening windows in the static fields of the Jessian systems and the 8th fleet did the same with the Giddens. Thousands of Mundari ships began to stream out of the window openings.

    The Mundari ships were superior to the Meche but only by a small margin. The Meche cruisers had been outfitted with the ultra-powerful particle beams of the Ogle and began to tear through the first Mundari ships that arrived. Shields were soon adjusted and a fierce battle ensued. Each time the Mundari began to get the upper hand their ships were once again encased in a static field. The tactic served the Meche well as they were able to then concentrate fire on smaller groups of Mundari ships.

    As our fleets freed more of the Mundari the tide of the battle began to slowly shift. The Meche would soon be on the defensive as the Ogle ships continued to burn the Jessain planets. When the Mundari finally had the upper hand every Jessain world, and three Gidden worlds, had been destroyed.

    In a final push the Meche ships targeted only those ships that were designated as Jessian. The Meche losses were heavy as every Jessian flagged vessel was destroyed. When the last Jessian ship exploded the Meche and Ogle turned and fled.

    At first, we did not understand why the Meche were only attacking the Jessian ships while ignoring the Nickarian, Gidden and others, it was a costly strategy. But when the attackers had turned and fled there were only a few dozen Jessians left alive in all of the Mundari Effort. They had been trapped in medical bays on other planets and were in such severe states of peril that they had not been moved. They were now the lone survivors of their species.

    A week after the attack had ended the planets magnetic fields were returning to normal. It was then that we received hundreds of alerts from our long-wave sensors. We could not pinpoint the movement but it was happening in and around the remaining Mundari worlds. We soon found out the reason for the new attack. The remaining 136 Jessians, spread throughout the Mundari Effort, were assassinated in their hospital beds... all on the same day. It was difficult for the Mundari to comprehend, but the Jessains were no more, they had been eliminated from existence.

    When I again met up with Ambassador Kurg he was depressed. He had many Jessian friends and fellow diplomats that were now gone. It was a huge blow to a people who up until that event felt that they were amongst the strongest and safest collection of worlds in the galaxy. It was a lesson that was hard learned.

    As a gesture of goodwill and cooperation we released or static windowing technology to the Mundari. They would never again be trapped in the static fields and were eternally grateful for our gesture. In exchange we were given full diplomatic rights to their systems and every technology they had at their disposal.

    Our engineers began drafting plans for the conversion of all AMP factories from robotics to particle composers. Our power systems were also to be re-engineered for Rubidium reactors, which yielded an order of magnitude increase in available power. With Rubidium power, our drive systems would be capable of nearly 50,000 SOL. The jump from Earth to Alvin could be done in less than 4 hours. The jump to the Mundari Effort could be made in 12 days. The galaxy was about to get a little smaller.

    After three months of diplomatic efforts and technology exchanges, the Mundari were ready to sit at a table and discuss a defensive pact. With the distance between our worlds I was not sure what good it would do as it would take members of the AMP 12 days to reach Mundari space and in return the Mundari ships required 19 days to reach Earth. We had given up several of our prized technologies, but the relationship was too young to offer it all. That level of trust on our part would have to be earned, over time or through substantial deeds.

    After the period of quiet the one Meche ship that we had tagged left their star system. It was headed towards Rigel. I asked for and received permission to spy on the ship as it interacted with the inhabitants of that system. I was concerned, even though the beings there and their technologies were far behind, that the Meche were going to be recruiting the populations of the Rigel system for war against the AMP or the Mundari.

    When we arrived I parked the Jacques at one-sixteenth of a light year distance and tuned in all sensors. We were one day ahead of the Meche cruiser. I took the time to ask Hershen what he thought of the matter. He was convinced that we should still be looking at the doors on Dacuban. Each row seemed to have species that were either close together or allied. I reasoned that it was an interesting point, but it was too early to tell; especially, with the Meche about to visit species from a different row than themselves.

    The Meche ship stopped short of the Roache system and launched countless pods that almost immediately went invisible. Our long-wave sensors could detect the movement of the pods, but not with any accuracy. We watched in wonder as the Meche went about their business. When the magnetic poles of the planet Auris began to flip I began to think Hershen was right. Each row of species on the door at DaCuban was an entity to itself.

    The Ogle ships arrived next and the pods that the Meche had delivered went active. Once again the entire system was brought to a standstill as static fields surrounded everything related to the species under assault. The Ogle prepared and fired their cylinders of death at the Auris sun. Three days later the planet Auris and the Roache species were no more.

    The assault continued on Benis followed by Relad. In seven days every living thing in the Rigel system had perished from either a fiery plasma death or a powerful particle beam. Meche ships were then dispatched to the surrounding mining colonies until the three species on the bottom left door on DaCuban were dead.

    I toyed with the idea of drifting on-board one of the Ogle ships so that another QE tracking device could be planted. Every request to AMP Command was denied. In a much younger day, I would have taken the initiative and done it anyway. But after years of leading I fully recognized that I didn't have all the answers and it was not up to me to place the rest of the crew and the technology that we possessed... in danger. It was just not my call to make.

    The Meche and Ogle ships departed. The Ogle left in a direction differing from when they had arrived, but once past light speed we were unable to track them. The Meche ship was headed home. I requested our next visit be to DaCuban. The request was granted.

    When we arrived at the site I took note at how cleverly the whole thing had been disguised. A facade had been constructed covering the site, making it appear as though it was any other mountain top. Only through a deep scan would a nearby ship know that something was hidden underneath.

    Once inside the structure we were greeted by the science team that had been left behind. They were attempting to study the rock composition with the goal of bringing the worn off species carvings to the surface. To date, they had reconstructed a partial of the first species on the left door. It was impressive work and had taken months to develop and plan. They hoped to use the same techniques to identify the far right species.

    After some study of what had been attempted at the site, Hershen had the idea that we could possibly use the Jacques static generator to open a window in the static field surrounding the mountain structure. The mountain field used several frequencies in unison for its modulation, but Hershen felt we would be able to mimic those with our own generator.

    The approval was given by the science team lead and we got to work on our modifications. Several hours after we had begun, Hershen looked at me and winked. The modified static field generator was ready. I enabled the active skin and silently slid through the facade surrounding the site. I gently set the ship down on the flat surface in front of the doors.

    The generator was powered up and a window of one meter by one meter was projected onto the right doors surface. The alien field was too strong. We reduced the size of the window, each time increasing the static field delivered, but the static field of the structure was still too powerful. When the size of the window had been reduced to the size of the head of a pin we suddenly broke through.

    The scientists were elated at our discovery and immediately began suggesting alternatives. I tuned a sensor to scan only the opening and was dismayed by what I found. Another static layer, more powerful than the first, lay just underneath.

    We sat back in our pilots chairs and discussed what we had found. We reasoned that with a Rubidium reactor or two and with several dozen static generators we might be able to open the same window through a half dozen such layers. I contacted our engineering head at AMP Command and was told that we would only have the first of the prototype Rubidium reactors in a few months. And they were targeted towards our larger ships.

    I contacted Kurg over my QE comm and asked if there was anything he could do. He asked for some time to see if his engineers were up to the task of integrating one of their reactors with our ship. He was sure he could authorize the creation of several dozen static generators by use of the particle composers they possessed, but power integration was another issue.

    Several hours passed before he came back with a reply. He would have a team waiting to assist in any way they could if I chose to accept his help. I did. We landed on Meyer and were escorted into a hangar bay at their main power research facility. They had been working on a new Cesium reactor that was giving results that were two orders of magnitude better than their current Rubidium design.

    His government was willing to integrate the reactor into the Jacques, but only if we allowed a Gidden engineer to ride along on our test flights. AMP Command gave the go-ahead and the integration was begun. Over the course of three weeks our Sodium reactor was removed and the new, smaller, Cesium reactor installed. The reaction chamber was tiny as compared to our old design and it could have been held in the palm of the hand had it not been for the cooling system that accompanied it.

    It seemed that the Cesium required cooling to near absolute zero before injection into the high magnetic fields. It was the only way the Gidden had been able to maintain the reaction integrity. Cooling or not... I was excited about the prospect of more power. More power meant higher speeds, better shields and more powerful weapons.

    I was curious as to what a Cesium reactor pack would do to my BGS suit. I imagined being in a continuous fire-fight for a year without needing more fuel. The only drawback I could see was the much lower amount of Cesium available in the galaxy. Sodium was relatively easy to come by.

    When the project was complete we were eager to take the Jacques for a test run. All parameters had tested out in simulation and it was now time to try out the real thing. We lifted off from the planet Meyer and brought the ship to a standstill when in orbit. The pre-test checklists were gone over three times.

    With all parameters green, I pushed the throttle to three quarters full and was momentarily panicked when the cabin began to fill with smoke. I dropped the visor on my helmet and put out the call for assistance. Half an hour later a Gidden ship arrived, pulled the Jacques into its dock and returned to the research center on Meyer.

    Later that day we had an answer as to what had happened. The power coupling to the ships systems and the lines between the coupling and the BHD drives were too small. They had blown out the instant the much increased power had been applied.

    The Gidden engineers were skilled in their work and soon had new thicker lines to install that had been created using their particle composers. It was an amazing feat given that they had scanned the old lines, tripled their size in a computer program and then printed out new ones with the particle composer. By that evening we were once again in orbit preparing for a new test.

    When I again pushed the throttle to three quarters we hit light speed in just under two seconds. The ship continued to accelerate as the new multiple static field generator placed fields directly in front of the ship. The computer ran continuous calculations as to the field strength and number of fields that were needed for the speed we had attained.

    When we passed through 50,000 SOL, our most recent high speed, the maximum power output of the reactor had only reached 27%. The static field shielding continued to increase as our speed climbed. As we passed through 100,000 SOL I took note of the 16 static layers that now floated just in front of the Jacques. The Gidden engineer sat in silence as our accomplishment was far beyond any speed the Mundari ships had ever attained.

    At 200,000 SOL the reactor was running at a cool 48% capacity. At 300,000 SOL that number had climbed to 62%, with 37 static fields shielding the ship as we blasted through the galaxy. At 450,000 SOL the power readout of the Cesium reactor began to climb at a much faster rate. We topped out our test at 486,000 SOL and 91% capacity with 55 static fields riding in front of us. The trip from Earth to Mundari space had just been shortened to about 16 hours.

    I turned the ship back towards Meyer and the readouts on our holo-screens all showed normal parameters. We were in a rapid deceleration before once again heading back to the Gidden planet. When we arrived at Meyer the staff of engineers and scientists that had been awaiting the results was stunned.

    At our newly accomplished top speed the Jacques would be able to reach the other side of the galaxy in only 76 days, given an adequate fuel supply. The test had been a complete success except for one single parameter. The test flight used 80% of the Cesium we had on-board. A larger storage tank could easily be added to the ship but Cesium was not a substance that was easy to come by. Still, I was in no hurry to reclaim the Sodium reactor that had been removed.

    The Mundari clamored for access to our BHD technology but AMP Command was not in a hurry to release the information. Diplomatic discussions were soon underway about not only a defensive pact but of a full alliance. AMP technology had suddenly made us extremely valuable.

    I was eager to take the Jacques back to DaCuban where we could try out the multiple static windows on the fields surrounding the doors. But I was trapped, trapped in endless meetings related to the relations between the AMP and the Mundari Effort. As I sat listening to the drivel coming from the endless line of politicians speaking at the meeting I was attending, I had my elbow on the chair arm with the right side of my face firmly planted in the palm of my right hand. The stimulants of my BGS were all that kept me awake.
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    Several more weeks of discussions passed before we were given the green light to once again visit DaCuban. The Gidden engineers had replaced our Cesium tank with a larger one that would allow us to run at full throttle for a week. I had convinced Ambassador Kurg to allow a flight without a Gidden engineer on-board. AMP Command was not yet ready to reveal our knowledge of the doors at DaCuban... not before the treaties for a full alliance were signed.

    We lifted off from Meyer in the morning and arrived at the mountain site on DaCuban the following day. After an hour of preparations we were ready to attempt to once again break through the static fields that protected the doors. I gave the go-ahead and Hershen brought up the first static window.

    This time, with the extra power we had available, the window through the first field was opened as a 50 centimeter square. The second field was then brought online and penetrated the second static field with a 20 centimeter window. When the sixth window was opened the window size had been reduced to a centimeter per side. Each new static window that was encountered took significantly more power than the last to break through.

    When the eighth window broke we were again faced with another, more powerful, static field. Our Cesium reactor was running at 90% to keep the eight windows open. Our experiment was a failure. The static windows were closed and the reactor returned to its idle state. We had made no further progress at solving the mystery of the DaCuban doors.

    Hershen walked out onto the surface carvings and stood looking down at the prostrate Kurtz figure. He knelt and placed his hands out onto the ring. Just as before, the great stone doors began to slide backwards, again, stopping at five meters. As I stood watching, one of our scientists walked to the human figure and did the same. The doors again began to slide backwards, stopping at ten meters.

    I looked up at the doors and had a sudden revelation. I reasoned that perhaps it took all of the species on a door, to bow as prostrate figures, for the great doors to open. AMP Command was all abuzz with our new theory. I suggested that we sign the alliance accords with the Mundari and then bring them to the site.

    The following day the Mundari not only signed the alliance papers, they requested to join the AMP. I was stunned and at the same time could easily see it as being a normal reaction after the Jessian annihilation. The Mundari citizens were scared and they had pressed their government for action. The AMP was once again expanding.

    I invited Ambassador Kurg along with a Nickarian Ambassador for a ride to the planet DaCuban. At first Kurg was troubled by the thought of returning to the place where he had almost been captured by the Frekkin. But the thought of traveling such a great distance in such a short time had him excited and eager to get underway. The Nickarian Ambassador was stoic and acted unimpressed, but I could see the gleam in his eye when Kurg talked of the Jacques' speed. The following morning we lifted off.

    When we arrived at DaCuban the science team was gone. They had been recalled after their extended stay and a new team would be sent out shortly. As we slowed, coming in close to the planet, the Nickarian winced when the Blake Adventure came into view. He had heard enough stories during his lifetime about the ill-fated voyage, that the seeing of it in real life held little appeal. His apathy turned to confusion as we settled next to the disguised mountain top. That apathy next turned to wonder as we slipped through the facade surrounding the great doors.

    The Jacques settled gently on the surface area and the door on its side opened. I stepped out and invited the two Ambassadors to see what had been a mystery to us since we had first discovered it. The Ambassadors were fascinated by what they saw. Kurg looked at the Gidden figure on the door and then out at the prostrate Gidden on the surface. He then asked what the meaning of it all was.

    I told him it was a mystery that we had not been able to solve. I told of our encounters with so many of the species on both doors. I then told of the crystals and of how the great doors had moved back when one of the species bowed and touched a crystal. The two ambassadors stared quietly as their minds raced. They both had a look of concern and surprise when I mentioned that the doors were more than 70,000 years old, or 24,256,346 Geks.

    I then asked Hershen to bow and touch the crystal in front of the Kurtz figure. The great stone doors moved back five meters. I asked Kurg to do the same. After a short hesitation he knelt, extended his long spindly arms and touched the crystal in front of him. The crystal in its center glowed and the door moved back another five meters. I next asked the Nickarian ambassador to do the same and again the great doors moved back.

    I knelt down, extended my arms and placed the palms of my hands on the crystal in front of me. The crystal glowed but the doors would not move. I knelt, staring down the corridor before us wondering what I was doing wrong. The doors remained closed and nothing was revealed. As we each stood the great doors moved back to their original position. I looked up at the figures on the door and reasoned again that perhaps we needed all of the species together before the great doors would open.

    We discussed our findings on our flight back to Meyer. I asked the ambassador if there were any Jessians still alive in the Effort. He replied that he was unaware of any. The assassins had done a thorough job during the Jessian annihilation. I then began to think of the other species we had encountered.

    On the right door we knew nothing of the species on the top row. The Jessians were now missing from the second row and the Waffen were gone from the third.  On the left door the Roache, Moom and Reladians were all dead from the fourth row. I began to wonder if the species were being systematically annihilated. The anthropologists at AMP Command soon came back with the same thoughts.

    They reasoned that perhaps the Ogle, Meche and Frekkin were intent on wiping out the other species on the doors. If so, they were also possibly aware of the DaCuban doors existence. I then remembered that the Borten were dead, wiped out by the Ogle. It made no sense that the Frekkin would be working with the Ogle or the Meche when there was already evidence that they were bitter enemies. There were too many mysteries remaining that needed to be solved. We arrived back at Meyer in the morning.

    With the Mundari now a part of the AMP my ambassadorial duties were stepped up. For months I was sent to meeting after meeting in the Mundari system, cementing ties between their leaders and ours. Each of the species we encountered had their own quirks, as did Man, but they each had qualities that we had normally only associated as being human. Love, hate, jealousy, happiness, charity and greed... each race had their own versions of the same emotions, fears and cultural norms that made their race unique but eerily similar to the rest.

    I was in a meeting with the local politicians on a minor Mundari planet when an alert came through. Visitors were approaching DaCuban. With no new headway being made the science team that had been assigned to the planet had been sent home, but our sensors remained and an alert was issued.

    I broke the meeting early and apologized to the other attendees. Hershen and I rushed to the Jacques and were soon speeding towards DaCuban at full throttle. Our sensors at DaCuban soon identified the approaching ship as the Frekkin matrix. It had stopped in orbit around the planet and then a single sphere had separated, dropped through the atmosphere and stopped just short of the mountain site.

    Several quick bursts from its weapons and our facade that hid the mysterious doors was destroyed, along with our sensor arrays. The Frekkin were now in control of the site. I set our shields to max and then maneuvered the Jacques down through the atmosphere to a position only a kilometer away from the Frekkin vessel. Our newest shielding and our latest attempts to mask any signature we might be emitting were paying off as we sat undetected while we quietly watched.

    A Frekkin emerged from the ship followed closely by a number of Por Hollis guards. Various boxes of equipment were brought out, hooked up and powered on. It seemed the Frekkin had a science team of their own and that this was not their first visit to the site.

    As we watched I was curious as to what the Frekkin might know that we did not. Our brightest minds had been hard at work on the site for more than a year and had come away with nothing more than what we had learned in our initial visit. From the movements on the surface area in front of the great doors I could only guess that the Frekkin had found out nothing more than our own teams.

    Several hours passed when the first of the other species was brought out. It was a Meche which sent a sudden chill up my spine. But it was soon evident that the Meche was not there of its free will. Next out was a Roache followed by a Reladian. Eight Por Hollis soldiers then struggled to pull out one of the monstrous Jessians as it pushed and pulled with the obvious intention of making the soldier's lives difficult.

    I looked at Hershen and remarked that there was at least one Jessian still alive. Following the Jessian was a Gidden who looked as though he had been severally beaten or injured. The Gidden struggled to walk down the ramp of the ship under its own power.

    As the Gidden was moved into position over the prostrate carving of itself the Frekkin in charge barked orders for the next of the species to be brought out. It was a Waffen and was followed closely behind by a Kurtz. I looked at Hershen and then back at the Kurtz and then again back at Hershen. While I had believed initially that most Kurtz looked alike that perception had drastically changed over the years as I became familiar with those little subtleties that made each of them unique. But this Kurtz looked identical to Hershen in every possible way.

    As the next figure emerged from the Frekkin ship Hershen stood up in his chair. He looked at me and then pointed at the holo-screen. I zoomed in with the video sensor and was shocked at what I saw. It was me or at least an identical version of me, walking down the ramp from the ship. As I thought back to our time of captivity with the Frekkin I then realized why they had taken so many blood and body tissue samples. We had been cloned!

    Missing from the known species on the right door was a Nickarian, a Hark, a Bellian and a Karant. From the left door an Ogle, a Borten and a Moom were absent. As I sat staring at my exact copy standing on the carved human figure the Frekkin commander then barked another order. Five more Por Hollis soldiers brought out another struggling species. It was an Ogle and it was fighting mad.

    The Ogle was heavily bound and yet it was still able to twitch and squirm and jerk, making the task of moving it a heavy chore. When the soldiers had the Ogle in place over its carving the Frekkin commander then moved to a position directly in front of the doors. An order to proceed was then given.

    The Gidden was the first to be forced into the prostrate position. The crystal in the center of the Gidden ring soon began to glow and the great doors moved back five meters. Next was the Jessian. It lurched violently and rolled free for only a moment, but it was long enough for a swing of its powerful arm to send a Por Hollis flying backwards and over the cliff's edge. It had a thousand meter fall to its death.

    Several shocks were administered to the Jessian's temple and it quickly fell in line. With the Jessian once again subdued the procedure was continued and the great doors again moved back five meters. The Waffen was then forced into position and again the great doors moved backwards. The Kurtz clone knelt without struggle making it evident that it had no animosity towards the beings that ruled over it. I reasoned that it had probably been taught that its captors were really its god and having learned such it bowed willingly.

    Next was the clone of me. Again there was no sign of struggle as my perfect replica knelt and placed the palms of its hands out onto the Human crystal. I took note that the crystal glowed but the great doors did not move, just as they had done with me. The clone tried repeatedly to enable the crystal, with each attempt being a failure. The Frekkin commander was livid and lashed out at the others standing on the surface. He then turned to the species of the left door, starting with the Ogle.

    The Ogle kicked, growled and jerked violently before a shock to its temple brought it into submission. With each of the species of the left the great doors again moved back another five meters. The last of the species to bow before the great doors was the Frekkin commander. As she stretched out her tiny arms and looked up the crystal began to glow and the great doors move back another five meters. But nothing else happened...

    After several minutes in the prostrate position the Frekkin commander rose and began to scream and stomp around in frustration... her tiny arms and hands cupped behind her head as she exposed her teeth in anger. A Por Hollis soldier then appeared at the door of the Frekkin ship yelling at his commander.

    Seconds later alerts went off on our holo-screens as an Ogle and then a number of Meche ships appeared in orbit. A powerful particle beam began to cut through the matrix of Frekkin globe ships as they began to spin up. When the orange glow of their shields came on full the Ogle particle beam could no longer penetrate the Frekkin shield.

    The Meche ships then began their assault but no damage was being done to the Frekkin matrix. The matrix began to eject the parts from its globes that had fallen prey to the particle beam. Several minutes later the matrix was spinning fully and began to move. The Meche ships were quickly chased and annihilated.

    The Frekkin commander at the DaCuban doors had taken the few moments of chaos to load his captives back onto his ship. The Frekkin ship shot quickly upward through the atmosphere in an attempt to rejoin the matrix. The Ogle ship moved in with a tractor beam and pulled the Frekkin vessel aboard. Then, in the blink of an eye, the Ogle ship disappeared.

    When the matrix had finished off the last Meche ship it returned to its place in orbit. Five more Ogle ships then appeared and another fierce battle ensued. The five Ogle ships quickly joined together and the particle beam they emitted was just powerful enough to cut through the orange Frekkin shield. The fight lasted for nearly an hour before the Frekkin matrix left in retreat. The Ogle ships then vanished as quickly as they had come.

    As I sat discussing the incident with Hershen the Frekkin commander suddenly appeared on the surface in front of the doors. She had hidden herself instead of boarding her vessel before its departure. It was a shrewd move and had prevented her capture by the Ogle. She was not counting on the waiting Human and Kurtz parked nearby with their hidden ship. Hershen quickly projected a static box field around her. She was now our prisoner.

    With Hershen still at the controls of the Jacques I floated to the surface and blinked in. The Frekkin commander was startled and attempted to move but the static field surrounding her held her in place. I then had the strange sensation that I knew her. It was the same Frekkin scientist that had watched over Hershen and I when we had been their prisoners.

    She immediately barked an order at me to assist her. When I refused she again had a startled look. I was not one of her clones. I was the real human. She quickly vanished from view, but I knew she was trapped inside the static field. I waited with a smirk on my face while continuing to stare at the static field. After several minutes she popped back into view in front of me.

    Using our translator and a resonant frequency of the field I decided to strike up a conversation. I didn't bother to posture or threaten the little dog-like creature as she was trapped and of no danger to us. I instead took the time to ask her questions... questions about the DaCuban site.  I started by calling her name... "Shtia."

    I began the conversation by asking how she had been. I remarked of how well she looked as I grinned at her non-stop. When my sarcastic mood came to an end I turned my questioning to the issues at hand. What did the Frekkin know about the doors and how long had they known.

    Shtia was quiet and refused to answer. I called to Hershen for assistance and minutes later he appeared beside me. He had a small aerosol container in his hand with a vial of green liquid attached. When I asked him what it was he remarked that I should know. The Kurtz had used it on me many years ago, when I had first been taken captive. It was the green mist that had been used for my interrogation.

    Hershen continued in its description by stating that this was the "latest" version. It was much more effective that what I had been given and with it now being used on a much smaller being the effects would come on much more quickly. I then looked at the static box and back at Hershen. He remarked that the box was our friend and with a thought to his helmet computer a small window opened in the side of the static field, courtesy of the multi-field unit on the Jacques.

    He sprayed a short stream of the liquid into the static box and then closed the window with another thought. Shtia attempted to close her helmet but she was too late. The truth spray took hold. The dog-like creature first began to smile before scrunching down and cowering in fear. In less than a minute her mind raced through bouts of fear and ecstasy before settling in on a euphoric glee.

    The Frekkin had only recently discovered the site. Had they known about it before they would have spared the Fromus species from annihilation. They had declared war on a species named the Fromus. It was the second species on the second row of the left hand door. They had attempted to subjugate the Fromus, but when they failed, they instead wiped out their entire population. It was a savage and bloody war as the Fromus fought the Frekkin to the last being.

    Had the Frekkin known about the site earlier they would have spared at least one Fromus, captured a Nickarian and seen to it that at least one Borten, Roache, Moom and Kalant had lived. They too believed the great doors could be opened by having all of the species present.

    I asked about the beings on the top row and the Frekkin replied that they were unknown. Every species they had encountered during their long history was of the ones that were visible on the two doors or of those on the archway. The species on the top rows remained a mystery. They had all the known living species with them except for a Nickarian.

    Shtia was baffled as to why my clone had not been able to enable the human ring. The being she had brought with her on the ship was an exact clone of me, of my human DNA. I asked why they had not cloned the other species to which she replied that our DNA and that of the Kurtz had been the only ones that had taken successfully. The Kurtz clone had a reduced cognitive ability making it of little use except as a being for the DaCuban experiment.

    The Jessian DNA had several odd formations that they had not been able to replicate. The closest they had come was to create a warrior made from the DNA of Hershen, the Jessian prisoner and of me. It stood three meters tall, had an oversized human brain and the Kurtz skin and eyes. But it was docile and not easily moved into action.

    I began to wonder about what the outcome would have been if the Human Empire had gone up against the Frekkin. They had been occupied with fleeing their worlds and the Ogle when we had only begun to make contact. Their technology at the time was far superior to ours. I wondered if Man would have survived a full on war.

    We had been witness to ten species moving the great doors back 50 meters, but nothing new was revealed. In our travels we had identified all of the known species on the two doors and most upon the archway. We had encountered species that had every intention of either making us slaves or wiping us out. Our part of the galaxy was indeed a hostile place.

    I made a request to Kurg that we bring Shtia to Meyer so that any tracking devices could be removed. He was hesitant at first until I explained that the Frekkin were already aware of the location of their world so nothing new would be revealed. Kurg accepted my request and we were soon on our way. Once any tracking devices had been removed Shtia would be heading for Earth.

  


  
    Chapter 9

    


    

    


    

    We touched down at a base just outside of Los Angeles. I was eager to turn over our Frekkin guest to the science team before grabbing an air taxi to Alabama. When I arrived home I was again shocked by what I saw. I stepped out of the taxi onto the drive in front of the modular home. A humanoid looking robot was riding my father's tractor as it plowed a small field. Two other robots were working in my mother's garden.

    When I walked in the front door the three of them were sitting back in chairs with their feet propped up and BGS helmets on. I said hello and it took them several seconds to respond. Their visors lifted and I was greeted with smiles. It was a strange greeting and came without any actual physical interaction.

    When I questioned what they were doing they responded that the latest helmets had a holo-screen built in that was tied directly to their robotic counterparts. They could each seamlessly direct their robots to perform any tasks that were needed without having to get out of their chairs. The BGS suits kept them physically healthy while the robots did all the actual work.

    I wondered if the human race would become nothing more than lumps in a chair with robotic equals that performed all of their work. It was certainly a less dangerous way of accomplishing any task, but I wondered if we would soon lose the mental experience that came with our interactions in the physical world.

    I was soon schooled on the forced feedback that came through the BGS suit. If the robot reached down and picked up a tomato my mother would feel the light resistance the tomato offered against her own fingers. The holo-screen gave her a visual view that was similar in quality to the real thing. The audio filtered in through stereo speakers. My parents would sit happily in their chairs all day while their virtual extension went about their daily chores.

    I asked where Zack's wife was to which they responded that she had moved out and settled in New York. It was the new home port of Zack and her sons. The three of them were off-world for the next five months, but would be returning in August for a six month training tour in New York.

    After a week-long visit home I could not wait to get back to duty. My parents seemed strangely occupied with their virtual lives. They had gone as far as sending their robots into town to meet with the robots of other friends, all carrying on as though they were there themselves.

    Hershen had taken the time to visit with his brother on Toledus. Upon his return he had a similar story to tell of the Kurtz people beginning to live their lives through Virtual Robotic Mimicry as they termed it. VRM was government sponsored and had spread like wildfire when first introduced.

    The Kurtz had gone as far as making their robots as similar looking to themselves as they could. Hershen had been ill at ease during his visit when he had discovered that an hour long conversation had been had with his brother's VRM instead of with his brother in person. I wondered how long it would be before the robots of Earth were covered with flesh and hair. Many aspects of it seemed very wrong. I found it all disturbing.

    With the intelligence extracted from Shtia, AMP Command sent a scout ship to the Frekkin's last known location. As expected, they had already moved on. Shtia had led on that the entire Frekkin people, as well as the Por Hollis, were living in one giant globe ship matrix that they would move whenever needed. With Shtia's capture, that need for a move had arisen.

    The Mundari assimilation into the AMP continued. In less than a year most of the technologies available had been transferred between all of the species where all could benefit. Every adult Human and every adult Kurtz now had a personal VRM that could be used to do any or all of the tasks required of being a citizen.

    There were grumblings by many parents over not having VRMs for their children but the AMP Council of Governance had decided that children needed to grow and experience life in their natural bodies so that they could function, if needed, on their own. I felt it was a wise decision that every citizen knows what it was like to work, to interact and to have their lives in danger from the real world. When living through a VRM there was no real danger to the controller.

    Over the next several years there were no sightings of either the Ogle or the Frekkin. The AMP had spy drones camped out near the Meche worlds, but no suspicious activity was taken note of. I began to wonder if the Frekkin had possibly discovered the Ogle home world and with that discovery had launched an attack. I could think of no other explanation as to why both species had not been heard from.

    I had requested that Hershen and I once again be given control of the Jacques for journeys of exploration into the unknown. My ambassadorial duties had become stale with no real benefit derived from my presence. I still had many friends at AMP Command and my request was quickly honored.

    I was given my choice of a science officer and an engineer. My first thoughts were of Boota, but I did not feel the Kurtz would be comfortable with my choice. Boota was among their chief scientists and of too high a value to his people. So, I instead asked for volunteers.

    A number of resumes were scanned with a choice of Beatrice Frederick for the engineering position. She had an impressive list of accomplishments, but had yet to set foot in space. For the science position, Hershen selected Mika Honnes. She was a well-regarded Nickarian scientist with a background in anthropology. She would also easily double as our linguistics officer.

    The Jacques was refitted with the latest gear available from AMP Command. It remained the only ship in the fleet with an active Cesium reactor and multiple static field shielding. Designs for other ships were in the works, but none had yet to make it into the physical world.

    With the ship upgrades complete and supplies restocked I asked Hershen what destination he thought worthy of our exploration. He only thought for a moment before stating that the Cat's Eye nebula would make for a fascinating journey. I agreed and the course headings were entered into the Jacques computer.

    We lifted off as the sun set over the pacific on a beautiful July evening. The thin clouds on the horizon yielded a show or reds, oranges and pinks that would rival any sunset I had ever been witness to. We passed through the Earth shield, turned in the direction of our target and I pushed the throttle to full.

    As we passed through light speed Beatrice Frederic slumped over in her chair. Mika attempted to revive her, but she was unresponsive. I turned the ship and headed for the closest city with a medical bay. Five minutes later we were on the ground with a medical team heading our way. Beatrice was once again fully awake and insisting that she was fine.

    It took several hours before we got word back of what had happened. Beatrice had been wheelchair bound her entire life, having been born with birth defects that prevented her spine from properly forming. Numerous operations had failed at completely correcting her situation. Until the VRMs appeared she had been very limited in her physical abilities.

    She was attempting to send her VRM into space; a VRM that had been modified to look exactly like her but with no physical disability. But there was one problem with her plan that she had not fully thought through. When a ship passed through light speed any QE links were temporarily broken. She had lost the connection to her VRM the moment after I pushed the throttle to full.

    Someone at AMP Command had somehow overlooked the physical parameters of her resume and forwarded her as a candidate for the mission. When the full story was known I talked to the home mission commander and pushed for her continued inclusion on the flight. We had room on the Jacques for another passenger and a second science officer was notified of our interest.

    Lieutenant Marius Pierce was in the Science Command of the AMP Marines. He was brilliant, highly trained and capable. As with most of my reasonable requests, I was also honored with the allowance of Beatrice Frederick onto the team. Her VRM would be unavailable during faster than light travel but could quickly come back online with a fast reboot afterward. AMP Command allowed my request after it was pointed out that it would be a good situational test of a VRM on a mission.

    Hershen had also put forth the reasoning that the idea of having a disposable body on-board might come in handy should the need arise for such. Betty's VRM was all smiles when the approval came through. We again lifted off the following morning.

    At full throttle the 3,300 light year journey to the Cat's Eye nebula was run in only three days. As we approached the nebula a star system was selected that was 17 light years distance. Of the six planets in the system, the fourth planet was in the habitable zone. As we dropped below light speed, Betty's VRM came online and seconds later she began a conversation with Marius.

    We approached the planet with sensors and shields on full. No artificial signals were detected and the planet was immediately classified as unclaimed. The new world was 90% covered by vast oceans while three land masses dominated the rest. The atmospheric levels showed in the green on our holo-screens. Only minutes after taking up orbit around the planet I pushed the Jacques down through the atmosphere.

    We came to a halt hovering over a blue lagoon with a white sandy beach. Various green and blue palm tree-like plants lined its shore. A breakwater reef was visible beneath the crystal blue waters. Flying creatures, similar to Earth's birds and the Mamics of Toledus could be seen floating about the trees as a light sea-breeze pushed ashore.

    We moved the ship inland over the jungle and allowed our scanners and sensors to do their work. New species of both plant and animal were recorded and automatically cataloged. I fired a Protractinium pellet down into the planet surface that contained a micro-signature broadcast stating that the planet had been claimed by the AMP. The data that was gathered was quickly transferred across the ships QE comm link back to command. I looked back at Betty and asked AMP Command if the planet could henceforth be known as Betty. The request was approved.

    We scoured the planet Betty for a full day before finding evidence of sentient beings. They were primitives that lived and traveled in pods. Their small communities consisted of thatched wooden huts that looked like they could be quickly dismantled and moved if needed. A round stone marked the center of their camp. They were a thin gray biped species with white tufts of hair covering their faces, backs and privates. As we slowly glided overhead we remained invisible to their four blue eyes.

    One section of their small village had yellow animal skins that were stretched and drying in the hot afternoon sun. Several workers were busy cleaning a fresh kill as a group of others left into the blue-green jungle with clubs and spears. Marius then pointed to a smoke trail on the horizon. It was 130 kilometers distance which we then covered in a fraction of a second.

    It was another village, much larger than the first, with stone huts and stone walls surrounding them. The village lined a bluff along a wide slow river. The lowlands along the river had been furrowed and planted. Bright red fruits were visible on a number of surrounding trees. The yellow skinned biped villagers moved about the village and the fields conducting their daily chores.

    Wide swaths of grassland surrounded the village with the cultivated fields around it. The jungle had been pushed back. As we observed the villagers, Betty became the first to point out something of high interest. Our sensors had detected movement along the river's edge just to the south of the village. Canoes carrying 16 of the gray creatures were moving slowly up along the river bank.

    A single yellow skinned lookout sat on a high perch facing the last of the south fields. It was soon evident that the sentry was asleep as the gray creatures landed quietly, slipped up into the tall grass along the water’s edge and then all at once raced into the south field surprising and attacking four of the yellow workers. Hershen stood as if to put an end to the raid on the yellow skinned beings.

    The gray creatures were much faster than the defenseless Yellows and a savage beating of the captives ensued after each was quickly snared. A lookout in a high stand beyond the next field then sounded the alarm with a horn blast. The other yellow workers turned and slowly ran towards the safety of their stone walls.

    The four captives were taken to the canoes while three of the gray creatures surrounded the now awake sentry on the perch. The sentry cowered to one side of the stand as a Gray climbed up to him with a club in hand. After a hard swing his lifeless body fell to the ground. The two remaining Grays then began to drag him to the canoes.

    We were witness to what was probably an ongoing struggle between the two species. The agrarian society, although more advanced in civilization, was the weaker of the two. Their continued survival relied on planning ahead and keeping an ever watchful eye. I wondered if similar battles had taken place between the early species of humans on Earth, species that I at one time so long ago, had studied in high school.

    As we roamed across the planet from the daylight and into the darkness the Cat's Eye nebula was in its full spectacular glory. The glow of the hot gases that had been ejected from the bright hot star at its core gave an eerie red gloom to the darkness of the night sky. It was a spectacular site in the heavens, unlike anything that could be seen with the human eye from Earth.

    We spent the next week recording and cataloging every living thing on the planet Betty. Sensor scans told of mineral deposits, sea-life and weather conditions. Our monitoring of the native cultures revealed the same scenario happening time and again between the Grays and the Yellows. Several clans of Grays would move into an area of the Yellows before being driven back, deep into the jungles, by a much larger armed Yellow force.

    For seven months we continued our survey of the Cat's Eye nebula region. Of the 47 star systems we encountered, three habitable worlds were found, two with qualities very similar to that of Earth. The billions of suns in the Milky-Way galaxy were teaming with life, life waiting to be discovered.

    When our Cesium supply had dropped to 60% we set course for home. We would do a slow pass of 17 stars as our last attempt at gathering information for the current mission. On the three newly discovered worlds we had cataloged seven new low-order species, species that were in the initial stages of civilization, species in the initial stages of survival.

    We had passed twelve stars systems with no signs of life before we came to a small orange star with a single planet. We named it Mika after our engineer. Mika had 40% surface water, high mountain peaks and dense jungles. It was also emanating radio signals at frequencies similar to those used in Earth's later civilizations.

    As we approached the planet great cities came into view through the smog filled hazy skies that surrounded them. Smoke chugged from factory stacks as large gears and piping turned and twisted in every direction. It was a steam punker's dream come true. Vast fields of farms surrounded the industrial cities. Thick sea-level jungles turned into sparse forests as elevations moved to the highlands.

    The setting orange sun glowed red through the smog as we came through the atmosphere. Great steam powered flying machines moved travelers from one city to another. A quick scan revealed a super-heated source on the plane that provided the energy for steam conversion and propeller flight.

    The 12 large cities spread across the planet looked to be at peace with each other as no signs of a military were present. The tall thin red bipeds that inhabited Mika were a sporting people as any number of stadiums and arenas dotted the city's blocks. Row housing surrounded the factory areas which then fed into shopping districts, much like the evolution of cities we had seen on Earth.

    The radio signals that emanated from the planet were evidence of a society only on the verge of making use of electricity. Mika marveled at some of the massive geared devices that could be seen scattered around the cities. Everything was powered by mechanicals, giant gears turned as long shafts spun.

    After a week of observation of the cities we moved out over the great agricultural fields to the highlands. We stopped for only a moment to view a river the size of the Mississippi flowing over a waterfall. I wondered why the natives had not harnessed its power for their mechanical use. Scans then revealed a stone substructure at the base of the falls. I reasoned that perhaps an attempt had been made at its use with some catastrophic event bringing the venture to an end. With nothing else to see we lifted off into orbit before pushing the throttle full.

    The next star system had no planets, but it had a space station in a position aside a large asteroid. There was evidence of mining activity on the large rock. We drifted in close to get a scan of the asteroids make-up; s the data began to come back our reactor sputtered and shut down. Mika immediately got to work diagnosing the problem. The Cesium cooling system had shut down and the two backup systems had failed.

    Within minutes our now visible ship was being held in a static field box. Betty's VRM slumped over as its QE link was lost. It seemed the species aboard the station was advance enough to have the static field technology. They were a species that did not have a presence on the doors at DaCuban; that is unless they were one of the species whose identities had been warn away from the top of the doors.

    As our ship was pulled towards the station Mika attempted to light off a small Sodium reactor we had on-board. He hoped to power a static field window long enough for our ship to slip outside the box. From there, it was hoped that our active skin could be brought online, once again making us invisible.

    We soon found out the reactor did not have adequate power for a large enough window. A backup plan was quickly hatched where each of us would leave the ship, floating through the static window and out into space, hidden by our BGS suits. We would then micro-burst and attempt to drift onto the space station. From there we would work on regaining our ship and attaining our freedom.

    After quietly slipping through the static window I sent a delayed command to the Jacques. The static window closed as the power was switched to the active Sodium skin. Just as the Jacques vanished a second larger static box was brought online once again trapping us inside.

    Our desperate plan had backfired. Our ship had been separated from us and we were again captives. The static fields were pulled to the station where a port opened into an expansive chamber. We sat in the blackness of the static box, unable to communicate over our QE comm links, not wanting to risk broadcasting a radio signal to each other.

    The species that held us captive had patience. They waited... waited months until our power packs expired and our BGS suits went inactive. We were then introduced to the Nefarians, a species of nomadic explorers whose goal was to travel the stars gathering information from other beings. Several months later the Sodium supply on the Jacques expired, leaving it to their prying eyes.

    We were removed from our suits and questioned as to who we were and where we were from. They had their methods of making you talk and I soon told them almost everything. I told of Earth's struggle and then triumph. I told of worlds being destroyed. I told of the Frekkin, the Ogle and of the planet DaCuban. Their scientists were fascinated with every detail.

    For ten years we were held captive as the Nefarians worked to replicate our technologies. I was sitting in my cell, listening to Hershen tell a story, when the chief scientist among them paid us a visit. We were being released.

    The Nefarians were satisfied that they had gathered everything they could from us and our ship. We would be assisted in getting back into our suits and would then be allowed to board our ship and depart. The coolant system on the Jacques had been repaired... we were free to go.

    They had tried to no end to replicate the QE comm link technology but had been unsuccessful in every attempt. It was the only technology we possessed that they could not master, but they had patience. Our audio implants had been retained for further study. Our comm link to home was no more.

    We lifted off and instead of Earth I headed towards Meyer to see my old friend Kurg. The Gidden ambassador was happy to see that I was still alive. The AMP had only strengthened during our time in captivity. The Gidden labs swept our bodies, BGS suits and the Jacques for tracking devices, but none were found. We had indeed been set free.

    As we prepared to leave for Earth, Kurg handed us a QE comm device with a connection to AMP Command. I contacted Earth and received a warm welcome. They were glad we were coming home. Many things had changed since our capture. All would be explained when we arrived. I thanked Kurg for his assistance and generosity and we lifted off towards home. As I pushed the throttle to full the Jacques accelerated.
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    The following day we dropped thru light speed on our approach to Earth. Chaos ensued. Five Ogle ships were in battle with our fleets. We came to a full stop near the orbit of Mars as the battle raged. An Ogle ship then turned in our direction.

    I pushed the throttle in full reverse and in an instant our ship passed through the heliosphere. We were safe, but the fleet was not faring well. The powerful Ogle particle beams cut through our fighters with ease and pushed our larger ship's shields to the max. As two of the Ogle ships joined together, and then a third, I knew our fleet's time was coming to an end.

    I did a scan of the battlefield and was surprised that only two of our fleets had engaged. The 3rd and the 12th were giving everything they had for the protection of Earth. Before I could establish a QE comm connection to AMP Command the link went silent as a beam sliced down through Earth's atmosphere and obliterated much of the airfield near Savannah where the other end of my QE link resided.

    The Ogle particle beam cut deep into the Earth, melting or disintegrating nearly everything in its path. As the battle raged, and the 3rd and 12th fleets were ravaged, the Ogle ships deployed the long cylinders. Seconds later, the 6th and 8th fleets arrived and destroyed the CME initiator cylinders before they could do their damage. Just as quickly as the two fleets had appeared, they were gone.

    As the Ogle finished off the last ships of the 12th fleet I was startled as the Earth and Moon just disappeared. The Ogle ship went silent for several minutes while assessing the situation. After the final two of the five Ogle ships had joined together they initiated a full particle beam fire, directed towards the space that Earth and the Moon had previously occupied.

    The beam was captured by the active Sodium skin surrounding the planet before being passed around and emitted on the other side. From the Ogle's perspective the beam had not encountered anything of substance. It was as if the Earth and Moon had vanished.

    Several minutes passed before the Ogle ship once again blasted the space that Earth had previously occupied. This time however, there was a small residual glow at the point where the beam first came in contact with the shield, a glow that told the Ogle that Earth was still there.

    We moved back to a position just inside the asteroid belt where we could easily blend in. Our signature was small, but easily detected in open space. With the cover of the asteroids we would be difficult to detect, but not impossible.

    The Ogle ship continued its assault of the Earth shield and was soon refining the beams frequency and duration. The once continuous beam was now pulsating, the burst power levels far exceeding the original. It was not long before the great shield of Earth was being overwhelmed.

    When the first section failed the surrounding sections quickly buckled. A wide gap soon opened, exposing a vulnerable Earth below. I expected the following beams to begin the obliteration of my world, but the Ogle ships went silent.

    Several minutes passed before they began a new strategy. Thousands of smaller Ogle ships emerged from the combined five and screamed down through the shield gap to the planet below. The first several dozen were immediately pulverized by the ground defenses but the Ogle numbers were too great. A number of ships soon landed within the populated areas and began to take any encountered humans as captive.

    I looked at Hershen and made a command decision. He and I would attempt to drift onto the Ogle ships and begin a campaign of destruction. We did not have the firepower to take on the ships themselves, but we were unmatched when it came to hand-to-hand combat. The Ogle would rue the day they had invaded my planet.

    I had Mika pilot the Jacques towards the Ogle ships. Hershen and I then slipped out the back and began our half hour drift towards our nemesis. With luck, we would arrive undetected where we would begin our reign of terror. I was eager to get in the fight.

    Two hours after the beginning of the raid the small Ogle ships were departing the atmosphere. As they docked with the larger ones we silently drifted aboard the fourth of the five Ogle vessels. We dropped our shielding to the minimum invisible setting allowing us to interact with the ships gravity. When we came to rest we were in a storage room.

    In an instant the Ogle ships split apart and vanished one by one. The ship we had invaded shuddered and our helmet sensors quickly lost all perspective. We were moving under whatever mechanism the Ogle employed, but we had no idea to where.

    We began a systematic search of their ship. We began by doing a micro-burst in the direction of the port where the smaller ships had docked. We passed through numerous bulkheads, hangars and storage compartments before coming into the docking bay where our fellow humans were being unloaded. A quick count placed the number of abductees at 18.

    The Ogle troops that surrounded them looked formidable, but slightly smaller in frame than me. As we watched it became apparent that the humans did not seem to be afraid. I found it strange that they seemed altogether defiant. They were captive aboard an alien vessel and outgunned, and yet they showed no fear. I had a sudden rush of pride in my people as they faced almost certain death from the species that held them captive, they were humans and they were standing strong.

    Seconds later an Ogle guard got in close to one of the captives. It screamed some high pitched obscenity at the human and then reached out and slapped its face. The Ogle was not prepared for the reaction. The human, who had no doubt spent many years in his BGS, returned an uppercut punch to the cat-like creature. His fist, first breaking through the skin under the jaw, and then pushing upwards into the cat's brain. The Ogle trooper dropped to the hangar floor... dead.

    A blaster weapon was quickly turned on the human, blowing him backwards into another Ogle guard, both fell to the floor. As a last gesture of defiance the human reached out and grasped the fallen Ogle's windpipe before the next shot severed his arm. But it was too late for the fallen Ogle as the human had accomplished his task.

    A static box was then placed around the remaining 17 captives as an Ogle commander screeched orders. His troopers moved back from the box and took up defensive positions. I found it curious that the captives showed little emotion during the assault. They each maintained their stance in a defiant manner, as if ready to defend themselves should they be attacked. I could only imagine what use the Ogle had in store for them as being captive was neither a mental or physical picnic.

    For five days Hershen and I waited and watched. We took the time to explore the surroundings with the hopes of gaining some advantage. Our raid aboard the Ogle ship now seemed like a decision that was made in haste. But it was a decision we had to live with. On the sixth day we were rewarded with new insights into the Ogle's plans.

    When the Ogle ships came to a stop they were in orbit around the planet DaCuban. The human captives were once again loaded onto the smaller Ogle transport. Hershen and I took the opportunity to micro-burst aboard the smaller ship with them. Minutes later we were setting down on the surface just in front of the great doors.

    A second Ogle transport was parked and waiting when we arrived. We drifted just outside the ship and took up a position on the surface with a full field of view. The doors of the second ship opened and a parade of beings that had been captured from the Frekkin began to emerge. They were pushed and prodded into their specific locations on the surface before the great doors.

    As each being stretched out and touched the crystal before them the great doors began to slide back. When the human clone was forced down upon the human crystal it began to glow, but the doors did not move. An Ogle officer strode over to the human, aimed a weapon at its head and then gestured for it to rise. The Ogle then began to move its arms in a manner that could only be interpreted to mean "move back."

    My clone stepped backwards until the Ogle stopped it just short of the cliff's edge. The first of the human captives was then brought forth from the second transport. She, like the others, was pushed and prodded into position over the human figure. She was then turned towards my clone by the screeching Ogle officer. After a short rant, a bolt of energy was released from his weapon; it struck my clone square in the chest. I winced as the ribcage of my exact replica blew open as it fell backwards over the cliff's edge.

    The second human was then forced to kneel and touch the human crystal. Again the crystal glowed, but the great doors did not move. The Ogle officer went into a wild rant, raising the human to her feet and then pushing her backwards towards the cliff's edge. The cycle was then repeated until only four humans remained.

    The Ogle forced them as a group to kneel and touch the crystal and again the door did not move. I again winced as the four captives were summarily executed. The remaining species were loaded back onto the Ogle transport as the officer stamped around on the surface, bristling his fur and screeching at his troopers.

    I was unsure of why the great doors had not moved for the human captives. I had guessed that the doors had not moved for my clone or I because of my changed DNA. But these were humans, taken directly from Earth. I wondered why they were unable to command the alien artifact. Had our DNA somehow evolved to the point of not being recognized? I was unsure of how to interpret what I had just seen.

    As the Ogle officer moved towards his ship, Hershen and I took the opportunity to slip aboard with him. The doors closed and the Ogle transport rocketed back through the atmosphere to dock with its mother-ship. The giant Ogle vessel then shuddered and in the blink of an eye we were again moving through space at far above light speed.

    Hershen and I settled in a little used storage locker. It was the first day in six that I had been able to see or verbally communicate with my friend. The small proximity sensor in our suits was the only way each of us had known the other was still there. When I had moved, Hershen followed after. It was a routine we were both familiar with.

    As we sat we immediately began our discussions. Why had the captured humans failed to move the great doors? And why had the Ogle abandoned their assault of our planet when it was there, shield broken and ready to be destroyed? We came up with many theories, but none took hold. After several hours of confused discussion the decision was made to begin a full exploration of the Ogle vessel.

    If the Ogle ships were headed back to Earth, and if we could uncover vulnerability, Earth might have a chance at survival. When the sixth day of flight had come and gone it became apparent that Earth was not our next destination. We continued to push on with our exploration of the Ogle vessel. We took many chances as we jumped from room to room, but the Ogle troops seemed secure on their ship and our transgressions went unnoticed.

    The interior of the Ogle vessel was jet black. All rooms were arranged with open spaces between them. A narrow plastic-like bar that stretched from one room to another was all that was available for walking. Numerous bars went across to the next room as well as down to the rooms below.

    The Ogle were nimble creatures with fantastic balance. When two Ogle encountered each other on a bar, one would simply hop over the other as if it was not there. I was reminded of the stray cats that had at one time walked the fence-tops of my Grandfather's farm. They moved about as if walking on solid ground.

    As we moved from room to room we came across a mess-hall for the Ogle troops. A disgusting pink paste was extruded onto a conveyor belt of sorts and the Ogle soldiers took turns pushing each other out of the way to get their share of the meal. When a cat was satisfied it moved away from the line, curled up and took a nap. Other than the constant den of screeches and howls by those plying for food, the Ogle took on a more friendly appearance when fed.

    Our next stop was a weapons bay where a glowing blue tube filled one wall. It was a particle beam, constantly running, constantly at the ready. I wondered what havoc a well-placed gravity pulse might do to the surrounding ship. It was a suicide move that Hershen and I would store away for possible future use.

    The next large room we entered was quickly determined to be a mating room. Hundreds of cats were engaged in behavior that on one hand had me wanting to blush while on the other to bust out laughing. I had a strong urge to turn a garden hose on the lot of them. Hershen then pointed out that the Ogle were the only species besides humans that mated the old fashioned way. It was not however, a commonality that would bring our species closer together.

    On the 14th day the Ogle ship again shuddered as it came to a stop. We micro-burst our way to the nearest exterior bulkhead and then slipped into the empty space beyond. There, fully in our view, was the Ogle home world. I quickly took a scan of the surrounding stars and within seconds my helmet computer gave an estimate of 1982 light years from Earth, smack in the middle of the M25 open star cluster.

    The Ogle world was black with millions if not billions of tiny surface lights glowing. It had a yellow sun that was similar in size to that of Earth's own. Hundreds of stations dotted the space surrounding the Ogle planet and hundreds of the large Ogle ships were docked at them. It was a force that could easily destroy any fleet that Earth could muster.

    The five Ogle ships then separated and docked with the nearest station. We slowly drifted aboard and began to poke around. The stations were immense and we could only guess that each contained hundreds of millions of Ogle citizens. Other than the feeding frenzy we had been witness to on our journey, the Ogle seemed to be a much disciplined species. We had yet to see a single argument begin or a single disciplinary action taken. Everyone knew their place and how to do their job.

    As we slowly moved from room to room our helmet computers quickly chimed up a message. They had gathered enough information from our journey to make an informed attempt at understanding the Ogle language. I gave the mental command to start the translations and was soon rewarded with our first interpretation of a conversation between two Ogle.

    An Ogle officer was commanding an underling on any number of tasks to be accomplished during his shift. It was a long list and I had to reason that the Ogle had good memory. The officer spoke the list once and then turned and strode off. The soldier then proceeded to head off to accomplish his first task.

    We continued our spy mission and soon landed in a room full of diplomats. The discussion was about the DaCuban doors and several heated, but respectful discussions ensued. The Ogle scientists were baffled as to why the human captives had not worked to open the doors. It was evident, from the carvings, that we were indeed the species in question.

    One of the scientists then made a statement about how the DNA of the captives had mapped almost exactly to that of the human stolen from the Frekkin. A big red light then began to flash in my head. The captives had somehow been injected with my improved DNA. I reasoned that during our last ten years of captivity, Earth must have conducted an enormous genetic experiment on all humans. They now all had my super-DNA.

    As the discussion continued, the topic turned to the Frekkin. They were an annoyance and a distraction to the Ogle. They needed to be dealt with but the Ogle military had been unable to track down their location, they were constantly on the move. Four probes had come in contact with the massive spinning Frekkin matrix and four times the Frekkin had immediately fled from the area. Thousands of new probes were being dispatched to the far corners of our arm of the Milky Way. The Ogle diplomats demanded satisfaction.

    When the topic reached that of Earth there seemed to be no clear plan of how to proceed. They reasoned that Earth could easily be destroyed, but then questioned if the humans held the secret to the DaCuban doors. I was waiting for an answer when one of the diplomats stood and adjourned the discussion for another day. Without further word the 36 attendees rose and exited from the room.

    It was frustrating, being so close to learning the possible fate of Earth, but the Ogle did not seem pressed for time. We continued to move from room to room until we found a small cubby-hole locker where we could discuss our findings. Hershen was the first to shake his head in discontent. He had no answers.

    With little to speculate upon we turned our efforts back towards our investigation of the Ogle through our drifting. We entered a room in close proximity to the mess-hall that we had seen earlier. The Ogle workers in the room were removing small skinned animals from large drums and tossing them into a meat grinder, the other end of which fed the mess-hall with its conveyer of pink paste.

    We then moved to the next room where hundreds of workers were busy removing what appeared to be fur before a machine then deboned the small animal carcass. The small steak sized slab of meat was then thrown into one of the large drums and wheeled off towards a freezer. When we drifted into the next room we got a view of who the Ogle really were... they were cannibals! It only took seconds to reason that this behavior likely accounted for their madness.

    The room was a birthing room with litter after litter of Ogle being delivered. When each newborn cat emerged it was graded for color. Those that were a complete jet black were placed gently on a cart and wheeled out of the room. The remaining, kittens of various color, were man handled, spun to snap their tender necks and then thrown into a barrel where they would eventually be taken to be skinned and deboned.

    It was an immediate realization by both Hershen and I that the Ogle were a species who could never be reasoned with. They were savages, even if being so in a somewhat orderly civilized fashion. They were mad with contempt for everyone but themselves. I knew the lowly Meche were only a patsy being used for their dirty biding. I had no doubt the Meche would be wiped from the galaxy when the Ogle determined it was time. Hershen and I, now disgusted, made our way back to the cubby-hole locker to ponder our next move. We were a long way from home.

  


  
    Chapter 11

    


    

    


    

    After a lengthy discussion about the Ogle's cannibalistic nature, we returned to our exploration. Our first point of interest was an immense power room. The Ogle power-stream consisted of several levels of both fusion and fission. A small reactor fused Hydrogen into Helium. The Helium was then bound to Beryllium where the two atoms were first split and then again fused into Lithium. Lithium then became the fuel for their main fusion reaction.

    The ship was also lined with many particle accelerator rings. Their power process yielded spare neutrons which were then magnetically bound and injected into the rings. Hershen would later speculate that perhaps their particle weapons had a limited life before their stored supply of neutrons would run out. It was something I would ask our scientists back home about... if we ever made it home.

    We next stumbled upon the ships arsenal. Row after row of blaster weapons were spread out like a sea before us. The blasters were packaged eight to a case. The cases were set next to a system of rails that went out of the walls, ceiling and floor of the large room in nearly every direction. Again our speculation was that if the need arose, the weapons would be sent to all parts of the ship in a matter of seconds. There would be no assault against an unarmed crew unless the weapons room was first put out of commission.

    Our exploration continued as we moved into a long oval shaped room. Once inside, we encountered a new creature. There were hundreds of this new species that resembled a flesh colored blob. The animal was the size of approximately one meter cubed with four beady eyes that surrounded a long snout.

    The Ogle were lined up around each of the creatures, purring and rubbing against them almost continuously. The creatures in turned stroked the cat's backs with their long snout. It was a strange sight which nearly turned deadly for us.

    All at once, every flesh colored snout in the room moved from a cat's back and aimed directly at us, their noses sniffing in the air as if sensing our presence. The cats all turned and looked in our direction, we slowly moved back out of the room. Even if the Ogle themselves were clueless to our presence, their pets, if that is what they were, could pick us out in an instant.

    As we continued to move about, the ship put off the tell-tale shudder of jumping to light speed. We were once again on the move. As luck would have it, our next exploration took us onto the ships bridge.

    The ships bridge was shaped like a long wide tunnel heading from a high point on the center of the ship's outer hull, to a point just before where the massive accelerator rings led into one giant neutron feed at the nose of the ship. As the room progressed forward and downward it was stationed off in tiers with hundreds of Ogle sitting at workstations and screeching commands. Cats leaped from one level to the next in a continuous parade of moving animals.

    As we peered down across the tiers my eyes became fixed on one particular Ogle. It sat, centered in the room, with one of the flesh colored creatures plopped down on either side of it. The cat wore a silver top of sorts that covered only its shoulders. Red tassels hung from either shoulder. I quickly reasoned it to be the ships commander since no other Ogle we had seen had decoration or clothing of any type.

    As we stood staring the two flesh colored creatures again gave up their caressing duties and aimed their snouts up the long expanse of the bridge towards Hershen and I, we beat a hasty retreat. The cubbyhole we had used several times before again became our sanctuary.

    Hershen was first to begin our discussion. The energy packs built into our BGS suits were empty and the spares we carried on our belts were getting dangerously low on Sodium. We had less than two weeks of energy left, and the two week estimate was with little or no activity. Our free explorations had come to an end.

    I used the gyroscopes built into my suit to determine the ships direction. Calculations soon told us that we were heading towards Earth. Our thoughts of discussing the explorations quickly turned to those of defense of home. Could we take down the Ogle ship from within?

    Our first ideas were to sabotage one of the free-neutron tubes. We reasoned that a powerful stream of neutrons released within the giant ship would be an effective method of causing either severe damage or possibly its full destruction. Our problem was one of how to initiate a breach of the tube without committing suicide.

    During the flight back to Earth we attempted to conserve our remaining Sodium fuel. Several scouting missions were conducted to determine the best location for an accelerator tube breach while giving at least a minimal chance of escape. A tube near the armory was selected.

    In addition, Hershen hatched a plan to try to steal the Ogle transport that held the DaCuban captives. With luck, we would destroy the Ogle ship as we escaped with the species that could potentially open the great doors on DaCuban. I accepted the task of sabotaging the accelerator tubes while Hershen would liberate the captives. With our plans in place we waited patiently for our queue.

    The Ogle ship shuddered as it came to a stop near what we thought was to be Earth. But it wasn't Earth we had come to wage war with... Toledus and Mabia. The planets had immediately gone into protective mode with their surrounding active shields coming quickly online.

    Four fleets of mixed Human and Kurtz warriors soon assaulted the 32 large Ogle ships that had dropped from light speed. After programming our suits to pick up the video feeds within the Ogle ship we watched as our fleets fought gallantly against the overwhelming force. The Ogle ships quickly joined into six pods of five ships before first firing their particle weapons.

    The second fleet was the first to take the heat. The first several shots of hyper-velocity neutrons were blocked by a newly installed powerful static field generator. This field was quickly defeated by a second beam coming from an Ogle pod firing from a side location.

    As I moved into position near a neutron tube Hershen made his way aboard the Ogle transport that housed the captives. The alarms of the transports theft sounded, I went to work on the neutron tube. My first attempt was to fire a gravity pulse from a distance. I rolled my eyes as nothing of significance happened. I moved close and set the pulse to maximum before letting loose with the second shot.

    Again the neutron tube showed no damage, even as the surrounding structure crumpled and broke free. This of course alerted the local cats to my presence and I was soon dodging random shots in my direction. I quickly jumped to the next room and again attempted to damage the neutron tube, again I was unsuccessful.

    Hershen lifted off in the docking bay of the Ogle ship but was trapped inside as the neutron beam would be used to destroy the transport if it left the bay. The transport had flown the perimeter of the bay several times taking out any small arms fire that came its way. I hurried to find a solution to our problem.

    As I moved into a third room I set my active skin to minimum and removed the BHD from its glove. I quickly programmed a delayed firing into its local control chip and then wedged it into a space beside the neutron tube housing. I quickly turned and ran for the nearest wall, blinking out with my BGS suit on full as I made contact.

    I drifted through several successive rooms before the BHD I had left behind activated. The microscopic black holes created by the BHD only required an instant to cut through the shielding of the neutron tube. As the neutrons broke free they annihilated everything in their path.

    I could do nothing but drift and hope the destruction did not come my way. My suit was on maximum, but this was not small arms fire I was looking to defend against. It was a stream of neutrons traveling at near the speed of light. My time was running out.

    As I exited a room I came in contact with a rail that was transporting blaster weapons to some other part of the ship. I reached out and blinked back in as the next case of eight blasters began to speed past. I grabbed and held on for dear life with every fiber of muscle I had in my left hand and forearm. At that moment I told Hershen over our old RF link to leave and not look back... I was finished.

    The case twisted and turned as it made its way towards the back of the ship. Ogle crewmen were running everywhere as the destruction from the loosed neutrons began to spread. The breach created by the BHD was small but the stream of particles it spewed forth was continuous. Explosions rocked the ship as the blaster weapon case I clung hard to came to a stop in the very docking bay that Hershen had been trapped in. I caught sight of the tail end of the transport as it exited through the now failing port.

    I let loose of the case and skidded into the open just as another violent explosion ripped through the Ogle ship. The transport slipped out through the open port as the power shut down on the containment field generator. I again flipped my suit to maximum shield as the vacuum of space pulled me quickly out along with several thousand Ogle as they attempted to scramble to other ships.

    As I drifted into the dead of space I turned just in time to see the escaping stream of neutrons as they cut through the other four ships in the pod. In a matter of seconds the five ships were engulfed in a ring of their own fire. They burned brightly as they began to disintegrate. I took pleasure in their demise as I drifted aimlessly.

    Three pods of Ogle ships quickly moved into position near Mabia and began to blast away at the great planetary shield. Again, the Kurtz had recently added powerful static field generators in an attempt to bolster their survivability, but the Ogle particle beams were still too powerful.

    The shield surrounding Mabia soon collapsed and the Ogle ships did a nasty job of scorching much of the planet's surface below. Instantly gone were the shining new cities and transportation systems. Gone were the newly terraformed lands and gone were many of Hershen's people.

    As I watched on the two remaining Ogle ships were busy releasing the long cylinders towards the Kurtz sun. I wondered aloud where the remainder of the AMP fleet was and why they had not engaged in an attempt to save the Kurtz worlds from destruction. In the dark recesses of my mind I raged at the humans who I suspected had kept the fleet to protect their own world... my world... Earth.

    When the shields had fallen on Toledus the Ogle ships were again relentless with their scorching strategy. As the remaining ship of the four Kurtz' fleets exploded in its final flash of glory the Ogle ships again fired the solar cylinders towards the Kurtz sun. I knew then that the two Kurtz planets were doomed. Our only consolation was that the stolen Ogle transport had slipped through light speed just after its exit; it was now headed towards Earth.

    The Kurtz had been our allies since I first conquered their original world of Toleda. Our friends fought bravely, we fought side-by-side against the Borten and Frekkin. But the Kurtz were no more as a powerful species. Their numbers would soon be few as billions of their citizens awaited a death sentence... death by Coronal Mass Ejection.

    I wanted to comfort my friend but he was now far away. We were soldiers and this was war. With an outcome of such certainty you could do nothing but accept it in silence. I was troubled that his ride to Earth would be long and quiet.

    As my thoughts turned back to the situation at hand, I knew I was in deep trouble. I was down to eight days of power and had no means of propulsion. A quick scan told me that although a large portion of one of the destroyed Ogle ships was floating in my direction it would miss my position by hundreds of kilometers.

    I was stuck, awaiting a cold and thankless death. I had thoughts of broadcasting a message to the Ogle, but I knew they were not a captor that I wished to give in to. I had seen how they treated prisoners and knew that it would not only mean certain death, but possibly a long and tortured one. I chose instead to keep my silence.

    When the solar cylinders exploded inside the Kurtz sun I knew my time was nearing an end. I watched helplessly as the twin coronal masses spread out in columns that would soon intersect the Kurtz worlds. The following day I watched in sadness as every life that had been spared from the particle beams was scorched by the million degree plasma.  The Kurtz worlds were gone. All but one of the Ogle ships then vanished in an instant.

    As I drifted, contemplating my final days, the remaining Ogle ship moved in my direction. It stopped only meters from me. I flailed my arms and legs in an attempt to move closer, but it only served to start me spinning. The Ogle ship, just out of my reach, then began a salvage operation on several of the larger portions of the destroyed ship's debris.

    For a full day I fought, wriggled and kicked, but moved no closer. Just as I had given in to the situation the sleek black ship moved around me. I dropped my active skin to a minimum and set my feet firmly onto the floor of a supply room. Seconds later I felt the shudder of the ship jumping through light speed.

    I was giddy with excitement; the excitement that came not only with survival, but with the opportunity to once again attempt to bring hurt and pain to my enemy. I began to make my way towards the blaster room as I was in need of a weapon that would not drain the little power I had remaining in my suit. I soon had a case open and a weapon in hand.

    With my BGS on minimum I was invisible to the naked eye, but the blaster weapon was not. As I gripped the stock it appeared to float in air by itself. I came to the realization that it would do me no good, as appealing as it was, to just start shooting at the first thing that moved. I needed a plan, a plan to maximize the damage that I could potentially do.

    I removed the blaster from the room and stuffed it in an obscure corner between two sets of interconnecting pipes. I covered the blaster shape with a loose towel that held a similar color as the pipes. It was not a perfect hideaway, but neither was it something that stood out, it was the best that I could do.

    I then began a new mission, a mission to come up with a plan. I spent the next two days drifting from room to room, looking for that one weakness that screamed out at me, but nothing of value presented itself. The blaster weapon was not powerful enough to breach the containment field of the neutron tubes. I would have to find another way.

    On the fourth day I drifted into the space dock. As I looked around my eyes came to a sudden stop. There, in the corner of the bay, was a small AMP science vessel. I took note of the markings of the Kurtz fleet. I reasoned that it had been captured near their worlds after dropping from light speed and into the fray of war.

    I wondered at what might have become of the unfortunate crew and then thought it better to not dwell upon. I scanned the bay around it and found no guards watching over it, so I wandered in close. It was a newer model that showed a thicker Sodium hull. I then realized that it could possibly have a supply of power packs, a supply that I was desperately in need of.

    I placed my suit on mid-level of shielding and quietly drifted inside. The ships stores were missing. I had thoughts of using the ship to escape until I realized that the Sodium reactor on-board had been turned off. If powered on it would be minutes before it was ready to fly, minutes that would bring in a horde of Ogle soldiers.

    I was trapped on the Ogle vessel, trapped with an ever smaller supply of energy. I would have to once again venture out, this time in search of the power packs taken from the captured ship. It was my only hope of keeping my BGS suit powered, my only hope of staying hidden and staying alive.

    I was unsure of where the Ogle ship was heading, I reasoned that perhaps it was Earth. The Kurtz world had suffered a horrible fate, a fate which ended all life. Hershen had escaped and slipped away into the dark expanse of space. The precious cargo he carried was likely the only chance we had of ever breaking the shroud of mystery that kept the doors at DaCuban sealed. I hoped his journey was swift and true and that he was once again among allies. As for myself, time was running out...
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    I was down to two days of fuel in my power pack. If it ran dry I would have only one additional day before the BGS suit would have to be shed. I would then be naked, would need food and would no longer be able to move about the ship freely.

    I searched in vain for the supplies that had been removed from the Kurtz science vessel. I still had no firm grasp of the Ogle culture and organization. I didn't know where to scout for Ogle scientists or engineers in an attempt to find the missing packs, so, I developed an alternate plan.

    Six Ogle blaster rifles were stolen and hidden in various areas around the ship. Each would be set to overload at intervals of a minute apart. As the first exploded I would attempt a restart of the Sodium reactor on the Kurtz science ship. With the planned disturbance from overloaded weapons, and a little luck, I hoped to power on the active skin and quickly slip away before they realized what had happened.

    The first rifle was hidden among the power feeds that kept the Ogle birthing room powered. I figured the possibility of disrupting their food supply was my best opportunity to create a distraction. They were crazy for their food and seemed to eat on regular schedules.

    The second weapon was hidden within the armory. What better way to signal an attack than an assault on their weapons. I took extra care to see that the rails leading from the room that would feed weapons to the docking bay were the rails that would be damaged by a blast. I hoped it would buy me precious time.

    The third weapon was hidden in the conference room where the diplomats exchanged their daily rants. An assault on their leadership would surely capture their attention. The fourth blaster was placed in the power room, near a small fission reactor. With luck a chain reaction would ensue that would bring down much of the ships power.

    A fifth weapon was hidden by the doorway of the room with the fleshy creatures. I could not chance hiding the blaster inside as the odd animals with their curious snouts might "sniff-out" and put an end to my plan before it began. It was a risk I was unwilling to take.

    The final blaster was placed high on the bridge where the controllers for the particle beam sat. I hoped the final distraction might give me the moment needed to fly away without having a particle beam cutting through my shield. Even the smallest amount of time could make the difference.

    With the rifles in place and the timers set for the following day, I returned to the docking bay to kill time. If I was able to restart the reactor I would be able to connect my suit directly into the ships power, alleviating my current problem. But a constant patrol of cats through the docking bay made an early restart impossible.

    The bay was filled with various small craft. There were cargo ships, what looked possibly like fighters and personal transports that I was sure belonged to the diplomats. I drifted into a fighter and found it to be a strange cockpit. A sleek rounded display wrapped the inside, there were no physical controls. Instead of a traditional seat there was a mat where the Ogle would lay down. There was no visible sign of restraint. I guessed that the Ogle had technology similar to ours where the inertial forces inside the craft were reduced to almost nothing. I wondered if there was any new technology to be gleaned from our cat-like enemies.

    I then drifted into one of the personal transports and found it to be stuffed with what appeared to be luxury accommodations. The hard mat from the fighter was replaced by an ultra-soft fur lined pocket. There was also a space just behind the pocket that had the same size and shape as one of the fleshy blobs. The diplomats traveled with their odd companions.

    I spent the remainder of the final time sitting in the Kurtz science vessel. It felt good to once again have familiar surroundings. I set my suit to four hours of sleep and was soon dreaming of better times. When the stimulants kicked in I longed to return to my subconscious where events were controlled by my thoughts. Instead, I awoke to the same hostile environment from which I had briefly escaped.

    As the final few minutes of zero hour approached I became increasingly nervous. What if the blaster rifles did not overload? What if only the first one exploded prompting me to restart the reactor only to find that the second blaster didn't go off. Would I tip my hand before having enough time to escape?

    I began to pace back and forth on the small deck of the Kurtz ship. When the timer reached zero I listened for an explosion, I heard and felt nothing. I drifted outside of the ship into the docking bay and immediately took note of the number of Ogle soldiers who were quickly gathering into a group. A commander was screeching orders at them. I took it as a sign that the first blaster had detonated.

    I drifted back into the science vessel and made my way to the reactor-start button. I hesitated for a moment knowing that this would be my only shot at an escape. I pressed the button and received only silence. Thoughts of failure began to fill my mind with fear. That fear quickly subsided when the first twinkling of a reactor start became visible; its control panel began to light up.

    I quickly grabbed a tether and connected my suit to the ships power. The Sodium fusion reaction began to build and the power storage parameter of my suit began to rise. As I watched the power level rise I began to get an uneasy feeling about the timings I had set for the blaster rifles. The Sodium reaction would be coming online, but it would not be at full power before the second rifle was to explode.

    With power building I flipped on the ships sensors to get a look at the docking bay guards. The commander continued to screech orders and one by one the Ogle soldiers under his command would turn and hurry off on some unseen task. That's when I took note of the Ogle who raced up to the commander pointing excitedly at the ship. The reactor start had been noticed.

    I began to talk to the reactor as if my prodding would somehow make it power up faster. I banged my hand on the holo-console while begging it to start up. Time seemed to slow to a crawl.

    When the reactor passed through 20% the holo-display in front of me came to life, but it was becoming apparent that my plan was falling apart. On the video feed I could see the commander and his troops wheeling a device out into the bay. It was soon aimed in my direction. Again I hesitated for a moment before making the decision that my time on the Kurtz ship had come to an end.

    I disconnected the tether and pushed hard with my feet and legs as I flipped the suits active skin to a higher setting. I drifted up through the top of the Kurtz science vessel just as the Ogle commander powered on the device. A static field box quickly formed around the Kurtz ship locking it in place. I had moved just in time.

    The Ogle commander then screeched a command at one of the soldiers who was standing at the device's controls. Several seconds passed before the static field surrounding the Kurtz ship began to shrink. As the box around the ship grew smaller it became apparent that it was crushing all that was inside the field. I watched in horror as my escape vessel was reduced in size until it occupied a space only a meter square.

    The device, with the crushed ship in tow, was then wheeled over to the open port of the docking bay. The crushed ship was ejected through the port and out into space. An instant later a particle beam from the ships defenses fired, the compacted meter square cube was vaporized. My ship and my thoughts of once again having power were gone.

    After drifting up and out of the top of the docking bay I came to rest in a storage room full of cat mats. In the space of a few minutes my mood had changed from one of apprehension and fear to one of excitement. It then settled in on depression. The Kurtz ship was gone and with it my chance of escape.

    As I wallowed in my failure my eye suddenly caught a glimpse of the small green parameter bar within my helmet that signified the power storage level of my suit. During the short time connected to the tether it had managed to charge my suit to a 30% level. I had been given another 15 days of life!

    My excited state began to return as I then felt the tremor from another blaster rifle as it overloaded and exploded. I checked the time and it was the third to go off... exactly on time. When the fourth rifle exploded I decided it was time to step up my little war on the Ogle.

    I would not be able to destroy the massive ship that held me, but I reasoned that I could make its occupants lives miserable. Gone would be their barbaric nursery and cannibalistic food source. Gone would be their horde of millions of blaster rifles. And gone would be their fleshy pets with the long snouts. The Ogle would soon know my wrath.

    As I made my way back towards the armory I could hear and see evidence of the other blaster explosions. The Ogle were scrambling everywhere. I stopped a few hundred meters shy of the one that had been placed outside the room with the fleshy pets. To my delight it exploded in a bright flash of glory sending debris into the room that house the strange animals. Wails of anguish could be heard coming forth.

    I continued on and took up a position on the bridge with a view of the particle beam station. Seconds later the final blaster exploded taking out nearly 30 Ogle technicians. Their offensive firepower had been taken down, if only for a few moments.

    Back at the armory a crew of 35 cats were busy cutting and welding in an attempt to repair the damage that had been done to the rails. A handful of Ogle soldiers stood guard while several officers plodded about, pointed and talked. It would not be long before the repairs were complete.

    My first thoughts were to grab another blaster and to open fire. But a second plan revealed itself as the Ogle officers directing efforts parted ways. I decided to tag along behind the more senior of the two as he left the room. His next stop was to the nursery where the first rifle had exploded. Another large crew of workers was busily cleaning up the damage while an officer looked on.

    The senior officer again quizzed his underling about the progress being made. Both cats remained calm as they talked over the issues at hand. The nursery would be back online within the day. All births had been moved to a temporary area where the process would continue. The off color kittens received the same treatment as before with their tiny carcasses filling up drums before being ground into food.

    The senior officer then continued with his tour. His final stop was to the diplomat’s room where a new conference was already underway. Debris had been cleared and new mats brought in as the cats lounged around and discussed the current events. The officer came into the room, screeched out a quick status and then departed.

    I watched the Ogle diplomats with fascination as they spoke, each courteously yielding to the next as they took turns speaking. When the final cat, the most decorated of those in the meeting, spoke the others listened intently. When the short speech ended the cats all rose at once and exited the room. There were no further discussions, no small groups or winks or nods, they just rose and left the room quietly.

    The Ogle were a strange breed. Many of the customs that most species easily fell into seemed to be absent from theirs. There were no signs of jealousy or greed or laughter. It was as if a large part of what made the Ogle an intelligent species of being was missing. While there was a modest amount of one of the most basic senses, pleasure, there was a lack of joy or happiness. Many of the traits we as humans would consider evil were present. It certainly showed in their lack of compassion for others.

    As the top diplomat left the room I decided to follow him to his quarters. The room was filled with raised platforms, all covered with the same fur I had seen in the ship I previously explored. The room had a single chamber in the back where four of the fleshy creatures lay. The diplomat plodded over to the chamber and then snuggled up in the center of the four creatures. Their long snouts began to gently poke, prod and brush its molting fur.

    I took a step closer and was reminded of the creature’s ability to detect my presence when all four of the long snouts turned in my direction at once. I had been made. But on this occasion I was not turning back. I walked up to the cat that was looking oddly at the fleshy creatures, wondering why they were not attending to its needs.

    I drew back my arm and blinked in as my fist came sharply forward. I landed a blow directly into its left eye socket. I could feel the soft bones snap and give way as my fist buried itself deep into the cat’s skull. The fleshy creatures all wriggled their snouts. At first it was in fear, but as the seconds passed I could see elation in their muted looking faces. They were prisoners and detested the grooming work they did. I gave one a gentle rub on the snout before turning and walking away.

    I again blinked out and sat just outside the door of the diplomat’s quarters. It was nearly an hour before an aid showed up with a plate of kitten brain for the now deceased cat. When the aid entered the room she screeched in horror when the site of the fallen diplomat came into view.

    Minutes later the room was filled with Ogle soldiers and officers. I watched with a smirk on my face. The cat-like beast had gotten what it deserved. But my smirk soon turned to anger as the four fleshy creatures, innocent creatures, were dragged from the small chamber and beaten until dead. It was a gruesome site as the Ogle spared no mercy.

    The two officers in the room ordered the six soldiers there to drag the dead creatures away. I decided it was again time for me to act. I stepped up, punching the first soldier in the back of the head while at the same time grabbing his blaster rifle. Five quick shots later left me standing face to face with an Ogle officer.

    As the cat lunged I blinked out, turned and then pushed the butt of the blaster rifle through the remaining stunned soldier's head. I then turned to the officer cat and fired a bolt of energy into its torso. Guts splattered on the wall behind it as it slumped to the floor.

    I dropped the blaster rifle and quickly blinked out. I walked out of the room and made my way back to the armory. The repairs to the rails had been completed and the room itself now had two guards stationed by the door. I reached out and flicked the ear of the left guard as I quickly blinked in and out. The cat turned towards the other guard and let out a hiss.

    When the left cat had settled back down I again flicked its ear. This time the Ogle guard stepped over to the other and hissed directly in its face. I took the opportunity to throw a punch while the two were close together. My fist grazed the top right portion of the left cat's skull, pushing in a section of bone that was almost the size of my fist. I continued the punch striking the second cat square between the eyes. A soft crunching sound told the story.

    I broke open another case of blaster rifles and once again began to plant them around the ship. The timers were all set to the same time. I then returned to the storage room I had found that was located just above the docking bay. Ten minutes passed before the rifles exploded. Once again I brought chaos to the Ogle's normal order.

    After hiding out for several hours, to allow things to settle down, I again ventured out to create mayhem. While on my way back to the armory I felt the great ship shudder as it dropped from light speed. We had reached our destination, I was eager to find out just where that might be.

    I moved back out onto the bridge where I could watch the holo-monitors of those in charge. My stomach jumped into my throat when I saw the partial shield and the blue planet on the screen before me. We had come to rest at the Gidden home world of Meyer. The Gidden fleet quickly engaged followed soon after by the Nickarians.

    The fighting was fierce as the home fleets deployed new static field shields. The shields were powerful and deflected the Ogle particle beams with energy to spare. I watched the battle unfold as 21 Ogle ships engaged the thousands of ships in the AMPs newest fleet. It looked as though the Gidden would once again hold their ground in battle with the Ogle.

    An Ogle ship was the first to be destroyed as nearly a million mini-fighters were unleashed upon it, riding in with the protection of the Starburst modules. I then resisted the urge to cheer as a second Ogle ship came under duress. The initial stage of the battle was going to the Gidden defenders.

    But as I had seen with war so many times before, the initial appearances did not always define the outcome. More than 300 of the black Ogle ships dropped into view accompanied by a fleet of Meche ships that numbered in the tens of thousands. The tides of war quickly turned against the AMP members. The Ogle ships combined into pods of a dozen ships and a new pulsating particle beam cut quickly through the Gidden static shields.

    Five Gidden battleships exploded in blue flame as the particle beams cut cleanly through them. The Meche ships quickly targeted the next set of Starburst modules, riding in behind them and destroying the mini-fighters before they could be launched. The battle around Meyer raged for nearly an Earth day before the Ogle deployed the CME cylinders. Every attempt at their destruction was thwarted by the mass of Meche ships.

    When the CME cylinders entered the Gidden sun I knew it was only a matter of time before the planet would be burned beyond recognition by the million degree plasma. The Ogle then turned the particle beams on Meyer before heading towards their next target. Millions of Gidden civilians died instantly as there was nowhere to run or hide. Again the Ogle were merciless.

    As the Ogle ships began their assault of the second Gidden world I decided it was time to continue my personal war. Again the armory was struck with a half dozen Ogle meeting death before another case of blaster rifles were set to overload. Hundreds of the evil cats died as blaster weapons overloaded in their sleeping chambers. The second shift on the bridge would struggle to staff all the positions needed as it was that sleeping crew that had been killed or badly injured.

    I continued my war as the second and the third Gidden suns were ignited. Two more fully populated planets would soon fry from the Ogle's ultimate weapon. On a trip to the bridge I took note of the fact that the ship I was on docked with 11 others in a pod. It was time for me to move on to a new target.

    I hurried through room after room until I passed through the outer skin of the ship. I was adrift in space for a half kilometer before reaching the next Ogle battleship. Once inside I made my way immediately to the armory and began a new round of chaos. Killing cats was my mission and I was becoming very skilled at it.

    The war continued for nine days before the last of the Nickarian worlds was targeted. Every civilian ship that had attempted to flee had been caught by the thousands of Meche ships that accompanied the Ogle before they could jump to light speed. The attackers were complete in their destruction.

    After jumping to the fourth ship in a pod to continue my fight the pods began to break up. The last Nickarian world was now waiting for death, the cylinders within its sun preparing to blow. After placing two cases of soon-to-be-overloaded blaster rifles I made my way to the ship's docking bay. As I entered I was confronted with a sight I had not expected. The Ogle had captured a ship and taken prisoners.

    Sixteen Gidden troopers were on their knees as a diplomat and his aid stood behind them. As I moved in closer I was shocked to see that it was my old friend Kurg. His diplomatic flyer had been captured during an attempted escape. It was an unusual move for the Ogle to take prisoners, but I was infinitely happy that they had.

    As I moved in quietly the Ogle commander on the scene ordered the execution of the Gidden troopers. They were summarily shot in the head as they knelt. The Ogle commander then stepped in close to Kurg's aid. With one slice from its right forepaw the Gidden aid fell backwards before the remaining Ogle soldiers pounced. In a flurry of screeches and howls the aid was torn from limb to limb, his remains then bandied about as if part of some sick game.

    When the melee had ended I could not help but look upon the slain soldiers. It was then that I noticed the power packs that adorned their belts, now mixed with all the blood and guts of the fallen heroes. Two worker cats then arrived to clean up the mess. I watched intently as the remains were gathered only to be denied to me. A static box was formed around the mess and then compressed down to the size of a small package. The box was then quickly sent hurdling out into space through the open port of the bay.

    I wanted badly to rescue my friend but the dozen Ogle soldiers who surrounded him left me with few options. A cat then took up position on either side and began to escort the ambassador away from the bay. I took the opportunity to search the Gidden vessel for power packs, none were found.

    I spent many hours moving from room to room before I found Kurg sitting in a holding cell, his face buried in his hands as the tears flowed. Everyone he knew and everything he had ever known had come to a fiery end. When he took a moment to raise his head I saw the same look I had seen in Hershen's eyes when Toledus and Mabia had been destroyed. It was a look of dismay and defeat.

    Two Ogle guards stood in the room with him while another stood outside the door. I scouted the area for an escape route, but none was found that would ensure that my friend would continue to live. I then stepped up to the guard standing outside the door and smashed him in the face. As the other guards stepped out of the room they each met with the same fate, a crushed skull from a fist of fury.

    Kurg gazed towards the door with a curious look; three Ogle guards lay dead on the floor before him. He then jumped as a voice whispered into his ear. I told him briefly of my journey and questioned if there were any more power packs on his ship. His first response was to my question and the answer was "no." There had been no time to stock supplies and the spare units that would have been there had been passed on before their departure to others who were in need.

    He was happy to hear that I was still alive and that I was able to fight. I urged him to follow me out of the room to which he said he would no longer run. He reasoned that his time had come and then he grabbed my arm. With his free hand he then removed the power pack from his belt and then shoved it into my hand.

    He stated that I was to use it to continue my fight, his fight was over and his people were gone, but Earth still had a chance. I pushed the power pack back towards him, but he insisted that it be mine. He then said that if I denied his request he would die in shame, if I took it... he would die with the knowledge that he had given all he could.

    After a moment’s hesitation I withdrew my hand, the power pack now fully in my grasp. I then reached for my belt to give him my own with the few days of power that remained. Again he pushed back my hand in denial. He was no longer in need of the life sustaining fusion pack as the Ogle would soon see to his death. Again I hesitated before withdrawing my hand.

    Kurg then stood, stretched out his arms and placed his long spindly fingers on my shoulders. He offered his thanks for my years of friendship and for my giving him one last jab at our enemies. He then gestured towards the door as the screeches of approaching cats could be heard.

    I blinked out and quickly left the room just as the two cats let out the alarm that the guards had been slain. As I looked back I could see the smirk on Kurg's face as the two cats entered the room. I then hurried off on my next mission.

    Ten minutes had passed before I returned to the holding cell. A bloodied but still alive Kurg sat on a bench against the wall as an Ogle commander screeched and howled at him. Kurg continued to smile. The three soldiers standing behind the commander quickly fell silent as I bashed them in the heads with the butt of a blaster rifle. As the commander turned I blinked in just long enough for him to see my face before I let loose with a bolt of energy from the blaster. The headless body of the commander slumped to the floor.

    I then handed the rifle to Kurg and encouraged him to enjoy his last few minutes of life as I would do what I could to slow the enemy, to keep him alive as long as possible. The tears once again ran down his face, this time tears of thanks. He would indeed die at the hand of the Ogle, but he would inflict his ounce of pain before going.

    As the screeches fast approached I knew I would miss my old friend. He took his last breath as a bolt from his rifle found its mark just as another entered his chest. Kurg had gone down fighting, taking 16 Ogle soldiers with him. His final sacrifice of the power pack had allowed me to continue my fight. I would forever be grateful for his sacrifice as I placed the spare pack into the zippered pouch on my pants leg and drifted away.
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    The Kurtz, the Gidden, the Nickarians... the Borten, the Waffen and many others... all removed from existence by two foul species. The Frekkin and the Ogle had killed entire worlds. Never again would the species they destroyed roam the stars. Never again would they contribute to the galaxy of life that surrounded us. And most frightening of all, Earth now stood alone.

    A week passed before the Ogle ship arrived back at its home world. Patrols roamed the ship, constantly on the lookout for the stowaway. I continuously changed my tactics in an effort to remain hidden while inflicting as much damage as I could. I had somehow managed to stay one step ahead of my enemy.

    When the ship docked I transferred to the space station in an attempt to find new targets. The station was teaming with Ogle, working repairs and resupply. With the ongoing activity I was sure they had another mission of destruction planned. A mission to a pale blue planet called Earth.

    My first order of business was to slip aboard a small freighter in the space dock. The crew was away, leaving me to plan my sabotage. I used the language translator in my helmet computer to study the ships controls. For several hours I read through the ships online manuals until I came to the sections I was looking for.

    The freighter could be given a flight plan and the safety protocols could be overridden. The engines would power on in test mode to simulate a maintenance action. The safety would then be bypassed and the engine throttle set to full. At the same time the docking clamps would be released allowing the freighter to lunge forward crashing into the first bulkhead it found.

    With luck, the docking bay and the rooms of the station beyond the bulkhead would be teaming with activity and the ship would drive through several levels of the station before coming to a stop. With the thrusters on full any Ogle unlucky enough to be in the docking bay would be cooked... cooked like they had done to so many others.

    I moved through the station at a perpendicular angle to the freighter's intended direction. When I came upon a storage warehouse full of blaster weapons I grinned at the thought of how many Ogle I could kill. I then stopped to contemplate the affect that being at war had on one's morals. Many of those on the station could be innocents, innocents caught in a war that was not of their making.

    But the Ogle had shown none of the traits of compassion, kindness or empathy. They were brutal killers and were deserving of my wrath. My thoughts were quickly turned into action as the station vibrated and shook from the freighter gone wild. It had traveled through one third of the station before coming to a stop, its engines, still on full, torched everything behind it. Explosion after explosion began to rock the walls of the warehouse.

    I dropped the case of blaster weapons I was attempting to open and hurriedly made my way back towards the Ogle ship that I had come aboard on. When I arrived at the docking bay the ship was backing out into space. My ride was gone and the surrounding bay was scorched black from the freighters thrusters.

    The explosions continued as I moved from dock to dock. I managed to slip aboard another small supply ship just as it lifted off from the deck. Once in space I could see the devastation the freighter had caused. The station was in flames and beginning to break apart. In a few short hours large sections of debris would de-orbit and drop through the atmosphere onto the Ogle home world. A grin once again covered my face as I had achieved maximum damage.

    The supply ship I was now on had a crew of a dozen Ogle. As the cats looked on at the devastation I silently came up behind them one by one. Seven had fallen prey to my fist before the eighth let out a howl. The 20 seconds of mayhem I unleashed on the remaining five was brutal and merciless. I gazed upon my new ship as I withdrew my fist from the ship's captain, his lifeless body sliding to the floor.

    The next station was 1,500 kilometers away. I turned the small ship towards it and pushed the throttle to full. Again a quick tour through the overrides and I was assured of the ships destination. It would soon be crashing into the next station.

    Shortly after the acceleration had begun I set the active skin of my BGS to full and drifted out into space. I was hurdling towards the next station, but at a speed that I was confident I could stop. It would be hours before my arrival so I turned towards the disintegrating station to watch the show. The explosions from within continued as debris filled the space surrounding it.

    As the small ship closed on the next station a bright blue particle beam shot out from a nearby cruiser. The supply vessel turned into a shimmer of light as the beam caused every molecule within it to rupture as it was turned into pure energy.

    For three hours I was adrift before moving into the station. I cycled the active skin from minimal to moderate with each new room I encountered. I was one quarter of the way into the station before my momentum ceased. When I came to a stop the Ogle who surrounded me moved about as if it was just another day.

    Again I made my way to the docking bay. I would attempt to commandeer another Ogle freighter and to send it on a course of destruction, just as the first. But the Ogle had grown wise in the short time I had been adrift. The docking bay had several of the fleshy creatures pushed into a blob in the center of the deck. As I floated into the bay their snouts all turned towards me at once. Blaster fire quickly erupted.

    I turned and took two giant steps before setting the active skin to full. One blast, then another and another, struck me in the back as I fled. The suits shields rose to near 70% with each hit. Simultaneous strikes would be my end.

    I passed through the docking bay bulkhead and into a vast storage room. Again the fleshy creatures sat alert in the room’s center and again my position was compromised. The blaster fire was relentless in my direction as I continued to flee.

    I changed direction and dropped two levels before returning to the space underneath the docking bay. Another of the large Ogle ships lay at rest and I thought it best to return to the spaces I knew. I could hide away in the cubbyholes I had found on the Ogle warships, on the station my survival would be at risk.

    After two failed attempts at boarding I was forced to make a decision. The Ogle ship was beginning to leave the dock as I looked out through a porthole window from a room on the deck below. I stepped back, ran and dove through the wall out into the space beyond.

    The ship’s bow swung around in a turn sweeping me inside just as it began to accelerate. I blinked in and began to slowly make my way to the rear of the ship, to the rooms that I knew. I would rest there until my confidence returned. I had a war to wage and I was in need of a clear head.

    After a long rest I once again ventured out into the Ogle ship, keeping a wary eye out for the fleshy creatures that could give me away. I moved slowly as I discovered the creatures had been positioned at key points around the ship. The Ogle seemed content with the locations they had chosen. It was not long before I had clear pathways mapped out where I could once again move freely about.

    I eventually made my way to the bridge with the hope of getting an idea of where we were headed. When I arrived, the space station on the screens of several Ogle crewmen told me what I wanted to know. We were headed for Bolin Station. I believed the Remmik, the Freq and the other minor species of the station were no match for a pod of Ogle battleships. I wanted desperately to warn them, but I had no means.

    Nine days had passed when the ships vibration told me that we had arrived. The five Ogle battleships wasted no time in beginning their attack. Three mining freighters were quickly dissected by the Ogle particle beams, their unfortunate crews dead before knowing what had hit them.

    The warships of Bolin Station were surprisingly fast into action. I grimaced as the first out of the space dock pulled in front of the first of the Ogle ships. The blue feeds lit up as the Ogle fired a particle beam at the defender. But the Remmik ship absorbed the energy and then reflected an equally powerful beam back at the Ogle battleship.

    The attackers were caught by surprise as the beam ripped through their shields and deep into an aft section of the ship. A second beam was fired and again the powerful Ogle ship took major damage. Hundreds of smaller warships soon joined the fray, but their shields were no match for the Ogle's beam. The white Remmik ships had no weapon other than the reflector and the Ogle were soon just passing them by.

    The smaller ships of the defenders began to use the Remmik ships as shields as they attempted to adapt to the situation. The Ogle countered by attacking Bolin Station. A grin began to appear on my face as the first of the Ogle beams was reflected back towards them. A second Ogle ship took heavy damage as the beam sliced through the feeds on the bow. Bolin Station was holding its own.

    The attacks and counter attacks by the smaller ships lasted for hours before the Ogle made their next bold move. A single ship moved close to the blue giant sun and released several CME cylinders. As the thrusters on the cylinders came to life a Remmik ship sacrificed itself by accelerating and crashing into them. The damaged Remmik ship then quickly retreated from battle.

    Twice more the Ogle ship deployed the CME cylinders and twice more a Remmik ship was sacrificed for the cause. The minor species of Bolin Station had been the first to deny the Ogle a victory by CME. The battle continued for most of the day before the Ogle suddenly withdrew.

    Our travels lasted for half a day before the ship once again shuddered and came to a halt. The Ogle were stopping to make repairs. I took the opportunity to start a new round of mischief. There were Ogle to be killed and I was in the mood to kill as many as I could.

    This time, three blaster weapons were set to overload and were then laid out in an Ogle den were thousands of cats were sleeping. When the weapons detonated I could hear the screeches of horror as a super-heated steam pipe snapped during a blast. Hundreds of Ogle had their hides peel off from direct contact with the high pressure super-heated steam.

    In my further adventures I managed to locate the weapons bays where the massive CME cylinders were kept. An hour later I had 14 blaster rifles timed and ready to deploy. But a last minute move by the Ogle brought my efforts to a stop. One of the fleshy creatures had been brought into the weapons bay. I would not be able to move about without giving myself away.

    I struggled with the thought of killing the little blob of a creature. I was at war with the Ogle and the innocent creature intended no harm, but this was war and I convinced myself that sometimes in war the innocent are victims of those who would use them. With a single shot from a blaster weapon the Ogle guard standing next to the creature fell backwards as his head was cut in half and the open wound cauterized.

    I walked up to the fleshy creature with the blaster in hand. At first it trembled and reached out to me with its long snout. I don't know why but I blinked in fully so the creature could see who I was. After several seconds of looking into my eyes it lowered and turned its snout away. The creature then became calm and a bold look appeared on its face. It was willing to die for the cause... my cause.

    I raised the weapon and nodded. Before pulling the trigger and sending a bolt of energy through its brain, I decided to risk allowing it to live. It would no longer point in my direction should I enter a room; I again nodded as I lowered my weapon and slipped away. I then began my work at setting the timers on the 14 blasters in my care.

    As I left the room two new guards were arriving. Two quick punches saw to their end as I silently walked past their position. Ninety seconds later I was rewarded by the sound of explosions. The Ogle ship on which I did battle would no longer have the ability to destroy a planet by CME. I retired to my cubbyhole for some needed rest.

    Once repairs of the other ships were complete the Ogle armada returned to Bolin Station to continue their fight. They began by attacking the mining colonies that kept the station supplied. The mines were critical to the ongoing survival of the station. In a matter of months their stockpiles of materials would begin to run low. The Ogle were brutal in their nature and that brutality came with an abundance of patience.

    The Meche ships soon arrived around the mining colonies. They could wait out the species of Bolin Station by harassing their shipping while assuring that no new raw materials were gathered. But the Ogle adopted a new strategy that required no waiting. Any number of their smaller ships were emptied of crew, sent above light speed and then directed to come to a stop at the exact location of Bolin station.

    The Ogle ships would drop from light speed and come to a halt inside the walls of the great station. It was a tactic that the Remmik, Freg and others had no defense against. Bolin station was being ripped to shreds from the inside out. With the inner structure of the station in shambles, the outer defenses soon began to fail. The large Ogle ships were quick to pounce on the opportunity and Bolin Station was soon cut to pieces.

    The same tactic was then used on the Remmik ships with smaller transports and even diplomatic vessels dropping from light speed into the same space. With the Remmik defenders gone the remains of the station were now vulnerable to the Ogle's CME weapon. As the giant waves of super-heated plasma rolled outward towards the station the Ogle ships turned and headed back to their home world. The Meche would finish the cleanup making the Ogle mission complete.

    I continued my relentless assaults, only now being more selective with my targets. Even though thousands of Ogle had died by my hand the remaining hordes seemed unaffected when it came to morale. They just did not seem to care beyond the moment of an attack.

    When we arrived back at the Ogle world I again made my way aboard a station. For three days I harassed the local cats before deployment of the fleshy creatures cut off all of my avenues. I soon found myself pinned in an area that became ever smaller as the fleshy creatures were moved around it in number. As a last route of escape I drifted outside of the Ogle station and back aboard another battleship. I took refuge in one of the cubbyhole storage rooms and began to await my fate. My BGS suit was once again down to ten days of power. My time was running out.
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    The Ogle battleship that I had sought refuge on shuddered as it shot to light speed on a journey unknown. I was tired, tired of the endless fight, tired of the isolation and of not knowing the fate of the Earth or that of my people. I had ten days of power remaining before I would be at the full mercy of those who I battled with. My mood began to change from one of fight to one of despair. I had a new war on my hands, a war against my own mind.

    For two days I sat and brooded over my predicament before setting the sleep aids on my suit to full. Twenty-four hours passed before I was again awakened by stimulants. During my time at rest I had dreamt about my early days on the farm. My cousin and I were catching crawdads in the creek and I could hear my Grandfather on his tractor in the far field. It was summertime and we were all smiles and giggles as we splashed about in the water.

    I was at peace; there was no fear and no burden of life or war.  As I moved a large rock a black salamander with a cat's face quickly slithered away. I looked up and the dream ended when the sky turned bright orange with flame as a CME destroyed the Earth. My cousin screamed in pain as the super-heated plasma burned everything around her. When the stimulants kicked in I was taken from a mood of despair to one of anger. The Ogle had invaded my dreams.

    I stood and immediately made my way towards the bridge. Upon arrival my anger only grew as the holo-displays of the Ogle crew were filled with images of Earth. I knew in my gut that this would be the final battle... the battle for Earths survival.

    My years of experience and my every instinct told my conscience that I needed to wage war. A war like the Ogle had never seen. After a day of thought I emerged with a new strategy in mind, a strategy that would be nearly impossible to carry out, a strategy that bordered on insanity.

    I would attempt to take control of the Ogle ship that carried me. I would then turn its weapons against the other ships in their fleet. It was a daunting task that would take precise planning and perfect execution. There were more than 100,000 Ogle aboard that I would have to keep in check each intent on stopping me.

    For the following three days I moved about the ship while dodging the fleshy creatures that had been deployed to inhibit my movements. I then began to put my plan in motion. One-hundred-twelve blaster weapons were set to overload. Sixteen others were placed in a room adjacent to the bridge.

    I would have eight minutes to set and place the overloads, three minutes to get into position followed by four minutes to take control of the bridge. I had studied the Ogle Weapons Techs and their station and was comfortable with my ability to aim and fire the particle beam at any nearby ships. The overloaded weapons would give me three minutes at the weapons helm to take care of the business at hand. I would then fall back for another round of setting overloads followed by again clearing the bridge.

    With luck, I would get off a second shot at a neighboring ship followed by flying the Ogle ship into the Sun. After setting a course for the ships destruction I would drift into space with the hope of getting rescued by a human ship. If no ship came I would at least die in my own space, defending my world.

    A day later the Ogle ship shuddered and came to an abrupt stop. Earth was in full view on the bridge displays. Four other ships quickly joined with the one I trolled and began their assault on the Earth. The shield surrounding the planet was still under repair.

    I began my eight minutes of setting the overloads followed by returning to the bridge. Three blasters were set for 20 seconds before being tossed onto the lower decks of the bridge. As planned, the startled cats were at first unsure of where the weapons had come from. The confusion provided the timing I was counting on.

    The weapons on the bridge exploded in unison with 22 others that had been placed at various locations around the ship. I then began my assault of the unarmed Ogle on the bridge. I blasted cats one by one as the others fled to the arming locations. Three strategically placed overloaded blasters had sealed off the bridge arming stations from being supplied. It was a slaughter as I worked my way through the screeching and howling herd.

    Four minutes later the bridge was clear. I moved quickly to the weapons station and began programming the beam to arm and then to fire at the adjoining ships. Two minutes into my attempt brought a twist I was not expecting. Four human battleships blinked in, centered perfectly between the five Ogle ships. More than a million BGS Marines drifted in for an attempted assault. I had the weapon ready to fire but held back with the advent of the Marines. I would not fire on my own.

    I switched the holo-display in front of me to the bridge of an adjoining ship and was witness to a fierce fire-fight taking place. The Marines had landed in force on the Ogle ship and were pushing forward rapidly. I changed views to a second ship and again was rewarded with what appeared to be a highly successful assault being fully underway.

    As I reached for a holo-key to select the next ship my hand froze. There, on the display that sat before me, was Zack and his sons. Their squad moved like a precision machine taking down every bit of resistance the Ogle placed in their way. For a moment I was lost in the battle before realizing my time was limited.

    I quickly flipped my screen to a new Ogle ship that was part of another pod and selected the fire button on the holo-display. A sharp focused beam of neutrons cut a hard line through three of the Ogle ships. Secondary explosions then rocked the pod before their adjoined weapon went silent. A quick scan of the battlefield then told me that the Ogle had 32 such pods engaged in the battle.

    I then turned my attention back to the Ogle ship with Zack and his sons. They had nearly cleared the bridge when an overwhelming counter-attack ensued. Ogle soldiers flooded onto the bridge and the Marines began to take heavy fire. As I watched Zack and his team were being slowly pushed back before being pinned down, but they were holding strong.

    A second squad then unleashed an explosive device on a neutron tube. With the destructive power of a ground based coil gun the explosion created a small breach in the tube. A fine blue stream of neutrons poured out instantly destroying everything in its path. That beam then struck a second tube, losing a second stream of neutrons. The pattern continued as the ship began to slowly destroy itself.

    My attention was then returned to my situation as the last of the initial round of overloaded blasters detonated. As I drifted off the bridge the first team of Ogle to arrive was greeted with another overload blast. I then began my second round of setting up my weapons. My timings for placement of the weapons could not have been better. Eight minutes later I returned to the bridge and again unleashed a flurry of blaster bolts into the cats that had arrived. This time however, they fired back.

    I bounced from wall to wall firing from different angles to keep up a level of confusion that would allow my continued fight. Two more blasters were set for rapid overload and then tossed down from the high decks onto those occupied by the Ogle. Four minutes later the bridge was again clear as I made my way back to the weapons station.

    A second beam was programmed and a third pod targeted. I then switched the holo-display back to the bridge where Zack and his sons had been. I smiled as they continued their fight. I smiled, until a thin blue stream of neutrons cut directly through their location. Zack and his squad were vaporized right before my eyes.

    I sat back on the Ogle cat mat with my jaw dropped open. Zack was gone. I was witness to an event that I was not prepared for. It was an event that my many years of experience, my many years of fight, my training and my will to continue could not process. I sat motionless, stunned and unable to act, until the first of the Ogle soldiers on the bridge grabbed my attention.

    I quickly commanded the Ogle ship to turn towards the Sun as I pushed its throttle full. The ship strained against the others in its pod as it slowly began to move forward. I then set two final blasters to overload on the bridge before springing into action with a well-timed leap. Eight seconds later the blasters exploded taking out an advancing Ogle squad along with the weapons and navigation stations. I drifted slowly up through the ceiling of the bridge and out into space.

    The Ogle pod continued to advance towards the Sun as the million BGS Marines pushed forward with their assaults. I watched intently as a second Ogle ship burst forth with blue neutron streams followed by a third. As the pod accelerated towards the Sun the Marines began their retreat. Nine minutes later the ships turned to flame as the super-heated plasma of the Sun's corona broke through the shields. The human battleships and BGS Marines moved quickly towards a second Ogle target.

    The battle surrounding Earth raged for two days. Earth's fleet fought valiantly, taking out four of the Ogle pods before their numbers were cut to only a few ships. Earth's shields held strong until the 28 remaining pods began to focus their beams on a single point. I floated helplessly in space as I watched my home fighting for its survival. The odds were now against us.

    Sections of the Earth shield first began to glow yellow as the localized static field generators began to fail. The yellow glow turned to orange and the orange to an ominous red. Earth's existence was now in its final throws.

    Just as the first section of shield failed a massive spinning matrix of Frekkin ships appeared near one of the pods. A black cloud of something I could not quite make out was released into the space surrounding the Ogle ships. Their particle beams were quickly diverted in an effort to clear the cloud from their surroundings.

    The Frekkin matrix then plowed directly into a second Ogle pod destroying two of the five ships before bouncing back away from it. It then encountered a third pod and again released a black cloud of some unknown substance or weapon into the space surrounding the Ogle pod. Several other Ogle pods turned their beams towards the Frekkin matrix as it bandied about in Earth's space.

    As I sat watching the battle unfold I could only speculate as to why the Frekkin had attacked. Perhaps they somehow needed Earth to survive. Perhaps they had waited patiently for an attack on the Ogle fleet because they had not been able to locate the Ogle home world. Perhaps they had some other unknown agenda... I began to feel a sudden fondness for the Frekkin as the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

    The Ogle particle beams cut deep through the Frekkin shields and the matrix began to spew forth debris from its destroyed globe ships. But the matrix was millions of ships strong and the particle beams, while devastating in their own right, were not countering the Frekkin threat with sufficient speed. The first of the Ogle pods to fall prey to the black cloud suddenly exploded with a bright blue fury as its neutron tubes were breached all at once.

    The Frekkin matrix bounced from pod to pod while releasing black clouds and ramming them. The destruction I was witness to was surreal and on a scale that was difficult to fathom. These two great empires warred with each other as a near defenseless Earth watched on. Explosions were bright and crisp and appeared to be in slow motion as the great warships battled.

    As the battle continued the tide began to slowly turn to the Frekkin. Their strategy was superior and their numbers supreme, but the Ogle were not ones to give up. As a third Ogle pod disintegrated the Frekkin's nemesis revealed their next card. It was the ace they had been holding up their sleeve. Half a million Meche ships dropped from light speed into the battle.

    The Meche ships fought with a ferocity that quickly told of their commitment to the Ogle. They considered the Ogle to be their gods and would fight to the death to protect them. And a fight to the death was delivered as the Frekkin shields and weapons were far superior. But the sheer numbers of Meche ships along with the powerful Ogle pods were proving an even fight for the Frekkin.

    Hours passed as the slow motion battle continued to rage. A pod would explode with bright fury followed by a stream of debris from the ever shrinking Frekkin matrix. Meche ships were surrendered as cannon fodder to further the Ogle cause. I then came to the realization that I was only minutes from Earth and the radio frequency transmitter in my helmet was still intact.

    I began to broadcast a mayday to my home world over a standard rescue frequency. I was taking a huge risk as the signal would easily be picked up by every ship doing battle around me. After releasing a two second burst transmission I again went silent. Ten minutes would tell if my signal had been received.

    Several minutes passed before a group of Meche ships moved close in to my position. I was within a hundred kilometers but it might as well have been a million as I could do nothing on my own but flail my arms and legs. Regardless of my immobility, I had no desire to board a Meche vessel. They were easy targets for the Frekkin cube and I was not thrilled with their proximity to my location. For several minutes I waited in fear that it was my radio transmission that had brought them to my location. It was not.

    The Frekkin matrix turned in my direction and I watched helplessly as it closed on my position. At the last possible moment it released the black cloud weapon towards the Meche ships. The cloud spread quickly and moved in and amongst the ships as they attempted to sweep the space around them. Thousands of tiny flashes appeared as the Meche destroyed the items that formed the black cloud.

    But the items were too numerous and many arrived and then disappeared into the Meche ships they had targeted. Minutes later explosions from within penetrated the outer hulls as the Meche ships fought for their survival. My attention was soon diverted to a small black mass that was drifting my way. It was in the shape of the soldier.

    I reached out and grabbed an arm as the dead soldier began to float past. The soldier was human in size and shape but had lost a leg to Meche weapons fire. Without the protection of the suit the soldier had quickly bled out into the vacuum of space. As I clung to the dead body its motion sent the two of us spinning out of control. I turned and flailed, and then turned again before the rapid spin devolved into a slow rotation.

    The BGS suit was jet black, unlike any that I had seen before. Its Sodium skin was unmistakable as a thin layer of bright white material was fused to the outer shiny black skin. I slowly spun the body around until I was face to face with the black shield of the helmet. Again my belief of the soldier being Human was reinforced as the controls that locked the helmet to the suit were identical to mine.

    I wondered if the Humans and Frekkin had come to some type of a truce or perhaps a defensive pact. Why else would a human soldier be attacking a Meche or Ogle ship from the Frekkin matrix? Why else would mankind fight from a ship of a species we considered a mortal enemy? When I pressed the helmet latch and gave it a slight twist I found the simple truth.

    The helmet clicked and released as I gently pulled upwards. I was unprepared for what I saw next. As the helmet rose the face of the soldier was revealed... with a sudden jerk of revulsion I released the body I held. The face on the body was mine!

    The Frekkin had taken my body and cloned it millions of times over. I had been made into their super soldier, a soldier that had been raised to have an extreme devotion to its god, the Frekkin. And a soldier willing to fight and die on the field of battle without question or remorse. I had become the Frekkin's newest weapon.

    As the body drifted slowly away I again began to flail my arms and legs in an attempt to move towards it. On the right hand of the dead soldier was a BGS glove and on its belt a fresh power pack. I had pushed it away as I had released my grip before realizing the value that it possessed. It drifted only two meters distance from my grasp but again, it may as well have been a million.

    I cringed in anger and threw my fist which only served to send me tumbling uncontrollably. The next hour was spent twisting and turning, jerking in one direction or the other, in an attempt to slow my tumble. When I had sufficiently stabilized my movement the dead body had drifted another meter from me, its precious cargo slowly slipping away.

    I then took notice of the helmet that floated less than a meter from my grasp. I reasoned that if I could get the helmet I could use the inertia generated from pushing it away to propel me towards the body. But I was in need of something else, something else to move me to the helmet. I reached into the zippered pouch on my pants leg and withdrew the near empty power pack that I had placed there so many days before.

    I transferred the sodium reserve in the pack on my belt to the built in suit reservoir before removing the now empty pack. I then placed the old pack squarely on my belt and awaited the signal from my helmet computer that it had come online. As the signal flashed green I positioned myself for the throw.

    I aligned my body so that the dead soldier’s helmet was directly overhead. I then pulled the empty power pack in close to my body. With both hands in a downward motion I pushed the empty pack towards my feet. It drifted slowly away below me.

    The inertia from the pack was small, but sufficient enough to move me ever so slowly in the direction of the helmet. For 18 hours I drifted towards my prize as the battle around me continued. The Frekkin matrix had dropped to nearly half its original size, but not before taking out another four Ogle pods and countless thousands of Meche ships. Millions of my clones had been released and millions had no doubt given their lives for their gods.

    The eighteen hours of drift came to a conclusion as I gently wrapped my fingers around the base of the helmet. I pulled it in close taking care to not send myself further from the dead body. I moved slowly to position myself with my back towards my new target, taking care that my alignment was true. I then gently moved the helmet to the middle of my chest.

    With another shove of both hands I sent the helmet moving away. I had taken my one shot at success and now drifted towards my destiny, my attentions now turned back to the battle. Both sides continued to lose ships in quantity. It was a war of attrition and thus far there was no clear winner.

    I had been adrift for 12 hours after releasing the helmet; my new prize was still three meters from my grasp. The power pack on my belt had expired and I again removed it, pulled it in close to my chest and pushed it away. Any change in momentum had been ever so slight.

    When another ten hours had passed I was still two meters from the tools of my survival. I ran a quick calculation of my Sodium burn, I had 26 hours to reach my goal. As I gazed upon my beautiful planet I suddenly felt a calm that had previously evaded me. I reasoned that the two warring species would weaken themselves to the point where they could no longer destroy the shield surrounding the Earth. If the battle in the heavens continued, Earth would survive.

    As I drifted to within inches of the BGS glove and power pack before me the Frekkin and Ogle fight was drawing to a close. The Frekkin matrix held only a few hundred globe ships while the Ogle pod numbers had been reduced to one. The half million Meche ships had fallen prey to the millions of my clones that had been released from the Frekkin black clouds.

    In a last effort the Frekkin matrix spun wildly towards the remaining Ogle pod. Just before impact a final spurt of black soldiers were released as the matrix crashed into the Ogle ships. Four of the Ogle battleships crumpled and exploded as the fifth detached and broke free.

    The orange glow of the Frekkin matrix disintegrated as the last of the globe ships went silent. The final release of clone soldiers moved quickly around the final Ogle ship. Small explosions could be seen on its surface as a new internal war raged. Again I had a feeling of calm as the last of the attacking ships was taken offline. It looked as though Earth had again survived.
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    The dead clone soldier was now in my grasp. The power pack was removed and attached to my belt. I was excited to now have another 45 days of power. I detached the BHD glove from the lifeless body and was again rewarded as it connected perfectly to my BGS suit. I aimed my fist towards Earth and for the first time in more than a month I was again moving under my own power.

    I did a quick calculation of my ETA on the planet and was a bit depressed that I had a two day flight to reach home, even with the glove on full. As I flew towards Earth I took note of the disabled Ogle battleship to my right. The battle within continued to rage as the occasional blast could be seen on the ships exterior. No doubt my clones were pressing forward with their fight.

    I again began to broadcast a mayday message with the hope that a ship would be sent to assist me. But a rescue was not in the works. Thirty minutes after my journey had begun the Ogle ship regained power and turned its bow towards the Sun. My mood then turned from one of elation to one of terror. Four CME cylinders were launched and quickly began their journey towards the Sun; double the number that the Ogle would normally use. Minutes later, the Ogle ship exploded in a bright blue flash as the neutron tubes on-board were compromised.

    I continued my progress towards home until I saw that the CME cylinders had entered the Sun's corona. I screamed into my helmet as Earth's time was now limited to a little over two days before the super-heated plasma from the coronal mass ejection would reach her. After checking my distance I began to I altered course to a perpendicular angle. I would be watching the death of my planet from above.

    I struggled with the idea that the massive fleets of Earth were gone. Not even a single transport lifted up through the atmosphere to ferry citizens to safety. Had all the ships of Earth been committed to battle elsewhere? Were my fellow citizens left to die a fiery death by CME? And what of Alvin? Had the Ogle destroyed the new colony there?

    Once again the feelings of despair rampaged through my mind. I was trapped, floating in the vastness of space, about to witness the complete destruction of my world, and I could do nothing to stop it. Was there no one left in the AMP to assist us? Were we truly alone in the universe and on the verge of complete annihilation?

    My despair only grew as the great dark spots began to form on the side of the Sun facing the Earth. Tears rolled down my face as the inevitable plasma flares began to build in intensity. I screamed into my transmitter for someone, anyone, to escape, but received no reply. The dark spots on the Sun boiled with activity until the forces of gravity could no longer hold back the super-heated plasma. It burst forth with a rage that far surpassed any other CME event I had been witness to.

    The huge flares curled outward before straightening and then releasing wave after wave of highly charged electrons and protons. The highly charged super-heated matter streamed towards Earth like a slow motion flame from a flame-thrower. I watched and waited, desperately hoping for that last minute miracle rescue. But Earth's time had come to an end.

    The first wave was deflected by the still partially working shield. Only fingers of plasma swept around to the broad opening that had been cut into it by the Ogle on their earlier visit. The scarred Earth was still visible on the surface below. As the waves grew ever stronger the shield around the opening began to fail causing section after section to buckle and then incinerate due to the million degree matter that washed over it.

    My heart sank when the forward quarter of the shield collapsed all at once, allowing the white hot plasma to begin its work of boiling away the atmosphere. As the oxygen in the air and the matter on the surface began to burn I turned my head away. I could no longer watch the destruction of that which I so cherished, the destruction of my home and everything I knew.

    The full shield collapsed only minutes later and the mass of super-heated particles began to scorch the remaining lands. The plasma wave continued for hours as the surface of the Earth turned from life giving molecules and minerals into the hard black lifeless substance of Carbon. Earth... was... gone...

    I sat, drifting in space, staring into the black void beyond. My emotions were spent, my feelings gone; there was nothing left to care for. No Grandfather's farm, no family, no Astronaut's Academy or Council of Governance. My complete life had been wiped from existence. My complete life was now meaningless.

    As the shock of my situation began to wear off I started to wonder about what was left. I was alive, but for how long? The darkness then began to overtake my innermost thoughts. I contemplated how I might bring my life to a quick and painless end.

    I could override the suit med dispensing algorithms and put myself to sleep with a fatal overdose to follow, I could simply raise the face shield on my helmet allowing the vacuum of space to do the deed, or I could set my BHD glove on full and aim myself at the Sun, knowing that my shield would fail as it was overwhelmed causing me to be instantly incinerated.

    But my faith soon stepped in with a voice of reason "Never give up... ever". I had 43 days of power left in my power pack and a radio transmitter that still functioned. Perhaps there was a ship out there, a ship that would rescue me from a cold lonely death, a ship that would allow me to again one day take the fight, my fight, to the soulless Ogle species that had destroyed my world.

    My despair slowly turned back to anger and determination as I pointed my glove towards a large chunk of burned out ship and pressed my throttle to full. In the coming weeks I made 26 such jumps, each time realizing that the mass of debris held no means of refuge or escape. The despair began to return as my power storage dropped from four days, to three and then to two. A quarter section of a Frekkin globe ship was my last reachable destination.

    The section was largely intact but devoid of any means for survival. I sat on an exposed deck plate, my arm wrapped around a piece a railing that was bent and twisted from the fight. I stared out into the blackness as the quarter section slowly turned. I began to sob lightly when the view of a black scorched Earth slowly moved before me. My personal war with the Ogle and my fight to stay alive... was over. I had nothing left to do but wait for the inevitable loss of power followed by a quick death from the cold of space.

    As I stared at the charred remains of the Earth the image began to ripple and distort as if a wave of heat had passed between us. I was then shocked into a state of confusion as a voice came over my radio link. "Are you ready to come home?" was uttered in a voice that sounded eerily like Zack. Then, in an instant, my view of the Earth was blocked by a massive AMP battleship as its Sodium skin was deactivated.

    Seconds later a shuttle craft emerged and was soon pulling up beside me. I sat, shocked and unable to move as the door opened on the side and Zack and his two boys emerged. His face was all smiles as he worked to release my grip from the bent railing. I remained in shock as my rigid body was carried aboard the shuttle and the door closed.

    Zack continued to grin as he removed his helmet and then mine. When the shuttle had docked the battleship quickly turned and in an instant we were slowing down on the opposite side of the Sun. A giant black plate then filled the space before us. The plate then began to spiral outward revealing the wonder that lay beneath. As the ship moved through the opening in the shield I could see the full beauty and wonder of the Earth I had always known. The Earth had survived!

    I sat motionless, unable to speak as Zack told the story of our defense. The Earth I had fought to protect, the Earth that I had watched being destroyed, was nothing more than a decoy. AMP command had constructed a transport of such immense size that an Earth sized planet could be moved from another star to our own.

    The billions of terraforming robots that had at one time refactored the surface of Toledus and Mabia had been used to alter the new planet’s surface and atmosphere to mimic that of the real Earth. A Sodium shield was constructed with the eventual intent being that it would fail. If the Ogle thought the Earth had been destroyed they would not be prepared for the war that was coming their way.

    At that moment, a firm yellow hand gripped my shoulder from behind. It was Hershen, he had survived! He had also given AMP command the location of the Ogle home world and the mighty AMP force of more than 500 battle fleets was preparing to pay them a visit. War was coming to the Ogle, a war that would only end when the last of the vial species had been snuffed from existence.

    I attempted to stand but my legs gave way, I dropped back into the chair as Zack and Hershen steadied me. A technician then stepped in behind me followed seconds later by the twin beeps of an audio implant coming to life as it rebooted. He stated that the old device would be replaced by a new bio-organic one when the doctors had a chance. The new "living" device would be a part of me that could not be removed or switched off, it was also undetectable to any medical scan they knew of.

    A warble tone soon signaled my first call. It was my parents and as they spoke I again began to cry. The BGS meds from my suit could not keep pace with the adrenaline from my changing emotions. My earlier desperate situation continued to get better and better.

    It took much of the day before I began to regain my composure. I had many questions concerning what had happened. Had the Kurtz worlds been destroyed? And what of the Gidden and Nickarians? And why did the Frekkin attack? My questions were many and the answers were given, but slow to come as the information covered a complex array of topics.

    The Kurtz had been transported to another planet, a planet they had worked on for five years. A suitable star had been located with a planet, similar in size to Toleda, a planet that already occupied a habitable zone. The massive planet pusher had been used to move the new planet to its optimum orbital location. From there, the billions of terraforming robots were released. Within three years the Kurtz began to move their population.

    A suitable atmosphere, oceans, land masses and rivers were constructed as a close match to those of their original planet. Cities were dismantled on Toledus and Mabia and reconstructed on the new Toleda. The population was moved soon after and construction of the Sodium shield began. Toledus and Mabia were then given the faux planet makeover for the benefit of the Ogle attackers.

    On Earth, the planet Alvin had been moved from its location at Epsilon Eridani. Alvin had been terraformed to appear Earth-like in almost every way. A shoddy Sodium shield had been constructed with the full intention of it having an epic failure. Alvin was placed in an orbit on the exact opposite side of the Sun. A moon was borrowed from Jupiter to act as Earth's moon. I had been witness to the destruction of a duplicate Earth.

    The Gidden and Nickarian planets had indeed been wiped out by the Ogle along with billions of their people. Earth was busy with our own defense and our fleets had not been updated to the newest shields, shields that could withstand the Ogle particle beams. Amp Command could offer nothing but transport assistance once the assault had begun. It had been anything but well planned and executed.

    Four billion of their citizens had been saved before the attacks on their worlds subsided. Those citizens were now living on the transports that had been hastily forced into service as they looked for a new home. AMP Command promised full assistance once the Ogle threat had been removed and a suitable planet located.

    I then asked how it was that I had watched Zack's death, and yet here he was standing before me. The answer seemed every bit as farfetched as the faux worlds explanation that had been presented to me. Amp Command had been hard at work creating cloned bodies. With the new bio-organic audio implants those clones were easily controlled by a human at the other end of a QE Comm connection, much like the ever popular human controlled robots I had been witness to a decade before.

    With the new implant and a properly trained mind a Human could control their clone as if they were controlling their own body, even while sitting in a chair on the other side of the galaxy. Techniques for sensory pain suppression had been mastered allowing the cloned soldiers to fight without fear of pain or death. I had been witness to numerous clone deaths, all as part of the charade.

    AMP Command was only beginning to explore the possibilities that the clones could offer. One could imagine going into war with no fear of death, traveling to distant stars with the clone in stasis while the "natural" human went about their daily life. The possibilities were near endless.

    I asked why the mass of AMP fleets, with their clones, had not been used against the Ogle. The answer was that we were only now training soldiers to use the clones throughout the AMP force. The military was in the final stages of training and were expecting to give word within days as to when they would be ready. The crews of 518 fleets plus the 129 million cloned Marines that went with them would be used in a full on assault of the Ogle world, but not before they were ready.

    The force numbers were staggering as compared to when I had last been in contact with home. Our capabilities, including shields, drives and weapons had been updated across all ships. Cesium reactors now powered the fleet as well as the Sodium skinned shield surrounding Earth. Our ships could travel at one-half million times the speed of light. Our new static field shields could deflect the most powerful orange glow of the Frekkin as well as the neutron particle beams of the Ogle. Our weapons however, even though improved, lagged far behind our propulsion and shielding.

    A recon destroyer that had been stationed near the Ogle home world told us that the majority of their fleet had been committed to the battle for Earth's destruction. Eighteen Ogle battleships were all that remained and several of the 18 were older models.  But the Frekkin had a superior planetary shield and our weapons experts had predicted that our weapons were not powerful enough to penetrate it. Our Marines would be going in on foot along with a multitude of mini-fighters.

    I asked Hershen about the species survivors that he had escaped with, were they still alive? His answer was "yes" and that as soon as the Ogle threat was taken care of new attempts could be made to open the DaCuban doors. It had taken many hours to convince the captives that he had rescued that they were now free citizens of the AMP. We would be asking one small favor from them that they would be fully compensated for. The Frekkin and Ogle were the only species who had stubbornly refused.

    I then asked about the Frekkin and why they had made the sacrifice they had. It was a question that no one had answers to. From the number of ships that had been involved our experts had guessed that they had committed fully. Knowing as little about the Frekkin as we did, the possibility was still out there, that a substantial force was waiting for us. But our forces were far superior to what they had been and AMP Command was not overly concerned.

    As preparations for battle continued I was taken to the ships infirmary where a new bio-organic QE Comm link was implanted just behind my right ear. It was now constructed from living cells and could not be detected by any scan known to the AMP scientists. It just looked like any other living tissue that would normally be found in its place.

    With the minor operation complete I was taken to another room where a clone of me was seated. I was then introduced to my virtual self; they had taken to calling them "Virts." I sat down in a chair to the right of the clone and gave it a curious look. Its face was stoic, no expression could be found and its eyes were open and stared straight ahead, they seemed to be devoid of life.

    I was told to close my eyes and to enable channel 477 on my new QE Comm. After a short pause my eyes were suddenly open. I looked to my left and became confused as an identical me was now leaning back in the chair with their eyes closed. I was seeing through the Virt's eyes!

    I quickly opened my eyes and sat up fully in the chair, the Virt was now once again on my right with the blank stare on its face. I was told it would be confusing to my mind at first, but with training I would one day be controlling the Virt as if it was my own body. The initial training would take three months where I would learn to walk, talk and do simple tasks. It would be followed by another three months of advanced training and then another three if I was interested in enabling my Virt for combat... I was.

    As I worked at my clone training another four weeks had passed before the military gave the thumbs up. AMP force clone training was complete and they were satisfied with the abilities they could field. The fleets were divided with 112 fleets remaining to protect the Earth while 306 would be used in the assault of the Ogle home world. Seventy-six million BGS Marines would be directly involved in the invasion.

    I was bummed when the fleets began to depart as I would not be going along as a Virt. But I had been told that I could sit back in my chair and channel in to any Virt in the force where I would be able to see and hear whatever they saw and heard. It was an exciting thought to be able to freely move to any fight in the battle while sitting safely in a secure location so many light years away.

    I was curious to know where all the live soldiers were being housed while their Virts went out to play. I was told that the location was one of our most highly guarded secrets as those lives could not be replaced if lost. If you lost a Virt in battle another could be trained given the nine months. It took time for the clone brain to learn to manage the thoughts and movements as it was commanded.

    Zack then entered the room and struck up a conversation. We talked for half an hour about our lives over the last decade. He then revealed that I had been talking to his Virt the entire time. I knew Zack well, but I could find no indication that the man sitting in the chair before me was a Virt. The potentials for its use were nearly endless, as were the potentials for abuse.

    The tech guiding me on the use of my own Virt then told of a little known secret about the QE Comm link. All link data was routed through a main server before being passed on to either the host or the Virt. A system of monitors was being put in place so that any abuse of the Virt system would be logged and held, if needed, for later criminal proceedings. Everything your Virt saw, everything your Virt heard and everything you had it do was captured and recorded.

    It was scary how quickly the thought of "big brother" came to mind. Until such time as the laws caught up with the technology the Virts were all to be thought of as GFE (Government Furnished Equipment). The individual might have control, but they were only temporarily in charge.

    I then turned to Hershen and asked if he had a Virt in training. The answer was no as no Kurtz had been successfully cloned. The tech then offered a further explanation. AMP scientists had been unable to replicate normal DNA from both Humans and Kurtz. That is, except for that of one individual... me.

    They had been able to use my DNA strands as a base while further implanting the pieces that made each of us unique. My long compact strands had made the advance possible. The Kurtz however, had no base DNA, such as my own, and as such were unable to be cloned. I winked at Hershen and stated that at least I knew I would be talking to the real thing. He was less than amused.

    Out of curiosity I asked the tech what would happen to the Virt if the real Human was to go unconscious or die. The answer was that the Virt would continue to function on the knowledge that it had. It was thought that at some point they would be able to continue on as their own individual, but none had yet achieved that level of understanding or awareness.

    I asked how the Virts would respond to faster than light travel as the QE Comm link would cease to function once that threshold was broken. The tech informed me that the AMP scientists had solved that problem. The transfer technique used in making the bio-organic Quantum Entanglement had a side benefit of the unbroken link when moving at faster than light speeds. Once a QE link was enabled and embedded it would be in continuous communication with the other side until one or both ends were destroyed.

    The entire concept of the Virts was fascinating. Man could now live his life without fear of injury or early death. Dangerous jobs would be a thing of the past as Virts would surely be utilized long before natural humans. Several hundred scientist Virts were already being readied for a journey to the other side of the galaxy, there they would be free to explore new worlds through their virtual selves. Again, the possibilities were endless.

    With a new battle with the Ogle approaching I made an offer to debrief my own personal war aboard their ships and space stations. A group of military strategists listened intently as I described the Ogle's activities and habits. I talked for 32 hours straight before the meeting was adjourned. The intel would be parsed and passed on to the scene commanders for use in their individual team efforts.

    With the meeting adjourned and hostilities about to get underway I was taken to a chair filled room and seated in front of a holo-display. It would be my post for the duration of the battle. As I had been told earlier, I would be allowed to attach to the stream of any Virt in the force where I could see, hear and feel the results of their actions. I scrolled through what seemed like endless lists of BGS combat soldiers before settling on a young Captain from Alabama. The Virt of Capt. Jenna Ross would be my eyes and ears for the beginning of the coming battle. I tapped into her stream and then settled back in my chair, waiting for the action to begin.
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    The Ogle had two battleships on patrol while the remainder of their fleet was docked. Reconnaissance showed that eight new battleships were under construction, they were attempting to rearm. Their actions however, would bear no fruit as our overwhelming force was staged for an assault that they would not see coming. I was giddy with anticipation.

    Captain Ross was busily working to perfect her squad’s techniques. They would flow down a hallway while pumping out a continuous stream of gravity pulses. One advantage of the gravity pulse weapon was that the effects would extend for a short distance around corners. Those who waited in ambush around a corner or behind cover would be knocked backwards with the force of a sledge hammer. It was a deadly and affective weapon.

    The captain was also one of the few Marines who practiced full shield drifting. The gravity weapon could be fired while shields were at full and the soldier invisible to the enemy; drift through a wall behind your target and let them have it, it was my kind of warfare.

    After a day of practice and a good rest the squads were rounded up for their final briefings. Ross' squad would be jumping to an Ogle space station as the assault began. Her team would be responsible for clearing a one kilometer long corridor. I looked forward to tagging along with her Virt.

    I took a moment to check on Zack and his crew. They were slated for planet-side two hours after the initial raids were to begin. Their transport would drop through the Ogle shields in a Starburst module where it would then race to a city designated as D12. Our intel teams had determined that it was the Ogle capital and that a special complex located deep within the city housed the Ogle Kurrat, their ruling council.

    The sensations and the effects of seeing and hearing through the Virt were nothing short of remarkable. If there had ever been a form of entertainment on Earth, that made use of Virts, most citizens would never have left their chair. My heart was racing while only watching the preparations.

    The Marines were soon gathered in the staging area and when the first horn sounded they made their way into a transport. Three minutes later a second horn sounded and the transports lifted off and lined up, each behind a Starburst module. When a third horn sounded the Sodium skins of the ship's dock deactivated allowing the Starburst modules to depart. Three seconds later the dock shields flipped on and the ships were once again invisible.

    The first battleships of the assault had moved in close to launch their cargo. Five seconds later Ogle guns fired in defense, but they were too late. Three million highly trained vindictive Marines were quickly aboard their stations and docked ships, clearing the way for the planet-side assault. The two patrolling Ogle battleships were each met by a full AMP fleet and had fallen in a matter of minutes.

    The docked warships never left their bays as hordes of Marines swept through them, terminating every Ogle they encountered. The cats fought with ferocity but their weapons, shields and tactics were no match for the invading force. Within an hour of the battle's beginning all 18 of the Ogle battleships and virtually every ship in their star system had been captured or destroyed.

    As the two hour mark approached the last of the space stations had been cleared, the invasion was going exactly as planned. The estimates were that just under 6,000 Virts had been lost during the initial assault while their natural counterparts sat safely back home. The Ogle dead numbered close to 15 million. As a species they were fully committed to the cause and each would fight to the death, even if that death was certain, which it was. They were not a species that could be held captive.

    Jenna Ross and her team had done an exceptional job in clearing out their assigned objective. They had terminated 128 Ogle without casualty. The same tactics I had the pleasure of watching the day before were put to use with precision and power. Their portion of the battle had taken only 22 minutes.

    With the space stations offline the battle turned towards the planet. I switched views to Zack's Virt and watched in fascination as boots hit the ground in D12. The Ogle buildings were strange and somewhat resembled the carpet covered cat house we had on the farm when I was a child. Open ports on their sides with narrow walks to the ground or other buildings were the common architecture. The structures reached up to 70 stories in height while maintaining the outer crosswalks.

    Zack and his team were assigned one such tall building and were quickly moving from floor to floor, blasting Ogles, as the insane cats sprang towards them. It was a bloodbath, but when fighting a crazed species that could not be reasoned with and who would not surrender, there were no other options.

    As Zack's team climbed each floor the décor became ever plusher and ever more bizarre. Scratching poles adorned with precious cloths and cages with a variety of small animals were common. I had no doubt that the small animals were viewed more as snacks than pets. After clearing a room Zack stopped and raised the shield on his helmet. The stench was horrifying and the shield was quickly closed.

    When the final floor had been cleared Zack's team was then ordered to close in and attack the Kurrat. The palace building was a maze of tunnels lined with statues of former Kurrat members. Again the cats fought with ferocity, but their efforts were futile as the Marines moved quickly through the palace.

    I was on edge by the time the teams reached the inner chamber. It was protected by a static field. I watched intently as two Marines came forward with a device, setting it on the floor in front of a protected door. Three minutes later a window was opened through the static field and a gravity pulse blew the door off its hinges. The Marines streamed in and the 16 members of the Ogle Kurrat were dead within seconds.

    Twelve hours after it had begun the battle for the ogle home world was over. Never had I seen, or ever dreamt, of such a fighting force as the one now fielded by the AMP. It was awe inspiring and at the same time chilling to see how quickly an entire planet could be overrun. The AMP force was truly something to behold.

    Minor skirmishes continued for most of the day before all weapons went silent. The entire Ogle species had been eradicated. I was not a fan of genocide but in this instance the species in question was not redeemable. They had no conscience, no empathy, and no compassion for others. They were vial, murderous and undeserving of walking amongst others.

    With the war over the AMP force next made a call on the Meche. They quickly surrendered and were placed under control of a military governing council as they were disarmed. It would likely take many years of good behavior before AMP Command had any thoughts of loosening our tight grip on their activities. They had been a force for evil and only time would tell if they could be turned. Their immediate surrender was a good first step.

    Probes were sent to every star system in our arm of the galaxy in search of the Frekkin. There were no signs of factories or residues from manufacturing of additional ships aside from those that had been in the matrix. From all the evidence we had the Frekkin had sacrificed themselves to try to defeat the Ogle. We had no understanding of why and with only Frekkin citizen remaining, who had been a captive, it was a question that would likely never be answered. The Frekkin's worshipers, the Por Hollis, had perished along with them.

    After decades at war our little universe was peaceful. The hostile species we had encountered had been eliminated or subdued. Many good species had perished, but the AMP stood strong. There had been thousands of battles and billions dead, but the war was finally over. In the end, it was our defiance that had helped us to persevere, our defiance of the rule of others that drove us to overcome, to survive.

    Several months of post war celebrations and other activities brought us to a point where the doors at DaCuban were once again a thing of fascination. My Virt had been trained to a level where she could move effortlessly and perform most tasks. She boarded a ship for DaCuban and the following day was standing before the great doors. The eight other species, now free captives, stood on the deck before the doors. They awaited the opportunity to take another try at solving the great mystery, this time, as free citizens.

    I watched intently as one by one the species bowed down to the crystals in front of them. The doors moved back with each new participant with the Human being the last. When the Human leaned forward and placed his hands on the crystal the light in the middle began to glow, but the doors did not move. Again, we were denied the knowledge of their secret.

    I then stepped forward and asked if the Human was a natural or a Virt. The answer was simple, natural humans no longer traveled; it was a Virt and therefore did not have the natural DNA of Man. I requested that a natural be brought out to the site where we would know once and for all if the figure on the great door was indeed Human. A volunteer was soon on his way.

    The following day the natural Human was the first to place his hands on the crystal before him. The light glowed and the great doors slid backwards by five meters. I was excited beyond belief as each of the other species placed their hands on the crystals. Anticipation had only grown when the final species, the only surviving Jessian, placed his hands on the crystal.

    The light in the Jessian crystal began to glow and the great doors began to slide. I waited eager for what was coming, only to have my excitement dashed as nothing further happened. The doors did not open, their mystery was not revealed.

    For seven days we sat before the great doors, trying every order of the participants, trying at different times such as at high noon or midnight. But the great doors would recede no further than under our original attempt. Time and again our efforts were without reward, we were at an impasse.

    The lone Waffen then stepped forward and offered a suggestion. One of the rows on the door had a Waffen, a Human and a Kurtz. It was the only row that had all three participants present. Eyes rolled and grumbles could be heard from those in the crowd who now believed the mystery could not be solved. The three species   stepped forward and began to bow.

    As the Waffen touched the ring the crystal in its center began to glow and the doors slid backwards. The Human was next and again a glow was followed by the moving doors. The Kurtz volunteer, Hershen, then knelt down and stretched out his arms. He placed his hands gently on the crystal as he let out a long sigh. The crystal began to glow and the door slid back. Once again the crowd moaned as the doors fell silent.

    I watched on with my own disappointment, but I noticed something different just as the three species began removing their hands. As everyone's focus was trained on the doors the light before the Waffen had begun to change color from red to green. When the three participants stood I called for one more try, the crowd again began to grumble.

    I stepped forward and insisted that I had seen something the others had not and that we make another attempt. Several politicians in the crowd stepped forward demanding to leave as the days of attempts had been nothing but a waste of time. They had business at home to take care of, many things to correct and many things to achieve.

    I then went into a short tirade about why the doors were important. It was evidence of beings more highly evolved than us, beings that could one day return with technologies... and weapons, that were superior to our own. After several minutes of patriotic fervor the politicians stepped back and gave approval to proceed. I had given a speech that they did not want to be on record as being against.

    Again the Waffen knelt and his crystal glowed. The Human was then followed shortly after by Hershen for the Kurtz. The door slid to fifteen meters and the crystals continued to glow. As the three species continued to hold their position several minutes passed before the Waffen crystal began turning green. Another minute passed before the Human crystal turned, followed by another for Hershen.

    We watched intently as the three crystals then began to pulsate. When the glow from the crystals turned to a pure steady white the great doors began to glow, the left door a deep red and the right a bright blue. In an instant the two doors shot backwards into the mountain revealing an oval room within. A Virt scientist was the first to enter, walking slowly down the corridor to the room that lay at its end.

    Holo-displays of each species lined the long corridor. Symbols flashed beside each as the scientist moved slowly along. When he entered the room he was confronted with two doors. The door on the left had the ominous deep red glow, while the door on the right had the friendly bright blue. The scientist stood for several minutes before a holo-figure of an unknown species appeared before him. The figure stretched out his broad arms and then began to speak.

    "Welcome Human. Your arrival has been as expected. This portal was constructed many millennia ago by beings other than ourselves. Its true purpose is unknown, but we have gathered that it was placed here as a decision point for each of the sentient species in our galaxy. Every 30,000 years a new set of species, from the rows on the doors, has evolved to the point where their reasoning and cooperation unlock the pathway to this room. Those species are then given three choices."

    "They can choose to remain in the galaxy where they are, they can choose the red door to the left or they can choose the blue door to the right. My own species, the Biln, was the last to move through the doorway. This message was left for the benefit of whoever came next."

    "If you choose to remain where you are, you must keep in mind that other species, some of them very powerful and very hostile, still inhabit this galaxy. There will be periods of great peace and advancement followed by millennia of war and sorrow. In the end, you will either rule this galaxy you have called the Milky Way, or you will perish as a species under the brutal fist of another."

    "If you choose the red door to the left you will be taken to a new galaxy where the driving forces of your species will be exploration, discovery and conquest. It is a galaxy filled with strange wonders and beings with cultures that you will struggle to understand. Some inhabitants will be hostile while others will eagerly become your friends. This door, the red door, is not for the weak, but for the strong, curious and courageous."

    "If you instead choose the other door, the blue door, you will be taken to a galaxy where your lives will be filled with nothing but days of peace and harmony for 30,000 years. Your lives will be long, your sadness little and your toils few. Beyond the blue door is a place where there are no wars, a place where life is filled with pleasure and happiness, a place without worry or pain. When the period of peace has expired you will enter a period of unknown. We were not told what may lie beyond."

    "The two species that passed through here alongside the Biln each chose a different path. The Merrick received the thrill of exploration, discovery and conquest; the Nefarians chose to stay here in an attempt to live within this galaxy. And my own species, the Biln, chose the comfort and security offered by the blue door."

    "It has been 30,000 of your years since this message was recorded for your benefit. I cannot speak of the Merrick or the Nefarians or their condition. Perhaps you have encountered the Nefarians in your travels. They are a good species but can sometimes be difficult to deal with. They also made their choice of staying with the intention of dominating the galaxy, something to keep in mind should you stay and cross their path."

    "The decision your species makes is all inclusive. Everyone will be compelled to follow the choice that is made. There will be no holdouts, no fighting to stay, and no splitting apart of your kind. You will all move forward or none will move forward."

    "The doors will remain open for 19 of your Earth days while your decision is made. If your choice is indecision, your species will remain where you are and all knowledge of the doors will be erased from your memories. This planet will not be available for exploration for another 30,000 years."

    "When the decision is made, if the red or blue door is chosen, only one individual needs to move through the doorway for the process to begin. Be warned... once a door has been breached there is no turning back. Your species will depart by means unknown to a destination without return. You are advised to take care with your decision."

    "As one final note to the other species that are present at the opening of this doorway. Only the three species of the row may make the transition to another world if that is their decision. Any other species who have attained the knowledge of the doors will soon forget of their existence. Only those who have opened the doorway may proceed down another path."

    "For the species who choose to remain you will soon forget about the doors. For those choosing the red or blue door your technologies, and the memories of them, will be left behind. A new set of technologies will be given to you to begin your journeys."

    "For the blue door you will be transported to a city like none you have ever seen. It will be filled with beauty, warmth and comfort. The technologies it offers will easily care for your daily needs and simple desires. Your days will be filled with happiness."

    "For the red door you will be transported to a powerful space station in a distant galaxy, one capable of holding your population. Again, your daily needs will be provided for, but your wants and desires will have to be satisfied through your explorations and conquests. New weapons, new defenses and new ships will be at your disposal. But hardships and dangers will have to be overcome."

    "As a final warning to those who choose a door, all memory of your existence here will be forgotten and memories for your new lives implanted. It will not change who you are, only what you remember from the past. For those who choose to remain here, your memories will remain intact except for those pertaining to this site. Your daily lives will continue as they have been."

    "If you should ask, over the next 19 days, this message may be repeated as many times as you desire. The decisions you make will be irreversible and the path of your species forever changed. Do not make the decision lightly and protect the doorways from those who might run through, sending your species to a destiny they might not desire. It was the fate of the Merrick, one selfish individual thrust it upon his species, sending them forever to a destination that was not of their choice. Be vigilant of the doorways until your decision is made."

    "As a final gesture, one of your species will be chosen to give the next message for this site. Be wise in your council as the decisions of those you inform may in turn affect your own fate. We do not know the origins of these doors, of who built them or why, we only know the purpose that was presented to us."

    "The 19 days of decision are now before you. Make haste to discuss and return within that time. And may your choices be the best for your people.... your destinies wait."

    The DaCuban doors remained heavily guarded for 18 days. On the 19th the three species returned with their decisions. Discussions had been volatile with many arguments becoming heated. The final decisions were made by the AMP council.

    The Waffen, the single being who remained, chose the blue door. It seemed the only good choice given his situation. He hoped that perhaps the peace and serenity that it offered would be enough to overcome his grief, depression and loneliness. He walked to the blue doorway and stepped through. The great stone carving of the Waffen on the deck, along with the ring and crystal, then became obscure.

    The Kurtz were the next to show their final decision. They had chosen the red door. They were confident in their ability to not only survive, but to thrive. A Kurtz empire filled their dreams and a desire for exploration and discovery flowed through their veins. Hershen was chosen to represent his people. After a long hug and a short goodbye, he walked down the corridor, hesitated, and then stepped through the red door.

    The other Kurtz politicians, who were present at the site, then began to vanish one by one. They had chosen their new destiny and had been transported to a distant unknown galaxy. I attempted to contact him through the QE Comm link, but the connection was no more. I then thought of the holo-figure and the words they had spoken... prior memories had been erased.

    I had been chosen to represent the Human species and to deliver the message for the next 30,000 year event. I gave much of the same information as that which we had received and then closed with a final statement. "For those who go forth, remember that your choice is not the end... but a new beginning. May you each be at peace with your decision and have all of your desires fulfilled... your destinies wait."

    When the recording was complete I then looked back down the corridor at the Human faces that waited. Some expressions were of worry and some of joy. But one face stood out that I could not fathom. It was a face of anger, a face that was brooding over the decision that had been made. As I stood before the blue door, looking back, the angry expression only seemed to grow. For an instant I thought of how that anger would soon be gone as his memories of whatever had led him down that path were erased. He would soon have a new beginning.

    I stepped into the blue doorway, towards a life of happiness and bliss, but that destiny was not to be mine. The doorway rejected my advance and gently pushed me back to the center of the room. I then realized that I was no longer Human... my DNA had been altered. I turned and walked back down the corridor to the stunned faces waiting on the deck.

    Tears fell all around as the Human leaders of the AMP came to the same realization. If the Humans passed through the blue door... I would be left behind. Heated discussions quickly ensued as to what to do. I stepped in and with a raised voice received the attention of those around me. I would stay. One life was not worth the sacrifice of our species destiny. It was a terrifying thought and yet at the same time I was somehow at peace.

    After several pleas for further discussion by friends and fellow leaders that I had known for decades, I again stepped up and insisted that the decision had already been made. My small sacrifice was one that I was more than willing to make... it was in the best interest of all that I had known and all that I knew. I turned to the current leader of the council and stretched out my arm with a finger pointed down the corridor. He smiled for a moment and then proceeded to walk.

    The others in the council then gathered close around me and offered their final goodbyes. Tears flowed as hugs were distributed and slaps on the back passed around. As I reached over for one last hug a commotion quickly developed. Screams soon erupted from those around me as the one angry face ran down the corridor knocking the council leader to his knees as he passed.

    The angry man then stopped at the red doorway for only a moment before looking back with an evil grin. He then jumped through. As I spun around the Humans around me began to disappear one by one. But something happened that I was not expecting. Five Virts had been brought to the site and five Virts remained standing when all the others had gone. These Virts were of the council members and as such had been in training for several years. When the QE Comm links to their masters were broken they were left thinking for themselves.

    With the third species through the red door the great doors closed and moved forward. The three species on the Human row suddenly became fully obscured and the mountain we stood upon began to rumble. I ran for the closest ship and then called to the Virts to get a move on. After a moment’s hesitation they quickly made their way.

    As we lifted off the deck at DaCuban the planet began to fade from our holo-displays. In a final flash it was gone. I set a course back towards Earth with a new mission in mind. I had several billion Virts who were in need of training and guidance. They were now my people.

    I had my own new beginning set before me and I was determined to keep the AMP alive. There were species out there who needed protection, species who needed guidance, but most of all, species who I was in need of interacting with.

    I often wondered about my Human family and friends, somehow the memories of their existence and of the great doors of DaCuban were still within my brain. Were they successful on their new path? I could only reason yes as we had always been survivors.

    As for the species who remained, the Gidden and Nickarians took control of the new Toledus after terraforming removed the foul smell of sulfur from its atmosphere. I rounded up the few survivors of the other species and brought them to live amongst the Virts on Earth. Their numbers were few but they were grateful for a second chance.

    The AMP was no more but I had a new mission in mind. I had sophisticated technology at my disposal and an army of clones to be trained. I had a force of ships like the galaxy had never seen. I sat in my command chair on the bridge of my flagship, barking orders at those around me. It was the place where I was happy... the place where I belonged.

    It was time for the AMP to be resurrected, rebuilt and strengthened. There were other species to meet and other worlds to conquer...the Nefarians were out there waiting. I turned to my first in command and blurted out our mission to a stoic clone look.

    "Our galaxy waits."

  



What's Next!

    



    


    This Human is asking for your help!

    If you enjoyed reading this book please leave a review on Amazon. If you have general comments to the author or would like to be included on a mailing list for new releases please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com. I like feedback!

    I value my privacy as you value yours. Email entries will be added to a list for notifying readers of upcoming releases or specials. I will not be spamming you continuously, nor will I give or sell your email address to any other entity. If at any time you wish to have your email address removed from the list please send an email to: comments@arsenex.com with the body text of "Stop". I will happily remove your email address upon request. It's that simple!

    


    



Authors notes:

    


    

    


    

    SODIUM was my first attempt at writing a series. It has been quite the journey and I would have to say... that I loved it! I've worked hard to tell a good and creative story and I now understand the feelings (good and bad) that every writer goes through. It is an effort of love to create something that either entertains or provokes thought. I hope I have provided you with at least a little of both.

    If you enjoyed reading these books (or if you have criticisms) I am always eager to hear reader’s opinions (be they good or bad).

    And if you have another moment to spare, the follow on series to SODIUM is entitled AMP and is available at www.arsenex.com.

    Take care, as your future decisions will affect your destiny. Troubles may abound, pleasures may be had and life is here to be lived. As a final bit of advice, if attacked, don't forget to blink out!

    
Stephen Arseneault
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