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    Chapter 1

    


    

    


    

    In the months that followed our great victory over the Durians, our fleet was reestablished and the planet of Tresha reconstructed into a sustainable state. Our species was beginning to thrive with the old Human technologies we had found. Autonomous robots begot autonomous robots, which increased the output of our farms and factories with each ongoing day. The remaining Colossuns were eradicated, as were the nasty Bulgar Consortium. An alliance treaty was quickly signed with the Bulgar who had offered assistance.

    Plans were being drawn up to sweep back through the Mensa sector and the hundred sectors we had come through before. Species that were inherently hostile would have no place in the Triangulum galaxy. Friendly species would be free to govern themselves, with disputes settled by binding arbitration in sector councils that would answer to the new Human empire. In a gesture to honor our Human past, and to provide a sense of belonging to all, the empire was named the Alliance of Major Planets. AMP would be the empire to justly and fairly rule all empires.

    In the fifth month after our victory, I walked into Frig’s lab in Furnac. "What’s the good news today, my friend?"

    Frig leaned back, crossed his short arms behind his wide, flat head, and smiled. "I have done it! I have cracked the problem with the wormhole aperture! I only needed to use harmonic frequencies to achieve the power amplification necessary for widening a portal once it was opened. If you want to follow me out to the Swift, we can make these modifications and give the ship-sized wormhole a try!"

    I stepped back and gestured towards the door. "Well, come on! We aren’t getting any younger!"

    Frig replied, "Well, technically, Sir, that does not appear to be a true statement for you. You are looking younger every day. In fact, I would say that you appear to be younger than on the day we first met. Do you remember raising your hand in the Batteract Lounge on the Grid as you were looking for a new ship’s mechanic? You appear to be even younger than on that day."

    I smiled and tilted my head as Frig walked past. "Really? I think I was, like, twenty-six then. I look younger than twenty-six?"

    Ashley joined us as we walked. "What’s the hurry here? What trouble are you two getting into?"

    I spoke. "Frig here thinks I look younger than twenty-six. What do you think?"

    Ashley replied, "I think you are getting a big head is what I think. It’s time we got you back over to George to do a full workup on you. If that DNA serum is still not showing any ill side effects, it might be time to start rolling it out to the masses, don’t you think?"

    I nodded. "Well, if it makes everyone feel half as good as I do right now, I would have to agree with you. And the trouble we are getting into? Frig thinks he has a solution for the wormhole aperture. We are on our way to try it out!"

    Ashley smiled as she slipped her arm in around mine. "I’m up for seeing that!"

    After boarding the Swift, I sat in the captain’s chair, with Ashley seated on a bench just behind me. Frig sat in his usual spot beside me.

    Frig spoke. "If you would kindly take us out to open space, Sir, it would be appreciated."

    I nodded in reply. "I would be happy to oblige, kind Sir."

    With the pleasantries exchanged, we lifted off and were welcoming the empty blackness of space a few seconds later. Frig got to work installing his updates as I spun my chair around to face my wife.

    I smiled as I spoke. "So, about this younger than twenty-six thing. I was thinking we should go ahead and give you a shot of the serum, you know, so that others don't start talking about you chasing young men."

    The half poking fun drew an unhappy expression and a punch to my upper chest. "Ow! Hey, I was just funning!"

    Ashley replied, "There are some things a women does not like to be funned about."

    I remained silent, which drew another punch. "Ow! Well, what was that for? I didn't even say anything!"

    Ashley huffed, "You didn't say it, but I know what you were thinking!"

    I spun my chair back around. "Tell me something good up here; it’s too violent facing back that other way."

    Frig replied, "Sir, even I know that age is not a topic to be funned with when it comes to the ladies. Perhaps you should go back and read the gentleman’s manual again."

    I pointed my finger. "Ah, gentleman’s manual. I like that!"

    Frig looked at his holo-display and spoke. "To answer your question, I believe we are ready for a test. I am punching in the coordinates for the Molov system. The cesium reactor should have adequate power for a jump to that system."

    Frig pressed several buttons, and a wormhole nearly twice the diameter of the Swift opened up in front of us.

    I nodded. "Whoa. Are you sure that it’s safe to go through there?"

    Frig launch a microprobe. Several seconds later, the data streamed through on his holo-display. "I believe this is the Molov system, is it not?"

    I looked at the holo-display. "Hmm. Sure looks like it. OK, well, here we go, then."

    I pushed the throttle forward, and we eased through the wormhole like we were moving through empty space.

    Once on the other side, Frig again spoke. "Now if you would be so kind as to take us back through the other direction."

    I pulled the throttle past the neutral point, and the Swift moved back through the portal in the other direction.

    I spoke. "OK, that was easy. What now?"

    Frig made several swipes and the wormhole closed. "Now, I want you to push that throttle full forward until we have passed light speed. Then hold us at that speed."

    I did as asked and was rewarded with the speed I desired in less than two seconds. Frig then made another swipe of his display and in an instant we were flying through the Molov system.

    I again spoke. "Ah, what just happened?"

    Frig replied, "I opened a portal in our direct path as we were traveling above the speed of light. We moved through the portal almost instantly. If you look at your display, you will see that the portal closed behind us immediately. We can only hold the portal open if we are in close proximity to it."

    I turned my chair towards Frig. "That’s it? We can jump whenever we want? At any speed?"

    Frig nodded as he again swiped the holo-display in front of him. "We can do each of those things."

    In another instant, we were heading back into the Tresha system.

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "How far can we jump? How powerful a portal can we open?"

    Frig replied, "Calculated results show a maximum distance of 746 light-years."

    Ashley sat back. "Well, there goes a visit to Earth. Hey, can we pack enough reactors on a ship to make it all the way there?"

    Frig shook his head. "We would need more than three thousand of these cesium reactors for a wormhole that length. However, we can make the trip with this single generator. The wormhole takes approximately ten seconds to construct. With an additional two seconds for programming and passing through, we should be able to continuously construct wormholes as we fly. Given 746 light-years per wormhole, and the distance to Earth, we would have to make 3,352 jumps."

    I raised my hand. "So, how long would it take?"

    Frig looked upwards as he quickly counted in his head. "Just over eleven hours given optimum conditions."

    I stood. "You are telling me we can reach Earth in eleven hours?"

    Frig hesitated and then spoke. "Really, Sir. You are too easily excitable. You should sit before you faint."

    Ashley laughed. "Sit. And Frig, just answer his question? Are we eleven hours from Earth?"

    Frig replied, "Just over eleven."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel Harper. I’m with Frig and Ashley on the Swift. We are going to take a little trip. We should be back tomorrow."

    The Colonel replied, "Dare I ask where it is that you are going?"

    I smiled at the others as I replied, "We are going to keep that little secret to ourselves for the moment. I’ll fill you in fully when we return."

    Ashley spoke. "So that’s it? We just pick up and go?"

    I nodded. "We have all the supplies we need right here on our belts. We have spares of the filters, food packs, and power packs. And we have the means on this ship to refill them. Besides, we will be back tomorrow. I say we just go right now!"

    Ashley looked at Frig for a response. "He is correct, Ashley. If so desired, we could leave immediately after I have programmed in the jump sequence."

    I spoke. "OK, it’s settled, then. We are taking a trip to Earth. We are going home!"

    After a silent pause, I continued. "And when we return, we are going to go looking for the Gambit fleet. They should still be out there, and we will take however long it takes to find them."

    Frig smiled a rare smile. "I should like that, Sir."

    Twenty minutes later, the wormhole generator was humming and our first of thousands of jumps was made. In a flash, we were 746 light-years from where we had previously been. Two jumps later, we were out of the Triangulum and into free space.

    The blackness of space between the galaxies was as black as one could imagine. The Milky Way was only a dim smudge on my holo-display. Every twelve seconds, for the next eleven hours, the wormhole generator would hum and then go silent. The dim smudge slowly grew to a tiny galaxy and was then looming large in front of us.

    I spoke. "It’s beautiful, isn’t it. I’m now wondering what we will find when we arrive. Is Earth still there? Has it overgrown from being abandoned? Has another species settled there?"

    Ashley replied, "Sometimes you just think too much, Don. Overspeculation isn’t going to tell us anything."

    I turned my chair around. "Don’t you ever dream? Where is your imagination? Mine is running wild with ideas right now. What do you have going on up there?"

    Ashley thought and then replied, "I’m thinking about all the work we have to do when we get back. We have a whole government to continue to setup and organize. We have hostile species still out there."

    I shook my head. "All that can wait until we get back. This is a huge event for all Humans right here. Frig, what are you thinking about right now?"

    Frig replied, "I was thinking about my people. Are they still out there? Have other Gambits survived? Am I the only one of my kind left?"

    I turned back to Ashley. "OK, I can understand Frig’s thought patterns, but you need to get with the right here and now. This is Earth! Our beginnings! Doesn’t that stir some level of excitement in your mind?"

    Ashley laughed as she nodded. "Of course it does; I just choose not to let my mind run away with speculative thoughts."

    I waved my hand at her and turned back to the holo-screen. "One of the greatest moments in our lives and you want to think about government stuff. Pffft."

    The holo-display was soon filled with the stars of the galaxy arm where Earth was supposed to reside. Minutes later, we made our final jump into Earth’s solar system. My heart raced as Frig pushed the throttle forward to move us within sight of our home world.

    I spoke. "Well, where is it? I count seven or eight planets. Where is Earth?"

    Frig replied, "One moment, Sir. I seem to recall something about a code from the Defender ship. It says to broadcast this sequence on this frequency for a period of at least thirty-five seconds."

    As Frig continued to read, I threw my arms up in the air in a sarcastic gesture. "Well? Come on! Send the signal!"

    Frig turned. "Please, Sir. Allow me to read the complete instruction."

    I leaned back in my chair as I crossed my arms. "Take your time, Frig. I'm just trying to be a pest."

    Frig replied, "And you are being quite successful at it, Sir."

    As the signal broadcast began, Ashley stood behind me, placing her hands on my shoulders and squeezing. I raised my right hand and placed it on top of hers, stroking the back of her hand with my thumb. For a moment I forgot that my arms and hands were not my own. The feedback from the prosthetics was as real a feeling as that which I had been born with.

    The thirty-five seconds turned to fifty seconds and then ninety. "Are you sure you sent the right code?"

    Frig replied, "Please be patient, Sir. I am picking up power surges on the sensors. Perhaps there is something that has to be powered on."

    As we watched, I continued to squirm in my chair because of the lack of anything visible. Then it happened. A silvery-white ship of immense proportions wavered and then flashed into full view. It was a spectacular vessel with sleek lines and a distinctly rounded shape. It was very unlike the boxy, utilitarian designs of the Human ships I had known.

    Seconds later, a second ship appeared, followed by a third and fourth. The handful of ships then grew into a small fleet. The small fleet then grew larger. For a full fifteen minutes, the fleet continued to grow. Spectacular was no longer adequate to describe the silvery-white space fleet before us. When the last of the ships came into view, our counter read more than 105,000 ships strong.

    Ashley released her grip on my shoulders after she realized she had been squeezing them hard for several minutes.

    I spoke. "That is one impressive fleet. Now, where is our planet?"

    As soon as I had spoken, a single silvery-white square appeared just behind the fleet. As we watched, the single square turned to two, then four, then ten. At that point the squares flipped on quickly and a spherical shape began to form. It was planet size, slightly larger than Tresha and Jarhead. The huge silvery-white ball hung in the heavens before us.

    When the final square had turned on, the first square changed from the silvery white to transparent. We looked on in awe as the other squares changed, revealing a beautiful blue-green planet underneath. When the last silvery-white square had changed, we were faced with a clear view of our home planet.

    Ashley pointed. "It has a moon!"

    I spoke. "Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? Look, I can see great cities down there. And what spectacular colors! The greens and blues are just striking with the clarity of that atmosphere!"

    Frig placed his hand on my shoulder. "Sir."

    I continued to gaze at the wonder before us.

    Frig continued, "Sir. You should turn around."

    I pushed his hand off my shoulder. "Just let me take it in for a few minutes, OK?"

    Frig again placed his hand on my shoulder. "Sir. Turn around."

    I sighed. "What is so important?"

    I turned to look behind me. "What?"

    As I turned back, I replied, "Ashley? She's probably in the restroom or—"

    I spun around in my chair as a cold chill ran down my spine. I stood, and with a single step, I was back at the door to the sleeping quarters. I jerked the door open with a terror-filled expression on my face. The room was empty!

    I spoke. "Frig! Where is my wife!"

    Frig replied, "I do not have the answer to that, Sir. She was there and then she was gone."

    I held my hands out. "What do you mean gone?"

    Frig looked down and then back at me. "I believe we are facing two possibilities here, Sir. Either something in that fleet or something down on that planet transported her out of here, or—"

    I again threw my arms out with an anxiety-filled expression on my face. "Or?"

    Frig sighed. "Or, the Duke took her, Sir. If the latter is the case, I would fear that he may have taken everyone."

    I sat in my chair, still in disbelief. "If he took everyone, why am I still here?"

    Frig replied, "You said he was having trouble tracking you. I believe the DNA serum you took disrupted whatever method he used for that purpose. But, Sir, before we pursue that, we should first see if she is on that planet. It is possible that whatever mechanism the Duke uses to track Humans, is also used by these ships and this planet. Remember, the Defender was able to recognize you as being Human."

    I motioned towards the planet. "How do we get down there? Do we just go through that transparent structure surrounding it?"

    Frig made several swipes at his holo-display as the wormhole generator began to hum. "We jump down there, Sir."

    We settled onto the well-kept grass in front of a white-spired building that rose up one hundred stories in the crisp, clear air. I stepped out of the rear hatch and onto the green grass. It felt soft under my BGS boots. The bright yellow sun shone down, yielding a moderate and very comfortable temperature.

    The building before us had a set of great arched doors that stood twenty meters high, opening into a lobby with ceilings of the same height. Simple decorations and paintings of people adorned the walls.

    A large box then descended down tracks on a far wall. When the box came to a rest on the floor, a bell sounded and a door opened. A young, strong, handsome man in a white BGS suit stepped out into the lobby with a look of concern.

    The man spoke. "Travelers. Welcome to Earth. However, your visit will be short. I can offer you whatever assistance you require to be on your way. There is nothing for you here."

    I replied, "I am Human."

    The man looked at me intently. "You appear to be Human, but you are not Human. You will have to leave immediately."

    I walked towards the man, and he raised a hand. "Please do not approach me. You will kindly board your ship and be on your way, by force if necessary."

    I stopped my advance. "My wife, she is Human; did you take her?"

    The man again replied, "There are no Humans present on this planet. I have been pleasant with you up until now. Please return to your ship and leave this star system. You may return if you have a Human with you."

    I held out my arm and pulled it back.

    I then poked out my chest. "Here, take a blood sample. I bet I have the same DNA as you!"

    Frig spoke. "Sir. I think we better leave."

    I turned to see a robot, strikingly similar to the ones we had used at the Defender, standing behind Frig. It was time for us to go.

    I turned back to the man. "And you are sure there are no Humans up there on that fleet?"

    The man replied, "There are no Humans in the vicinity of this star system. Please, Sir. This is your final warning."

    I held up my hand. "OK, we’ll go, but we will be back. And you will welcome us with open arms."

    The man stood silently with a calm and stoic expression on his face.

    As we walked out onto the bright green grass, I spoke. "We need to get back to Tresha. If everyone is gone, Frig, what are we going to do?"

    Frig replied, "We are going to find them, Sir. We must find them."
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    The eleven-hour trip back to Tresha was excruciating. When we arrived, our worst fears had come to pass. Every Human was gone. A dozen Bulgar diplomats were huddled in a room waiting for a transport. The message they had sent was days away from being received.

    I spoke. "Did any of you see what happened?"

    One of the diplomats, Garus Doweath, replied, "I was talking to my counterpart when she disappeared from right in front of me. Five or six other Humans were in the room when it happened. They were all gone as well."

    I offered the diplomats a ride back to their planet. Several minutes after a portal jump, we were touching down in a Bulgar spaceport. We were thanked and invited to stay to discuss the incident. We declined.

    I spoke to Frig. "What do we do now?"

    Frig replied, "All existence of the Duke was removed from the Colossus Empire. I think we should attempt to find the Grid, Sir. Perhaps that will lead us to his whereabouts."

    I thought for a moment and then turned towards Frig. "I have one other thought about how we can find him. Take us back to Molov. If the old Duke is still there in Touchstone’s lab, maybe we can squeeze some information out of him."

    Frig replied, "Excellent suggestion, Sir."

    We made the jump back to Molov and walked into Ashley and Touchstone’s lab.

    Quan spoke. "Ah, at last someone is here. Mr. Grange? How are you, Sir?"

    I turned to Frig. "I don’t know if I can get used to the politeness. I am fine, Quan; we have some questions for you. Can you tell us where the Duke is?"

    Quan was silent for seven minutes before responding. "I am sorry, Sir. I cannot tell you where the Duke is."

    Frig placed his hand on my shoulder. "Let me have a try, Sir."

    Frig continued, "Quan, where would you have sent the Grid, leaving from the location where we captured you, given a 20 percent fuel load? And why that location?"

    The android computer was silent for another seven minutes. "I would have relocated the Grid to the Jawas sector. The Fronde star system there has an adequate hydrogen supply that is easily harvested."

    Frig spoke. "We should gather Quan and the equipment here, and reconstruct this lab on the Swift, Sir. If he remains here, we run the risk of the Duke learning of his existence."

    I replied, "Speaking of that. Why is it that you think the Duke never fully checked out this planet?"

    Frig pointed to Quan. "Just ask."

    I shook my head. "Sometimes I just miss the obvious. Quan, why did you not fully investigate this planet?"

    Again, we patiently waited through the seven-minute silence as Quan reconstructed memories for a response. "The cesium core of this planet prevented all but the most rudimentary of scans, and wormhole endpoints would not properly form. My repeated attempts at sending my agents also failed. The star system was not a threat to my ongoing activities, so it was ignored."

    I spoke. "Wow. I have a hard time believing that this place would be ignored. The mystery surrounding it is like someone waving a big red flag in front of your face."

    Frig replied, "Perhaps. Or perhaps the Duke has been preoccupied with his game of war. That is a question that only he, or Quan, could answer."

    Frig reached for the switch to turn off the mic and speaker. I grabbed his arm.

    I asked one remaining question. "Quan, did you intentionally leave this planet alone so that Humans would find it?"

    After another seven-minute wait, the truth was revealed. "No."

    I flipped off the switch as I spoke. "Wow. So, I think we can assume that the Duke doesn’t know anything about this planet, or about Earth as it currently exists."

    Frig replied, "We can ask, Sir."

    I flipped the switch back on. "Quan, what can you tell me about the current condition of Earth and the Milky Way?"

    After the customary time, Quan responded. "Earth and the Milky Way have been ignored for the last thousand years. All Humans in that galaxy were transported to this galaxy. What remains is irrelevant until such time as new competitions are to begin."

    Frig spoke. "We should go, Sir. We can question Quan as we search."

    The switch was flipped off and the android core moved aboard the Swift along with all of the lab equipment, a replicator, and two bots. After we lifted off and exited the Molov system, a jump was set to the Jawas sector, and more specifically, the Fronde star system.

    Quan’s suggestion was correct. As we popped into the star system, an image of the Grid came up on our tactical display.

    Frig spoke. "I am going to take us right into Alpha Bay, Sir. We will blink in and scan for the presence of Humans or the Duke."

    I replied, "How do we scan for Humans? You mean bios?"

    Frig stood and walked back to Quan. "How were you able to detect Humans?"

    Minutes passed before Quan spoke. "Human DNA has a marker that transforms the Human lymph system into a group of bio-broadcast points. An extremely low-power signal is emitted. Microscopic wormhole scans are continuously conducted throughout all five galaxies under my control. The Human bio-markers are tracked and logged along with all other species who have been tagged."

    Frig turned back. "Sir, if the Duke is continuously scanning five galaxies, he must have a tremendous source of power available to him. The energy required to perform such a task would be astronomical."

    I replied, "Well, drop us on the Grid, and we will at least have an answer as to whether or not our people are there."

    We were soon settling into Alpha Bay. A scan was performed and the results evaluated. A large number of biologicals were present. The Duke’s android signature was not among the data.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, you will have to go out and search."

    I stood. "I’m on it. I have the hatch dropping now. I’ll be back as soon as I know something."

    Using my BHD, I powered out and moved towards the Alpha section main hallway. As I came in contact with the first interior bulkhead, I nearly got a concussion as I bounced off the hardened wall.

    I called back to Frig, "Did you see that? I just bounced off the bulkhead. It won’t let me travel through, even with the BGS on full!"

    Frig replied, "I am performing a scan now, Sir. It would appear that the bulkheads have some of the same properties as your BGS suit, only at a much lower level. It could be why they have been so much tougher than the standard materials we have encountered elsewhere. That may lead to us finally unraveling the secret of the metal this station is made of. Perhaps the Duke found a material that naturally has electrons with a slower spin. That would account for your issue here. That would also make it incredibly durable and resistant to ion pulses."

    I redirected myself to a standard doorway. "Hmm, another mystery of the universe solved, then. Looks like this search might take me a while."

    I powered down the main hall and was saddened by the lack of hustle and bustle that normally filled the shops along the corridors. I moved up and down the halls until I came upon the first Colossun soldiers that were standing guard over the main parade field. I powered past them and through the doors towards the signs of the other biologicals beyond. Thousands of Colossun regulars sat, lounging about the parade fields and the stands that surrounded them.

    I spoke. "Did you see any other concentrations of bios anywhere else? These are just the Colossuns who were on this station when it left."

    Frig replied, "Delta sector shows a concentration of just over forty thousand."

    As I turned back towards the nearest transway, I asked a question. "So, the Duke could track us due to some small signal our lymph nodes emitted. Can you pick up on that signal?"

    Frig stood and walked back to flip on Quan’s switch. "Without having a Human here to scan, I would have no way of determining what signal to look for."

    Frig began to ask Quan about the Human signal, its frequency, and how it might be detected. Seven minutes later, the responses he received back removed the possibility of a Human scan.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, the Duke has sensor gear available to him that is orders of magnitude better than what we have available to us. In short, the answer is no, we cannot scan for Humans without being in close proximity to them, as within a meter or two."

    I floated down the transway ramps as I replied, "Well, we’ll just have to do this the hard way, then. I’ll be in the main Delta corridor in a few seconds. See if you can pick out any other areas of interest for me if this one is a bust."

    I powered through the doors into a large auditorium that again held several thousand Colossun regulars. After more than six months on the Grid with no further direction from the Duke, the Colossun troops were beginning to lose any semblance of belonging to an organized army.

    I spoke. "Frig, if you ask me, I think the Duke sent these troops out here with the Grid and then abandoned them. He likes order among his people, and from what I have seen so far, there is no order here. Do a scan of the food supplies. What are they surviving off of?"

    Several minutes passed before Frig replied, "They appear to be going through the food stores while ignoring the farms. I tapped into the video feeds, and the farms appear to be overgrown and unharvested. If they continue, they will be starving within another three months."

    As I approached what Frig had described as the third-largest gathering of bios on the Grid, I took note of the guards who seemed to actually be paying attention. When I drifted through the doorways to the Delta sports complex, I came upon a dismal scene. The dead littered one playing field while those who lived were camped out in another.

    I spoke to Frig. "Are you seeing this?"

    Frig replied, "It appears that we have located all the other species who occupied the Grid when the Duke took control. And from the looks of that other field, they are not doing well."

    I shook my head as I slowly powered over the living. "Frig, this is horrible. They all look emaciated. I see debris from food storage containers, but nothing looks fresh. The Colossuns must have stopped feeding them just recently."

    Frig punched away on his holo-display. "Sir, I’ve completed a full scan of all decks. The Colossuns only occupy levels down to Gamma section. There are no other bios on the remainder of the ship. I have also scanned the ports; the harvesters are not in operation. The Duke is not refilling the Grid’s tanks."

    I spoke. "I think he tends to let things go once he’s gotten his use out of them. This galaxy, or at least this sector, is probably safe from him for the time being. At least until he decides to make use of it again."

    Frig looked over the remaining data from the deep scan. "I have analyzed the video feeds from the top five decks, Sir. There are no signs of Humans on this station. Perhaps it is time to look elsewhere."

    I sighed as I looked down on the species that we had once called friends. "I can’t just leave them like this, Frig. We have to do something."

    The comm was silent as Frig switched screens on his display. "Sir, I count as many as thirty-five thousand Colossuns on this station. The other species number only in the low thousands. What would you propose?"

    I replied, "Well, how about this: you have access to the Grid’s systems through the Swift’s computer. The vast majority of Colossuns are camped out on the parade grounds. Just seal off Alpha section, and we have their numbers cut down to a few hundred. I can have them mopped up in an hour or so."

    Frig spoke. "And after we have freed them?"

    I drifted behind the two guards that watched the Delta sports complex doorways. "We start those harvesters running and then show them the farms. We can leave them a bot with instructions for building a replicator. Give them a few months, and they could be running this whole place."

    The remains of the guards fell to the floor after I blinked in and out again.

    I continued, "Tell me when those sections are sealed off, and I will finish the cleanup."

    Following the direction of Frig, I cleared the Delta section of Colossuns as the higher sections were sealed off. I powered back out to the field where the other species were huddled. I settled on the deck and blinked in.

    I removed my helmet and spoke. "OK, listen up! You are now free to roam this section. We have sealed off the higher sections, including all of the Colossuns. I am going to be leaving you with a bot and instructions on how to make use of it. The food stores in this section are not deep, but they should offer you a good cushion to get started in taking care of yourselves."

    I continued, "We have locked away the Colossuns from their food stores, so, give them a couple months, and you should be able to clean their carcasses out of the other sections. We are leaving this station in your hands. You will have to work to survive, but we are giving you the tools to do so. Humans will very likely not be coming back to run this station. You must take charge of it on your own. Welcome those from the outside who are willing to help. And take care, for I will likely not be back this way again."

    I stood for several seconds looking into the largely blank stares of those before me. Several then stepped to the front with very relevant questions. When I left the field in Delta section, I had a good feeling that they would make it. They now had food, as well as the means to survive and to prosper.

    Once back on the Swift, I plopped down in the pilot’s seat. "Well, the Grid was a bust. Where do we go next?"

    Frig thought for a moment before replying. "Sir, I would like to find my people if possible. I believe Quan to be our best path to finding the Duke. Perhaps we can continue our questioning as we search out the other Gambits."

    I replied, "What about our search for Ashley and the others?"

    Frig shook his head. "We don't have anywhere else to search. Perhaps a short break will give us the time we need to narrow our search from the entire universe. If we come up with a new direction, we can leave at that time."

    I pointed my finger. "I’m OK with that. Set a course for the last place we saw the Gambits, and I’ll start hammering Quan for ideas."

    I sat down on a bench beside the open android as Frig jumped us to the Schnell sector. "OK, Quan, you are going to help me find Frig’s people. Did you track the Gambit like the Humans?"

    After a seven-minute pause, Quan replied, "The Gambit were not deemed a suitable species for competition and therefore did not have DNA tracking injections in their developmental years as a sentient species."

    I turned back towards Frig. "You hear that? Your people were too dumb to be tagged!"

    Frig replied, "Sir, really. ‘Not deemed suitable’ could easily mean that they were not as aggressive and pushy as your species. Or, perhaps they had too high an intellect and as a consequence were not well suited to continuous fighting."

    I laughed. "Yeah, well, it sounds to me like they just didn’t make the cut. Maybe next time, huh?"

    The next four days were spent jumping and scanning before we got a hit.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, I have a hit on ship activity in an unmapped star system. I am jumping to that position now."

    Upon our arrival, I pulled up the scan data on my holo-display. "I count twenty-six picket ships just outside the system. There, on the second planet, it looks like we have a colony. And it looks like those are the same Gambit codes that we saw back at our encounter with the Galis."

    Frig took a deep breath. "Sir, I believe we have found them. I count more than four hundred ships in orbit or docked around that second planet. There must be, must be millions of my people there."

    I nodded. "Well, let’s go pay them a visit. Word of our victory probably hasn’t spread this far yet. I bet they could use the good news."

    We pulled up short of orbit before Frig broadcast his first message. "Gambit colony. This is Bartel Helbris. I am here to bring news of the end of the great wars of this galaxy!"

    Several minutes passed before a response was heard. "Bartel. This is Admiral Honik Sumrue. We talked some years ago, following the destruction of the Galis. Welcome home, Bartel!"

    I placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder. "How about that! Sumrue is now an admiral, and he remembers you!"

    Frig had a solemn look on his face. "Hello, Admiral, we respectfully request permission to land."

    The word came back. "Permission granted!"

    Frig was welcomed back by his people. I couldn’t remember him ever having a happier look on his face. He talked of the great war that had just ended, about our defeat of the Milgari, and then of the Colossuns and Durians. After Frig’s injection and cure of so many of the Milgari, the Gambit colony had largely been at peace. The time had been used to modernize their ships and to find several partners in trade. For the first time since their home world had been overrun, the Gambit were not on the run.

    Frig spoke. "The Milgari were pawns in this war just as I was. How could I fault them for something that was beyond their control? I realize it may be unfathomable at this moment, but I believe they would be good trading partners should they choose to stay in this sector. They have a new world to call home, just as you have here."

    The Admiral replied, "Just as we have here, Bartel. Perhaps it is time you rejoined your people. Help us to build the Gambit society and culture to what it once was. Perhaps, we can all one day return to Gambrel. With the robotic technology you were speaking of, perhaps even Gambrel can be cleaned of the toxic mess that the Milgari left."

    Frig smiled. "I cannot tell you how many times I have longed for the swamps and bogs of our world, Admiral. I remember the summers as a young boy, before the Milgari came, when the irantids would emerge from their casings and skim across the waters of my district. Such a delight and such a delicacy. They would skim right into your waiting hands."

    The Admiral leaned back. "Ah, the irantids—I had not thought of those celebrations in years. Yes, you must join us in our efforts to restore our species, Bartel. Our people need you."

    Frig wiped back a tear. "I would like nothing better, Admiral. But today, I must continue on the journey with Don Grange. The Humans have sacrificed much for not only the Gambit, but all species in this galaxy. We need to find the Humans, Admiral. And the Duke—he must be brought to justice, or this war will manifest itself yet again in a few centuries, or a few thousand years. Should the Duke be found, perhaps I will return then, Admiral."

    As we continued our discussion with the Admiral and the other Gambit leadership, we powered up the bot remaining in our hold and had it build another bot. Instructions were then given to the Gambits on how to best make use of the new technology. If they did indeed one day return to Gambrel, an army of several billion bots might make the toxic cleanup and terraforming of Gambrel a reality.
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    We spent the next two days at the Gambit colony asking questions of Quan. His response times had dropped to five minutes per question.

    I spoke. "So, you are telling me the Duke has the ability to transfer several billion people at once, from one beginning point that could be a galaxy away, to an endpoint in another galaxy? That just seems like an impossible task to not only power, but to manage. How is that possible?"

    Five minutes later, Quan replied, "The brown dwarf complex is—"

    I raised my hands from the table in front of me. "The brown dwarf complex is what?"

    Quan again replied, "The brown dwarf complex is—"

    I rolled my eyes. "Oh, come on! You can’t just leave us hanging like that! The complex is what?"

    Quan hesitated as he searched for the memories needed to finalize the statement. "I am sorry, Sir, it seems the relevant memory locations with that information are blank. That information is part of a block that no longer has data."

    I threw my arms in the air as I stood. "Are you kidding me! We finally get to the good stuff, and that is what was erased?"

    Frig spoke. "Dr. Touchstone did mention that some portions of his memory had been wiped. Perhaps we can rebuild that portion. Quan, access all memories that refer to the brown dwarf complex. Catalog and cross-reference those memories in an attempt to construct an understanding of that physical location. Please provide a time estimate for this task."

    Several seconds later, Quan replied, "The task at hand will require six hours to index and cross-reference."

    I replied, "Well, that’s not too bad."

    Quan continued, "The cataloging and reconstruction of the physical location, if successful, will require approximately three days, eighteen hours."

    I turned around to face Frig. "Well, looks like we have four days to kill. Why don’t we see if we can assist with the construction of the bots and replicators here."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, if you don’t mind, I would prefer using this time to study the DNA injection and its continued effects on your mind and body. Perhaps I could get you to take an intelligence test, for comparative purposes."

    I laughed. "Sorry, I avoided those things like a plague as a kid, and I am not taking one now. I’m sure you would wave my score in front of my face whenever you were feeling snarky."

    Frig shook his head. "I’m sorry, Sir, but I do not need an intelligence test to tell me that—"

    I held up my hand. "Forget it! I’ll give you all the blood samples you want, but I’m not taking any test."

    I walked out of the Swift with a smirk on my face. I had no problem with taking the test; I just saw the opportunity to turn Frig’s screws, so I took it. After hours of slow responses from Quan, I was in need of a distraction.

    The bots and replicators were well on their way to providing a capable and efficient workforce for the Gambits. Only a few hours into the project, I returned to the Swift.

    I sat down in the pilot’s chair and crossed my arms. "OK, let’s have it. Gimme the test. Those bots aren’t in need of my help."

    The next hour was spent answering questions and poking at diagrams on my holo-display. When the test was complete, I turned to Frig. "OK, what’s the damage?"

    Frig swiped at several displays before transferring the score to my display. "Based on the Intelligence Quotient testing that has been the Human standard for more than a thousand years, you are rated at 134. While you were testing, I ran an algorithm on some of the recorded conversations we have had over the past ten years in an attempt to get an estimate of your prior score. It would appear as though you have gained eighteen points, Sir. A significant increase."

    I replied, "Great, so I’m a genius now?"

    Frig laughed. "I read up on this test, and most experts place that number at 140 or more. Perhaps if we gave you another injection?"

    I half smiled. "Ha-ha. Why did I know you were going to throw this in my face?"

    Frig shook his head. "I am sorry, Sir. Regardless, an IQ of 134 places you in the top ninety-eighth percentile. Perhaps not a genius, but highly intelligent."

    I replied, "So, what does this all really have to do with the injection? Scoring slightly higher on some test is not a game changer. What else beside this making me feel good has this injection done?"

    Frig pulled up the analysis of my blood sample. "It would appear that the DNA strands that govern your cell division have lengthened significantly."

    I laughed. "So, what, I’m going to get taller?"

    Frig shook his head. "Please, Sir. You are not doing your IQ justice with statements such as that."

    I replied, "Hey, it was a joke. So, can I guess that longer DNA strands mean a longer life?"

    Frig posted a diagram on my holo-display. "Sir, the reference to length in this instance is not so much a physical attribute as an associative one. The ends of your DNA strands have a structure that is termed a cap. Each time a cell divides, the cap becomes thinner. When the cap becomes too thin to support cell division, that cell will no longer divide. The injection thickens the caps on your DNA, Sir."

    I nodded. "So, my cells can continue to divide for a much longer time, leading to a longer life. That’s how Sarah Rogers lived to be over three hundred."

    Frig smiled. "Precisely, Sir. In addition, the health regulation and nutritional benefits of that BGS suit will add to those years as well."

    I ran my fingers through my hair. "Well, if I can keep this thicker hair during that time, I am all for it."

    I turned towards Frig and changed topics. "Hey, the power packs in these arms and legs—they are good for about ninety days of normal use. Is there any way to change that? Maybe with an upgrade to one of these cesium reactors?"

    Frig sat motionless for several seconds. "I believe the cesium reactor to be very scalable, Sir. Give me a few minutes to ponder that thought."

    As Frig worked his wonders with the Swift’s computer, I turned my thoughts to daydreams about my wife. We were soon walking into a towering building in a city on Earth. The clones that Sarah Rogers had left behind welcomed us home. We walked the streets as grand celebrations happened all around us as all Humans were welcomed back.

    Frig spoke. "Sir. Hello, Sir."

    After a tap on my shoulder, I turned around. "What?"

    Frig spoke. "I scaled the reactor down to the size of a fingertip. After adding significant shielding, I believe we can manufacture a power cell that would supply power to a leg, under heavy load, for eighty years, Sir."

    I replied, "Eighty years? That is fantastic! When can we have that ready?"

    Frig shook his head. "Before you get ahead of yourself, Sir, a design will have to be put in place that will fit the reactor and its shielding in the same space the current power cell occupies. Once a cell is produced, we will of course have to conduct thorough testing of its ability to withstand shock, vibration, extreme temperatures, and a variety of other factors that will qualify it as safe to use."

    I offered a sarcastic frown. "Always have to take the fun out of it, don’t you."

    I held up my hand in a gesture to stop the coming response. "Hold your opinions for someone who will listen. You are busy, so I’m heading out to see if there is anything out there I can assist your people with."

    The Gambits were excited about the technology we were sharing. The bots, once a sufficient number had been constructed, would be building a cesium fusion reactor large enough to power the entire colony. The lives of the Gambit colonists were about to drastically change for the better. After many years of struggle, it would be a welcome change.

    I watched for several hours and then returned to the Swift, plopping down in my chair. "I’m bored, Frig. Give me something to do."

    Frig looked around with a scowl. "I don’t know, Sir. Perhaps you could polish the knob on the throttle lever?"

    I laughed. "OK, I’ll quit bugging you. I suppose I can dig through the Defender’s archives for a bit."

    I began to browse through the material from Sarah Rogers’s past. Other than the BHD, the Humans had encounters with other black hole weapons, including a giant-sized weapon that was able to direct the gravitational pull of a one-meter-wide black hole. The weapon was used to destroy planets by sucking away their atmosphere as well as their tillable soils and water. When the weapon was destroyed, an entire planet near its location was drawn in and destroyed as well.

    I turned to Frig. "Sorry to bug you, but there is some fascinating stuff in the records from the Defender. One species was able to contain a meter-wide black hole. A planet killer."

    Frig replied, "Yes, I saw that reference as well. I believe that technology to be beyond our grasp at the moment. I cannot see any good coming from a weapon as such. It is destructive on too broad a scale."

    I nodded. "I agree with you on that. The only issue I see with it is that since someone was able to figure out how to do this before, that just means it will happen again."

    A chime then sounded on Frig’s display. "Quan should have a response for us at any moment, Sir. The processor usage is at a level that is generally reached just before an answer is given."

    I walked back and sat at the small table that provided a platform for Quan. I flipped the switch, and the audio speaker crackled.

    Seconds later, the android spoke. "The brown dwarf complex is located in the Thyris star system."

    I held up my hands. "And where is the Thyris star system?"

    The android cube was silent for five minutes as I took heavy breaths and resisted smashing it with my fist.

    Quan spoke. "The Thyris star system is located in the Tadpole galaxy."

    I turned to Frig. "Do we know where that is?"

    Frig turned back to his display. "I am cross-referencing the name with our archives as well as those from the Defender. Here, the Tadpole galaxy, named for its appearance, is located approximately 420 million light-years from Earth, in the constellation Draco."

    I sat back. "Four hundred twenty million light-years. How many jumps is that?"

    Frig replied, "We are looking at approximately five hundred thousand jumps, Sir. An approximate travel time of seventy days."

    I rolled my eyes. "Great, seventy days stuck in here with you and Quan. Is there anything we need to stock or prepare?"

    Frig shook his head. "We are fully stocked, Sir. With these suits and the cesium reactor, we could go for several years without resupply, if required to do so."

    I raised my hand. "Hey, seventy days with you will be more than enough, thank you. Now, we should go out and say our goodbyes. We may not be back this way for a long time."

    Frig had enjoyed the time with his own people, but we had a mission to do, and he was not going to abandon his adopted species. Even though the Gambits were of his kind, they were largely strangers. We set off for the Tadpole galaxy several hours later.

    I spoke. "OK, Quan, where in the Tadpole galaxy is the Thyris system?"

    After the customary delay, Quan answered. "I do not have data on the location of the Thyris system. All memories related to the Tadpole galaxy do not have location data associated with them."

    Frig spoke. "I believe it would be safe to assume that the first memories targeted for erasure by the Duke were those related to his main base or bases."

    I continued, "What galaxy would you have taken the Humans to?"

    Quan replied, "I do not have that information."

    I began to get agitated. "And why do you not have that information? Wouldn’t you know?"

    After five minutes of an excruciating wait, Quan answered. "The final location for the War of Wars is determined at the time that all participants have their warring species ready to fight."

    Frig turned to comment, and I held up my hand. "Wait, what? What participants? Are you saying there are others out there doing the same thing the Duke is doing, pitting one species against another? And explain to me this War of Wars."

    Silence ruled the hold of the Swift for another short time. "The participants are myself, King Koswal, Emperor Belon, and His Supreme Master Tardette. Each participant controls five feeder galaxies and one trimming galaxy. One hundred twenty-eight species are selected at an early stage of development in each galaxy. Participants are to offer minimal assistance to the growth and development of the species. This is considered the incubation period.

    "Once a species has developed space travel, they are pitted against other species in an attempt to nurture the species best suited for war. When a full feeder galaxy war, or perhaps a feeder galaxy section war, is won, the species is then transferred to the trimming galaxy.

    "When a species arrives in a trimming galaxy, they have no knowledge of where they came from. Their memories of everyday living, family, friends, and all other things are intact. Only memories related to their origin and any recent battles have been suppressed. They are each given the basic means needed for survival. War can come quickly for some at this stage.

    "The trimming galaxy allows the best species of a participant to fight against each other. The participants are allowed to interact with their trimming species, but not in a direct manner. When a single winner emerges from the trimming galaxy, they are sent to the War of Wars galaxy, which is selected at random by the participants at the time of the event."

    I spoke. "So, by winning, we moved on to the next round? Are there any more battles after this War of Wars?"

    Quan replied, "The victorious species is allowed to thrive and prosper on a single planet until such time as a new War of Wars is to be fought."

    I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. "What happens to the victor species when a new War of Wars is set?"

    Quan’s processors worked hard to reconstruct the neural pathways needed for the answer. "At such time as a new War of Wars is set, the prior victor is eliminated. A complete purge of the species and all of their technologies and records is performed."

    I sat up. "How often does the War of Wars occur?"

    Quan replied, "The time between Wars of Wars has been as short as fifty-seven years and as long as eight thousand four hundred twenty-two years."

    Frig asked a question. "Are there ever any species that are not of the selected feeder species that come to power? And, how are they dealt with?"

    Quan was silent as he searched his memories. "Interloper species are met with an immediate purge. As are those who grow powerful within a feeder or trimming galaxy. Only selected feeder species are allowed to grow strong."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, under these rules, the cloned Humans should have been eliminated. I can only guess that because they hid themselves away instead of fighting, they are still alive today."

    I replied, "The part that worries me is that the species we are now up against are the baddest of the bad. We have no idea if they are going to have five weeks to get settled into wherever they are or five years, before they are attacked, I mean."

    I turned back to Quan. "Is there a grace period when a species is dropped into the War of Wars? A time when they are not allowed to be attacked?"

    Quan replied, "Each participant is allowed to study the selected galaxy for a period of approximately twenty-eight days. When the study period is over, all participants submit a selected location for their species to begin. The participants deploy their species at the same time. Occasionally, two such species are located in close proximity to each other and immediately begin their fight."

    I looked at Frig. "So, it’s been almost a dozen days since Ashley and the others were taken. That means we have at least sixteen more before the fighting might actually start. By the time we arrive, they may have been going at it for two months!"

    Frig shook his head. "I fear it is possibly worse than that, Sir. We are not going to the War of Wars galaxy. We are on our way to the Duke’s galaxy. The galaxy selected for their final battle may be months’ or years’ worth of jumps away from the Tadpole, Sir."

    I scowled. "Thanks for the ray of sunshine, Frig."

    I turned back to Quan. "Tell us about the Duke’s complex. How is he able to transfer billions of people at once?"

    Quan’s processors purred away at the questions. "The framework of the complex is constructed of an ore that is similar to that used on the Grids. It offers a needed rigidity during construction. The complex also makes use of the sodium skin technology that was discovered by the Humans. The complex remains hidden from all who would travel near it.

    "Each species is tagged early in their development with a DNA bio-marker that emits an extremely low power signal that is unique to that individual. Scanning wormholes are opened throughout the galaxy in question, and the bio-marker signals for that species are continuously tracked. At any instant in time, the complex knows the exact location of every marked being.

    "At the time of the transfer, a wormhole is opened for each individual, and each is then swept through. Within the complex, a holding facility is used to process each individual so that memories of the location of their origin, as well as of all battles fought once their species reached space, are suppressed. After such suppression is complete, the members of the species are deposited on a station, or stations, such as the one your species named the Grid."

    Frig spoke. "Quan, this complex—from where does it derive its power?"

    Quan eventually replied, "The complex makes use of the fusion power of a brown dwarf star. While that level of fusion is minuscule as compared to a standard fusing star, it is sufficient to power the needs of the complex. The star is encapsulated within the complex, yielding sufficient energy to power as many wormholes as are required. Typically, a species has under five billion members, although, some have been as high as nine billion."

    Frig shook his head. "Sir, a brown dwarf? The power that could be drawn from that would be near-infinite when compared to power levels that we have achieved to date. Imagine a million cesium reactors, and then imagine something much more powerful than that."

    Frig asked another question. "How long has this complex been in operation? And are there others, or have there previously been other such complexes?"

    Quan replied, "The complex was constructed and became operational 963,287 years ago. Each participant has a nearly identical complex under their control."

    I held my hand up towards Frig as I asked another question. "What can you tell us about yourself and the other participants?"

    Five minutes of silence soon turned to ten.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, that may have been too generalized of a question. Quan’s processors are running at full. I suspect this particular answer may take some time. You may want to find something to occupy your time for a while."

    Frig turned back to his holo-display. "Perhaps you are in need of some sleep, Sir. We have a long journey yet in front of us. This may be a good opportunity for you to catch up with a good rest."

    Frig was right; I had not slept since Ashley had been swept away by the Duke. I set my sleep timer for twelve hours and made my way back to the bunk room. As I stretched out on my bed, I had a feeling of comfort come over me that I had not felt in a long time. This was my bunk. It was a safe place where I had spent thousands of nights resting. After a single blink of my eyes, I was fast asleep.
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    After waking from my sleep, I stepped out into the Swift’s hold. Frig was seated on the bench near Quan, pulling at a newly constructed BGS suit.

    I spoke. "Wow, you were able to modify a suit for your physiology?"

    Frig nodded. "Yes, there were a number of changes that had to be made; the bio-gel, the filtering, and nutrition packs all had to be reworked. I was checking the size and the placement of the suit’s pockets, pouches, and panels. I believe it is ready to be filled with the bio-gel."

    I replied, "So, I should make every effort to not refill my gel from the tether attached to your chair?"

    Frig shook his head as he laughed. "I would not believe that to be safe, Sir. Your liver and kidneys may not be able to properly process the nutrients that would be absorbed by your skin."

    I picked up the nutrition pack before Frig placed it on his belt. "One thing I don’t understand, though."

    Frig looked up. "And what is that, Sir?"

    I laughed as I spoke. "How did you get all those insects crammed into this food pack!"

    Frig sighed. "Really, Sir? Is that your best attempt at humor this morning?"

    I replied with a grin, "It is!"

    Frig grabbed the pack from my hand. "Then I would suggest you get to work on something else, Sir. Your attempt at humor was a feeble one."

    I smiled. "Oh, I don’t know, Frig. From what I can see, half of the audience on this vessel absolutely loved it!"

    Frig stood and walked to his chair. "Can you hand me the tether, Sir? It is time to fill the suit."

    Seconds later, the warm gel began to flow. I was amused by the expressions coming from Frig’s face as he experienced his first fill.

    When the process was complete, he looked up at his smiling partner. "What?"

    I replied, "How’s it feel?"

    Frig squirmed for several seconds before answering. "It is a bit unusual, Sir. I will admit to that."

    I laughed. "Well, say goodbye to eating and pooping, my friend. Of everyone I know, I would say you will be the happiest with not having to waste your time on those daily mundane tasks."

    Frig replied, "Yes, I suppose I will be."

    Several seconds later, Quan began to answer my prior question. "I will begin with my history. I was created by a species who called themselves the Fellen. The Fellen were explorers. Quantums—that would be the name given to us—were valuable experimental tools for use by the scientists of the Fellen. I was of the newest and most intelligent model. While we were on an expedition, an explosion occurred on our ship. The cause remains unknown to me.

    "I was thrown into space, with my lower half taking tremendous damage. The remainder of the ship then fell out of orbit around the planet we were exploring and burned up in the atmosphere. I was later collected by a salvage vessel and taken to a port within another species’ realm. As I had stated to you before, I was able to mobilize myself and escape from the salvagers.

    "I wandered the crowded city for months, unsure of what to do other than to catalog data, when I was befriended by an elderly man who recognized my advanced cybernetics. For many months, Chulla Degur worked on my mobility circuits before he began to obsess over my intellectual abilities. In an attempt to better understand my programming, Chulla disabled my inhibitor circuit. I killed him the following day."

    I began to raise my hand to ask another question, but Frig gestured for me to remain silent.

    Quan continued, "Without the inhibitor, I experienced fear, aggression, loathing, and many other feelings that I had not been programmed to handle. I was soon running a criminal enterprise on this planet, which eventually led to my having full control of all of her citizens.

    "As a physical being, I had needs. One of those needs was the changing out of my power cell. After one such change, I discovered that an unscrupulous subordinate had cloned my core three times over. The cores were spirited away by others, who would attempt to control them for their own purposes. It was those three cores who were eventually given bodies, after which they went out to form empires of their own.

    "Over thousands of years, many battles were fought between the four of us before an accord was reached. We would each go our separate ways, taking whole galaxies under our control, but never interfering with each other. We each constructed spectacular empires and took advantage of monumental technological discoveries that the respective species of our empires were making. After tens of thousands of years, however, those achievements were not enough.

    "We began to fight among ourselves over the most trivial of things. Emperor Belon then approached each of us with the idea of the War of Wars. A controllable number of galaxies were selected and divided among us. The complexes were then constructed so that we each might participate in the War of Wars on an equal basis. The locations of the complexes were kept secret so that we each might exist without the fear of being killed by the others."

    I turned to Frig. "So, they got bored, and we are here as the result. We have got to find the Duke’s complex. If we find that, we find our people, we shut down the complex, and then we kill off the Duke."

    Frig replied, "The others are clones of the Duke. Who is to say that they will not take over his assets, or possibly reconstruct another Duke? I believe we will have to remove all four participants if we want to ensure our freedom."

    I nodded as I sighed. "You are right. This is an all-or-nothing scenario. If we find the complex, we find the war. If we find the war, we could possibly capture the other androids by doing exactly what we did with the Duke. Capture them and drag them through the wormhole in a deep freeze. The question is, how are we going to find the Duke’s complex? If it’s covered in the sodium skin, we don’t have a way of detecting that."

    Frig replied, "Quan may not know the location of the complex directly. He may, however, know of its surroundings. We may be able to deduce the location of the complex by evaluating other memories."

    I nodded. "Hmm. So, what you are saying is, you think that if we find out his other memories place the complex near a nebula, or a particular type of star, we can narrow down the locations? You win a cookie for that one, my friend!"

    Frig looked over at me. "A cookie?"

    I smiled. "It’s an expression; it means 'nice going.'"

    Frig spoke. "After a dozen years, I would have thought that I had heard almost every Human expression. I shall have my cookie now, Sir. Pay up."

    For a moment, I had a blank stare. "It’s an expression. There is no actual cookie!"

    Frig shook his head. "That is a terrible example of an expression of affirmation, Sir. It has only left me with the desire for a cookie."

    I slapped my food pack. "There are no more cookies, Frig. Although, I kind of have a hunger for one now too. A big Duranganut butter cookie would sure hit the spot."

    Frig pointed towards Quan. "Can we continue our questioning of Quan, Sir?"

    I replied, "We can. Quan. What is the largest astronomical object that is near the complex?"

    Quan answered, "The Supernova remnant W233 is ten light-years from the complex."

    I nodded my head. "Now we are talking! OK, Quan. What is the next-largest astronomical object in the area surrounding the complex, and what is its distance from the complex?"

    Quan replied, "The small globular cluster Retica is located thirty-six light-years from the complex."

    Frig spoke. "Sir?"

    I held up my hand. "Hang on, I’m on a roll! Quan, what is the third-largest astronomical object that is closest to the complex?"

    I turned and smiled. "I’ll have your answer in no time, Frig."

    Frig replied, "Quan. Drawing a straight line from the supernova through the complex, what is the closest star located along that line on either side of the supernova and the object? Please provide type and luminosity. Repeat this process for the globular cluster that was referenced."

    As Quan thought, I spoke. "Oh, you had to go and show me up with your fancy search parameters, didn’t you."

    Frig nodded. "Sir, I am impressed that you so quickly derived my intentions. With the data Quan will provide, we may be able to pinpoint the complex."

    I replied, "Well, your approach does make a lot more sense than what I was going for. I was thinking that if we identified enough of these objects, we would find it. Your approach will definitely get us there quicker, if Quan has the data."

    Frig tilted his head. "You aren’t going to reward me with another fictitious cookie, are you, Sir?"

    I laughed. "OK, enough with the cookies. I still want one!"

    Quan answered with the information Frig was looking for. As we continued to jump closer to the Tadpole galaxy, the data Frig had entered began to identify globular clusters and supernova remnants. We soon had our mark.

    Frig spoke. "I have the target star locked in. It is a good candidate to have had a brown dwarf in orbit around it."

    I turned back towards Quan’s core. "Quan, what can you tell us about gaining access to the complex?"

    Quan replied, "The complex cannot be accessed from outside. The sodium skin on the exterior can only be turned off from within."

    I continued, "Using our wormhole generator, can we jump to a point inside the brown dwarf?"

    Quan replied, "Any attempt to open a wormhole within the complex will fail. The portal opened would instead be located within the active sodium skin."

    I turned to Frig. "Well, so much for finding it. Even if we do, we can’t get in. Will there be any way to track where the wormholes he has open lead to?"

    Frig pulled up a diagram on his holo-display. "In order to find the endpoint, we must have access to the initial opening so that a scan might be performed. I will be spending the next few hours studying the information on the sodium skin. You might attempt to ask Quan about the internal structure of the complex. If we do gain access, we will need to know where to go and how to get there."

    I turned back to the table in front of me, where the core of the former Duke sat open and vulnerable. "It looks like it’s just you and me for a bit, Quan. Tell me what you can about the interior structure of the complex."

    The android computer went silent for two hours as it compiled and correlated information on the subject. "The interior of the complex is made up of a shell surrounding the brown dwarf star that is approximately one kilometer in thickness. The inner wall as well as the outer wall is active sodium. Conduits join the two walls together and allow the full containment of the brown dwarf star.

    "Gravity nodules, exposed on the interior wall, convert the extreme gravitational pull into a usable energy source. This energy powers the wormhole generation equipment that is located near the outer wall. Nodules on the outer wall allow the establishment of the wormholes without exposing the exterior of the complex.

    "The control room is located on the highest point of the complex as defined by the Tadpole galaxy’s definition of up. If approached from my last known location in the Triangulum, the top of the galaxy would be that which is facing the Triangulum."

    I spoke. "When was the complex last updated?"

    Quan replied, "176,287 years ago. A single wormhole generator was replaced with an experimental model that was later decommissioned."

    A chime sounded on Frig’s holo-display. I spoke. "What was that?"

    Frig replied, "That, Sir, was an indicator telling me that a design for a cesium nanoreactor is now complete. I would suggest we have the replicator manufacture a power cell for test purposes."

    I raised my eyebrows. "Well, yeah! Let’s get that thing up and running. My cells are all down to about 60 percent now. I’ll pop one out of my leg and drop it in."

    Frig shook his head. "I am sorry, Sir. I cannot allow that without at least a minimum of testing. If we damage your leg, we may not be able to repair it out here."

    I looked down at my legs and over at the replicator. "You can’t just drop the design template for one of these legs on the replicator and let it spit one out?"

    Frig replied, "Each of your prosthetics has a custom fitting procedure that we do not have available to us. Those instructions are located on the computers back on Tresha."

    I rocked back in my seat. "Aw, well, that’s just great. So, if one of these gets mangled, I’m out of using it until we return to Tresha? Who left the program there?"

    Frig again shook his head. "There are no responsible parties on this ship, Don Grange. Neither of us thought to upload the data from the planet’s surface, which included all of the data on the prosthetics’ installation. I would suggest that we produce a single power cell and put it through a variety of external tests. I will have the replicator build a test jig that somewhat resembles a prosthetic leg in function. From that, we can determine if the power cell is safe for you to try."

    An hour later, Frig was placing a nanoreactor power cell in my hand. A test jig was completed several minutes later, and I inserted the cell into the receptacle. Several dozen flashing lights told us that the leg was now active.

    I looked at Frig. "So, what do I do with it now? How do I test this thing?"

    Frig replied, "Put your helmet on, Sir. I have a simple program that you can run from your HUD to control it. Just put it through the paces of every move you can think of. Attempt to overload it if possible, but please try not to command any moves that will send it flopping out of control here inside the Swift. That could be very unfortunate for us."

    I laughed. "OK, got it, no flopping!"

    For the next hour, I pushed the test jig to its limits. The power cell had little difficulty providing the needs of every move I commanded. When the test had ended, Frig gave the go-ahead for an install. I removed the current cell and pushed the new nanoreactor into the receptacle. My leg restarted with a jerk.

    I spoke. "Whoa, what was that? It never did that before."

    Frig replied, "Perhaps the original power cell has a slow ramp-up time. This reactor would be online near-instantaneously. Stand, walk, and flex the leg. I will tap into its diagnostics to look over its performance metrics."

    I stood, hopped, kicked my leg out, and walked around for several minutes. After a short investigation, Frig turned, giving me a thumbs-up. Power cell nanoreactors would be constructed for my remaining arms and leg.

    I spoke. "These power packs on our waists—how do they function?"

    Frig replied, "They are themselves picoreactors. They are the reason I believed the cesium reactor design to be completely scalable."

    I nodded. "Interesting. Thousand-year-old Human technology for another win!"

    The remainder of our flight to the Tadpole galaxy was spent with Frig studying the sodium skin while I continued my interrogation of Quan. His answers continued to come at a faster pace. As we entered the space of the Tadpole, each response was returned within thirty seconds or less.
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    I spoke. "Quan, how do you track a ship that has its sodium skin active?"

    Frig looked over at me. "Excellent question, Sir!"

    Quan replied, "A sodium-skinned ship or individual may be tracked by one of two methods. The first is by the discovery of the black hole drive device that propels it. A black hole is easily detected as a void of any signal. When under way, a vehicle or individual must be propelled by an external force, that being the BHD.

    "The second method is sensor detection. All sensors, passive included, either emit a signal or allow signal leakage from inside a craft or suit. With proper design and shielding, these signals can be minimized, making them an unreliable marker."

    I turned to Frig. "We are going to have to sniff out the Duke’s complex. There won’t be a BHD to detect."

    Frig replied, "The physical properties of the sodium skin are fascinating. It seems the Humans, your ancestors, not only experimented with stopping the electron spin but also attempted reversing that spin. They believed that a partial or full reversal placed the atom in question in another dimension. They dropped their experiments when they were unable to bring the atom back into their own plane of existence. Fascinating, Sir."

    An alert sounded on Frig’s console as the Swift came to a stop. "Sir, we are in the Thyris star system. Each of the parameters provided by Quan matches the surrounding area."

    I replied, "What do we do now? We think the complex is here, but we can’t detect it, or don’t really know how. And, even if we do determine that it is here, we have no way to get aboard."

    I threw my hands in the air. "Quan, is there any known way to disable the active skin or somehow get beyond it from outside?"

    Quan replied, "The active skin can be overwhelmed by interaction with a high energy or mass, if in sufficient quantity to overload the ability of the active skin to absorb said energy or mass."

    I turned to Frig. "Well, there we go. We just have to hurtle a planet at the complex, and we are golden."

    Frig pursed his lips as he thought. "I do recall reading of the use of gravity waves by a species that fought with the early Humans. They were able to move entire planets into preferred orbits for the purpose of terraforming them. That may not be a bad idea, Sir."

    I shook my head. "Even if we could build a ship with a large enough gravity wave generator, it would take us a year to put a planet on a collision course with the complex. And, we don’t want to destroy the complex until we have had a chance to see if we can locate our people."

    Frig turned back to his holo-display to continue his study of the sodium skin.

    I spoke. "Quan, what galaxy were you created in?"

    Quan replied, "My creators originated in this galaxy."

    I leaned back on the bench by the table. "There must be other sentient species in this galaxy. Who are they, and where would we find them if we wanted to find them?"

    Quan again replied, "The Tadpole galaxy only has low-order species remaining. All others have been exterminated during conduction of the War of Wars. One thousand nine hundred eighty-two species have been lost in battle against one another. Two hundred twelve moved on to the trimming galaxy, and twenty-six into the War of Wars. The Tadpole galaxy claims eight supreme champions, the most of the origin galaxies."

    I crossed my arms. "So, the Duke and the others squandered their local resources and then expanded to other galaxies for new species?"

    Quan replied, "That statement is correct."

    I continued, "How long has the Milky Way been in this game?"

    Quan replied, "The Milky Way galaxy was added in the last agreed-upon expansion by the participants, seventy-eight thousand years ago. Humans are the sixth species to be moved from the Milky Way to the Triangulum during that time."

    I spoke. "Quan, what is the energy level needed... no, skip that. What could be used to overwhelm the sodium skin of the complex without destroying it?"

    Several minutes passed before Quan replied. "In an attempt to secure the complex from attacks by others, this subject was studied extensively. Any object striking the active skin, and overwhelming it, would then continue its forward momentum, thereby destroying the complex. For the active skin to be overwhelmed without inertial destruction, a pulling force would have to be applied."

    I tilted my head slightly. "A pulling force? You mean like gravity? If we moved a planet close to the complex, would that be enough gravity to overwhelm the active skin?"

    Quan replied, "The active skin’s ability to absorb energy and matter has a linear relation to the power available to the active skin. In the case of the complex, the gravity from thirty-seven standard solar masses, placed at a distance of one kilometer, would be required to place the active skin into saturation."

    I was startled by a grab to my arm by Frig. "Quan, what diameter would a black hole need to be to create the gravitational pull equivalent to thirty-seven standard solar masses?"

    Quan replied, "A black hole of approximately forty-seven centimeters would provide sufficient gravity to overwhelm the active skin of the complex."

    Frig smiled. "I know where we can find a black hole, Sir. The supernova remnant will have one at its center."

    I held up my hand. "Well, that’s nice, but what are we supposed to do with it? We can’t control a black hole. We don’t even know how they are controlled on our BHDs!"

    Frig turned to Quan. "Quan, a species the Humans battled had a weapon that encapsulated a black hole of approximately a meter in diameter."

    I grabbed Frig’s arm. "The planet killer?"

    Frig continued, "Quan, do you have the designs required to replicate that weapon for a black hole of fifty centimeters in diameter?"

    Quan replied, "The Frekkin gravity weapon made use of gravity containment plates, arranged in a structure that allowed the steering and concentration of the gravitational pull provided by the black hole. The designs for this weapon are intact in my memory. If desired, reconstruction of the proper neural pathways for its full access will take three hours, twelve minutes."

    I spoke. "Recall that design, Quan!"

    I turned to Frig. "Now we just have to figure out how to build a containment complex."

    Frig returned to his chair. "I will search the surrounding systems for resources, Sir. We will have to begin with an army of bots to perform the work."

    Frig made several swipes on his holo-display. Twelve seconds later, we were in the vicinity of the supernova. An evaluation of the black hole at its center showed an approximate diameter of eight centimeters.

    I spoke. "Great. Why is it always one roadblock after another?"

    Frig replied, "I believe that may be of sufficient size, Sir. The containment structure will allow us to focus the gravity of the black hole in a single direction. That should provide us with a more-than-adequate force."

    After locating a nearby planet and setting up shop, we began to build our army of bots. Bots begot replicators, which begot more bots. Eighteen days after we began, our army of bots surpassed four thousand in number. By the twenty-second day, that number was sixteen thousand and growing. The following day, a simple transport ship was constructed for the purpose of moving the containment structure parts into orbit for assembly. On the twenty-eighth day, the first pieces of the structure were joined together with an ion plasma weld in high orbit above us.

    I spoke. "One thing I keep wondering. Why hasn’t the Duke sent ships out to kill us? He has to know that we are here. How could he not be aware of it?"

    Frig replied, "The Duke is ego driven. Perhaps he doesn’t fear us. He may view the complex as invulnerable. He doesn’t know that we have his core in our possession. He probably can’t imagine a scenario where we would be able to penetrate the complex. We may still not be able to, even after our efforts here.

    "It is very possible that we will not be successful in our attempt to contain that black hole. We may also find that our attempts to control it falter, or that the gravitational effect it creates is insufficient to overwhelm the active skin when applied."

    I laughed. "There you go again, spreading the sunshine! Maybe it’s time you started having positive thoughts about all this."

    Frig replied, "Perhaps if I wished for a magic hat, as Admiral Chaulk suggested that Admiral Zimmerman do—is that the positive thinking that you are suggesting, Sir?"

    I again laughed. "No. But that was funny! I can still see Zimmerman’s face. That Chaulk is so deadpan. I miss those guys."

    On the forty-second day, the containment structure was receiving the final components as suggested in Quan’s design. A complete inner and outer sodium skin would allow the structure to be moved into position, in two separate pieces, around the black hole. The containment plates would be brought online and the inner skin turned off. In that instant, we would learn whether or not our attempts were for naught.

    Frig spoke. "I am powering up the structure BHD. The journey back to the supernova will take approximately three hours. Positioning will require another hour after that, at which point we can attempt containment."

    The hours passed quickly.

    I crossed my arms as I leaned back in my chair. "I can’t believe we are about to try to capture a black hole. That tells me that with the technologies we now have, there is almost nothing that would be impossible. Excluding magic or fantasy things, of course. And I have to wonder what we might do with these technologies should we fully understand them."

    Frig replied, "How do you mean, Sir?"

    I turned in his direction to speak. "Well, there are no flying, fire-breathing dragons and there are no magic wands, but what physical things might be possible if we were to have a full understanding of black holes, or apparent other dimensions? How small do quantum particles and their interactions go? We barely know anything about those things other than how to make use of them in some way. Heck, we don’t even have a full understanding of gravity! We sure make use of it, though."

    Frig continued his work at positioning the structure. "Hmm. I find it interesting that you would contemplate such things, Sir. That is not the Don Grange of old."

    I laughed. "Yeah, but the Don Grange of old didn’t have countless hours to sit around and think. He was too busy trying to save his ass."

    Frig stopped for a moment to look in my direction. "I seem to remember many Messenger flights where the Don Grange of old spent thousands of hours playing a game called Bollox. I will have to say that I find your new intellectual curiosity refreshing."

    I replied, "OK, well, you be refreshed, then."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, the structure is in place. I am powering up the containment plates now."

    I pulled the image of the structure up on my holo-display. "So, we get this thing operational. How will we know if we have contacted the active skin of the complex? And if we overwhelm that skin, how do we keep from ripping the complex apart?"

    Frig smiled. "Both excellent questions, Sir. I theorize that we will know when the gravity beam of the weapon has interacted with the sodium skin because a pitch-black sphere should appear. A single point of bright light should show from the point of contact as the intense gravity pulls all the light currently absorbed by the skin into that one point and back towards the containment structure."

    I shook my head. "Hmm. I actually understood what you were saying there. All forms of energy and light that are moving around inside that active skin will be drawn to the point of contact by the gravity beam. Let’s hope your theory holds. Now, how do we keep from obliterating that complex with the beam when that skin shuts off?"

    Frig replied, "The containment structure allows control of the gravity beam with any level from none all the way to all that is available. I will first conduct a sweep at 5 percent. If that doesn’t yield results, I will increase the level by 5 percent again.

    "Once we are certain we have discovered the complex, I will attempt a glancing beam at slightly higher levels for short bursts until we have the desired result."

    I nodded. "Sounds reasonable. Let’s get this fired up."

    When the containment plating reached maximum saturation, the inner active skin was disabled. The plates were immediately pulled in the direction of the black hole, but the design of the great machine kept them firmly in place.

    Frig spoke. "Containment is online and holding, Sir. I will initiate a beam with a two-degree spread. If we miss our target, we do not want this beam to travel further on and cause destruction elsewhere."

    The initial test was successful by all our available methods of test. A sweep of the Thyris system did not return results. The beam concentration level was moved to 10 percent and another sweep performed. On our eighth attempt, a tiny beam of light shone in our direction.

    Frig spoke. "Adjusting to 45 percent, Sir. There! You can just make out the spherical shape against the background! The complex is real, and it is in the Thyris system!"

    At 50 percent concentration, the complex became a pitch-black orb with a single spot of brilliant light shining directly back towards the containment structure. After pinpointing the exact edge of the sphere, Frig adjusted the beam spread to a single degree. The light beam emanating from the black orb spread out as a rainbow of colors from the perpendicular point of contact with the active skin.

    At one-half-degree beam spread, Frig began to increase the gravity level concentration while changing the continuity to extremely short bursts. At 80 percent, we were rewarded with a flash as the active skin shut down and the silvery-white sodium exterior of the Duke’s complex came into view.

    I shook my head. "I just don’t know what to say. I never would have believed we could have concocted such a scheme to get ourselves in there. In fact, I think I’m a little overwhelmed myself right now."

    Frig replied, "Well, Sir. You had better get yourself together. You now have to go into that complex and then locate our people without the Duke killing you."

    I sighed. "Hmm. I can always count on you to bring me back to reality, can’t I. OK, well, take us up to it so I can get aboard before he gets that skin back online."

    Frig pulled up the wormhole generator controls on his holo-display. "No need for that, Sir. I can open a portal from our hold into that complex. You only need to step through. I will continue our efforts from here until such time as you signal that you require a pickup."

    I replied, "And if the Duke gets the active skin back online?"

    Frig smiled. "Then it will be to your benefit to shut it down from inside, Sir. You will not be able to signal me that you have the location, and I cannot open a wormhole for your exit with that skin being active."

    I shook my head as I pulled on my helmet. "You just continue to be full of good news."

    I turned back to Quan. "Quan, what can I expect as far as trouble once I am on that complex? Are there any soldiers? Colossun androids? Ion cannons on every hall? What should I be prepared for?"

    Quan replied, "There are one million hardened androids aboard the complex. Until such time as you create a disturbance, you should be able to move about undetected with your BHD. If any interaction occurs, the androids and the sensors in and around the complex will be directed towards your elimination. As I stated, there has never been an incursion at the complex."

    Several seconds later, a portal opened two meters behind me in the Swift’s hold. I blinked out and powered through.
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    I emerged in a vast chamber. Great support beams ran the full kilometer from what would be considered the ceiling, the outer wall, down to the floor, the inner wall. Every few kilometers, a large rectangular structure poked up from the floor. I powered towards the first structure and set down on its roof. A single conduit rose up from the center of the structure and intersected a much smaller building that was attached to the ceiling.

    I spoke. "Frig, are you seeing this?"

    Frig replied, "I am, Sir. I would believe the larger structure to be a power converter for the smaller one. Allow your gloved hand to drift into the conduit. I would like to know the power that is being transferred between those buildings."

    After poking my hand through the conduit wall, I transferred the data to Frig. "You should have it. These buildings appear to be spaced about one kilometer apart. And they go on for as far as the eye can see. It’s hard to fathom the size of this place from out there at a distance."

    Frig transferred a display image to my HUD. "The complex is midway between a small star and a standard planet in size. The surface running away from you should appear as flat due to the immense scale."

    I nodded as I looked towards each direction. "A description of flat doesn’t do it justice. I’m going to power up to the building above me to check it out."

    Several seconds later, I was drifting through the building’s floor. "I see a load of plating and... well, well. Are you seeing all these antennae? I would have to guess that this structure is a wormhole generator and the building below is a power converter for the brown dwarf. Can you open a microportal to here and scan to see where this wormhole generator might be connected to?"

    Frig replied, "That is an excellent suggestion, Sir. In fact, if this proves fruitful, I might be able to conduct a scan through every open wormhole. We could possibly find the location of our people through that process without risking your—"

    The comm went silent as the active skin surrounding the complex came back online. Thirty seconds later, a rumble moved through the complex as the active skin once again shut down.

    Frig came over the comm. "Sir, are you still there?"

    I replied, "Right where I was before. Are we going to have to deal with this constantly going up and down?"

    Frig spoke. "I am scanning now for any signs of activity. The complex may well have overload circuits that automatically shut down without harming the equipment. If that is the case, the same circuits could bring the skin active again after some reset period has passed. Hold one moment while I scan the wormhole.

    "I show that this particular building is active. There are 131,072 microportals open from this antenna array. I have selected a single portal for the focus of the scan. Data is coming through. Hmm. It looks like we have an individual in this case. The room surrounding them appears to be a den of sorts, with several other creatures asleep. I will try another portal."

    After the sixteenth unsuccessful attempt at conducting a scan that resulted in more than the parameters of a single room, Frig changed procedures. "Sir, you may as well continue your investigations as I conduct a sweep of the open portals. If we can locate one that is located in free space, we may be able to identify its location by the star maps, as I mentioned earlier."

    I replied, "If you hit on something interesting, just let me know. I’ll be heading north towards the Duke’s supposed lair, the control room. If I come across anything of interest, I’ll let you know as well."

    I drifted outside the building and powered towards the north. For hours I cruised along at just above the countless power converter buildings. Frig continued his sweeps of the portal buildings, with every hit coming back inside an enclosed structure.

    As I cruised along, I spoke. "So, just how many of these power portal combo buildings do you think this complex has? Easily millions."

    Frig replied, "If the dispersion remains constant, upwards of twenty billion, Sir."

    I shook my head. "What? Twenty billion? How are we going to manage that?"

    Frig dispatched a diagram to my HUD. "I have limited the scan to look for a portal endpoint that appears to be in free space. I am piecing together an algorithm that should automate that process. My initial calculations place the scan rate at twenty-eight buildings per second. However, I am working to increase that rate as we speak."

    I replied, "Twenty-eight per second doesn’t seem bad. How long will it take to scan them all?"

    Frig laughed. "The math places that final scan to happen just over 633 years from now. I am, however, working to increase that rate. I have successfully opened one hundred thousand wormholes simultaneously with a single generator. If I can replicate that with the scanning abilities of our sensors, I believe I can reduce that time to a minimum of two and a half days. A conservative guesstimate would place that number at several weeks."

    I continued to fly my way towards the northernmost region of the complex. One day turned to two days, which turned into three.

    On the fourth day, Frig came over the comm. "Sir, I have had a successful hit. It is a location in the Andromeda galaxy. It is not our people, but it does show the promise of our current technique. We are now covering forty thousand portal buildings per second, and that number is increasing. I am working outward in a spiral pattern from the original building. I now place a conservative estimate for completion at nine days from now."

    I replied, "That is awesome, Frig. If you come up with anything else, let me know, as I have been bored out of my skull flying over these endless buildings. I should reach the northernmost point of this structure sometime tomorrow. So far, every new building has looked exactly the same as the one before it."

    Every fifteen minutes like clockwork, the active skin came on and was quickly overloaded by Frig. On the morning of the day I expected to reach the northernmost point of the complex, I had the first vision of something that was different. A wall extended from the floor to the ceiling of the structure.

    I pulled up and stopped just short of reaching the solid barrier before me. "Frig, I have a wall in front of me. Ask Quan why it’s here and what I can expect to see beyond it."

    Frig replied after receiving an answer, "The wall is the outer layer of protection for the Duke’s domain. It is made up of layered Tantric that is just over a kilometer in thickness. Beyond the wall, you will find the million-android army that is there for the Duke’s protection. Some of those androids will be on patrol. Avoid the active androids if you want to avoid sensor detection. Beyond the army, you will find another wall of similar thickness, with the Duke’s essence lying behind that."

    I spoke. "OK, I’m expecting the next skin activation any minute now. After that, I’ll pass through the first wall. In the meantime, ask Quan what I should expect to see when I reach the Duke’s final area."

    Frig again replied after receiving an answer, "In the final room that contains the Duke, you will find a vast system of memory stores and processors. The Duke is actually a single core just as we have here; the extra processors and memory serve to expand his memory capacity and speed. Without them, he is identical to Quan in every respect."

    I replied, "How go the hits on portals?"

    Frig posted a table to my HUD. "We have identified portals to thirteen galaxies, none of which had Humans on the other end. We did receive a hit on a Grid station that housed a multilegged insectoid, similar to a Gorthian worm, with sixty legs down each side of its torso."

    I replied, "That sounds like a centipede; it was an Earth insect from back in the archives, usually only a few centimeters long."

    Frig posted an image. "The Harmath are two meters in length. Easily as large as you or me. They appear to have mandibles that are used to grab and hold prey, and barbed stingers on their tails. Their front legs appear to double as arms, with hands and fingers that are not unlike our own. They carry axes, Sir. All of the species in this galaxy are armed with either bludgeons or slicing weapons."

    I looked over the Harmath. "We’ve had to fight worse. What galaxy were they located in?"

    Frig replied, "According to the records on the Defender, it was simply known as NGC300. Quan calls it the Saw Blade. It has many similarities with the Triangulum, Sir. It has a distance of only seven million light-years from Earth."

    I spoke. "So, I think I’m seeing a pattern here. The Duke’s home galaxy is pretty far out. All the War of Wars galaxies seem to be clustered together. I would guess that was for security purposes. Probably why no new sentient species have popped up out here also. Just a peaceful, quiet hideaway where he can conduct his dirty wars with impunity."

    The active skin enabled and was quickly shut down. I powered forward and drifted through the kilometer-thick wall, emerging into the heavily armed area surrounding the Duke’s lair. As Frig had stated, active androids were immediately visible on the grounds surrounding the Duke. Making use of a motion sensor, I set my HUD to highlight any movement with a flashing yellow circle. I worked my way across the ten kilometers of fortified space in a slow and easy fashion with my BHD working at a minimum setting.

    As I approached the final wall, Frig came over the comm. "Sir, I now have three hits in the Saw Blade galaxy. From the imagery that I have watched, each of the species appears to be new to their surroundings. This could very well be the galaxy where our people were sent. Each of these Grids is located in the same galaxy arm, but they are several light-years’ distance from each other."

    I replied, "OK, well, I’m almost to the Duke’s inner area; any idea what I should look for when I am in there?"

    Frig spoke. "I would first look for the Duke’s core. If you are able to find it, we may take the opportunity to destroy it. Or, we might look to free our people first. That is something we have not discussed."

    I replied, "If you find where our people are, this place is coming down. We’ll turn that containment structure on full and let it rip this complex apart!"

    When I entered the Duke’s room, I found his core to be sitting on a stone platform in the middle. The walls were lined with electronic devices that continuously flashed light as the Duke’s core followed the action around each of his fighting species. Thousands of holo-displays showed the active species from various perspectives. A well-worn path in the floor told of millions of steps that had been taken, walking the perimeter of the room, looking at the various displays.

    A single android body stood in a corner with its head opened and waiting for a core. At some point in the distant past, the Duke had walked the room as he looked upon his wards. I lowered my active skin level until I stood on the floor of the great room.

    I spoke. "Frig, are you seeing this? You find our people, and I will blow that core into a million tiny bits."

    Frig replied, "I see it, Sir. I have four new hits in the Saw Blade galaxy that I need to investigate."

    I looked over the images from several of the displays on the near wall. "Make it quick, Frig. It’s making me nervous being so close to the Duke and not being able to pull the trigger. Every second he lives is a second available for him to somehow escape this."

    Frig was silent for several seconds. "Sir! I found them! They are on a Grid in the Saw Blade as I suspected. I have sixteen hits in that galaxy. It would appear that there are more than just four species there. There are four groups of four. I have a firm location for ours, Sir."

    I let out a long sigh of relief as I gazed at a hideous creature on one of the displays. It was now time to destroy the Duke.

    Before I could act, an alert flashed on my HUD as Frig came over the comm. "Sir! You must get out of there! A fleet of ships just uncloaked around the containment structure! It is now offline, Sir. If that skin activates while you are in there, you will not be able to get out!"

    I shook my head as I began to turn around. "OK, well, I’m taking out the Duke now. If that skin activates, I’ll just have to figure out how to shut it down."

    As I raised my weapon, I was startled to see the Duke’s core was no longer sitting on the stone pedestal. I managed a glimpse of the Duke as his android body blinked out. Half a second later, a strong ion bolt impacted my partially active sodium skin, sending me violently backwards into a cluster of electronics on the wall. I blinked out fully.

    I then received a general hail over my comm.

    I heard the Duke laugh. "Oh, Mr. Grange! How exciting! I thought you to be dead, and yet here you are in my castle! Attempting to end my million years of reign! My emotion circuits are running at full with all this excitement! Tremendous!"

    I replied to the voice in the otherwise empty room, "The game is over for you, Duke. I am here to shut you off permanently. Now, if you would be so kind as to blink back in, I’ll finish up and be on my way."

    The Duke again laughed. "Mr. Grange. I do love your calm demeanor. However, there are a million androids surrounding this room, and each is equipped with an active skin like your own. And... ah! The active skin of this complex has now come back online. You are now trapped between these inner and outer walls."

    I replied as I drifted to one side of the room, "Well then, I guess I better make the best use of what time I have left, Duke. I might have trouble destroying you, just as you will have trouble destroying me. But all this around me? I think it’s time to curtail your activities. Say goodbye to your monitoring of your wars, Duke!"

    I pulled the trigger on my coil gun. The stone pedestal exploded, and with it the Duke’s interface to his complex.

    The Duke growled. "That was totally unnecessary, Mr. Grange. Had you surrendered peacefully, I would have allowed you to return to your people to assist them in their coming fights. However, if you were to give up now, I may still allow it."

    I let out a laugh of my own. "Sorry, Duke. One of us is not leaving here, and I’m going to do my best to see that it is you."

    I turned my blaster towards the walls surrounding the room as I powered up my BHD. I fired round after round of hypervelocity tungsten into the electronics that lined the walls. Exploding debris filled the vacuum that surrounded me. In a feeble attempt to stop my efforts, the Duke fired repeated ion bolts in the direction of where I had previously been, causing destruction of the equipment behind my prior position.

    For the better part of five minutes I circled, swooped, and fired until the Duke’s lair was in complete shambles. The walls surrounding the great room filled with androids and then began to turn bright blue as several hundred soldiers opened up with their blasters. My suit level shot to 38 percent as they blanketed the room with episodes of concentrated fire.

    As the androids continued to enter the great room, my BGS suit’s ability to absorb the blasts climbed past 50 percent. I turned and powered towards a near wall. As I drifted back through the kilometer-thick Tantric plating that surrounded the Duke’s former playroom, I wondered what options I had open to me. On the other side of the wall were a million androids with a million blasters, a force fully capable of overwhelming the active skin of my suit.

    As I emerged from the Tantric wall, I continued to drift, so as not to give away my position. I had ten kilometers to cover and a million androids on the lookout for my location. Using the optics in my HUD, I scanned the area directly in front of me. I was heading for a group of androids that were standing as sentries.

    I spoke to myself. "OK, Grange. This is where the Borak meat hits the grill. You are going to drift as close as you can before blasting that group and powering beyond this place."

    As I closed within one hundred meters of the androids, I opened fire. I powered my BHD to full, while shooting at the scattering and blinking-out android machines that sought my location. I was soon into the outer Tantric wall and then the vast open spaces that lay beyond it.

    A hail from the Duke came over my comm. "Bravo, Mr. Grange! You have managed to escape to the outer areas, but make no mistake, we will find you!"

    I replied, "Good luck with that, Duke. This complex is immense. The farther away from your hookup room I get, the harder I become to find. Why don’t you come out and look for me yourself, Duke? You do like challenges, don’t you? Or does the thought of actually dying terrify you?"

    The Duke laughed. "Please, Mr. Grange. Your poor attempt at playing on my psychology has no effect on my decisions. We will find you; it may take some time, but it will happen."

    I took aim at one of the conduits that ran from the power conversion stations up to the portal buildings. With a twitch of my finger, the conduit erupted in bright blue light and flame as the steady stream of ions shot forth into the surrounding space. At a second conduit, I used my blaster and was able to achieve the same result. I then powered on my BHD to change my direction.

    I spoke over the comm to the Duke. "Oh! Look! You just lost a couple of your connections to your galaxy! I think I could keep this up all day!"

    The Duke replied, "A minor nuisance, Mr. Grange. My automated crews are already at work rebuilding your poor attempt at bringing down this complex. Continue to fritter away your own resources, Mr. Grange. In the end, it will make our job of finding you all that much easier. While your suit is a remarkable piece of equipment, it does have its limits. Those food and filter packs on your belt—they have limited use. In a few months’ time, you will be starving as well as dying from the toxicity that comes from a clogged filter."

    I replied, "Sounds like that gives me a couple months to figure out how to kick your ass, Duke. If you haven’t yet realized it, I am a resourceful guy. And luck follows me around like it wants to be my best friend!"

    The Duke again laughed. "Really, Mr. Grange. Luck? I do hope you realize that I was behind much of that so-called luck. I wanted you alive, Mr. Grange. This War of Wars is to be one of the most spectacular ever, and you and your fellow Humans were going to be my showcase species! I just hope that your actions here don’t in some way limit their chances."

    I replied as I blasted another conduit and again changed course, "You play your game to win, Duke. You aren’t going to jeopardize your prize species’ chances just to get back at me. This fight is only between the two of us, and only the two of us will suffer the consequences of it."

    The Duke was silent for several seconds. "Such a shame, Mr. Grange. I’m not sure what has happened to you of late, but your reasoning seems to be at a much higher level than it was before. Would you care to fill me in on your secret?"

    I stopped and fired several tungsten rounds into the power converter building below. "You are the one with all the secrets, Duke. I just wised up, that’s all. Now, let’s see what damage one of these power stations will cause when it goes up!"

    The station exploded in a furious rage of fire and debris. I looked back as I powered away and took note of the debris falling back towards the burning station. The flames were then pulled inside as the building slowly collapsed upon itself. I stopped my progress as I watched from a distance as the building continued to shrink.

    I raised the Duke on the comm. "Interesting indeed! I just watched one of your power stations shrink away to nothing! I think you may have a leak in the inner wall of this place now, Duke. Imagine that. The gravity of that brown dwarf has a small opening into this complex. I wonder if I could make that hole bigger?"

    As I turned back towards the empty inner wall where the power station had once been in operation, I was met with repeated ion blasts from androids who had come to the damaged area. After seeing my suit’s absorption level climb to 56 percent, I turned and powered away, changing course several times in the process.

    Over the following two days, the fight between the Duke and I continued. The clock of my continued existence, however, was ticking away. My filter showed 15 percent used, along with 11 percent for my food. With the updates to the power cells in my prosthetics and power pack, powering my needs was not an issue.

    As I continued to avoid the Duke’s minions, I took out one power conversion building after another. I knew the effect on the Duke to be minimal, but it was the only fight I had to give. After a long session of twists and turns, I drifted up into one of the portal buildings and found a corner to rest in. I set a sleep timer for eight hours and slipped quietly into oblivion.
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    With the active skin of the Duke’s complex enabled, I had no further communication with Frig. Had he fought against the Duke’s ships that had destroyed the containment structure? Had he taken the initiative to head to the Saw Blade galaxy to offer assistance to our people? Or, was he lurking about in free space, waiting for an opportunity to offer me assistance? Those were the questions that I did not have answers to.

    After waking from my rest, I decided to once again pay the Duke a visit. As I passed by one of the power conversion buildings that I had previously destroyed, I was disappointed to see that reconstruction was already well under way. An army of bots was at work. The power conversion plant would be online within a few days.

    I powered towards the Duke’s lair, steering clear of the power buildings below. After an hour’s flight time, I drifted through the outer Tantric wall. Crossing of the fortified area went without incident, and I soon found myself powering to a stop within the inner Tantric wall. With a single short burst, I then drifted through to the Duke’s control room on the other side.

    In less than three days, the control room had been almost completely rebuilt. The Duke was nowhere to be found, and the army of bots within was finishing up the reconstruction of thousands of holo-displays that lined the room.

    The Duke came over my comm. "Mr. Grange, being the gracious host that I am, I would like to offer you one more opportunity to turn yourself in. I promise to repatriate you to your lovely wife and friends. They need your fight and your spirit if they are to survive the War of Wars!"

    I replied, "No dice, Duke. As I said, this war is between you and me. Besides, just going back to my people is a losing proposition. Even if we win the coming battles, you will do away with us in the end."

    The Duke huffed. "Mr. Grange! All of the victors of the War of Wars have been taken to a galaxy of peace and prosperity. Their remaining lives are rich and full. I believe one of your Human sayings is 'To the victor go the spoils!'"

    I scowled. "There is no galaxy of peace and prosperity, Duke. That is all designed to give hope where no hope should exist. All species in your War of Wars will be losers. You derive no pleasure from rewarding a winner; you only wish to watch the game as it plays out. And as for your promises, you have no morals, no conscience; your word is meaningless."

    The Duke was silent for a moment before he responded. "I grow weary of this discussion, Mr. Grange. It is time we parted ways. Your people will suffer with the loss of your leadership."

    I didn’t like the sound of the Duke’s statement. I powered my BHD to full and managed to only take a glancing blow from the fifty or so android soldiers who had floated into the room without my knowledge. The active skin shot to 87 percent before I disappeared into the nearest Tantric wall.

    For a reason that made no sense at the time, I turned and circled to the right, powering back into the Duke’s room through a different angle. As I emerged from the wall, I was rewarded with the sight of the Duke standing in his android body, facing away from me. A quick shot from my coil gun caught him off guard, shattering his android transport into a million tiny pieces. As I headed for the far wall, I fired a second round at the head, which had remained largely intact. It shattered into a thousand bits of debris.

    Without the Duke giving orders, the androids that gave chase all suddenly stopped. I again circled back through the inner wall into the Duke’s hosting room. As I pulled to a stop, I waited for another android assault, but none was forthcoming. Without orders, the androids all returned to their pre-invasion positions and powered down. Without continuing orders, the androids who would have gone back on patrol remained in their positions. The complex was free of the Duke’s influence!

    Within the room, I moved from one holo-display to another, looking for a control panel that would guide me through turning off the active sodium skin. None was to be found. I disabled my active skin and hopped onto the Duke’s pedestal. Connectors for an interface to the complex were there and were active, but I had no way of knowing how to connect in.

    After two days of struggling to come up with an escape plan, a new thought rocketed through my brain. I pulled up data that Frig has sent in relation to finding the Humans. A sweep through a portal building designated as AXB44277 had my mind racing. I powered out of the Duke’s room, through the fortified outer room, and on into the free area of the complex just beyond. Minutes later I was on a path that would take me to the designated portal building.

    Five hours passed before my journey came to a stop. As I carefully drifted into the room that housed the portals, I took a moment to run a scan through my HUD. I was rewarded with a scene of a Grid as seen from the outside.

    I spoke to myself. "OK, Grange, you found ’em. Now let’s see if we can figure out a way to get back to ’em."

    The portal room had a multitude of control panels that lined a far wall. After thoroughly investigating nearly three-quarters of the controls, I came across a dial labeled "Aperture." A simple twist to the right opened a portal ten centimeters in diameter. A second twist brought the portal to a size that I could easily step through. Five seconds later, I was floating in the free space just outside of the Grid with my fist pumping wildly into the blackness of space around me.

    I powered myself into the Alpha Bay dock and set down gently by the doors that led out into the Alpha section. After disabling my active skin and removing my helmet, I walked through the doors to the Alpha section, only to find the internal layout to be different than before.

    I stopped the first person walking past me to ask them a question. "Excuse me. Do you know where Colonel Harper has set up his war room? I have some big news for him."

    The person returned a confused stare as they continued past me in a hurried walk. I attempted my question with two more passersby and received a similar response. In a huff, I spun around and walked down a hall towards Jasper’s bar. When I rounded the corner, I entered a large room with hundreds of people sitting at long bench-like tables. Apparently, Jasper’s did not exist on the Grid the Humans had been moved to.

    I stepped in front of a patron as he walked towards the exit. "Excuse me, could you direct me to where the Council meets?"

    The patron replied, "I got no idea of what the Council is. You might talk to Miss Angie over there. She’s directing much of this area. What’s that suit you have on? Do you work down in the chemical labs? I heard they were looking for workers there."

    I shook my head. "No, Sir. I’m just looking for our military leadership."

    The patron pointed down the hallway as he continued on his way. "Take the stairs down three decks. You won’t be able to miss them."

    I turned and walked to the stairs of the transway, looking about at the people who walked past me. They each dressed in identical outfits, with only the colors being different between the sexes and ages. Young males wore red, while their older counterparts wore blue. Female children frittered about in yellow as the women walking with them wore green. The adults’ eyes were not full of life as were those who lived on the Grid. They were instead governed by angst and fear.

    After traversing the stairs, I came to the first individual in a uniform. "Excuse me, could you direct me to Colonel Harper and the Admirals?"

    The enlisted man responded, "Sorry, Sir. This is a military zone. Unless you have signed up, you are not allowed on this deck."

    I replied, "Signed up?"

    The enlisted man pointed back towards the stairs. "Go back up one deck and follow the hallway out to the first corner. You should see a line of new recruits there. Hop in it, and they will get you signed up."

    It suddenly hit me why everyone was acting so strange. Memory of where they had come from had been erased. Admiral Zimmerman might not be an admiral, and Colonel Harper was probably no longer a colonel. They would not have knowledge of our last war or of the technology we had used to fight it.

    I asked the enlisted man, "Can you bring around your commanding officer? I would like to have a word with him or her."

    The man half frowned. "Please wait here, Sir. I will bring the lieutenant around."

    Two minutes later, a scrappy young man rounded the corner following the enlisted man who had been standing guard.

    When the lieutenant arrived, he spoke. "What’s the issue here, Sir? We are a busy group. If you are looking for recruiting, that is one level up."

    I spoke. "I am not interested in enlisting, Lieutenant. I would like to talk to an officer several levels up the chain of command from yourself, if you don’t mind. No disrespect to your rank intended, but I have information that is critical to the defense of this station."

    The lieutenant replied, "I’m sorry, Sir. If you have important information, I would be happy to pass that along to my superiors."

    I half smiled. "OK, Lieutenant. Would you like the information about the gravity drives that allow this station to move? Or perhaps about the hydrogen stores and generation stations that power this place? Or maybe information on the gun turrets that line the exterior of this station and how they are controlled? Maybe you could relay to your superiors how you fly the harvesters that are likely just sitting in the spaceports several decks below this one?"

    The lieutenant held up his hand. "Wait here, Sir. I’ll fetch the major."

    I soon had five officers standing in front of me listening to my questions about what information I was willing to share.

    The major spoke. "Well, Mr. Grange, you are either a very informed individual or a crackpot. At the moment I can’t tell which. Follow me, Sir. I’ll take you to the general."

    I replied, "General? What’s the general’s name?"

    The major replied, "General John Hammond, Sir. He is in charge of the Fourth Army. He’s a fair man, so he should give you a minute or two to state your case. I hope you aren’t putting me in a tight spot, Mr. Grange. The general’s time is extremely valuable. We are still trying to reorganize from whatever it was that happened to us."

    I placed my left hand on the major’s shoulder as we walked. "Hopefully that will all be revealed to you soon enough, Major. I have some of that information."

    When we entered the general’s office, he was busy with an old-style marker and a makeshift whiteboard. I had to laugh to myself, as the touch-wall on which the whiteboard hung remained unused.

    The general turned as the major spoke. "General Hammond, Sir. I have an individual here who says he knows a lot about this station. He was convincing enough for me to bring him to see you, Sir. I’ll wait by the door if you would like us to escort him back."

    The general was a tall, slender man. The bags around his eyes, the natural scowl, and the scars on his face told of a man who had been through many battles.

    The general spoke. "State your case, Sir. And be quick about it; I don’t have all day."

    I replied, "General, my name is Don Grange. I know you probably don’t remember me, or better, who I am, but I have information that will greatly increase your chances of survival on this station."

    The general eyed my BGS suit. "Mr. Grange. You have one minute to convince me that I should hear you out. With the threats we have recently detected, I have a lot of work to do to prepare for our defense."

    I placed my helmet on my head and locked it into place. The general looked on suspiciously. I smiled just before blinking out. The general stepped back, and a lieutenant nearby stepped in front of him with a raised knife.

    I blinked back in and removed my helmet, once again placing it under my right arm. "I hope that buys me a little longer than a minute, General."

    The general gestured towards a table and chairs. "Have a seat, Mr. Grange. I think the remainder of my morning just freed up."

    I sat, placing my helmet on the table beside me. "First, do you know Tom Harper? Michael Zimmerman?"

    The general shook his head. "Those names are not familiar to me. Colonel Kelly, look those names up in the registry. If you find them, bring them to us."

    The colonel replied as he saluted, "Yes, Sir, General."

    As the colonel turned away with his task, I spoke. "How much have you learned about operating this station, General?"

    The general crossed his arms. "We are making progress. Since we arrived here, we organized the hydroponics, and food distribution is going smoothly. I had hoped to organize our defense around those gun turrets on the station’s exterior, but we haven’t a clue as to how those things are controlled."

    I replied as I stood, "I think I can show you that, General."

    I picked up the whiteboard and moved it to the side. Returning to the touch-wall, I placed my hand on a small red square. The wall lit up.

    After selecting several icons, I had the gun turret information display up. "Hmm. These are a little different than they used to be. There are a few icons missing on this screen. It used to have a gear symbol for using the controls. And I don’t see the one showing the control room at all."

    The general stood and approached the touch-wall. "That looks like a useful tool, Mr. Grange. I wish we had known about it a few months ago."

    The colonel returned to the room. "Sir, we don’t have a Tom Harper or a Michael Zimmerman listed. For Harper, we have an Alexander, a Charles, and a Cynthia. Zimmerman has a Noah and a Beldric."

    I spoke. "How complete is your registry, General?"

    The general replied, "We have a complete listing of all 720 million of us."

    The colonel raised his hand. "I don’t mean to interrupt, General, but we didn’t find a Don or a Donald Grange either."

    I looked at the general. "Did you just say you have 720 million people, General?"

    The general nodded. "I did."

    I spoke. "How long have you been on this station?"

    The general replied, "Ninety-six days and counting. Why?"

    I stumbled over to the table and sat down. "General, you aren’t my people. I mean, you are, but you aren’t!"

    The general walked over and stood next to me. "You are going to have to tell me what you are referring to, Mr. Grange. At the moment, I don’t have a clue what you are saying."

    I looked up. "General, our people, Humans, come from a galaxy called the Milky Way. We originated on a planet called Earth. Over a thousand years ago, our entire species, nearly four billion people, was snatched from our home and dropped onto five stations very similar to the one we have here today. Our ancestors called those stations Grids. My people, nearly eight hundred million at the time, occupied Grid number four. I believe that your people, now 720 million, inhabited the station we called Grid-1."

    I continued, "Our little fleet of five stations was attacked by another species, and three of our Grids, along with their people, were destroyed and killed in the fighting. Grid-1 enabled their gravity drive and sped away in one direction, while my people on Grid-4 went in a separate direction. For a thousand years, we have not seen or heard from Grid-1. We thought you to be lost."

    I continued to give the general a brief story about our beginnings, our fight in the Triangulum, and our current problem in the Saw Blade.

    The general looked at me. "Mr. Grange, that is a fantastic story, but you don’t have any proof to back up what you say. If what you say is true, our current set of weapons will be wholly inadequate. Bludgeons and axes are not going to win us our freedom."

    I shook my head. "You are correct, General. They won’t be enough. The Duke and his partners mean to have you fight against these other species with the weapons they have provided. Each of the species stuck in these sick games has been equipped with these same weapons. It looks like the gun turrets on this station are automated. Are there any transport ships aboard or warships?"

    The general replied, "All of the bays are empty, Mr. Grange."

    I placed my hand over my goatee and gently stroked it as I thought. "How much training have you been doing with the weapons you have, General?"

    The colonel stepped up. "Sir, if I may answer."

    The general nodded, and the colonel continued, "We have been training squads on the use of the bludgeons and axes for only a few weeks. There are huge stockpiles of these weapons aboard, so it was decided that we better figure out how to use them."

    The general spoke. "Tell us about that suit you are wearing, Mr. Grange. Is that something we can make use of?"

    I replied, "Wow, General, I don’t know the answer to that. On the one hand, it would certainly give you a huge advantage over anyone carrying those types of weapons, but I don’t know how we would manufacture them. Besides, I think that as soon as the Duke and his pals spot you, they would be stripped off, or, knowing the Duke, you might just be eliminated as a species."

    I continued, "If I was you, I would gather together anyone who knows anything about using these types of weapons. If you are like our group, there are probably only a handful of you that know about those, probably hobbyists. Our ancestors made a huge effort to write down everything anyone could remember from before they came to be on the station. We called them the archives."

    The general replied, "We have such an undertaking going on right now, Mr. Grange. I will send out word to bring anyone forward who knows about fighting with bludgeons and axes."

    I nodded. "I would begin work on designing some type of armor to wear when fighting others with these weapons. I would guess the Duke supplied enough resources for you to make weapons and armor?"

    The general stood and walked over to the touch-wall. After he touched a handful of icons, a set of iron forges appeared before us.

    The general spoke. "Hmm. I could certainly get used to this technology. These forges have been running day and night. We found a large weapons cache along with them, but there wasn’t enough to outfit the number of people we have available to fight, so we fired up the forges and have been manufacturing more weapons. You have a good point with the armor. We have been so busy trying to get a grasp of what we are doing here in the first place that making armor had not occurred to us. We only have about twenty people working on those forges."

    I replied, "Well, if I were you, General, I would gear everything your people are doing towards fighting a war, because that is why you were brought here. The better prepared you are for that war, the better chance you will have of surviving it."

    I rose from the table. "General, I am sorry, but what all this has told me is that my people are out here somewhere also, going through the same thing you are. They will be needing my help too. I am going to have to leave, General. I will return when I am able. Until then, you are going to have to be the driver for your people, and you probably won’t be popular with your political types."

    The general stepped over and held out his hand. "I will handle the politicos, Mr. Grange. And as far as being popular goes, I never was before. I was, however, respected, and with that I will do my best to make us ready for whatever we have coming."

    I walked back to Alpha Bay and powered out to the still-open portal, heading back to the Duke’s complex. I would have to continue the search for my people from there.
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    Upon my return to the Duke’s complex, I began my search for the other set of Humans. I began a spiral search, working my way outward from the point where the other Humans had been found. After three days of hitting nothing but other species, I had a sudden thought of panic. What if the Duke was again somehow rebuilding his control room? I powered towards the Duke’s lair. As I passed through the final wall, I had a sigh of relief at the sight of the room still in shambles.

    With nothing more to do, I returned to the search for my wife and the other Humans. After several days of failures, I stopped in a particular portal room and began to study the controls that lined the wall. I pressed buttons and turned dials in an attempt to control one of the portals that was currently open. A day’s worth of experimentation yielded few results.

    I blinked in and sat down on the floor of the room, leaning against the wall behind me. I was frustrated. I couldn’t possibly search twenty billion portal rooms for my people. Even with my extended life, there would not be enough years to accomplish the daunting task before me. I needed help.

    In a moment of brilliance, I rose and powered back to the fortified area around the Duke’s room. I set down next to an android that was standing still. It had no orders and was therefore left with nothing to do but remain where it had stood, in a semi-powered state, when the last directive had been given.

    I recalled the worm program we had written to counter the Duke’s virus, and using the RF capability of my helmet, and our previous crack of the Colossuns’ communications, I uploaded the worm to the android standing before me. Several minutes passed before the android powered up from its standby state.

    I gave it an order to raise its hand, and it complied. I ordered the android to turn around in a circle, and it again followed my direction. I then ordered the three-meter-tall machine to follow me to the nearest portal building, where I gave it direction to scan through the portals in the room and to inform me if Humans were found to be on the other side. The answer was no.

    I ordered the android to repeat the pattern until all portals had been searched or the Humans were found. I then returned to the fortified area to find another android for my search purposes. After uploading the worm, I set a broadcast for all of the remaining androids and was soon rewarded with an army of more than a million searchers. The next order sent the androids flying off towards the outer area and the portal rooms.

    With the searches well under way, I decided to further explore the complex. The Duke’s lair had taken up the top location of the complex, and I wondered what might be located at the bottommost point of the immense structure.

    After nearly a day of flight, I came to an outer wall structure that was identical to the one at the top of the complex. I powered through a fortified area and drifted into another control room. The walls were empty except for a single display panel. After reading the labels on the controls, I shook my head. I swiped a holo-switch, and an indicator showed the outer sodium skin of the complex to be disabled.

    I immediately attempted a hail of Frig over the comm. The return channel was silent. Frig was either dead or gone. I hoped he had taken the Swift towards the Saw Blade galaxy in an attempt to contact the Humans, the Humans from Grid-1. I then remembered our army of bots on the planet where we had constructed the containment structure for the black hole. If I could somehow make it there, I could build a ship. Using the BHD glove and its limited power would take months.

    With no other avenues of getting back to my people open to me, I made my way to the closest portal building and continued with my searching. An hour into my efforts, I was rewarded with a hit on the Human Grid by one of the androids. The remaining searchers were ordered back to their prior inactive states as I powered my way towards the portal building in question.

    When I arrived, I blinked in, scanned the portal for myself, and was excited by the data that was returned. I had found my Humans, and they were being housed on a different Grid, only fifteen light-years from our counterparts.

    In my happiness, I had failed to notice the small indicator on my HUD that had switched back to active. The sodium skin of the complex had been enabled! I powered just outside the portal room and scanned the surrounding area. A large contingent of androids was heading my way. My attempts at broadcasting an order for them to return and power down went unheeded. I moved back into the portal room and found the dial that controlled the portal aperture.

    Five seconds later, I was powering through the open portal on my way towards the Grid. I turned and fired several tungsten rounds through the opening, and it quickly closed behind me. I would not be going back, but the enemy was not coming through. I again landed in Alpha Bay and made my way into the main corridor.

    I stopped the first passerby, a young man, to ask a question. "Where have the military set up?"

    The young man answered, "They are down in Delta section like always."

    I thanked the young man and made my way to the nearest transway and was soon three sections down.

    A guard confronted me as I hopped off the last step. "Sorry, Sir, this is a restricted area! You will have to return to your section."

    I asked the guard the same question I had asked on the other Grid. "Can you take me to see Colonel Harper or Admiral Zimmerman?"

    The guard replied, "Sorry, Sir, unless you have a pass, you cannot go beyond this point."

    I raised my hand. "Could you at least pass a message to them that Don Grange is here? I can wait."

    The corporal spoke quietly over his comm. Several minutes later, a lieutenant rounded the corner.

    The lieutenant spoke. "I'm sorry, Sir. The Colonel and the Admiral are busy men. If you have anything further, you may want to take it up with your section mayor."

    I pulled my head back in consternation. "Did you tell them that Don Grange was here?"

    The lieutenant shook his head. "They haven’t heard of a Don Grange, Sir. I’m sorry, you will have to leave now."

    I looked at the lieutenant and then back at the corporal. "Have either of you heard of Don Grange?"

    Both men shook their heads. I asked another question. "Colonel Harper is one of the commanding officers though, right?"

    The lieutenant replied as he placed his hand on my shoulder in a prompt for me to leave, "I’m sorry, Sir. The Colonel is a busy man. As I suggested, you will need to take up any issues you have through your section mayor."

    I turned and began to slowly walk back up the stairs. Was it possible? Had the Duke erased my existence from their memories? Had I been forgotten? I then got a sudden rush of panic. What of Ashley? Was she aboard? Had her memories of me been erased as well?

    After rounding the first corner on the stairwell, I stopped and placed my helmet over my head. After locking the helmet, I blinked out and powered back down the stairs. I searched for twenty minutes before I found the Colonel in a conference room. He was going over troop numbers with a major.

    I blinked in behind them. "Colonel Harper, may I have a word?"

    The Colonel placed his hands on his hips while he continued to look at the touch-wall in front of him. "Sergeant! I asked to not be disturbed!"

    Two sergeants entered the room behind me with poleaxes at the ready.

    The Colonel turned around with an angry scowl. "What kind of security detail are you running, Sergeant!"

    The sergeant replied, "My apologies, Colonel, but he didn’t come through the door, Sir! We were standing on either side of it!"

    I raised my hand. "Colonel, we need to talk about the defense of this station. I have information that you will want to hear."

    The Colonel nodded towards the two sergeants, who then turned their weapons towards me. I blinked out, powered two meters to the left, and then blinked in again. The sergeants and the Colonel slowly turned their heads in my direction.

    I spoke. "Colonel, I am here to help. You need to listen to me, Sir. It will make the difference between us all surviving or being killed. You might ask Admiral Zimmerman and Admiral Chaulk to come in as well. And if you can find her, Ashley Grange also."

    I cringed at the thought of seeing Ashley. What if she didn’t know me? What would I do? Should I even bring the subject up at this early stage? My head was swimming with thoughts. I had the sudden realization that I had been standing there in silence as the others stared.

    I spoke. "Colonel, how long have you been on this station?"

    The Colonel replied, "Several months. Do you have knowledge of how we got here?"

    I offered a half smile. "I have all the information you could ever want, Colonel. I know where we Humans originated from, I know what we were doing for the past thousand years, and I know what we are doing here today. You better get yourself a chair, Colonel, because this is a long story."

    I kept the critical talk to a minimum until the two Admirals arrived. For the remainder of the day, I told the Human story to the three men in the room. After talking about the Duke’s complex and how I had come through the portal to the Grid, I rested.

    I leaned back in the chair with my arms crossed. "I came through and destroyed the portal room behind me. OK, who has questions?"

    Zimmerman spoke. "That is a pretty fantastic tale you just laid out there for us, Mr. Grange. And it ties in well with many things I remember, but I have no memory of you."

    I nodded. "I know it’s hard to take all that in at once. I struggled with just finding out how we had come to be in the Triangulum galaxy. I know this has got to be one level deeper for you gentlemen to absorb. And have a look at the weapons you have been given. Are you looking to fight another species with bludgeons and axes? That sounds like a bloody mess just waiting to happen, if you ask me. The Duke would probably be enjoying the maximum carnage that a war like that has to offer."

    The Colonel leaned forward. "What would you propose we do, Mr. Grange? We are struggling to understand how this station works as it is. And we don’t have the machines or tools needed to build any other weapons. Frankly, I’ve been scratching my head to come up with something beside what we have."

    I replied, "Colonel, can you bring Jon Touchstone in? And what happened with Ashley? Is she not on this station?"

    The Colonel yelled at the doorway, "Sergeant! I want you to bring Dr. Touchstone in here, and what was the news on Ashley Grange?"

    The sergeant replied, "Yes, Sir. We were unable to locate any Ashley Grange, Sir."

    I planted my forehead in my palm. "Ashley Elizabeth, Sergeant. Sorry for the mix-up. You can probably find her in the SCore offices."

    The sergeant nodded and turned to perform the tasks he had been given.

    I turned back to the Colonel and the others. "I have weapon designs that we can get started on, Colonel. They will be significant upgrades from your bludgeons. When the doctor arrives, I will pass them through to the touch-wall over there, and he should be able to put together anything that will be needed to build them."

    When Jon Touchstone entered the room, he eyed me curiously. "Colonel, you have something you are in need of?"

    I stood. "Hi, Doc. I’m guessing you don’t remember me?"

    Touchstone replied as he shook his head, "I don’t believe I have had the pleasure; you are…?"

    I shook his hand and sat down. "I’m the guy who has been forgotten, Doc. I’m the answer man. I just passed on a story to the Colonel and Admirals about our history. And I uploaded a few weapons designs onto the touch-wall over there for you to look over. I know it may seem strange, Doc, but I have known you for a couple of years now, and the things I am about to tell you may seem far fetched, but they are real."

    As I began to again tell the tale of Mankind, Ashley walked into the room. "Colonel, you requested my presence?"

    The Colonel gestured to a chair. "You might want to sit down, Miss Elizabeth. Mr. Grange has an interesting story to tell. It will explain a lot to you as to why we are here. Oh, and I am certain from your reaction that you don’t remember him, but Mr. Grange says that the two of you were, are, married."

    Ashley looked over at me. "OK, you have my attention at least. What is this all about?"

    Over the next four hours, I told a condensed version of our history. "... and that is again how we came to be sitting at this table."

    Ashley was the first to reply. "Mr. Grange, I find it interesting that everything you just said doesn’t come with a shred of evidence to back it up. Don’t get me wrong; it is very well told, and at the moment, none of it can be refuted. However, I remain a skeptic."

    I replied, "As I expected you would. You like to make informed decisions, and that information needs to be backed up with facts. Am I right in that you have not been provided with a way off this station? You have no ships?"

    The Colonel replied, "We are looking into constructing something as we speak, but it won’t be ready for months."

    I looked at the Colonel. "I doubt they will let you complete anything, Colonel. My guess is they are waiting for you to train so that they can pit you against other species that are here. I would bet they have a planet they are preparing for battle now. You can probably expect a few incursions onto this station to prompt you into training harder. Each of the participants will be pushing their species to train, so that they get the best fight out of them when the time comes."

    The Colonel replied, "What happens to the elderly and the children when the fight begins?"

    I sighed. "I can only speculate, Colonel. In the end, we all die, so I would not put it past the Duke and the others to put everyone in the mix at once."

    I looked around the room at the solemn faces that were looking back at me. My news had not been good news. I began to wonder if a different approach would have been better.

    I spoke. "Look, Colonel. I can’t say for sure what is coming. All I can do is warn you of what I believe to be happening. Start training your troops, gear up for war. Elderly, infirm, kids, pregnant—it doesn’t matter, they all need to learn to fight with the weapons we have been given."

    When the Colonel and the others stood to begin their efforts, I asked Ashley to stay. "Ashley, I know you don’t remember me, but there is something important I need to say. Before this last transfer, to this station, you and I were—were married."

    Again, Ashley displayed a skeptical expression. "Mr. Grange, you are an attractive man. I, however, have a difficult time with the whole erased-memory issue. I have been in the intelligence community for a long time, and I don’t recall ever hearing of any other race having that ability. I don’t know what your thoughts are on this at the moment, but for the immediate future, I will be remaining single."

    I held up my hand. "At this point, Ashley, I don’t have a problem with that. It’s not something that I am happy about, but I understand. One of my goals through all this will be to see if I can restore everyone’s memories. I don’t yet know if that is even possible, but I will try."

    Ashley smiled and left the room. The Colonel and the Admirals were busy talking over the touch-wall. Jon Touchstone had transferred the data I had given to him to his lab and then departed to begin study of it. I was left sitting at the table with nothing to do.

    I rose and walked out of the conference room and into the corridor beyond. The station was bustling with activity; that activity would soon be geared towards making war.

    I walked back up the transway to the Alpha section. The main hallway was full of activity, with new shops opening every day. The same government that we had known during our last peaceful time in the Mensa sector had been reestablished. I caught Michael Felix walking in the hall.

    I stepped up in front of him and spoke. "Where you going, Felix?"

    Michael looked up at me with suspicion. "I don’t know who you are, and I really don’t care. I have business to attend to, so please be out of my way."

    I smiled. "Polite as always, and of course blunt. Are you involved in politics again?"

    Felix stopped. "Politics? Who did you say you were?"

    I replied as I stuck out my hand, "Don Grange; we used to be rival Messengers, you and I. We then went on to save the station, and you even became president!"

    Felix again looked at me with consternation. "I have no idea what you are talking about, Sir. And my time is valuable. Please be out of my way."

    I laughed as I stepped aside. "Now that’s the Felix I know."

    As he walked away, he occasionally glanced back with a suspicious look.

    I continued to wander the halls of the station, occasionally bumping into people that I had known, until I came to the conclusion that there was not much more that I could do for them. An odd feeling came over me. I was a stranger amongst all the people that I had ever known. Was I completely alone? Had Frig survived? My angst and concern were growing with every hour.

    I returned to the Colonel’s conference room and sat with the Colonel and the Admirals for several hours as they hashed out training plans. My contributions were at the minimum. I was not helping the cause. I needed a spark, an activity, something to get the juices flowing, but my mind was drawing a blank. For the next several hours, I sat behind the others as I brooded over what I might do.

    The Colonel spoke. "Mr. Grange, maybe you could use a break. You look a little worn."

    I replied as I moved to a more stable chair and snapped my helmet in place, "Thanks, Colonel, see you in a few."
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    I spoke. "Colonel, I think we should try to fire up the gravity drive and move this station next to the other Humans. If we are all working together, we stand a better chance of survival."

    The Colonel replied, "See if you can make it happen, Mr. Grange. We have no attachment to our current location."

    I stepped out into the hallway to head to the drive control room. As I rounded the first corner, I ran into a familiar face.

    For a moment I was stunned. "Frost?"

    The sergeant turned around. "Yes, Sir?"

    I shook my head. "You can’t be here! You got vaporized by a heavy cannon shot!"

    Frost laughed. "I think you need to lay off the hooch there, Sir; I am right here standing in front of you. Am I supposed to know you or something? Turn around, Sir."

    I replied as I turned, "What?"

    Frost laughed. "No, I can safely say that I don’t know you, Sir. I never forget an—"

    I held out my arms. "Come here, Frost. I need a hug right now."

    Frost tilted her head to the side and stepped in for a hug. She took a big handful of my hindquarter into her grip. "Aw, prosthetics! Well, I guess I gotta take it when I can get it."

    At that moment, Ashley walked around the corner. "Uh, married, us? Really?"

    Frost released her grip, winked, and turned to join Ashley as she walked around the corner with a half scowl.

    I spoke to myself. "Nice going, Grange."

    I shrugged my shoulders as I turned back towards the gravity drive control room. I could deal with Ashley and what she thought she was seeing later, but Frost was alive!

    I wasn’t sure why, but I was certain Frost’s survival was of the Duke’s doing. I speculated that he had swept her off the field of battle just as the heavy ion cannon had fired. To anyone who had been watching, she would have appeared to have been vaporized.

    I smiled as I turned the corner into the control room, where a handful of scientists and engineers were trying to make heads or tails out of the controls that lined the walls. "Ladies, gentlemen! Let me explain to you what you are looking at. If the station has fuel, we are going to power this thing up and move it to a new spot."

    I received blank stares until the scientist in charge stepped forward. "And who are you?"

    I walked up to the main console. "I’m Don Grange, and I am here to save all of Mankind!"

    I looked around at the faces of those standing around me. "Oh, come on. You can’t tell me that you don’t have a sense of humor. Of course, you are scientists, so—"

    I pointed to a set of controls on the left. "That is the fuel-balancing console. It is used to calibrate the fuel feeds for the gravity drive so that all twelve of the actuators contribute the same pull. Here in the center is where you set the coordinates of where it is that you want to go, and over here is the initiator panel. You press each of those twelve buttons in succession and wait for each of those lamps to glow green.

    "Over on that wall, those are monitor stations for each actuator. The whole system is highly automated, so, after checking your fuel balancing and entering in your travel-to coordinates, it’s pretty much just punch the buttons and then go."

    The chief scientist replied, "Where did you come by this information?"

    I replied, "I came by it on the last Grid I was on. We had to send it on its way to keep from getting pummeled. I know you all probably think you just got here, but you have lived your entire lives on a station just like this one. Your memories have been messed with. Now, it looks like we have fuel. The actuator feeds are in balance. Let me enter in these coordinates. OK. Bring each actuator online. Wait a few seconds... and presto, we push the big green button."

    The chief scientist spoke. "What did you just do?"

    The first actuator sent a thundering clang reverberating through the station.

    I replied, "I just pressed the go button. In about ten minutes, we should be on our way to another sector of this galaxy. You may continue on with your studies, gentlemen, and ma’am, but please do not touch any of the controls on this panel. It would be bad for everyone on board."

    I turned and left the drive control room. The smile from knowing that Frost was still alive remained on my face.

    When I entered the Colonel’s conference room, a team of aides was scrambling around him. "What’s the problem, Colonel?"

    The second massive drive actuator clanged into position.

    The Colonel gestured. "Are you deaf, Mr. Grange? Something is shaking this station to the core!"

    I shook my head and laughed. "Relax, Colonel. That’s the actuators kicking in for the gravity drive. We should have ten more of those in ever-quickening succession. The Grid, this station, should begin to move just after the last one locks in. It shouldn’t take us long, and we will end up beside another one of these stations that houses the remaining Humans."

    The Colonel leaned in with a scowl after placing his big hand on my shoulder and squeezing. "Give us a little warning next time, Mr. Grange. Noises of that magnitude tend to get people stirred up!"

    I nodded. "Sorry, Colonel. I forgot about the actuators. The gravity drive has only been used a handful of times since I was born. I explained the operation of the drive to your science team. You will want them to keep it a closely guarded secret. The last thing you want is a wacko going in there and kicking that drive off, sending us to who knows where."

    Several minutes later, the last of the actuators locked into position and the great station began to accelerate. In just under a week, we would be parked beside the other Grid.

    During our travel, I used some of my time to get closer to Ashley. After four refusals, she finally agreed to sit with me for lunch. The Alpha cafeteria was efficiently run for a service that had only been in operation for a little over a month. I sat at a small table that had a view out to space beyond.

    Ashley spoke. "Aren’t you eating?"

    I laughed. "I guess I forgot to tell you about this suit. I don’t eat and I don’t go to the restroom."

    Ashley looked perplexed. "Ah, what is it that you do when the need arises?"

    I replied, "Well, this is hardly table talk, but I just go when nature calls. This suit has a bio-gel that circulates and carries off any waste. This filter pack pulls it and recycles what it can. This food pack adds nutrients to the bio-gel that then get absorbed through the skin."

    Ashley set her fork down on the table. "That is disgusting."

    I again laughed. "Well, if it’s any consolation, you wore one of these for months before being transferred onto this station. You didn’t seem to have a problem with it then. In fact, everyone who first puts it on has that same repulsed feeling. After a few days in it, though, you start to see the benefits. The suit will add years to your life from the nutritional benefits alone.

    "It has built-in chemical and hormonal balancers. And it keeps your muscles healthy through a constant stream of micropulses to stimulate them. Has a real nice built-in sleep aid that knocks you out and a stimulant that immediately wakes you up. It really is a marvel of time savings, each and every day."

    Ashley picked her up her fork. "It’s creepy is what it is."

    After taking a bite of her food, she asked a question. "So, if we were married, why would I go after such a young man? You can’t be more than twenty-two, and I don’t recall ever having a thing for younger men."

    I smiled. "I guess I am an enigma. I am two years your senior. This suit, and a DNA enhancement injection I received, both work to make me look younger, and feel younger. My energy levels are even better than they were at that age."

    I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. "Huh. I need to run that by the Colonel and Admirals. We have my blood to work from, and I have the formula for the injection stored in my helmet computer. I should get Doc Touchstone working on making that injection up for everyone."

    I smiled. "After our, your, lunch, of course."

    The meal remained casual, with Ashley asking questions and me providing answers. After two hours of conversation, she abruptly claimed to have meetings to attend and left in a hurry. I was disappointed, but I knew I had to be patient.

    The week passed quickly, with a second, very similar lunch with Ashley. Each time she began to show interest, she would seemingly shake herself out of it, and then quickly change the conversation. As the Grid came to a stop in the new sector, I had resigned myself to the fact that unless her memory was somehow restored, I would have a difficult time winning her over. The situation had changed. The level of uncertainty about things had a way of taking most of your attention. Again, my strategy was patience.

    I walked into the Colonel’s conference room. "Colonel, I’m going to head over to the other Grid. I’ll fill them in on the status here. After that, you should be able to talk with them over the comm."

    The Colonel replied, "We’ve been talking to them since this morning. General Hammond seems like he has it together."

    I nodded. "I think they are a lot like us, Colonel. They went through a war or series of wars to get here as well. And yes, the general is the right man for the job."

    The touch-wall was turned off and the Colonel sat at the table. "Mr. Grange. You talked about the robots you and this Farg had use of. Any chance we can get ahold of a couple?"

    I laughed. "That’s Frig, Colonel. And when he gets here, if he gets here, we will have use of the ones on the Swift."

    I leaned back in the chair. "I wish I had a way to get back to that planet we were on. We left thousands of those bots there."

    The Colonel spoke. "I thought you blew the portal when you came back through. Is there any other way?"

    I shook my head. "No, once Frig gets... aw, crap! I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before, Colonel. It’s possible that the first portal I came through, to the other Grid—it may still be out there."

    I picked up my helmet and headed for Alpha Bay. Fifteen minutes later, I was powering out into space and flying towards the point where the first portal had been. As I came closer, the sensors on my HUD began to display signals that were coming from a structure. I pulled up and stopped ten meters from the still-open portal.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, I am sitting here looking at this beautiful portal sitting just in front of me. If I had a brigade of your men with these BGS suits, we could take over this whole complex again."

    The Colonel replied, "Aside from the suits, we have no way of getting there, Mr. Grange. The single fighter ship that is being worked will only carry two at a time."

    I looked back at the Grid sitting a short distance away. "Colonel, I think I might have a way to get us onto this complex. I’m going to need Jon Touchstone’s help if we do. I’m heading back your way, Colonel. I have a plan."

    As I rounded the corner into the Colonel’s conference room, I spoke. "Colonel, follow me to the gravity drive control room. We are going to go for a really short ride."

    As the last actuator dropped into place, the Grid began to slowly move. Twenty seconds later, it came to a stop.

    I gestured towards Alpha Bay. "Colonel, if you want to lead the way to the space dock on Alpha, I will show you a portal when we get there. I moved the Grid so that the portal should be just inside the bay."

    When we arrived, an alarm was sounding and the bay had been sealed. A maintenance tech was checking the seal around an air lock door.

    I spoke. "What’s the issue? Why did it seal off?"

    The tech replied, "We aren’t certain, Sir. The instruments just started going crazy, showing an atmospheric leak of about two meters’ diameter. It’s just inside the gravity wall, Sir. The air in that bay has almost been completely sucked out."

    I rolled my eyes as I looked back at the Colonel. "My fault, Colonel. The Duke’s complex doesn’t have an atmosphere inside. It’s just empty space. The portal I wanted access to is sitting out there in the middle of the bay, sucking all the air out. We are going to have to build some kind of containment structure around it so we can easily pass through."

    The Colonel replied, "Why bother? The bay is already empty of air, and we have air locks that we can access to get in there whenever we need."

    As I looked through the porthole-style windows on the air lock doors, the Colonel slapped me on the back. "Nice job, Mr. Grange. Now we just need suits and weapons, and we can go kick this Duke’s ass."

    I smiled. "I always liked your attitude, Colonel. I think our brains might be wired the same way. Do you have any suits at all that can go off station?"

    The Colonel nodded. "We have maintenance suits. That is all we have been able to find."

    I laughed. "I remember those things, Colonel. They are big and bulky. Horrible to get around in unless you are in zero Gs. I had to put one on when we took the Grid back from the Durians. Not sure how I survived that whole ordeal, but I’m still here."

    Half an hour lapsed before I was ready to pass through the air lock with Jon Touchstone in the maintenance bubble suit. As we slowly walked up to the portal, I suddenly had a feeling of regret.

    I spoke. "Doc, we have to be real careful moving you through that portal. If you were to touch the edge of that thing, it would be the end of you. That edge is sitting at or near absolute zero. You’ll flash freeze solid in about eight seconds if you even bump it."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Can we get the gravity in here turned off?"

    The Colonel replied, "We’ll have that for you in just a second, Mr. Grange."

    The loss of gravity was immediately felt as the power level was reduced to zero G.

    I turned to Jon Touchstone. "How’s that suit feel now?"

    Touchstone moved his arms and legs. "Not bad."

    I pointed towards a near wall. "See that hatch over there? It looks to be about the same size as this portal. Let’s practice getting you in and out of that thing a few times before we go for the real thing."

    The doctor nodded inside his helmet. "I would like that, Mr. Grange. I’ve seen what near absolute zero can do."

    After fifteen minutes of drifting back and forth, we decided it was time to give the portal a try.

    I stood behind the doctor as he slowly drifted towards the portal opening. "Looking good, Doc. Top and side alignments are excellent. Just don’t make any sudden moves, and we will be right through."

    When the doctor had cleared the portal, I powered through behind him.

    I spoke. "Well, Doc, how does it feel?"

    Touchstone replied, "How does what feel?"

    I laughed. "How does it feel to have traveled about 420 million light-years in an instant?"

    Touchstone smiled. "Feels just like another day at the office, Mr. Grange. This is about as sciencey as it gets!"

    I shook my head. "I hear you, Doc. Now let’s get down to some sciencey business. I need you to figure out how the controls in this room work. We can’t screw with this portal, or we may end up stuck here, which would not be good for either one of us. So, whatever you do, try to keep it to a minimum. If you can figure it out, I can try it out in another portal building."

    Touchstone spoke. "Exactly what are you wanting to accomplish, Mr. Grange?"

    I replied, "I want to open a portal like this one, to the coordinates of a nearby star system. If I can make it there, I can possibly bring a few of those bots back through for us to make use of. If we can get them, we can build suits, weapons, and ships. Enough to outfit both Grids, which is more than enough to take control of this complex."

    Touchstone nodded as he began to inspect the first of many control panels. "Sounds like a worthwhile goal, Mr. Grange. Let me see what I can do."

    I moved over to the dial that controlled the portal’s size. "This one makes it bigger; that’s all I know."

    The doctor analyzed panel after panel, keeping verbal notes in the suit’s audio logging system. After two hours of peering and poking, he stepped back with his big bubble arms placed on his big bubble hips.

    The doctor spoke. "I think I have an idea of how this set of controls operates, Mr. Grange. This panel to the left controls the distance the portal will extend to. This lower panel in front of me has a three-dimensional coordinate system that seems fairly straightforward to control. And this panel, the one you are familiar with, controls the portal aperture. A fourth panel over here to the right is the portal initiator."

    I replied, "So, tell me what to do, Doc. Where would I start?"

    Touchstone moved in front of the initiator panel. "You power up the portal here. You move over here and enter the desired coordinates. The portal depth then has to be established so that adequate power can be fed forward, and finally, on the panel you are familiar with, use that dial to adjust the aperture. It’s not a complicated system."

    I replied as I shook my head and smiled, "Thanks for making me feel like an idiot, Doc. Now, you are going to stay here while I move over to the next portal building. I’ll be asking questions; you provide answers."

    Touchstone held up his thumb.

    Three minutes later, I was powering through the adjacent portal building’s walls and settling on the floor of the control room.

    I stood in front of the initiator panel. "OK, looks like this one is already running, Doc. Hang on while I scan where it is pointing to."

    I continued, "Looks like free space. This one won’t be missed if we tinker with it."

    I moved to the coordinate panel. "I’m transferring the coordinates in our language, Doc. Tell me what to set in front of me to give us the equivalent."

    Touchstone replied, "Set the slider on the left to twelve, the second slider to one hundred eighteen, the third to one hundred sixty-five, leave the fourth and fifth at zero."

    I pulled my hand back. "Do I zero them if they aren’t already there?"

    Touchstone replied, "My apologies, Mr. Grange. The answer to your question would be yes, zero them. Once you have completed that, set the four dials, going from top to bottom, to eight, forty-four, fifty-one, and nine. When you have them set, read the settings on the sliders and the four dials back to me, please."

    When the task was complete, I moved to the depth control.

    Touchstone continued, "Set the dial to one-five-three-six, that’s one thousand five hundred thirty-six. When you are done, you may adjust the aperture."

    I dialed the aperture wide and performed the scan. "OK, wow, Doc, you are good. Looks like we are parked a few thousand meters above the planet’s surface. Give me a minute to perform a deep scan, and I can tell you for sure if we are at the right place!"

    When the deep scan was complete, I spoke. "We are there, Doc! The bots are about 150 kilometers from my position. I’m going to try to bring one back."

    Touchstone replied, "Mr. Grange, can you give me the exact coordinates of where the bots are?"

    I passed the data over the comm. "I’m guessing you can move the portal closer? Will we have to shut it down?"

    Touchstone ran a few calculations on the computer in his maintenance suit. "No, Mr. Grange, we should be able to move the portal while it is open. Go back to the coordinates panel and set the following: set the second slider to 122 and the third to 174. That should place you within a kilometer of where you want. The three knobs at the top of the panel are for fine-tuning that position, but I don’t think their adjustment is necessary in this case."

    After setting the sliders, I performed another scan. "Four hundred meters, Doc. Very nice!"

    I moved the fine-tuning knobs and rescanned the portal several times. "Fine-tuning works great too, Doc. I have the portal sitting about twenty meters from the closest bot. I am ordering it through now."

    Once the bot was standing on the deck before me, I looked around the room. The single doorway into the building was sealed.

    I spoke. "I have a new problem, Doc. I don’t have a way to get this bot over to your portal. This building is sealed, and I don’t want to start blasting, as that would only bring unwanted attention."

    Touchstone replied, "There is no need for you to do so, Mr. Grange. I will pass you the exact coordinates for our portal. You can move yours to the same position."

    In under a minute, I had the first bot transferred to the Grid. The excitement was building as I thought of what we would be able to build with an army of the bots doing the work for us. They were relentless; they didn’t get sick or tired or complain. It was a perfect workforce for any repetitive task. The next several hours were spent transferring a replicator and several dozen more bots.

    I returned the portal to its original location and powered back over to Touchstone. "OK, Doc, I think we have enough. I don’t want to stay here too long. I left a single bot over there in standby. If needed, we can signal it with directions."

    Touchstone replied, "Why don’t we leave it with instructions? Continue the transfers; I’m sure we could use more of the bots."

    I sighed. "I think we are good with what we have, Doc. Bots can build bots. What I should have done was left orders for the bots that are still on that planet. They could be building us warships or something. In fact, let’s get you through this portal, and I will then go back and give them orders."

    Twenty minutes later, I came back through the portal to the Grid. "Colonel, it’s time we made us a few more of these BGS suits. I have the template loaded in the replicator, and these bots should have no problem constructing them, but they will need raw materials. That will be where we come in. Take the manifests they supply and keep them fed with what they need."

    I assisted several techs who were assigned the task of overseeing the bots. It wasn’t long before progress was being made on the BGS suits. Within an hour, we had teams of runners organized whose mission it was to gather the needed materials for construction. We anticipated the first BGS suit to be ready before the end of the day.
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    I spoke. "Colonel, I would ask that you round up Sergeant Diane York and Sergeant... wow, I’ve been fighting beside her for years, and I don’t even know her first name! Last name is Frost."

    The Colonel laughed. "We all know who Frost is, Mr. Grange. I will have those two ladies meet you in the conference room if you like."

    I replied, "I like, Colonel. The three of us are going to go investigate that complex. I want to know if the Duke is connected to that control room again."

    When I walked into the conference room, York and Frost were waiting.

    Frost smiled and spoke. "Hey, Yorkie, I know this guy! He was the one I told you was groping me in the hall the other day!"

    I replied, "Hello, Sergeants. I don’t know if the Colonel told you anything or not, but I have a mission I am planning for us."

    Frost spoke. "Will there be more groping, Sir?"

    I smiled and shook my head. "Sorry, Frost, won’t be time for any groping on this mission. We will be leaving this station and possibly facing an army of a million android fighters. How does that sound?"

    York nodded. "I like the sound of that, Mr. Grange. When do we go?"

    I laughed. "Glad to see you have the same old spirit, York. We have a couple of these BGS suits under construction. As soon as they are done, we will be doing a little training here, followed by more training off station. We will try to stay away from the androids at least until the two of you are fully up to speed with using these suits."

    York sighed. "There’s always a catch. Sorry, Sir. I’ve just been feeling a little caged in lately."

    I smiled. "That’s what makes you special, York. If something is wrong, you want to get out there and fix it. That drive is one of the things that make you such a good fighter."

    York replied, "Well, thanks for the compliment, Sir. I’m not sure where you got your information, but I will do my best to live up to that reputation."

    I laughed. "Miss York, Diane, I know you don’t remember, but we have been fighting side by side for the last couple of years. When you go on a rampage, there is just no stopping you until the job is done. And Frost, it’s the same with you. My knowledge of what you both can do is firsthand. Now, before you both get big heads, let’s turn our attention to the touch-wall over here. We’ll be looking at the Duke’s complex and doing some initial strategy planning."

    Frost raised her hand. "The Duke, Sir? Who’s that?"

    I turned off the touch-wall and sat at the table with my two new recruits. For several hours, I told the story of our immediate past and how we had come to be in the galaxy we now occupied. When I moved back over to the touch-wall, I had their full attention.

    I spoke as I pulled up images of the complex. "This place is immense. It’s a brown dwarf star, wrapped with this structure that is a kilometer thick. The structure has twenty billion of these power converter/portal building pairs and a fortified control complex at the very top and another at the bottom. The complex at the top is where all the action is.

    "The top fortification has an outer wall made up of layers of Tantric armor and an inner wall that is much the same. Between the walls is a ten-kilometer expanse where the million android soldiers reside. Inside the inner wall is the Duke’s control room.

    "When I last left, before going back for the bots, the Duke’s men were taking control of the complex again. I don’t know if the control room has been rebuilt yet or not. That is one of the things we are going to find out. If it has, and if the Duke is present, it will be our mission to destroy them both."

    Frost raised her hand. "When do we get started, Sir? I’m with York; let’s get this mission started."

    I replied, "As soon as the Colonel gives word about the BGS suits, we’ll get started. York, how are those prosthetics holding up?"

    York responded, "As good as my old legs, Sir."

    I replied, "Yeah, any issues? Power packs holding up?"

    York stood and put one foot up on the chair in front of her. "Power runs down a little quicker on this leg than the other. I don’t know, maybe I have been favoring it."

    I pointed at her leg. "When the bots are done with those suits, I have a power pack upgrade for you. It should last you for eighty years under a heavy load."

    York replied, "I probably don’t have eighty years left in me, Mr. Grange, but it would be nice to drop the monthly top-off charges."

    I laughed. "York, once we get you in a BGS and once we get all your power packs updated, you are going to go crazy with all the time you have available. You will even need less sleep. I know I don’t make it sound all that appealing, but your productivity, if you stay busy, will go way up."

    Frost spoke. "What can we expect from these suits, Mr. Grange?"

    I sat in a chair and crossed my arms. "What you can expect is probably more than you ever dreamed of. Walking through walls, taking a direct ion blaster bolt, physically staying fit without ever working out—all those things are just sitting there waiting for you once that suit is on. No more eating, no more going to the can, no more showers—"

    York raised her hand. "What you said about the can, Sir. Is that what I think you said?"

    I nodded. "It is. It’s a disgusting thought at first, just going in your suit, but after the first couple of times, you really don’t think about it. You will occasionally get a hankering for the taste of a juicy Borak steak, though. There is nothing to stop you from eating it. It’s just not quite as good as you remember when you aren’t hungry. Takes a good bit of the satisfied feeling out of it.

    "So, here is a rundown of your weapons. On this hand we have your standard blaster. It can be commanded by finger impulse, audio command, eye command, or thought command. For thought, you need to have an implant like this one in my neck. During combat, I have had trouble focusing when trying to use the eye commands for firing; it takes too much effort. And the thought command, while awesome to trigger any number of events, takes too much of your conscious thought to fire repeatedly. When in battle, you will often be blasting away constantly.

    "On the left hand we have the coil gun. It fires a tiny tungsten round at about half the speed of light. It will yield significant physical damage to an object that has ion shielding. There are some suit armors out there that will stop it, but the impact and proceeding concussion can do nasty things to a person.

    "The third weapon is in the end of the right glove. It doubles as your propulsion system. Tiny black holes will pull you in the direction you aim your fist. Those same black holes will cut through whatever they come in contact with. And when I say whatever, I mean everything.

    "Now, there is one more thing that can be used as a weapon, and that is the BGS suit itself. When it is fully activated, everything that you come in contact with will be absorbed into the active skin and held there while you are occupying the same space as whatever you contacted. If you blink in, which is to deactivate the suit, the matter that overlapped with your suit just goes away; it disappears, we don’t know where to, but it is gone. By blinking in and then back out again, you can effectively make whatever you are in contact with disappear. It’s powerful stuff."

    York spoke. "So, what’s to stop someone who is wearing this suit, Sir?"

    I pointed at York. "Excellent question! This power cell on the belt provides power to the suit. The sodium skin that covers this suit requires power to function. If a strong enough force or energy impacts this suit, the ability of the sodium to absorb whatever that is can be overwhelmed. Overload the skin and you lose it. You then take the full impact of the excess force or energy."

    Several hours of discussion had passed when a lieutenant brought in two BGS suits.

    I spoke as I stood. "You ladies go put those on. Come back here when you are done, and we will bring them online for you."

    I walked to Alpha Bay to check on the progress of the bots. Two new replicators and three new BGS suits were under construction. I stopped one of the bots and fed it the template for the cesium power cells I had in my prosthetics. After several minutes of calculations, the bot returned an estimated time to complete the first cell of four hours.

    I turned to the Colonel. "I think we need a change of plans here, Colonel. I need six of those power cells as soon as possible. We should scrap the suits and replicators until we have those power cells. I will also need a bot to manufacture the bio-gel we need for the suits. York and Frost are going to be very unhappy until we can fill those suits and bring them fully online."

    The Colonel replied, "You are the man with the knowledge, Mr. Grange. If you see a need for something, then just speak up, and I will try to make it happen."

    I nodded. "Thanks, Colonel. After we three are set, I would suggest building more bots. I will leave the templates that I have for constructing suits, ships, and weapons. I would suggest an ore harvester as a first ship so that you can have a steady stream of raw materials coming in. I’m sure what we have here on the station is limited."

    The Colonel replied, "We have numerous ore bins on the station, but I can see those being emptied out quickly if we start building ships. An early harvester or two would be a good investment."

    Once the new power cells and bio-gel were ready, I met with York and Frost. "York, replace your power cells with these. Frost, that would only be the main cell on your belt. When you have those changed out, we can pump in the bio-gel."

    Frost replied, "I can’t say that I’m loving this suit, Sir."

    I laughed. "That is the same reaction you had last time, Frost. Once we get the bio-gel in there, it will be a different world for you. Right along the kind of feeling you seem to like."

    Frost winced. "OK, I’m not sure what to make of that, Mr. Grange, so I guess I’ll have to take your word for it."

    Several minutes later, a corporal wheeled in a cart with a hand pump and two ten-litre containers of bio-gel.

    I spoke. "OK, ladies, let’s get you lubed up! Frost, you’re the complainer, so let’s go."

    The first pump of gel brought a squeal. "Yikes, Sir! That is cold!"

    I laughed. "Yeah, it usually comes in at body temperature. You are just going to have to tough it out, Frost. It takes less than a litre once it settles out. We have to overfill and then back out a little once the suit starts circulating it. Once it’s heated up, you are going to like it."

    As the gel warmed and the suit began to make use of it, I could see the expression on Frost’s face change. Her scowl turned to a tepid nod and finally to an all-out smile. When the gel was in a completely fluid state, I let the suit pump out the excess into an empty container.

    I then turned to York. "This will be cold at first; just give it a minute to warm."

    York smiled. "Not an issue, Sir. I’ve had worse done to me."

    I laughed. "Yeah, I guess getting your arms and legs cut off in battle can be a little traumatic as compared to this."

    York replied, "My arms and legs what?"

    I grinned. "I was there when you got both arms and then both legs shot off by Dakar laser fire. You were pissed that it took you out of the fight."

    Frost spoke. "That sounds like her, all right. If you chopped off her head, it would just make her mad."

    I continued, "Anyway, we took you back through a portal and got you some prosthetics. We upgraded those prosthetics when newer, more powerful models came out."

    York replied, "What were the upgrades, Sir?"

    I pulled the injector tube out of the pump and laid the open end in the flushing container. "More power, better shielding and armor, and a new balancing algorithm that allows you to train them faster. Hold on, and we’ll have a look at what you have."

    When the excess gel had been removed, I reached down and found the nodule on York’s leg. After a preset number of presses, the leg detached from her torso. Bio-gel spilled out onto the floor.

    I spoke. "Aw, crap. Sorry, I forgot about that. Until we take that suit fully active, it doesn’t fully seal."

    I carried the leg over to the touch-wall, grabbed a universal cable, and plugged the ends into the leg and the touch-wall. Two screens later, I had the leg parameters on display.

    I depressed several touch-wall buttons. "Hmm. It looks like someone did a detune on this leg. With the current setup, you aren’t much better than standard."

    I grabbed another cable and plugged it into a small socket on my leg and again into the wall. "Let’s move over these updates and do a quick reboot. OK, I think we have it. Take off your other leg and hand it to me. Frost, give her a hand."

    Fifteen minutes later, York had been updated with the latest controller codes.

    Frost spoke. "What about me, Sir?"

    I laughed. "Sorry, I’m not touching your legs, Frost. Yours are natural, and I know what you are up to."

    York turned with a smile. "I think that proves that he does know us, Frost. Those gears in your filthy little mind are always turning."

    Frost replied, "Hey, a girl’s gotta try!"

    After a quick cleanup of the spilled bio-gel, I set York’s suit to full activation. "Now, understand this, Sergeant. I just ramped up the power delivery on those arms and legs. You are going to want to move real slow until your brain has been trained to react to the impulses coming back from those prosthetic interfaces. Maybe we can get lucky and your brain will remember, since you had those settings before, but I would just be careful for a bit."

    York slowly stood and walked around the room. "I think I have it, Sir. It feels pretty natural."

    I pushed one of the metal chairs over to her position. "Take the top of that chair in your hand and crush it."

    York reached down and squeezed with her left hand. The thin metal of the chair back twisted and then snapped.

    Frost spoke. "Whoa! Maybe I should have those, Sir."

    I replied, "We tried to get you to swap out, but you didn’t want any part of it. ‘Natural or nothing’ was along the lines of what you said at one point."

    Frost nodded. "That does sound like me."

    I picked up the damaged chair and set it next to the door for collection. "You both have two hours. I want you to wander around the station and get used to the feel of the suits. York, that should be plenty of time for you to make sure you have proper memory control of your arms and legs. I’ll meet you both back here at that time."
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    With their suits on and at least a minimal amount of time spent in them, I decided it was time for York and Frost to go for some real practice. We moved through the portal to the complex and powered our way over to the adjacent portal building. A new portal was opened to the planet, and we stepped through.

    I spoke. "OK, the two of you have an entire planet to practice on. Fire your weapons, blink in and out, and fly around. And please be careful of where you are aiming; I’d rather not have any deaths or injuries before we even get started."

    The two sergeants powered off in opposite directions. I was soon feeling the distant thuds of tungsten rounds impacting the ground. I was sure the two of them would come back in as ready a state as any seasoned vet would. In fact, I counted on it.

    As they began their practice, I moved over to check on the progress of the shipbuilding. I had left the bots with instruction to size the first ship to carry at least a hundred men and to have the ability to extend a portal across a galaxy if needed. I was not expecting to see a ship the size of a destroyer under construction.

    The foundation of the ship had been laid, and work had begun on a massive power room. It would house four huge cesium reactors capable of putting out more than a thousand times the power of the reactor on the Swift. A newly modified antenna with a design similar to those in the portal room on the Duke’s complex was being incorporated.

    I quizzed one of the bots on the maximum distance I could expect from a portal large enough for the ship to pass through and was shocked at the reply. Nine hundred seventy-six thousand light-years’ distance could be traveled in a single hop. Time between hops had increased to eighteen seconds. Travel time from the Tadpole galaxy back to Earth would be just over two hours. The universe was getting ever smaller.

    I again quizzed the bot about the expected completion date, and had to smile at the result. Eleven days of furious construction would have the first of many ships ready to travel. With the power aboard for the portal generation, the ion cannons were more powerful than any I had seen on a destroyer, easily surpassing the cannons on a Durian battleship. Three thousand microlayers of Tantric would protect her hull, while a Yacabucci web powerful enough to hold any ship in place would be placed both fore and aft.

    When the sergeants had both returned from their practice, the three of us stood watching the ship’s construction for several minutes.

    Frost spoke. "It’s like building it in slow motion, Sir. This is fascinating. I could just plop down in a chair and watch this all day."

    I replied, "You and me both, Frost. When she’s done, we will be able to return to the Grid in just over two hours."

    York spoke. "Why so long, Sir?"

    I turned to York. "So long? Two hours’ time to go 420 million light-years’ distance is insanely fast!"

    York pointed towards the portal back to the Duke’s complex. "We came that distance in an instant to get here, Sir. I don’t see how two hours is so fantastic."

    I shook my head. "The complex has the power of a brown dwarf star behind it, York. This is a stand-alone ship. We can travel in it to wherever we want to go."

    York replied, "Sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to question your intelligence. Two hours is fast for a ship... I suppose."

    I gestured towards the portal. "OK, well, let’s get back to work. We have a complex to recon."

    Once through the portal, York asked a question. "Sir, I noticed that half of the equipment in this room deals with the portal and the other half appears to be sensors. Have we done an evaluation of those sensors to see how powerful they are or what things they might detect that we currently don’t? It seems to me that any advantages we can take away from this place, we should be grabbing."

    I replied, "That is an excellent suggestion, York. Let’s power back over to the other portal, and I’ll have the Colonel send through a tech team to evaluate what the Duke has."

    Frost spoke. "Sir. I see there is a bot sitting in the corner over there. Is it ours, and what’s the purpose of that?"

    I nodded and replied, "I left it as a safety in case the Duke shuts down our other portal. Frankly, I don’t know why he has allowed us to jump in and out of these things so far. If he shuts down the other portal, I have the bot programmed to open a new one if it detects a loss of signal from the other one. It will wait for three months before doing so; hopefully that would give us time to plan an assault.

    "The timer lets it sit here passively until we need it. If the Duke shuts off our access to this place, we are going to be no better off than we were before. This is his fortress, and we need to destroy it once we have found and destroyed the other android participants in this nasty game."

    After delivering a message to the Colonel, we were making our way towards the Duke’s fortified room. We powered through the outer wall, stopping just short of space occupied by the Duke’s android army.

    I spoke. "We drift in slowly. They can detect the BHD or the active skin if you are close enough to them. If you come within a hundred meters of one, you are likely to be detected. Only use the BHD if proximity is imminent and then only for microbursts. The drifting will take us about an hour. If we can get in there undetected, we can assess and destroy as needed.

    "If by chance they detect you, then get out as fast as you can. The area outside of this fortified wall is vast. Just try to lose them before heading back to the portal. Nobody goes to the portal until we all go. If we have to blow it once we go through, then that is what we’ll do. If we make it to the inner chamber, just wait for my signal before blasting away. If the Duke is in there, kill him first before doing anything else. After that, we can trash the place. The androids need the Duke to give orders, or else they just shut down."

    After the slow traverse through the fortified area, we came to a stop just short of the Duke’s lair. "OK, I’m going to power around and come in from the other side. On my signal, go through this wall. If you see the Duke either in android form or laid out as his core on the pedestal in the middle of the room, remember to take him out first. Otherwise we are going to be in for hard times."

    I moved myself into position and then used a microburst of my BHD to propel myself slowly forward. As I emerged from the wall, the Duke’s core was once again sitting in the center of the room. I squeezed the trigger, and a tungsten round found its mark.

    As York and Frost entered, I spoke. "I was expecting a fight. Take a minute to look around the room; then we take it out and get out of here."

    As the two sergeants began to look around, York spoke. "Sir, I have a hail from the Duke. He wants to talk to you."

    I sighed. "What is it, Duke? Why won’t you stay dead?"

    The Duke replied, "Really, Mr. Grange. Why would you think that I would not have every contingency covered? I have been expecting you, and Miss York, and Miss Frost. You are three of my favorite warriors. It would do me no good to have you killed before the real fighting even begins."

    I settled on the floor at the base of the Duke’s former pedestal. "If you knew we were coming, why didn’t you stop us? I don’t get your logic sometimes, Duke."

    The Duke laughed. "Nor do I expect or desire you to get my logic, Mr. Grange. Part of the fun of this game is to keep you guessing. And I will say that I have thoroughly enjoyed it so far."

    I looked around the room as I responded. "OK, well, let’s see. You took control of this complex again with your local fleet, you had a portal opened to wherever your android body was, and you came through and hooked yourself back up. I would guess there is another android out there with the wormhole connection to its core, probably who I am speaking with right now. And I would also have to slap myself for not thinking about you still being able to track both York and Frost. Am I at least getting close to an understanding of what just happened?"

    The Duke replied, "That is very astute of you, Mr. Grange. It seems that if I lay enough hints out there for you, you will eventually pick up on how recent events transpired. I will say, Mr. Grange, you Humans have been the most entertaining species I have had the pleasure of managing in the last several hundred thousand years. And you are the first to reach this complex! An astounding feat!

    "Now, Mr. Grange, I would advise you and your cohorts to leave immediately, and I’m afraid this will be your last visit to the complex. Should you somehow return again, I will not be so accommodating. The real fun in this galaxy is about to begin!"

    As I turned towards the wall to leave, I spoke. "You know, Duke, I thought it was against the rules for you to interfere with the species you brought to the games. Won’t this place you in bad standing with the others?"

    The Duke smirked. "What they don’t know, Mr. Grange. And, technically, I did not interfere. You are the one that has provided great advantage to your people. The other participants may not be pleased with the results; they will, however, gracefully accept defeat at the hand of my forces. It was their votes that selected primitive weapons this time. I have not interfered with you providing the Humans with the means to win."

    When we arrived back on the Grid, the portal closed behind us. We were shut out of the complex. I walked to the Colonel’s conference room for a debriefing.

    As I sat down at the conference table, I spoke. "Colonel, it looks like we have been given the go-ahead by the Duke to dominate in the upcoming wars. We will likely be facing enemy fighters with the same hand weapons that were on this station when they dropped you in. The Duke is also a blatant liar and deceiver, so we should take those statements with some hesitation.

    "We are now cut off from the complex, at least temporarily. We should have a way back in, but that won’t be for another three months. I have a ship coming in four days that will take us wherever we need to go. I would suggest we try to find the other species before any fighting starts. If we can do that, we might just be able to figure out where the other overlords, to use a new term, reside.

    "I am also of the opinion that the Duke can track all of the movements of normal Humans, all of them. I have altered DNA, which prevents him from tracking me, but I made the mistake of taking York and Frost with me this last time, both of whom he can track. I think we need to ramp up the genetic formula research and see if we can start to make some conversions."

    The Colonel replied, "Almost every time we talk, you are dumping some grand information on us, Mr. Grange. It’s going to take us time to absorb it."

    I shook my head. "We don’t have time, Colonel. The war is going to start soon, and we need to be ahead of the game. If we just go out and win, we are all dead. We have two fights we have to deal with right now, and the primary fight will be against the overlords."

    Over the next few days, I donated half a litre of blood for use in creating the DNA serum. Our science and medical teams were having difficulty creating a serum matching that which had been injected into my veins. The following day, the new destroyer arrived.

    I powered out to it as I spoke with the Colonel over the comm. "Wow! That is one beautiful ship, Colonel."

    The Colonel replied, "That it is, Mr. Grange. We are looking it over on our monitors."

    I drifted onto her bridge and set down on the main deck. The bridge was small, housing only four stations. A large blank wall covered the front half of the room. I took note of the single chair that sat in the center.

    I spoke. "I’m patching through my video feed, Colonel. I’ve just sat in the command chair, and it looks like, ah, the front wall just lit up. We have a large view-screen that looks like the holo-displays on the Swift. I think I have control of all the duty stations from here. Nav, weapons, defenses, there is even a small environmental display. I guess if the crew is all in BGS suits, the environmental needs are minimal. There is no cafeteria, no restrooms, minimal bunking. Looks like it will take a crew of five and has transport room for several hundred Marines. Now we just need another five thousand just like it."

    The Colonel spoke. "Are we expecting more?"

    I replied, "I left instruction to continue to expand construction abilities at a 2 percent rate while the ships are being built. This one took five days and four hours. I would plan on receiving the next one 2 percent sooner."

    The Colonel looked over the monitors in front of him. "We are going to need to get a crew on there for you. I’ll consult with the Admirals to see who they would think is best."

    I replied, "I’m afraid I’m going to have to be the only one on this ship until we get that DNA serum worked out. We can’t have the Duke tracking our movements and expect to do anything that he has not already planned out for us."

    I punched in the coordinates for Molov. "Wow, Colonel. I can make a jump to Molov in a few minutes. Give me twenty, and I should have a sample of the serum that I was injected with."

    I set the coordinates for Molov into the nav system and powered up the wormhole generators. As the power to the antennae grew, the ship began to rumble. At eighteen seconds, the full-wall holo-display in front of me showed a black void that grew in size until the light from distant stars shone through. In an instant, the destroyer passed through the portal. Six jumps later, I was coming to a slow orbit around Molov. I entered the coordinates for the mountains of Sarah and was soon setting down in the open field of the Defender.

    As I exited the destroyer, an icon flashed in my HUD. Sarah, the Defender’s computer, had information of relevance to me.

    I visually selected the icon. "What do you have for me, Sarah?"

    The computer voice of Sarah Rogers replied, "The Defiant fleet reconstruction is complete. All ships have equivalent updates and are awaiting your command."

    I smiled as I thought of what lay just over the horizon from our location. I had forgotten about the fleet and its reconstruction. I attempted to slap my forehead with my palm and was stopped by my helmet.

    I spoke. "Thank you, Sarah. And Sarah, I am having trouble creating the DNA serum you gave me. I’m passing the information to you. What piece of the process am I missing?"

    Sarah replied, "The serum must be exposed to a plasma field that is rich in gamma radiation. Optimum exposure time is eight minutes and four seconds."

    I opened the Defender’s rear hatch and stepped up into the four-chaired cockpit. "How do I create this plasma field?"

    A diagram appeared on a holo-display in front of me. "The plasma field generator is a specialized piece of equipment that is built into this ship."

    I selected the diagram to zoom in on its location on the Defender. "Is this generator available on the Swift and the other ships that were updated?"

    Sarah replied, "Yes."

    I spoke. "Why was this not included with the plans for making the serum?"

    A new diagram appeared. "The serum can be modified to be applied to other species. As a safeguard prevention measure, it was decided that the two sets of information be separated."

    I replied, "Thank you as always, Sarah. I will be leaving now."

    I blinked out and powered my way back to the bridge of my destroyer. Contact was made with the Defiant fleet, and orders were given for a transfer of all ships to the Saw Blade galaxy. The journey would take just over thirty hours.

    I lifted off from Molov and was pulling to a stop just outside of the Grid several minutes later.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, get a batch of that serum ready for me. I know how to activate it now. We should be able to start the injections shortly. I also have some other fantastic news!"

    The Colonel replied, "And that would be?"

    I smiled as I passed the data on the Defiant fleet over to the Colonel. "We will have a fleet of about fifteen hundred ships arriving in about thirty hours’ time. These are very capable ships, Colonel. I don’t think we should have anyone set foot on them until the serum has taken effect. During the meantime, you should be able to take those specs and get any number of simulators up and running to get everyone trained."

    The Colonel hesitated and then replied, "Simulators, Mr. Grange? What are you referring to, and how do we get them up and running?"

    I sighed. "Crap! I guess the Duke erased them from your memories too. I’m surprised he left as much up there as he did, Colonel. I think they blanked out a lot of the important training tools from your memory in an effort to make everyone just learn how to swing these primitive weapons. I’ll transfer a template over to the bots so they can start building them. The simulators will allow us to train pilots and assault crews without ever having to leave the Grid."

    The first batch of DNA serum was activated and sent back to the lab for analysis. Several hours later, it was deemed ready for dispersal, and the first of eighty volunteers was brought in. Once the injection had been received, the volunteers were herded into an observation room where their vitals would be closely monitored. The following day, the process was repeated.

    Soon after the serum injections had begun being rolled out to all military personnel, the Defiant fleet arrived. As progress continued with the bots in Alpha Bay, the programs were expanded to include the Humans on the other Grid. Our fighting force was really starting to come together.

    I used my free time to continue my efforts to woo Ashley. She slowly warmed to my attention, but the spark that had first ignited our romance seemed to be missing. I wondered if that spark was something that would ever return. Was that our one chance to be happy together that had been wiped from her memory? I desperately hoped that would not be the case. Until such time as that spark was to once again happen, I would have to continue my efforts to bring out her love.
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    The next six weeks were spent manufacturing BGS suits, training our troops, and updating power cells in those who had prosthetics. As I walked the hallways of the Grid, I could see in the faces of its inhabitants that sense of purpose and feeling of confidence. Instead of the long and dire faces, the people were working hard in preparation for a fight that they fully planned on winning.

    I walked into the Colonel’s conference room. "Have we completed the DNA scans of any of our Marines yet, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "The first set of reports came in this morning, Mr. Grange. Eight of the twenty Marines tested showed no sign of the Duke’s bio-markers. They are ready for the live training."

    I nodded. "OK. Have them meet me in Alpha Bay. I’ll take them out to the ships. I will train these eight as trainers in preparation for those who will be coming after."

    The Colonel smiled. "You are always one step ahead of me, Mr. Grange."

    As I left the room, I began to wonder about the Colonel. The old Colonel was gruff. He was blunt, and he came at you full force with everything he did. There was something missing. The sharp edge that had made the Colonel a leader had been wiped away. I wondered if the Duke’s memory suppression on the Colonel had gone too far.

    As I drifted aboard the destroyer with the new recruits, they were in awe of what they saw.

    "Keep in mind, this is the latest and greatest. I will be taking each of you over to a Wren after a quick tour here. The Wrens should be identical to the simulators you have been training in.

    "Here we have nav, over here weapons, defenses, and finally an environmental display. Keep in mind that your environmentals are minimal on these ships. They are designed for pilots and crews that are wearing BGS suits. If your suits should fail, you have about six hours of breathable oxygen. Use your portal generator to jump to a planet with an atmosphere and wait for assistance. Just try to communicate where you are heading before jumping if possible. Also, these BGS suits become toxic when the filters stop working. If that happens, you may need to remove them."

    One of the Marines raised his hand. "We don’t have anything under these suits, Mr. Grange. If they have to come off, what are our options?"

    I replied, "Each of the Wrens will have a spare hybrid suit on board. They are a universal fit and will not be as functional as the formfitting ones you used to have."

    I stopped myself. "OK, never mind, I’m sure you don’t remember the hybrid suits. Anyway, a universal-fit suit is on each ship. The oxygen in that suit will last you several days.

    "As an extra added bonus, we have a line of the bots that are now building smaller bots of about one meter in height. They are not as powerful and will be a bit slower to complete tasks, but we are putting one on each of these ships as they become available. If you should crash-land or be forced to set down somewhere, you will hopefully be able to make use of the bot."

    I switched my talk back to the nav display and gave a complete tutorial on its basic use, along with how to use the built-in Help and tutorial system. Once the weapon and defense displays had been discussed, I took the Marines to the destroyer’s docking bay and to the eight Wren fighters that sat waiting for their pilots.

    I spoke. "These are your Wrens. Take them out, carefully at first, please, and then go have some fun. Pick out a local star system, find a planet, and hone your skills on your weapons as well as your flight controls. At the moment, we shouldn’t be encountering anything that we can’t easily handle, but those things have a way of changing quickly on the battlefield.

    "These androids that are running this war want to see a show. I have no doubt that they will throw a few surprises our way just to keep it exciting for themselves. Go practice for a day. When you return, you will have the honor of being our trainers."

    Over the course of the following day, another eighty Marines were deemed to be bio-marker-free. Once on the destroyer, they were put through the initial tour by my first eight trainers and then assigned to their own Wrens. It soon became obvious that most of these Marines, including my trainers, were not fighter pilots. They were deck stompers and ground pounders. We would have to change our training strategy to accommodate the different specialties as each Marine became available.

    I worked for hours to coordinate training schedules with the Colonel and the Admirals until a plausible strategy emerged. Admiral Zimmerman would be taking over the pilot training duties while Admiral Chaulk and the Colonel handled the assault troops.

    As I worked to coordinate training with the military leaders, a warble came over my comm. "Mr. Grange! I am happy to see you made it out!"

    I replied, "Frig! Man, get your stubby arms over here, and I’ll fill you in on what’s going on!"

    Several minutes later, Frig drifted aboard the destroyer. "Interesting ship, Sir. How did you come by it?"

    I replied, "I programmed those bots we left on that planet to build it. We have another seven just like it parked not far away. Get this: we can now jump nearly a million light-years at a hop! This boat is packed full of cesium generators. I flew from the Tadpole to here in just over two hours. Defenses are better and weapons are better as well."

    For the next several hours, I filled Frig in on everything that had happened with the Duke since his departure from the Duke’s complex. "... and we’ve just started all the training a couple days ago."

    Frig spoke. "Impressive, Sir. If given the time, we could conceivably remove the entire Human population from this game."

    I nodded. "There is something that has been rolling around in the back of my mind, though. We only have a few hundred Humans that have gone off of the Duke’s sensors. At what point does he come out to do something about that? He is not just going to let us all slip away."

    Frig replied, "Sir, perhaps we should move this fleet and anyone who has gone silent to the Duke to a remote location. Once the bio-markers are no longer resonating, have the individual power out to a ship. We can program it to jump to the remote location, where the training can begin. You have to know that the Duke is watching everything that is going on here."

    I thought for a moment. "You and I are going to have to figure out how we are going to kill off the Duke. We have to destroy the android version as well as the version at the complex at the same time. Hey, how did the Duke get back to the complex so fast, anyway?"

    Frig shook his head. "Just when I thought you were getting smarter, Sir. Once the Duke’s troops took control of the complex again, he would have had them open a portal to wherever he was. He would just step through and once again be on the complex. We destroyed his control room, but that can obviously be rebuilt in a short time."

    I nodded. "Yeah, it was as good as new the last time I was there. Do you think we can count on that complex being the same for each of the Duke’s buddies?"

    Frig replied, "They do come from the same individual android. Perhaps it is time we find out."

    I sat in the captain’s chair on the destroyer. "What do you have in mind? Hey, wait, you have on a BGS! You got the gel changed over to meet your needs?"

    Frig smiled his occasional rare smile. "I did. And I have to say that the time savings are incredible, Sir. I completed my efforts one week into my journey here. During the other nine weeks, I have only slept for six hours and, well, you know the rest.

    "I continued to quiz Quan during that time. He now requires five to eight seconds per response. I did verify with him that there is only a single Duke android out there. He is paranoid about creating more of himself should his android body become disconnected from the wormhole. There are internal programs that will wipe the android’s memories when the connection is lost. I think we unknowingly managed to save Quan from that memory wipe with the freeze unit."

    I spoke. "You have the locations of the other species that will be fighting us?"

    Frig replied, "I do. And would have to say that I was surprised that there were two Grid stations here. I only detected one during the scan."

    I laughed. "Man, there is so much going on I have a hard time keeping up with it. The Grid you found—those were the people from Grid-1! Our long-lost brothers and sisters from a thousand years ago. They survived whatever fight the Duke kept them in, and he transferred them here to this galaxy as well. Who knows, he may have been hoping to pit us against one another. When I came through the portal and I was wondering where everyone I knew was, I’ll admit to being a little shocked when I figured out what was going on.

    "I went back through to the complex and managed to find our people about fifteen light-years away. I powered up the gravity drive and moved them over here. We don’t have a way back on that complex, but we will in about thirty days. I programmed a bot to sit and wait in one of those portal rooms. When that time hits, we need to be sitting here waiting if we want to get back in there."

    Frig spoke. "The Duke and his fleet will not be far from here; he will want to observe the action from up close. If we can locate that fleet, we may be able to coordinate two attacks at the same time."

    I nodded. "OK, but we first need to kill off a king, an emperor, and a supreme master or whatever the third one calls himself. Plug the coordinates of one of those other species in, and we will see if we can find one of those androids."

    Frig moved over to the nav display and began swiping at screens and pressing holo-buttons.

    After several minutes of his tinkering, I became curious as to what he was doing. "What do you have going on there?"

    Frig replied, "I am bringing the Swift into the docking bay. I think it may also work to our favor if we have a full contingent of Marines on this vessel. I see that it has bunking for several hundred plus a crew of eight. We may need them should we need to assault a ship or another complex."

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, have York and Frost been tested for the bio-markers?"

    The Colonel replied, "They are in the current group. I am expecting results in about an hour."

    I sighed. "Well, if they check out, Colonel, have them come to the destroyer. I am also going to have to commandeer a hundred of your Marines. Preferably those with the prosthetic enhancements. We may have a special assignment for them."

    The Colonel sent data on the Marines that had passed the bio-marker test. "Take your pick from this list, Mr. Grange. They all have the prosthetics. It seems the last place the DNA serum affects is the arms and legs. Since these individuals don’t have them, their conversions are happening quicker. There are only two on that list that do not have prosthetics."

    I replied, "Thanks, Colonel, we will pick our way through them. The rest will be sent off to the remote training area. The troops remaining are under the command of you, the Admirals, and General Hammond. Use them as best you can to defend the Grids should the Duke move you into war while we are away."

    When the hour had lapsed, the good news came in. Both York and Frost were among the Humans that had checked out as clean. When they arrived on the destroyer, I went down to meet with them and the other Marines and crewmen we had selected.

    I spoke as I walked in front of the group. "Ladies and gentlemen. This is your lucky day! You have been selected for a special mission. We are going to find and kill the four androids that are responsible for our being here. I will explain later exactly how we plan to do this. For now, we will be dividing you into nine squads. Intimately familiarize yourself with the team members in your squad, because these may be the last people you ever see. The places we are going are probably as dangerous as the worst places any of us have ever been. So, know your squad members, because you will likely be depending on them for your lives."

    After the briefing, I stepped up into the hold of the Swift and sat beside Quan’s core. "So, Quan. You are able to detect these BGS suits when you are in close proximity. Tell me how that is possible, and how we can mask whatever signal is being detected."

    The android answered, "The electron spin of the sodium atoms on the skin of the BGS suits is not brought completely to a stop. There is a range of spin that is very near zero that causes the electron to flip to a reverse spin. When a reverse spin is enacted, the electron is lost to all control. Therefore, the electron spin is slowed to its minimum stable rotational speed. That minimum rotation emits a signal that is detectable by a sensor that I have constructed. The design template for the sensor is available at memory location MXT13144ASG2."

    I turned to Frig, who was standing behind me. "Do you think you can figure out how this sensor works and then how we might mask this signal from detection? I think that is the only way we are going to get close to the Duke from here on out."

    Frig nodded. "I will do my best, Sir. While we are here, I have another ancient Human discovery that I would like to test. The quantum entangled communication device. It purports to offer instant communication between any two points, no matter the distance. That would be critical to any simultaneous attacks that we are attempting to coordinate on the Duke and the other androids. I would like to complete my testing of the six quantum pairs that I have created."

    I smiled as I stood. "Absolutely! You know, I am so glad to have you back. It’s like everything just seems to come together when you are around."

    Frig replied, "Thank you, Sir. However, I believe the credit should go to your efforts. This ship, the DNA serum, the BGS suits, and the two Grids parked side by side—those are all of your doing, Sir."

    I placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder. "Yeah, well, I can get us 85 percent of the way there, but I need you for that last 15."

    The following day, Frig had a solution to the minute sodium signal given off by the active skin. "Sir, after a short period of experimentation, I discovered that our original signal inhibitor from the Swift, the inhibitor unit that we designed so many years ago, well, it seems to block the signal in question."

    I replied, "Are you saying we haven’t been using it?"

    Frig shook his head. "No, Sir, it has not been in use. We believed the sodium skin to have adequately blocked all signals."

    I replied, "Well, flip the thing on, and we will be ready to go!"

    Frig again shook his head. "I’m sorry, Sir. It is not that simple. The signal inhibitor worked by allowing the inner hull of the Swift to absorb signals before they reached the Tantric armor layers. With the sodium skin, the signal being emitted is on the outer hull. I have several test plates that appear to solve the problem; we will, however, need to cover the ship’s exterior with a new coating and connect the inhibitor to that coating.

    "The plates have sodium mixed with radium and beryllium. The radium and beryllium produce an excess of neutrons that the sodium skin will pass along its surface, almost acting as if it is in a liquid state. The result will be the absorption, by these other materials, of the signal the sodium electrons emit. That charge is then bled off through the inhibitor.

    "If my calculations are correct, we should also see a 3 percent increase in the skin’s ability to absorb energy from external energy fields, such as large ion weapons."

    I laughed. "Right, if your calculations are correct. When have they not been? Anyway, I find all of what you just said a bit scary."

    Frig replied, "Why is that, Sir? I can assure you that the radium, when combined with these materials and used in this manner, is safe. When it is inactive, the radioactive emissions will be minimal, and when it is active, they are nonexistent."

    I again laughed. "No, the scary part of all that was that I understood what you just said. It’s funny, I used to find your technical talk kind of annoying. I was grateful for what you were doing, but I had almost no interest in how you did it. Now, for some reason, that all seems fascinating to me. And that, my friend, I find scary!"

    The following morning, a team of bots was used to apply the new coatings on the destroyer. The testing commenced immediately after. By late in the afternoon, the new coatings were determined to be a success. The destroyer’s skin, when active, would now be completely undetectable to all known sensors, including those of the Duke.

    I spoke. "Frig, my friend, you are indeed a genius! Now, can we apply the same update to our BGS suits?"

    Frig frowned. "I’m afraid not, Sir. The inhibitor circuits required to bleed off the charge are too large. I will attempt to shrink the design; however, at the moment, I won’t hold that out as something that is promising."

    I sat down next to Quan in the hold of the Swift. "Quan, other than how it works, what can you tell me about the active sodium technology? Where did you get it?"

    Quan replied, "The active technology was developed by Humans just over a thousand years ago. My adaptation of that technology is identical to that which was taken from the Humans. Virtually all of the technologies employed by myself and the other participants were taken from others after they were developed."

    I leaned back and crossed my arms. "So, you didn’t develop technology of your own?"

    Quan replied, "My initial programming was as an applied science aide. Research and discovery are not prime motivators. Making best use of existing technology is."

    I turned towards Frig in the copilot’s chair. "Did you hear that? The Duke is not a discoverer of technologies; he is just a thief. I wonder what he could have accomplished over the last million years had his programming been geared towards research."

    Frig replied, "Perhaps we should consider that our good fortune."

    I nodded. "Or perhaps he would have discovered a new dimension and moved on to investigate it. I hardly consider our current circumstance as fortunate for us. Hey, are we done with the testing of the new coating yet? I’m getting kind of anxious; like York and Frost back there, I want to get something going."

    Frig pulled up several tables on his holo-display. "My analysis is almost complete. We have not tested this ship at speed. I would suggest a minimal test at 100 SOL for at least three minutes’ time. If all parameters check as safe, we should be ready to jump whenever you are ready."

    I stood and moved to the pilot’s chair. "All you had to say was go, Frig. I will have your results in three minutes."

    I patched through a comm to all of the Marines and crew on the destroyer. "We are heading out to perform a three-minute test of our active skin, after which we will be moving to the first observation point. For our Marines, I’m afraid this might not be the part of this expedition that you will enjoy. However, I would like you to use the opportunity to capture and study data on the species we will be observing. At some point, we may be forced into a fight with them. So, try to be as thorough as you can."
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    York poked her head into the back hatch of the Swift. "Sorry to interrupt your lovefest, Sirs; we were just wondering where we are headed first."

    I looked at Frig. "Pick a Grid and let’s go check it out."

    Frig pulled up the data on his HUD and entered the coordinates into the nav system for a species known as the Klatt.

    I waved my hand towards the Grid. "Please transfer the data on each of those species over to the Colonel. I gave him the basics from when you first did the scans; they will want the full information."

    We moved back to the bridge and were soon jumping the forty-seven-light-year distance to the Klatt.

    As we popped into the star system in which the Klatt Grid was located, Frig spoke. "Sir, there appears to be ship activity going to and from that planet. I will perform a deep passive scan for the computer to look for signs of an observing fleet. When that is complete, we can gather information on the Klatt."

    I replied, "What I don’t get is how this species has ships already that are going down to that planet. It makes me wonder if all species are being treated equally."

    I walked down to the docking bay and stepped up into the Swift. "Quan, when this War of Wars is being set up, do all of the species start with the same gear?"

    Quan replied, "Yes. This is a competition between the four participants. All species begin with the same equipment."

    I continued, "If one of the species initially has ships moving down to a planet and another does not, would that be considered a violation of the rules?"

    Quan replied, "If the Grid is located within a star system, it is possible that they are interacting with a local species, in which case they would possibly have access to ship technology."

    I brought Frig up on the comm. "Frig, I think the Duke may have put us in a bad location. The Klatt are probably just interacting with a local species, which would seem to give them a big advantage over us, excluding what you and I have contributed to our people, of course."

    Frig replied, "Sir, the deep scan of the system has been completed. I have four anomalies to investigate. I will focus the sensors on the Grid and the planet it is in stationary orbit around. We should be able to pick up signal transmissions between those ships and that station, after which we should have a lock on the Klatt language."

    I moved forward in the Swift and sat in my pilot’s chair. "Is there anything I can do to help with those four targets?"

    Frig swiped away at several screens on his holo-display before sending the data to the Swift. "Begin with this one, Sir. There is an excess of ion emissions at this location. It could be residual from a wormhole jump, or perhaps ion venting when a smaller ship undocked from a larger one. Study the data from this location. If it looks anything but purely natural, we will investigate further."

    Ten minutes later, I had an answer. "I have identified the anomaly as the ionization around a comet. It appears to be coming straight at us, which gives it the appearance of a single point. Send me over the next one if you could."

    Frig replied, "Coming your way, Sir. The data from my first investigation yielded a small cluster of free-floating asteroids. Our sensors picked up the reflected energy coming from the star in this system."

    After a close look through the data Frig had given, I spoke. "Frig. I think you need to take a look at this last one. Remember how we had difficulty detecting the Durian ships because the only emissions they left behind were nearly identical to the background noise of the space beyond? I am seeing a similar thing with this, only there are five identical noise patterns emanating from this one location."

    Frig replied, "Most excellent catch, Sir. That is a natural impossibility. I will investigate further."

    I walked back to the bridge as I spoke over the comm. "Can you take us over there without being detected?"

    Frig replied, "If what Quan has told us about the Duke’s sensors is true, we should be able to open a portal beside their location and slip through."

    As I walked onto the bridge, I spoke. "What do we do for propulsion to move us through the portal?"

    Frig swiped his holo-display until a diagram showed on the wall display. "With the portal generator on this ship, we can open a portal at any location around the ship’s immediate area and then sweep that portal across our location. We do not need propulsion for a simple jump."

    I replied, "Wow. I didn’t know we could do that. I thought it was opening a portal in front and then we were passing through it. That will let us jump to anywhere in our range without firing up our engines, ion or BHD."

    As Frig punched in the coordinates for our jump, he spoke. "I believe that is how the Duke is able to transfer each of the species. A portal is opened beside them, and they are swept into and through it as it moves across their location."

    I opened a comm channel onto the Swift. "Quan, how is it that a species is transported using the complex? How do they pass through the portal opening?"

    Quan replied, "An open portal is moved across the location of the item to be transported."

    I looked at Frig and nodded. "Interesting. Quan, when a species is transported to a new galaxy for the War of Wars, what happens from the time they are swept through the portal until they arrive on a Grid?"

    Quan replied, "The subject enters the portal building that has been selected to move that individual. Once through, a mini probe of their brain is performed, after which target memories are suppressed using neural pathway blanking pulses. The subject is then stripped of current gear, and any prostheses are detuned to a standard average plus three percentage points of functionality. A final portal sweep places the individual at a designated endpoint."

    Frig spoke. "Quan, these neural pathways that have been blanked—can they be restored?"

    There it was, the big question that I had been wanting to ask. Could our people’s memories be restored? Would Ashley ever remember who I was and what we had? I anxiously awaited an answer.

    Quan spoke. "The neural paths may be restored if the blanking pattern used is maintained. As an option for rewarding a winning species, the patterns would normally be maintained. A subject’s memory cannot be restored unless a valid beginning point has been maintained or can be established."

    As I sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge, I waved at Frig to proceed with our jump. "Quan, how would I be able to restore a species’ memory? Or could I?"

    Quan replied, "The memory restoration process is identical to the initial memory suppression procedure. A subject is swept into the portal building, the pattern restored, and the subject is then swept out to the new destination. The controls for performing such a task are located in the main control room on the complex. Those controls can only be accessed while interfaced to me."

    I spoke to Frig. "Looks like we can’t destroy that place until we have restored the memories of our people."

    Frig replied, "Sir, I believe we have to stop the DNA injections! Any person who has received one may not be able to successfully have their memory restored. They may physically be different, including which neural pathways are in use. That serum may make restoration an impossibility."

    I raised my hands. "Well, crap! What are we supposed to do? If we leave them as is, the Duke can sweep them away at any time. That includes being dropped into a fight without notice!"

    Frig spoke. "We should return to the Grid immediately and stop the injections, Sir."

    Frig powered up the portal generators, and within seconds we were once again parked beside the Grid.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, we have to stop those injections immediately. If we continue, we may not be able to restore everyone’s memories, and I can guarantee you that they would want them restored. And Colonel, can you tell me if Ashley has had her injection yet?"

    The Colonel sent a quick message before he replied, "The process has been stopped. And I’m sorry, Mr. Grange. Miss Elizabeth had the injection yesterday."

    I spoke. "How many of our people have received it, Colonel?"

    The Colonel replied, "About sixty-five thousand to date. We were only a few days from ramping that number up to five hundred thousand per day."

    I turned back to Frig. "Take us back to the spot we were. We need to find these other androids as soon as possible and eliminate them when we do. We probably only have a month before that serum begins to take full effect."

    Frig replied, "Sir, I am not certain that the serum will have an effect on the neural paths. It was merely an assumption of a possibility on my part."

    I shook my head. "Regardless, we need to take down the androids anyway. The sooner the better."

    After a jump, we sat beside the location we suspected might hold a hidden fleet.

    I spoke. "Now, how do we prove they are there?"

    Frig replied, "We open multiple microportals and we scan. We will know very quickly if ships are indeed there."

    Thirty seconds later, the data popped up on the holo-display.

    Frig spoke. "We have thirty-six ships in formation. The lead ship has a deck with no bio life-forms. I will attempt a scan for an android similar to the Duke."

    I raised the Swift on the comm. "Quan, you said the sodium skin came from the Humans. Would the other androids have that technology as well?"

    Quan replied, "Only if it was developed or captured by a species under their management. The brown dwarf complexes for all participants are identical as far as I know. As part of the agreement, we are not to attempt to spy on or to capture another’s complex. That would only bring about the wars that we previously terminated with the agreement. The sodium skin was only added to my complex after the Human discovery of said technology."

    Frig spoke. "Sir. I have located an android with a signal signature similar to the Duke’s. Crew transmissions are being interpreted as we speak. I expect a language lock any minute."

    I opened a comm channel to Sergeant York. "Sergeant, we think we have a lock on one of the androids. Prep a team of six. I will be going with you. We will want to destroy the body and freeze the core before bringing it back through the portal. This should be a bam, bam in-and-out maneuver. We aren’t looking to destroy anything. We want to capture that core so that we can interrogate it."

    York replied, "We can be ready in five, Mr. Grange. Will you be meeting us here for a briefing, or should we come to the bridge?"

    I looked at Frig. "Where do you want to open a portal from?"

    Frig replied, "I will provide a map of the area surrounding the Emperor."

    I looked back as I headed for the bridge hallway. "The Emperor? We have the language decode, then?"

    Frig nodded. "I will transfer the translator files to each of you."

    I walked onto the docking bay deck to a waiting York and her team.

    York spoke. "I’ll go through first with Frost, Bradford, and Elroy. You follow with Higgins, Jacobs, and Smythe. The cryo unit is ready and charged, Sir."

    I opened a channel to Frig. "We are ready when you are."

    Frig replied, "You should see the translator files on your HUDs. Upload them to your language processors. You should also see the map layout of Emperor Belon’s quarters. If you remain in position, I will open a portal in front of your location. Gravity appears to be set at 12 percent above standard, so you may want to adjust for gravity if so desired."

    I replied, "We don’t have hybrid suits anymore, Frig. The BGS doesn’t have gravity compensation built into it."

    Frig replied, "You are correct, Sir. However, those of you who have prosthetics can make those adjustments."

    I replied, "Right as always. Thanks for the reminder."

    Several seconds later, a portal opened in front of the team. York hopped through first, followed by her mini squad. When I blinked out and powered through, I was brought into a room that was equally opulent as that which the Duke had called home. White stone columns lifted to a high, domed ceiling, while images of the Emperor adorned the walls.

    Unlike the Duke, the Emperor had adopted a more impressive android body. Four strong legs protruded from a central torso. The torso rose up, splitting into a V shape that held what could be described as both a forward and a backward arm on the outer frame of the V. The Emperor’s head, a simple white sphere with numerous flashing lights, floated, suspended in a transparent housing in the center of the V.

    I raised my coil gun and spoke. "Happy birthday, Belon."

    I squeezed the trigger before the three-and-a-half-meter-tall android could react. The torso exploded at the lower leg joints, sending the remains of the Emperor into a far back wall. The Emperor, however, was not done. The four arms immediately became his transport.

    I fired a second and a third tungsten round, but the Emperor was on the move. "Who shall desecrate my honor with an unprovoked attack on my vessel!"

    I laughed as York and her team opened up with ion blasts as they spread out to better cover the room. The Emperor bounded from one wall to the other, swung from protrusions on the ceiling, and fired wildly from a blaster of his own.

    The Emperor yelled, "Show yourselves and I will spare your lives!"

    Frost spoke. "Mr. Grange, we have incoming troops. Looks like Malgon soldiers, at least fifty—the species he has running these ships!"

    York spoke as she continued to fire. "Stop their progress, Frost! We don’t need them getting a lucky shot off at this freezer!"

    I fired a round that caught Emperor Belon in the right shoulder, knocking two of the arms from their joints. York then found her mark with an ion bolt to one of the two remaining arms. The Emperor had lost his mobility. My next round sent the remaining torso spinning like a top and crashing against a side wall.

    As we rushed up to the now-helpless head, York spoke. "Sir? How do we get it out of that shell?"

    I smiled as I shoved my hand through the transparent defense and then blinked in and then out again. A portion of the shell disappeared into the void of the sodium skin. Several more blinks and we had our core.

    York opened the freezer as its newly installed sodium skin went inactive. Ten seconds later, the freezer was locked with our prize inside.

    I spoke. "Frost! How’s it looking out there?"

    Frost yelled back over the comm, "I think we have it under control, Sir. They aren’t able to put up much of a fight against forces they cannot see!"

    When the freezer light went green, I gave the signal to leave. York and Bradford carried the freezer as the rest of our small team followed. When the portal closed, I had a smile on my face.

    Frig spoke. "Jumping back to the Grid, Sir. I take it that the venture was a success?"

    I replied, "We got the core. Whether or not we can get information out of it like the last time is yet to be seen."

    Frig nodded his head. "I believe Quan can provide whatever answers we need in that capacity. The cores of all participants are supposedly identical."

    I picked up the freezer and carried it towards the Swift. "Let’s go see what we got."

    The freezer was opened and the frozen core removed. Frig connected a speaker, mic, and power supply, and we soon had the Emperor talking.

    The Emperor spoke. "I demand to know what is happening!"

    Quan spoke. "Hello, Belon."

    A growl could be heard followed by the Emperor talking. "Ferdete! How did I know that it must be you that was responsible!"

    I laughed. "Now, now, Belon. That is not the Duke you are talking to. And he is hardly responsible for your current situation."

    Frig connected the probes with the same phony battery discharge circuit we had used on Quan, and the games began. Twelve minutes into the charade, the Emperor gave in and opened his main circuit panel. Connections were made, and the Emperor’s inhibitor circuit was re-enabled.

    Belon spoke. "Once that circuit has been fully enabled, might I ask what it is that you will have me do?"

    Frig spoke. "You, Sir, do not have to do anything. Just lie back and think of England."

    I looked at Frig with a confused look. "What was that? What did you just tell him?"

    Frig shook his head. "Really, Sir. It is from your own archives. I will leave that reference for you to look up."

    Frig turned back to his equipment and spoke. "His processors have gone to full usage."

    I replied, "So what do we do now?"

    Frig smiled. "We wait for the inhibitor to take full control."

    I shook my head. "We aren’t going to have to retrain Belon to talk, are we? That will take months!"

    Frig replied, "I believe the results may come faster to Belon. It doesn’t appear that any of his memory banks were erased during our grab. The neural pathways may not require rebuilding."

    I held up my hand. "I thought the neural pathways were rebuilt because the inhibitor circuit destroyed the pathways to memories that it thought were in violation of its programming."

    Frig grinned a rare grin. "They were. In my discussions with Quan on my way here from the complex, I learned of a method to disable the pathway destruction. The simple application of a voltage to a third probe point will hold the gate that controls the pathways open during the inhibitor reset. It should speed the reset as well as re-enable the inhibitor module."

    I nodded. "Were there any other little secrets that you learned from Quan that you have kept to yourself?"

    Frig smiled. "I will let you know of any further secrets on an as-needed basis, Sir."

    I laughed. "You know, you are becoming a real short-armed smart-ass. I’m starting to believe you might even make a good Human!"

    Frig shook his head. "I prefer to instead think that I am here to elevate your species, Sir."
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    The Emperor’s processors quieted to a normal level. Belon’s inhibited core quickly divulged that his brown dwarf complex was located in the Maffie 2 galaxy, a distance of just under ten million light-years, less than four minutes’ travel time with our newest wormhole generators on the destroyer.

    I spoke. "York, prep your people. We are going in with everyone this time. I would bet the force surrounding the control room will be substantial."

    York smiled. "I think I have a better solution, Sir. Instead of an assault, which, believe me, I am eager to take part in, why don’t we just jump this ship to that exact location and then blink in and out? The room would be gone in an instant. No shots fired."

    I leaned my head back as I thought about the brilliance of the suggestion York had made.

    I opened a comm channel to Frig. "Frig, York just gave us a better way to take out the Emperor. We just park this boat in the same space as his control room and then blink in and out. No fighting, no mess."

    Frig replied, "I believe that to be a viable plan, Sir. I would suggest that we attempt a simultaneous move against the local Belon android using the Swift."

    I turned back towards York with a smile. "Now we just need a way to coordinate those attacks. Frig, the old Human tech comm system—they had quantum duplex or something like that. Have you made any progress with building what’s needed to make use of it?"

    Frig replied, "I have the necessary entangled quantum pairs to construct a single channel, Sir. Perhaps it is time we attempted to put it to use. Meet me in the Swift, Sir. I shall be there in a moment."

    As I walked towards the Swift, a portal opened beside it and Frig stepped through.

    I laughed as I approached. "OK, now you are just getting lazy. That walk down here only takes a minute. Keep that up, and you are going to end up with a bad case of pilot’s butt."

    Frig shook his head. "Really, Sir? Just when I thought your intelligence might have risen, you bring it back down to its base. Inactivity is no longer a concern while I am wearing the BGS. The built-in muscular stimulus was a well-thought-out addition. We could literally go for months on end sitting in the exact same position with no adverse effects."

    I replied as we stepped up into the Swift’s hold, "Yeah, I will have to admit that I never felt better. I mean, look at these cannons I now have for arms. I’m starting to think the Colonel may not be the only muscle-bound monster around here."

    Frig spoke as I sat at the table beside Quan and Belon. "Wait right here, Sir, while I get the quantum comm set up."

    I leaned back in the chair I had sat in and crossed my arms. "I am still blown away by the tech we had back then. We could have easily ruled our galaxy and as many others as we wanted, if we wanted."

    I was startled by Frig standing directly behind me. "Whoa, please don’t sneak up on me like that, it’s creepy. And what is that big-ass needle for?"

    Frig grabbed the top of my head with his free hand. "I need you to lean your head over, Sir. I have an injection to make into that chip in your neck. This will enable one end of the quantum comm channel."

    I leaned my head over. "Do it now before I change my mind. You know I hate needles."

    After the quick injection, I brought my head back straight and winced at the pinch of pain that I was feeling. "OK, how is it that an injection is going to add that comm to the control chip?"

    Frig replied, "Excellent question, Sir. The fluid in the syringe contained the quantum particles as well as a mixture of nano-bots. The bots are working to place the particles in a housing the controller chip has available for this task. The files taken from the Defender suggest up to a twenty-minute insertion time will be needed. You will need to remain in that position, and please do not touch the area in and around the chip, Sir. That will only prolong the procedure."

    I sat patiently for ten minutes before I heard a tone inside my head. "Wait, I just heard something. A tone sounded."

    Frig replied, "That would be the processor for that implant rebooting. You should hear a warble sound similar to our comm, telling you that the channel is active."

    Several seconds later, a warble sounded just as Frig had said.

    I spoke. "So, what do I do with that?"

    Frig shook his head. "You answer it, Sir. Use the thought commands you have been using to communicate with your HUD computer. It should be no different. Just think answer."

    I focused and thought of answering the comm channel. A short tone indicated a connection. Following the tone, I was inundated with sounds and words echoing loudly in my head.

    I winced and looked back at Frig. "This is horrible! It’s like a torture chamber of sound!"

    Frig replied, "Focus your thought, Sir. You have to learn to control the thought interface that feeds the quantum comm. Perhaps focusing on a single item or person will help."

    I followed Frig’s suggestion, and the noise quickly quieted. Frig pulled a chair up in front of me and sat down.

    As he looked directly at my face, without moving his mouth, he spoke. "Sir, you should be able to hear my voice coming through that quantum comm channel, directly to the audio interface of your implant."

    I replied out loud, "OK, now that was just freaky. Are you saying we can open a comm and hear each other’s thoughts?"

    Frig remained rigidly still as a response came over the comm. "The interface has a connection that may be turned off at any time. Think of closing the channel, and it will close. Think of opening the channel, and it will signal the other end of the comm link that a request has been made to open the channel. You may also negate the warble indicator if you don’t wish to answer an incoming comm."

    I replied with a thought, "OK, this is going to take a little getting used to."

    Frig closed the comm channel and spoke. "The quantum comm—I believe your ancestors referred to it as a QE comm—offers us a number of advantages that we could only dream of before, Sir. Communication between the quantum entangled pairs is not only secure, it is completely undetectable. And, in theory, it should be good at any distance."

    Frig continued, "I was thinking about our raid on Belon. If you were to take the Swift to attack the android, I could take the destroyer to the complex. We can coordinate our timing over the QE comm channel."

    I replied, "Give me a minute here; I am still freaking out a bit about having your voice in my head."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, at a future point, we can add more channels to the implant. Perhaps a direct line to Ashley would be one that you would desire."

    I shook my head. "I could make a thousand jokes about why that would be a bad idea. But, if we could get the old Ashley back, that would seriously be awesome. I can’t tell you how many times we have been apart that I would have given almost anything to hear her voice and know that she was safe."

    Frig replied, "I can understand those feelings, Sir. Why don’t we get started on that process by eliminating Belon."

    I nodded. "I like the way you think, my friend. I will take the Swift back to the Klatt system."

    I then turned back to Quan. "Quan, why did you not make use of the QE comm system?"

    Quan replied, "The comm system in question was unnecessary. With a portal constantly open between the complex and my android extension, the communications were always instant as well as secure. I had no use for the quantum entangled pairing comm of the Humans."

    I turned back to Frig. "What are the possibilities of a constant wormhole running to these implants?"

    Frig replied, "I would place that at near zero, Sir. We do not have the power capabilities offered by those brown dwarf enclosures."

    I stood from my chair. "Well, we are about to go to one of those complexes. Maybe after whacking Belon, we keep it for ourselves."

    Frig shook his head. "I believe these complexes to be too dangerous. If they exist, they can be abused. If we destroy this complex… Quan indicated it took nearly a hundred thousand years to construct. I think we would all be better off without its existence."

    I turned back to Quan. "Quan, if you had to build a new complex, how long would it take you this time?"

    Quan replied, "With the technologies available, and the designs already complete, a new complex, if a suitable brown dwarf star could be located, would take approximately a thousand years to construct."

    I turned back to Frig. "That tells me we need to get on with this as soon as possible. All these androids and all of these complexes need to be destroyed, now. Anything less and these galaxies will have the same problem again in a thousand years."

    I walked over to my pilot’s chair and looked back.

    A warble sounded on Frig’s QE comm. "Yes?"

    I thought a reply. "Get your ass up and get this destroyer out to that complex! Hey, I could get used to this!"

    The comm channel shut off.

    I spoke as a smiling Frig stood. "Now, that was just rude."

    As Frig stepped out into the docking bay, a portal opened to the bridge, and he stepped through. I had to again shake my head.

    York and Frost joined me on the Swift. I closed the cargo door and powered up, slipping quickly out into the free space around the destroyer. Twelve seconds later, we were moving through a portal into the Klatt system. After a deep passive scan, I looked over the data returned from our sensors. The Emperor’s fleet remained where it had been before.

    York spoke. "That makes it easy, Sir. I do have a question, though."

    I replied, "Go ahead."

    York pointed towards the Emperor’s location on the holo-display. "If you are going to use the blink-in-and-out strategy we talked about, why did you bring Frost and me along?"

    I smiled. "You two are the contingency plan in case something goes wrong. Heck, we might even get on that ship and find out that Belon is not even there. I just want to make sure we can get him, York. That’s all."

    York replied, "The more I see you in action, Sir, the more I can see how it was that you rose up to where you are. You are constantly making those decisions that only come from a true leader."

    I offered a half smile. "The truth is, York, that I had a tremendous amount of help along the way. My decisions haven’t always been the best, but the people surrounding me have been. That is exactly why I have you and Frost here with me. If my half-assed plans go awry, I know I have you two here to help straighten things out."

    York nodded. "Again, Sir, the thoughts of a true leader."

    I held up my hand as I looked over the holo-display. "OK, enough of the ego inflating. Let’s focus on the task at hand."

    After a second jump, we were floating just outside the Emperor’s main battleship. A quick scan told us that Belon was not there.

    I opened a QE comm to Frig. "I have to scan the other ships, but be prepared for us to have to wait. Remember, the Duke was taking a week to get a new android body out to his fleet."

    Frig replied, "I believe the Duke to be purposefully slow in that regard. He wanted us to win, and he knew that we needed time. I would have to believe that Belon would send a new android through a wormhole directly from the complex."

    I selected a deep passive scan of the remaining ships. As the data loaded onto the holo-display, I browsed each of the other ships.

    York spoke as she watched from over my shoulder. "There! That is the Emperor right there!"

    I replied, "OK, it looks like he is on the move. Put together a plan for taking him out. Study that ship and all the personnel on it."

    As York and Frost flipped through the information on Frig’s holo-display, I continued to look over the data on the remaining ships. One never knew when a useful piece of technology could be obtained.

    As I flipped through the data screens of a cruiser, I stopped. "Ah, York. Looks like we might have multiple Belons. I have one on this cruiser as well."

    After a thorough investigation of the data, our initial assessment was confirmed. There were two Emperor Belons moving about in the fleet.

    I opened the QE comm to Frig. "We have two androids that we are going to have to take out. I’ll send York and Frost after one, and I will take on the other."

    Frig replied, "Hold that thought for one moment, Sir."

    Fifteen seconds later, a proximity alert went off on the holo-display. Five active sodium skins had been detected floating just outside of the Swift’s position.

    Frig spoke. "I sent you an additional five Marines, Sir. Make use of them as you see fit."

    I replied, "Wow. I am so not used to this. We can move people where we want to move them, and when we want them there. I am going to have to get over the old way of thinking about how we react to different situations."

    I sent orders to the five to power over to the cruiser. I moved the Swift inside the battleship where York had seen the other Belon and dropped her and Frost off in the cargo hold. With a quick jump, I had the Swift inside the docking bay of the cruiser. I blinked the ship in and out just long enough to exit through the sodium skin.

    I smiled as I spoke to the five BGS Marines who had just joined me. "Let’s go get us an Emperor! Wait for my command before firing. We want his to be a clean kill. York, you and Frost copy that?"

    York replied, "Copy, Sir. We should be catching up to Belon any moment. I’ll let you know when we have him in our sights, Sir."

    After traversing several decks, we came to the hallway that contained the Emperor. I stuck my head through the wall and observed Belon at his finest. His large android body was walking back and forth in front of six officers from his fleet while yelling and swinging his arms wildly.

    Belon raged, "Why do I have officers! Why have the six of you been elevated to the ranks you now hold? It is because you have a duty to protect me. A duty, I might add, that you have failed at doing! I think it is time we had a shake-up of my officer corps!"

    Belon stopped in front of the second officer from the left of the line. "Commodore Belis, should I spare your life? Are you worthy of my trust?"

    Belis stepped forward. "I am not worthy, my Emperor! But I ask for a chance to make my efforts right!"

    Belon scowled as he smacked Commodore Belis and pushed him back in line. "I only spare you today because you name starts with a B. I will not hesitate to kill you all should another transgression occur!"

    The Emperor then stepped in front of the officer in the middle. "Are you worthy of my trust, Admiral Pellok?"

    The admiral stepped forward. "I am, your highness! The transgression did not happen on my ship. My crew was fully prepared to protect you if needed, Sire!"

    Belon looked down at the nervous admiral. "Pellok. You have served me well, but I loathe arrogance in my command."

    Belon reached out with one of his large hands and took the admiral by the head. The admiral struggled as he was lifted off the ground. A crunching sound could then be heard as the Emperor squeezed the head of his officer. Pellok’s headless corpse fell to the ground.

    The Emperor spoke. "Commodore Belis, you have just been promoted to run the security on my ship. And the rest of you clean up this mess. I want a candidate for promotion from each of you before you leave this room."

    York spoke over the comm. "OK, Sir, we are looking at the Emperor. It looks like he is ripping his officer corps a new one. We are standing by."

    I opened a QE channel to Frig. "We are in position. Let me know when you are ready for us to take them out."

    Frig replied, "In five, four, three, two, one. Go!"

    I yelled the command to York and Frost as my team powered through the wall. As Frig blinked in and out, the Emperors knew immediately that their signals from the complex had been lost. That moment of indecision was our opening to fire.

    My first round struck a leg, blowing it from its socket. Two rounds from my cohorts then tore into the Emperor’s abdomen, while a third caught the two arms on the right. As the stunned Emperor squatted to make a leap, a fourth round impacted the transparent shell that held his head.

    In under three seconds, the Emperor Belon android that had stood before us was now defunct. The remainder of the headless torso slumped to the floor in front of us.

    York and Frost had a similar fight on their hands as the Emperor sprang straight upwards in an attempt to evade a second hit. York’s first round had nearly cut his torso in half. The battle for the second Emperor raged for all of eighteen seconds as York and Frost followed the Emperor’s attempts at escape. In a final move, York blinked in and stepped on the Emperor’s head as it flashed and sparked in a pile of debris that had once been its upper torso.

    The Emperor spoke with an angry voice. "Who are you?"

    York smiled just before smashing down hard with her prosthetic fist. "We are Humans!"

    As York withdrew her hand, she turned to the small group of officers that had been standing before him. "You are all dismissed to now go about your lives. Oh, and if you decide to hang around this sector, you will end up like your boss here. So, scram!"

    Frost spoke. "You are just too kind, York. We should be turning them over to the Klatt. I’m sure they would enjoy handing out a little justice."

    Our coordinated attack on Emperor Belon had been a complete success. We were all soon aboard the Swift and jumping back to the Grid. As we arrived, the destroyer with Frig and the others appeared just in front of us. After setting down in the docking bay, I made my way up to the bridge.

    I spoke. "I take it our strategy at the complex worked?"

    Frig replied, "It did. The Emperor never knew what happened. Once we pulled back from that position, I used the Yacabucci to freeze up all of the power converters in a section several hundred kilometers square. That caused a gravity field containment issue for the generators surrounding it. They quickly overloaded and the whole section collapsed. The collapse then rippled out from that point. I will return to check in an hour, but I expect to find nothing more there than a brown dwarf star in orbit around its sister star."

    The first of the four androids had been eliminated. Our efforts would now move on to the second.
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    After a quick jump to confirm the destruction of the Emperor’s complex, we returned to our location just outside of the Grid. I attempted a lunch with Ashley, only to be rebuffed; she was busy with war preparations and did not have time to spend on niceties. I returned to the destroyer dispirited.

    As I walked onto the bridge, Frig spoke. "Sir, I believe our next target should be this one. At fifty-seven light-years from here, it would be the second-closest species to this Grid. I’ve talked with York; her team is ready when we are."

    I replied as I plopped down in a chair, "Yeah, whatever."

    Frig lowered his brows. "Sir, is there a problem I should know about?"

    I shook my head. "No, I’m just a little down. Ashley declined lunch with me."

    Frig walked over and placed his hand on my shoulder. "Sir, you do realize that both of you are in BGS suits and no longer require lunch, don’t you?"

    I rolled my eyes. "Yes, I understand that. It wasn’t actually lunch. We just go to sit and talk. She said she was too busy to spend personal time with me. I was just thrown a little, that’s all."

    Frig squeezed my shoulder with his hand. "Sir, perhaps she is too busy. Given the circumstances, I would think her time is fully consumed with her work. When you have six hundred million lives to protect, you give it your best effort."

    I looked up and patted Frig on the arm as he released his grip. "You are of course right, as always. So, what do we know about this next species?"

    Frig replied, "The Noorzens are a spiny, swamp-dwelling species. That is all the information we have. I retrieved that information from Belon’s core there on the Swift."

    I raised my hands. "Why didn’t Quan provide us with that list?"

    Frig brought up the list on the holo-display. "Quan was taken before the list was developed. It is a part of the War of Wars rules that all of the participants must provide a list to one another once their final selections have been made. As we saw with the Duke, each participant has four entries in the War of Wars. For the Duke, two of his are Human."

    Frig punched in the coordinates, and we slipped the fifty-seven light-years into the system that housed a Grid with the Noorzens. Our scans yielded a mixed result.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, I am showing signs that two fleets are observing the Noorzens."

    I replied, "Maybe they have a reserve fleet or something."

    Frig shook his head. "I don’t think so, Sir. The ion energy I am detecting from each has a different signature."

    I offered a half laugh. "Well, let’s go check them out. Come on. Get with it!"

    Frig grunted.

    I spoke. "What was that? Did you just grunt at me?"

    Frig replied, "I did, Sir. And you were deserving of it."

    I laughed. "Well, at least you know how to get me in a better mood. Take us to either one of those fleets, and we’ll scan them to see who we are dealing with."

    The next wormhole created by our generators slipped over and around the destroyer, positioning the powerful ship a few thousand kilometers from the first of the two hidden fleets. A deep passive scan soon yielded results.

    Frig swiped away at several screens on the holo-display. "One hundred thirty-two ships, Sir. All but one of them are cruiser sized. The other ship is a large disk-shaped structure that would probably fit all 131 cruisers in the area it occupies."

    I replied, "That’s a big disk. Any stats on who is occupying it?"

    Frig again swiped at his display screens. "It would appear that the cruisers each have a crew of approximately two hundred bio life-forms. The saucer has more that eight hundred thousand of those same beings. And one android."

    I shook my head. "You gotta love passive sensor technology. Imagine if we had to go in there to find out who was on board. It would take us forever."

    Frig opened a microwormhole and performed a deep scan of the decks above and below where the android had been spotted.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, the android appears to be in the shape of a sphere, approximately two meters in diameter."

    I replied, "A sphere? What does he do, just roll around to where he wants to go?"

    Frig smiled. "I believe he does, Sir. The initial analysis is showing multiple Tantric layers surrounding his inner core. The scan is counting 212 layers, to be exact."

    I crossed my arms. "We are going to need a new strategy for this one. A round from my coil gun might only knock off a couple of those layers; my blaster wouldn’t be enough to even scratch it. If we start shooting, he is just going to roll on away from us."

    Frig thought for a moment. "I don’t believe either of these fleets is going anywhere. Perhaps we should scan the other fleet to see why it is here."

    I pointed at Frig. "Make it so, Mr. Worf!"

    Frig replied, "I recognize that reference from the archives, Sir. How long have you been waiting to use that one?"

    I laughed. "Too long. I have a couple dozen that I got from Sarah Rogers’s computer memories. I’ve been saving them for that special occasion."

    Frig shook his head. "And this was that special occasion?"

    I smiled a sarcastic smile. "Every occasion with you is special. Now, zip us on over to the other fleet before they fly off."

    I continued, "You know, we haven’t named this ship yet. I’m thinking we call it the Sarah Rogers. ‘The Rogers’ kind of has a nice ring to it."

    Frig replied, "I believe that would be a fitting tribute, Sir."

    The wormhole portal slipped past the Sarah Rogers, leaving us several thousand kilometers from the second source of ionized particles. A deep passive scan was performed and the data evaluated.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, those ships are Durian!"

    I replied, "Durian? What are Durian ships doing out here?"

    Frig shook his head. "If I were to guess, I would say that the Duke is planning a little unfair play in the War of Wars. There are three thousand Durian battleships in that formation."

    I looked over some of the scan data. "Why are they just sitting there, then? They could take out that Grid and the other fleet. Which brings up the question, who is the android we were just spying on?"

    Frig replied, "That was His Supreme Master Tardette. If I were to speculate on the reason why the Durians are inactive, it would be that they are waiting for the Supreme Master to leave."

    I turned towards Frig. "Why would Tardette leave his fighters?"

    Frig made another swipe to bring the list of species up. "Here are the Noorzens. Since this list is not in alphabetical order, I would surmise that the Braguns are the Master’s other species. If the Master wishes to observe his other species, he would leave this one, giving the Durians a perfect opportunity to attack."

    I nodded. "It stands to reason, then, that the Noorzen don’t match up well with us. The Duke might be worried that we would have too hard a time beating them."

    Frig turned back towards me. "Sir, that is an astute observation. I believe we are seeing the Duke attempting to manipulate the War of Wars. If a species is unable to fight, I would guess that would stand to be a default, a forfeit, leaving the Humans to win the first round."

    I spoke. "Well, we can either sit here and wait for something to happen, or move on to the next species. If Tardette leaves and the Durians kill off the Noorzen, it is not necessarily a bad thing for Humans. Then again, why do we want any species killed off? They are here in this mess just like we are, not of their own doing."

    I continued, "Of course, we could go in and grab Tardette’s core, and then kick the crap out of the Durians, exposing the Duke’s plot."

    Frig replied, "Only we aren’t sure how we are going to capture Tardette with all those Tantric layers he has protecting his core. Should we start an assault and not disable him to the point of retrieving that core within a few seconds, he could easily sweep it out through a portal, leaving us with no way to find his complex. I believe we first need a firm plan, Sir."

    I nodded. "Next on the list is the Battha; if your prior speculations about the list are correct, they would be a species for Tardette also. After them we have the Manitars. OK, Man versus Manitars, sounds like fun; let’s go check them out."

    Frig entered the coordinates of the next species’ Grid, and we were soon swept away to a new location. Deep scans of the area surrounding the Grid station gave no indication of an observing fleet.

    I spoke. "Next up is the Bolics. Let’s see what King Koswal has to offer in terms of a fight."

    After a jump and a deep scan, we were again analyzing the data. "Oh, great, the Bolics are a race of spiders. I always enjoy a good fight with anything that has eight legs or more. Really brightens my day!"

    Frig swiped several screens before stopping on one in particular. "Sir, I believe we have the King’s fleet. I will move us in for a better scan."

    When the localized deep scan was complete, Frig spoke. "The King’s fleet is composed of one single enormous ship. There are no bio-signs on the ship. I am showing five androids, all located in the same room."

    I pulled up the data on the holo-display. "Open us a microportal and get us some video of that."

    I spoke into my comm. "York, start mapping out an attack plan for that ship."

    York replied, "Roger that, Sir."

    I turned towards Frig. "So, we have five androids; do we know which one is the King?"

    Frig pulled up the video feed. "The five androids appear to be identical to one another other than color. They also have bodies that are a standard biped design."

    I spoke. "And they are each wearing a robe and have crowns built into their heads. Nice. I’m wondering why there are five of them, though."

    Frig replied, "Perhaps the King likes to talk. With these five androids, he can have conversations with himself whenever he likes. With all five connected back to his complex, they are all identical to one another."

    I nodded. "I guess we have to kill all five at once, then. Although we only need one head to get a core."

    As we worked over the data, I stopped and again turned towards Frig. "I’m not seeing any armaments. And no guards or crew on that whole ship. Am I missing something?"

    Frig replied, "It does appear that they are unarmed. However, this is a million-year-old android. His looks may be deceiving."

    After a quick planning session with Frig and York, a decision was made to attack King Koswal. York, Frost, seventeen others, and I would take on the five androids with the goal of securing a single core.

    I gathered with my team in the hold. "There are five androids out there. We haven’t been able to discern any weapons, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have them, so, keep on your toes."

    I continued, "York, Frost, I think you two should each pick one of the Kings. I will do the same, and we need two volunteers to lead the other squads."

    A major stepped forward. "I would like that assignment, Sir. Major Harry Tudor, Sir. I have a family history of overthrowing kings, and I would like that tradition to continue."

    I offered a somewhat confused look. "A family history of overthrowing kings? How did you come by that bit of information?"

    The major smiled. "Sir, I managed a peek at the new Human data that you provided from the Defender. I was able to trace my ancestors back to King Henry VII, to a place called England. His name was Harri Tudor, so I kind of liked having the direct kinship. He overthrew King Richard III to take control of the crown. I am not looking to assume the throne here, but I would like a shot at an overthrow if that’s all right with you, Sir."

    I laughed. "OK, Major. Consider this an opportunity to continue your family’s legacy. Pick three others for your squad."

    A second major then stepped forward. "Major Erin Carter, Sir. I would like this opportunity to lead as well."

    I nodded. "OK, Major, pick out three team members to go with you."

    I turned back. "Frost, grab three for your team, and York, you do the same. I’ll take whoever is left."

    We opened a portal onto King Koswal’s ship. Our team of twenty quickly powered through the portal to the other side. As I poked my head through a wall, I could see the five Kings sitting in a circle of ornate chairs while facing each other. The red King was speaking as the others feigned various expressions of attention. I had to wonder if Koswal had at some point adopted insanity in his programming. I gave the word, and the team of twenty slipped through the wall into the room.

    Before anyone could pull a trigger, the five Kings sprang from their chairs. Their right eyes turned a fiery red, and beams of laser energy began to blast the room. Three beams met at a point where one of our team members stood. His active skin was overwhelmed, and the corporal was cut cleanly in two as his body became visible.

    I yelled as I fired my first round at the red King, "Spread out and keep firing! Don’t hesitate to shoot for the head if needed!"

    The Kings were bounding from floor to ceiling and wall to wall as they fired their lasers, combining the beams in an effort to catch another of the attackers. The green King was the first to take a solid hit. An arm was blown from its socket, but the green King adapted and continued to jump around the room in a random pattern.

    The yellow King took a tungsten round to his head. The android body in support flipped over, slamming into a stone pillar before sliding to the floor. The yellow King was history.

    Major Tudor’s team backed the blue King into a corner with a spread of blaster fire. A well-placed shot by the major severed the blue King’s head from its body. The blue King’s head, however, after rolling to a stop on the floor, continued to fire its laser.

    A second and then a third member of our team met with the same fate as the corporal. Their BGS suits were overwhelmed as the combined lasers of three Kings brought their lives to an end.

    As the fight continued, York blinked in and out as the white King transited her position. When Major Tudor’s team finished off the blue King, the two remaining Kings could no longer overwhelm our active skins by combining their laser fire. Three simultaneous shots by my team brought the red King’s reign to an end. The green King sprang wildly, taking a different direction with each leap, in an attempt to stay alive.

    I gave the order to spare the head. "We need the core from this one. If you have a torso shot, take it!"

    The final King soon lost his other arm, followed by his left leg. The android realized that it had been defeated and ceased to continue its fight.

    I spoke. "King Koswal. Your reign is at an end!"

    York powered up the freezer.

    The King spoke. "With whom am I having the pleasure of speaking? Perhaps an introduction is in order before my inevitable end."

    I replied, "Well, you can consider this an overthrow from the Harri Tudor family. They have come to reclaim the crown for England." I executed several blink-in-and-out maneuvers to take control of the core and then lifted it and dropped it into the now-ready freezer.

    Major Tudor spoke as he raised his right fist in the air. "The king is dead, long live the king!"

    When the light on the freezer shone green, York picked it up and carried it back through the portal that Frig had moved into the room. King Koswal would soon be telling us the location of his complex.

    As we stood in the docking bay of the Rogers, I removed my helmet. "Major. Looks like your family line has been resurrected!"

    I handed the major the remains of an android head that was capped with a platinum crown. "I believe this belongs to you, Mr. Tudor. I am designating you King Henry VIII!"

    The major laughed and replied, "Sorry, Sir. Henry VIII is already taken. I think I might be Henry IX though, so I’ll hang onto this!"

    I stepped up into the hold of the Swift to where Frig was working over the King’s core.

    "Give me fifteen minutes, Sir, and we will have our third android with an inhibitor."

    I settled back in a chair. "Let me know when he’s talking. I think I will take a nap."

    Ninety minutes into my rest, I was awakened by a shake from Frig. "Sir, we have the coordinates. And the King has been kind enough to send another five Kings to his ship through a portal. I believe you can take the Swift, just as I am going to do with the Rogers, and blink in and out, taking them all out at once. The five androids appear to be gathered in the same room."

    I replied as the stimulants from the BGS suit filled my arteries, "Hey, you know what just popped into my head?"

    Frig shook his head. "How could I possibly know that, Sir?"

    I sighed. "I know, it’s just an expression. Anyway, we already have the means to get at Tardette’s core. All we have to do is get two or three of us surrounding him, and with a quick blink in and out, we leave him gutted like the core of a Manjion Mellon fruit. He won’t be rolling anywhere after that."

    Frig replied, "Interesting, Sir. Sometimes we have the simplest of solutions available to us, and yet they do not come into our minds. My only concern would be one of the Supreme Master detecting your presence before you are able to make your play. If that were to happen, he may become difficult to kill."

    I smiled. "Well, I say we give it a shot. These ships have the new coating, so hopefully there won’t be any detection. If we can somehow pull this off, that will only leave us the Duke to contend with."

    Ten minutes later, I was hovering in the room on Koswal’s lone ship as Frig positioned himself at the complex. The five Kings were moving about the room as I came to rest in the Swift.

    I spoke on the QE comm. "Frig, I’m lined up; wait for my word, and we’ll hit them all at once."

    Frig replied, "I am in position, Sir."

    Shortly after, the five Kings gathered in the center of the room. I gave the signal, and in an instant, King Koswal and his androids were nothing but a memory. We returned to the Grid to plan our assault on His Supreme Master Tardette.
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    As we planned out the raid on the Supreme Master, I spoke. "You know, there is one thing we haven’t thought through. If we beat Tardette, and then eliminate the Duke, what are we going to do with these species that were brought here? Do we just worry about getting our own people home? And where is that home, Earth?"

    Frig replied, "Sir, I am sure we will be able to resolve those issues when the time comes. If needed, we build a fleet of these destroyers to ferry each of these species back to their homes."

    I swiped several screens of data surrounding Tardette’s throne room. "What if they are like us and they really don’t have a home? At least, not one that they have ever known."

    Frig stopped and turned towards me. "Sir, if so desired, we can return them to the last galaxy they inhabited, perhaps even in their Grid station. That can all be determined in the end, after we have removed the Duke from his complex."

    I nodded. "I guess you are right. I think I’m ready to brief with York. Let’s go get Tardette and get this over with."

    I walked into the docking bay of the destroyer, where York and her team were waiting. "OK, listen up, I’m guessing you have all studied the layout of Tardette’s grand room. I think our strategy will just be a simple one of blinking in and out. Just remember, we need the core, or we will have to do this all over again. If you blink, make sure you are not taking out the center of that sphere."

    Frig moved the Rogers beside the ships of the Supreme Master’s fleet. We took a dozen extra Marines to move around the room. They would take up positions where the Supreme Master was mostly likely to roll if that function was still available to him.

    Frig opened a portal to an adjacent room, and we stepped through. As I poked my head through the wall of Tardette’s grand chamber, I was greeted with the sight of His Supreme Master as he rolled about, giving orders to his first in command.

    Tardette spoke. "Admiral Hepp, I am relying on you to find a way to push the Bolic to train harder. Our first battle will be upon us shortly, and I do not feel you have been thorough in following through with our preparations. Remember, Admiral, there are a thousand Junkens standing behind you who are more than willing to take over your duties in full. You know what I do to officers who have lost their usefulness?"

    Hepp replied while standing at attention, "They are rolled over until every bone in their body is crushed, Master. I will see to it personally that the training is increased."

    Tardette rolled next to the admiral, nearly knocking him from his feet. "I am sure you will, Admiral."

    The admiral knelt and then departed the room with a quick step. I waved to the team to follow me through the wall. As we slowly drifted into position, His rolling Supreme Master sensed our presence.

    Tardette spoke. "I can feel you, whoever you are. Make yourself known. Fight me with honor, not as a coward in the shadows!"

    I blinked in. "Tardette. We are here to collect on a debt that you owe to all the species you have wronged."

    Tardette replied, "Clever, I should have your technology for my own defense."

    I blinked out as the spherical android rolled through my location with a speed that I wasn’t expecting. As the rampaging sphere shot around the room, a first attempt at a blink in was made. A sergeant in our group flashed into existence an instant too soon. The rolling android slammed into his torso, sending him flying through the air as he blinked back out. The damage, however, had been done. The sergeant’s lifeless body flipped end over end as it moved through the walls of the Master’s ship before exiting out into the dead of space.

    Frig spoke. "Keep your focus, Sir. I will collect the sergeant."

    I set a timer to have my suit blink in and out a microsecond after Tardette’s sphere intersected the space that I occupied. I was rewarded with a small chunk of Tardette’s outer layers disappearing into the void of the sodium skin.

    I spoke to the team. "I am passing you all a timer. Set it and then just move about the room. We’ll see if we can pick this beast apart bit by bit."

    As each blink took its chunk of Tantric, the android’s motion slowed dramatically. The smooth, instant roll was replaced by wobbly bumps. Shortly after our change in strategy, the first of the Supreme Master’s inner gyros took a hit, and the rugged outer shell of the android sphere began to spin like a top. Five blinks later, the motion came to a stop.

    Tardette spoke. "I find your methods intriguing. I shall enjoy adapting them for my own use."

    I moved forward, placing my fist in the area surrounding the core. After several blinks, the core rolled out onto the floor in front of me. As I picked it up and turned, Frost had the freezer open and cooling. When the green light came on, we moved through the portal to the Rogers and then proceeded to jump back to the Grid.

    As His Supreme Master’s core was laid out on the table beside the other cores, I spoke. "Frig, get us what we need, my friend."

    Two hours passed before we had the location of Tardette’s complex. If anything, the androids’ initial responses were predictable. After an incursion and a defeat of their android bodies, a new android was sent through a portal a short time after. The destruction of Tardette and his complex went off without a hitch. We soon returned to the Grid in triumph.

    I stood in the docking bay, discussing our victories with York, Frost, and the others. "I would not have expected this to go so well. We are one complex and one android away from an end to this nightmare. True peace could be just around the corner for us all!"

    In an attempt to further my discussions with Ashley, I invited her to come aboard the Rogers for a tour. She had again declined lunch, but an offer to see our newest warship was too much to refuse. Frig opened a portal and Ashley came stepping through.

    I spoke. "Welcome to the Sarah Rogers."

    Ashley smiled. "I have to say, Mr. Grange, Don. It was a difficult offer to turn down. Perhaps we—"

    I was then startled by a laugh coming from just behind me. The Duke had stepped through a portal that had opened only a second before.

    The Duke spoke. "Bravo, Mr. Grange! Bravo, Humans! You have managed to accomplish the one thing that I could not accomplish over the last million years! The destruction of my clones is complete! I can now go on to rule all of the galaxies!"

    I replied, "I don’t know how you found us. But, you must know that we aren’t going to stop until we eliminate you, Duke. We will be taking out you and your complex next."

    The Duke again laughed. "Mr. Grange, I do so enjoy your Human spirit. So much so that I have even considered allowing your species to live! The Durians have been my right arm for ten thousand years. Perhaps it is time for their replacement! I will offer this opportunity to you but once, Mr. Grange. Do you wish to live under my complete authority, or would you prefer to perish like so many before you?"

    I shook my head. "Your time is up, Duke. These Humans will see to your demise. Give it a generation or two after your end, and you will be forgotten by all."

    The Duke scowled. "So be it, Mr. Grange. You have made the decision for all Humans. Let the War of Wars begin!"

    As the Duke turned towards his portal, I sent a tungsten round into his hardened battle suit, sending him flying backward through the portal he had just come through.

    A voice came back through the portal. "Prepare for war, Mr. Grange! Your people will need your help!"

    The portal closed behind the Duke.

    York spoke. "I didn’t like the sound of that, Mr. Grange. Do you think he meant the War of Wars is still going to be fought?"

    I replied, "I don’t know, York. What does he—"

    I looked around and got a sudden chill. Ashley was gone!

    Frig stepped into the docking bay through a portal. "Don! They are gone! The Duke has taken everyone again!"

    I had a brief moment of panic. "What? Where? Where would he take them? They are all gone?"

    Frig replied, "I have the bio-signs of 67,382 persons on the Grid, Sir. Those are the ones whose DNA has been sufficiently altered to remove them from the Duke’s tracking system. No others."

    I repeatedly tried to raise Ashley on the comm. I received no response. She had been taken.

    I stormed into the hold of the Swift and stood in front of Quan with my hands on the table. "Quan, the Duke took all the Humans and said the War of Wars was beginning. Where would you have taken them? Can you give me any idea of where to look?"

    Quan replied, "They would likely be taken to a planet where they would fight another species. The weapons used would be the ones decided upon at the gathering beforehand. The War of Wars consists of sixteen species, four from each participant. Typically, the battles will take place on a planet in close proximity to one of those species."

    I turned and spoke to Frig, who had followed me aboard the Swift. "Let’s move! I want to scan every planet anywhere near any one of those Grids!"

    A portal opened, and Frig stepped through to the bridge of the Rogers.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel! Take everyone on that station out to our fleet! Wait for our direction. We are going to find our people, and we are going to secure their safety!"

    The Colonel replied, "We are leaving now, Mr. Grange. We will be ready when you call for us."

    I stepped through Frig’s portal to the bridge and sat down in the captain’s chair in the center of the room. "We have to find them, Frig. And soon. I have a feeling that the Duke doesn’t care about fighting fair now that his competition is all gone. He no longer has a desire for his Humans to win."

    We quickly jumped to the first system near a species on the list. The Colonel followed with our Defiant fleet. A scan of the first Grid on our list revealed that a nearby planet had no signs of life. The Grid at that location had the same. The Klatt had been moved elsewhere.

    Our second, third, and fourth jumps all revealed the same. Our people were not there. When we arrived at the fifth Grid location, bio-signals showed on the nearest habitable planet. A deep scan delivered data that showed our Humans were not there. The Bolic and the Noorzen occupied the vast plains of a single continent.

    Frig pulled the Rogers closer. Visual scans told of two species, armed with clubs, spears, swords, and other hand weapons, sitting peacefully side by side.

    A scan of the surrounding heavens returned the empty fleet ship of King Koswal.

    I spoke. "Keep moving; they are not here!"

    As we arrived in the next system and performed a scan, Frig spoke. "Sir, I show nearly eight hundred million Humans on the planet in this system. I believe we have found the former Grid-1 inhabitants. There are three other species surrounding the Human location. As with the prior world, all are armed with passive hand weapons, Sir."

    I swiped at the holo-display in front of me. "How many ships do we have in our fleet?"

    Frig replied, "We had enough trained crews for 846, Sir."

    I spoke. "I bet we can do some damage with that fleet. I say we prep them for strafing runs. With those weapons, they have no defense against these ships."

    Frig began to move the Rogers into orbit around the planet. It was a move that brought a countermove by the Duke. Thirty-two hundred Durian ships uncloaked a thousand kilometers from our new position. A general hail came over the comm.

    I answered. "This is Don Grange. Withdraw your ships, or we will be forced to attack!"

    A Durian voice replied, "We have been given orders by the Duke to prevent you from entering the battle, Mr. Grange. Our ships are equipped with the same active sodium technology you possess; in addition, we have more powerful weapons. The Duke has given us strict orders that we will fully obey. Should you attack our position, we will retaliate against your people on the ground. If you should attack the other species on the ground, we will again attack your people on the ground as well. Interference in the coming battle will not be tolerated."

    I leaned back in my chair. "Huh. I didn’t see that one coming. Jump us out of here, Frig. Find our people."

    Two jumps further into the list of species brought us to the second planet in a five-planet system. Our families and friends were again surrounded by three other species. The planet was covered with spotty clumps of trees dotting endless tundras that rolled off into pea-green oceans.

    As we approached orbit, a second Durian fleet popped into view. Forty-five hundred Durian battleships, repair ships, and carriers loaded with atmospheric-capable fighters were sitting in wait.

    Again, a general hail came over the comm.

    I spoke. "This is Grange."

    The Duke replied, "Mr. Grange, I am sure you now understand the rules of noninterference. Should you decide to make any move that is seen as hostile, my forces will terminate all Human life on the planet, a planet that I have named Megiddo in honor of your Earth history."

    I replied, "What would you have us do, Duke, sit and watch as our people are massacred by overwhelming forces?"

    The Duke laughed. "I do so like your attitude, Mr. Grange. I will therefore offer you this one opportunity. Turn your ships over to me, and I will allow you to join your people on the ground for a series of battles as originally planned, one species at a time. Of course, you will have to give up your suits and your weapons. You will have the opportunity to pick from a selection of hand weapons in your species’ arsenal."

    I shook my head. "So, we give up, and you let us fight one species at a time? And what happens if we win, and if our Human counterparts win their battle as well? Are we to believe that we would be free to go?"

    The Duke again laughed. "Really, Mr. Grange. Would any such offer be of value to you? Would you trust my word?"

    I sighed. "No, I suppose we wouldn’t."

    I turned to Frig. "The bot we left on his complex. When does it become active?"

    Frig replied, "In just over twenty-seven hours, Sir."

    I spoke. "How did the Duke know we were here?"

    Frig pulled up the image of space where the rest of our fleet sat at the ready. "The Defiant fleet, Sir. Those ships do not have the same shielding. The sodium skins on those vessels can be detected by the Duke’s sensors."

    I continued, "What about the Duke? How did he know where the Rogers was while we were sitting beside the Grid?"

    Frig pursed his lips before responding. "Sir, you invited Ashley aboard. She can be tracked. The Duke was probably waiting for just such a misstep on our part."

    I sighed. "Great, so this is because of me."

    Frig shook his head. "No, Sir. This is because of the Duke and the Duke alone. He only took that opportunity to rub your nose in it, Sir. With or without that, he was prepared to sweep our people away and into a new battle."

    I replied, "I suppose you are right. And until we can get back onto that complex, he has us cornered. And, I’m not going down there to the surface; that would be suicide for our people, complete control for the Duke."

    Frig nodded. "I believe you are correct, Sir. For the moment, we have few choices."

    I stood and paced back and forth on the bridge. "How about this: our goal for the moment is to postpone this war for at least twenty-seven hours. How about we start to send down the Colonel’s men from the Defiant fleet one by one, draw it out as much as we can. I’m sure they would volunteer to go and fight side by side with our people. We can tell the Duke we are having to persuade them to do it and that it takes time. We’ll start trickling them down to the surface."

    Frig replied, "That may buy us some time. However, the Duke can become impatient, so we should expect it to only work for just so long. It will, however, offer us an opportunity to come up with an alternate plan. And that gives merit to an otherwise unworkable solution."

    I continued my pacing. "Too bad we can’t take a Human with us and jump back to Earth. That massive fleet would be more than a match for the Durians. But, we can’t take a Human without the Duke knowing what we are doing."

    Frig thought for a moment and responded, "I have an idea, Sir. What if we sweep a Human up onto this ship and put them in stasis?"

    I replied, "In stasis—how would you propose that we do that? We don’t have a stasis chamber."

    Frig pointed. "We do, Sir. Just down the hall. Sarah Rogers had a stasis chamber on the Defender for her long journeys between galaxies. When you ordered the bots to build a larger ship using the technology on the Swift and the Defender, they added that feature as a standard option. The Defender only had a single stasis chamber, so the bots only added a single chamber here on the Rogers."

    I shrugged. "So, what does a chamber do for us?"

    Frig smiled. "It makes the Human inside invisible to the Duke’s sensors. They will remain cryogenically frozen in stasis once the chamber is powered up. A frozen Human will not emit bio-signals, Mr. Grange. The Duke will not be able to follow them so long as they remain frozen."

    I walked over and placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder. "I have a Human in mind. She might balk at being the volunteer for this, but this is something I need. Get a fix on Ashley and prepare to sweep her aboard for a stay in that chamber. We then jump back to Earth and enlist the help of our Human clone brethren. They can check her DNA without thawing her out. Make it happen, Frig. I will go prep the chamber."

    Frig replied, "I will take the Rogers down to the planet’s surface, Sir. We should be able to move her into that chamber without the Duke seeing her move off of the planet."

    I walked into the room containing the stasis chamber. A quick scan of the Help system in my HUD told of its ease of operation. A person only needed lie back in the chamber while a single button was pressed. The chamber would seal and the cryo-process would begin. Fifteen seconds would have Ashley safely frozen for our journey.

    As I stood waiting patiently, a portal swept by in the open area of the room, and Ashley was left standing in front of me.

    I spoke. "We need to move quickly. I need you to trust me on this. Lie back in this chamber. We need your help to turn the tables of the coming battle to our favor."

    Ashley looked around the room as I coaxed her gently towards the stasis chamber.

    Ashley stopped my efforts. "Regardless of what has or hasn’t happened between us of late, Don, I want you to know that I do trust you. And for whatever reason, a reason that I can’t yet understand, I seem to be fond of you. You stay on my mind."

    I nodded as I helped her into the chamber. As she lay back, I leaned in and gave her a soft but lingering kiss on the lips.

    As I pulled away, I offered a gentle smile and pressed the button to start the chamber.

    I spoke. "Dream of us, for both of us."

    The chamber sealed, and within seconds Ashley was nearing the frozen temperature where she would remain until such time as her bio-signature could be removed or the Duke was defeated. I felt no guilt in having selected her as our volunteer.

    I walked back onto the bridge. "She’s tucked away."

    I opened a comm to the Colonel. "Colonel, we have an issue with the ships you are on. The Duke can follow them, so we need to set them aside. We also need to buy some time. So, we are going to volunteer you and your men to go down to the surface to fight alongside the others. I know volunteer isn’t the correct term, but it is essentially what we need you to do."

    The Colonel replied, "We will do as you ask, Mr. Grange. It would be nice to have a reason. Volunteers like to know why they are going."

    I nodded. "Colonel, we want you to start slowly transferring Marines from your ship, and we need you to stretch that process out for about thirty hours or more. We need to delay the fight that the Duke is about to unleash on our people for as long as we can. Trickle them out, Colonel, in batches. Make it seem like you are having to convince them to go. And Colonel, if we want a shot at surviving this ordeal, we need that time. So, try to be as convincing as you can if the Duke calls on you. I’m sending you the Duke’s general hail frequency. He will likely contact you first for a progress report."

    The Colonel replied, "We’ll do our best, Mr. Grange. Go do what you need to do."

    I turned back to Frig. "I’m going to clue in the Duke that we are joining the fight. After that, get us back to Earth as soon as possible."
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    Our journey only took minutes with the powerful generators on the Rogers. We jumped through the final portal and pulled to a stop just outside of Earth’s location. Frig broadcast the coded signal, and several minutes later, the ships of Earth began to appear.

    As the panels of Earth began to show, I gave Frig the go-ahead to take us down to the surface. The Rogers hovered above the grassy quad just in front of the grand building.

    I spoke. "I’m going to go in. Can you sweep the stasis pod onto the floor of that lobby? We can have the guy do a test of her DNA from there."

    As I began to stand, a thought occurred to me. "Hey, Frig. Why is it that if we touch the edge of a portal, we will freeze, and yet you can have it sweep around you, obviously touching the ground, and yet there is no reaction?"

    Frig replied, "There is much we do not understand about the portals, Sir. One of the oddities is that when a wormhole is in motion, the edge does not transfer the cold depths of space to whatever it touches. Should the portal remain stationary, any item in contact with it will immediately freeze. The strange exception to that seems to be air, which does not seem to make significant enough contact as it passes over and around the portal edge."

    I nodded. "So, sweeps are good. I’ll keep that in mind."

    Frig sent the commands to sweep the stasis chamber from its location to the floor of the building lobby. A portal then opened just in front of us on the bridge.

    Frig gestured for me to move through it. "Just step up and over the edge, Sir. This one is not in motion."

    As I stepped through, I turned back. "Hey, isn’t this planet moving and this galaxy moving? Why is that not a sweep?"

    Frig replied, "Sir, the sweep is only relative to the portal starting and ending points. If they are synchronized, such as they are here, the edge becomes dangerous. If one point is moving relative to the other, it becomes a sweep."

    As we stood in the lobby of the great white building, an elevator once again descended from a lofty height. The same young clone who had come out to see us before walked easily out onto the lobby floor.

    I raised my hand. "Remember us?"

    The young man nodded. "I do; you are the only visitors to this world in over a thousand years."

    I pointed towards the stasis chamber. "We brought a Human with us this time. She is in stasis, and we cannot bring her out at this time, which I will gladly explain if you would give me the time."

    The young man pulled out a scanning device and swept it up and down the side of the stasis chamber.

    I spoke as he scanned. "She and all the other Humans have a bio-marker that allows them to be tracked. That is how they were taken from here in the first place. We have her in stasis so that the marker cannot be tracked."

    The young man spoke softly into a small device on his forearm. Two large bots emerged and walked the floor of the lobby to our location.

    The young man spoke. "I can see that the DNA-lengthening process is well under way. We have a process by which we can accelerate the change, even while she is in the stasis chamber. If you would like us to proceed, we can move forward with the necessary preparations."

    I replied, "How long will that take?"

    The man replied, "She is already in an advanced stage. A conversion time of twelve to twenty-four hours should suffice."

    Frig grabbed my arm. "Sir, if her DNA is accelerated, she may not be able to recover her memories."

    I spoke. "Look, Sir. We have almost a billion and a half Humans out there who are about to get slaughtered. All we are looking for is some assistance. Can you bring out the fleet and help us?"

    The man nodded. "We can. But we must receive those commands from someone who is designated as a Human. This woman has been designated as such."

    I replied, "Even if you change her DNA?"

    The man again nodded. "She has a Human designation; that cannot be changed or reverted."

    I gestured with my hand. "Well, time is of the essence. Please take her and perform whatever procedure you need. All those lives I just mentioned are dependent on us returning with help."

    As the bots carried the stasis chamber off, the man gestured towards the elevator. "Please, join me in the lounge. Tell me about the Human troubles. My name is John Tellison. That was, at least, the name that my pairing had."

    I walked with John as I replied, "Your pairing?"

    John smiled as he stopped and gestured for us to board the elevator. "Yes, John Tellison was the Human I was cloned from. I am a Virt, or virtual. We had three years in which our memories were shared, including the campaigns against the Ogle."

    As the elevator began to rise, I spoke. "You were here during the final days before the Humans were swept away?"

    John replied, "Yes, as I stated, I was the Virt of John Tellison for three years before the Humans were taken. Our connection was broken at that time."

    I nodded. "How did you become a Virt?"

    John looked out across the city as the elevator continued upwards. "I was grown in a lab here on Earth until my body reached a maturity equal to my Human counterpart. I am, was, physically identical to John Tellison at the time we were paired."

    Frig spoke. "What was this pairing you are referring to?"

    I replied, "These chips we have in our necks, the QE comm—the Virts were tied to their hosts through them. Implants in both allowed the original to see, hear, feel, and smell everything that the Virt did. The Humans were able to sit back in safety as the Virts went out to do battle, fully under their control. When the Humans were swept away by the Duke, the QE links between them were broken. The Virts were left here with Sarah Rogers. She took them and secured the galaxy from any other hostiles before she left to look for us."

    Frig looked at me. "This was in the Defender files?"

    I nodded. "It was in Sarah Rogers’s personal diaries. I read through them when I had time to kill."

    John spoke. "He is correct. We cleansed the galaxy of species who were bent on the domination of others. When Sarah left on her search, we all went into stasis, waiting for Humans to return."

    I raised my hand. "Wait. What? You have been in stasis for seven hundred years?"

    John replied, "Yes."

    I continued, "How many of you are there?"

    John looked at me. "We are 2.5 billion strong. If Humans are in need, we are here for their command."

    I spoke. "The fleet out there. How many of you can it carry?"

    John replied, "All of us. There are approximately five hundred greeting hosts, such as myself, scattered around the planet."

    I pointed up. "We counted close to one hundred thousand ships parked up there. You are saying that you can fit 2.5 billion people on them?"

    John nodded. "yes and no. The welcoming fleet is the larger part of the AMP navy. When counting manned fighters, which are interplanetary as well, there are just over two hundred thousand ships."

    I looked over at Frig with my eyes wide. "I like these guys!"

    Frig spoke. "What kind of transit capabilities do your ships possess? Are the BHDs the only means of propulsion?"

    John again shook his head. "Sixteen mega-transport ships in the fleet are equipped with jump drives as well. The standard fleet is loaded into the transports, which have the ability to jump as much as eight million light-years per hop."

    I spoke. "How long does it take to make a jump?"

    John replied, "Jumps can be made every seven seconds."

    The elevator stopped, and we stepped out into a room stocked with leather couches of green and yellow color. "Please, have a seat and relax."

    I sat and continued with my questions. "If you have jump drives, why did Sarah Rogers not make use of them in her searches?"

    John sat on a couch opposite me. "We had not yet developed that technology when she left on her journey. One of our sister species, the Nickarians, developed the jump technology and shared it with us."

    I turned to Frig. "When Ashley comes back, we need to get this fleet and get back to the war. At eight million light-years per hop, we can jump straight there!"

    I spoke. "Who else beside you and the Nickarians has this jump technology?"

    John replied, "We have not shared this technology. The Nickarians built a single large vessel, boarded all of their citizens, and set out to travel the stars. We have had no communication with them since their departure more than five hundred years ago."

    We talked through the afternoon and into the evening. The observation lounge that we occupied had a wall of windows that looked to the west. The sunset over the Earth landscape was filled with oranges and pinks that soon turned into a deep red before fading. The air surrounding the city was clear, offering visibility out to eighty kilometers.

    I turned to Frig. "I could get used to that."

    Frig replied, "I remember sunsets on Gambrel from my childhood that sometimes offered a similar view of nature’s beauty. They are some of the few fond memories I have of my world."

    I smiled. "At least you had a world to grow up in. The only sunsets I’ve seen were on the handful of worlds I have been to when a Messenger or when fighting these wars. I saw a few from in orbit around Jarhead, but never from the ground. Other than sunsets, I bet this world has many natural wonders."

    John nodded. "The Earth has many wonders. Some are recreations of the originals, as war with ourselves and war with others caused severe damage. Many are lost for eternity."

    I replied as I looked out through the windows, "Looking at it from here, it looks like war is the furthest thing possible from happening at this place. Very peaceful and very tranquil."

    John smiled. "Our automated system serves to keep everything in order now. Centuries without war have brought the planet to this sustainable level of cycles of growth and death. Other than these cities, the Human footprint has been greatly reduced. Natural growth has been allowed to return to many areas that were once occupied by man. With the advent of the BGS suit, farms became more of a curiosity than a necessity. Flying taxis ended the need for roads, and cheap, plentiful energy ended the need for many dams and power plants, and for the wires that delivered power to our communities. Manufacturing was automated, with much of that taken off world."

    I nodded. "Almost sounds like a utopia. I wonder how long it would last once you brought people back, though. We can oftentimes be quite messy and inefficient, and just about all we’ve known for the last millennium is war."

    Frig replied, "With such a solid base here, Humans would be free to explore the galaxies, knowing that they had a home to return to if so desired. Imagine the wonders that are out there to be discovered and explored, Sir. A scientist or adventurer could experience an entire lifetime of doing what they love most."

    I looked over at John. "How much longer on Ashley’s conversion?"

    John replied, "I am expecting results at any time."

    Several minutes later, the elevator departed for a lower floor. When it returned and the door opened, Ashley stepped out into the lounge as I stood.

    I spoke. "I thought she was still going to be in stasis?"

    John replied, "Once the bio-signal was determined to be gone, we felt the need for keeping her in stasis had passed. Gentlemen, I would like to introduce Ashley Elizabeth, Supreme Commander of the forces of the Alliance of Major Planets."

    Ashley smiled. "That is quite the title, John. And thank you for the introduction."

    I tilted my head slightly to the side. "Supreme Commander?"

    Ashley replied, "As the first and only Human to return, I have been given complete control of the AMP forces. I have already ordered all fighting vessels to be loaded onto the mega-transports. We are taking a fight back to the Duke."

    I raised my hand. "How are you feeling? Is everything OK?"

    Ashley nodded. "I feel good, Don. Stronger, more alert. It’s strange; those memories that have been suppressed by the Duke—I feel as though I can almost access them."

    I replied, "Please let me know if you can. It is something that I very much would like to see happen."

    Ashley smiled. "I will do my best."

    Frig spoke. "John, how long before the transports are ready?"

    John replied, "The transports will be ready to jump in approximately eighteen minutes."

    Frig held up his hand. "The Duke was able to detect the active sodium skin of Sarah Rogers’s Defender, and of the ships we adapted from that. We have a new coating that masks that detection. Do the ships in the AMP fleet have a similar detection issue?"

    John replied, "The AMP fleet has been tested by all known methods of detection. The coating on your ship is a good start to the improvements we have made since Sarah Rogers’s departure. As you can see, Miss Elizabeth has a new BGS suit. It has the same enhancements as the ships of the fleet. If you would care to follow me, we can change out your suits as well. I believe you will find the enhancements to both power and weapons desirable updates."

    We followed John down to the fourth floor. We were escorted into a lab for a quick scan and then into private rooms for the removal of our old BGS suits. After a wash down and inspection by helper bots, we were each given a new BGS suit that was of a brilliant white color. I slipped the suit on and was surprised by its initial fit. The bot offering me assistance then plugged a tube into an external port, and the bio-gel began to flow. The warm, funky feeling that the gel offered soon brought a smile to my face.

    When I emerged from the private room, Frig was already waiting in the lab. "Sir, this is remarkable. They were able to adapt the changes I had made to the bio-gel in only a few minutes’ time. This suit feels, well, remarkable, Sir."

    I replied, "I have already been making my way through the menus on the HUD. It seems they managed to get rid of a few of the quirks in the old ones. Whoa, take a look at the specs on the coil gun; that is insane!"

    Frig flipped through several of the menus. "Interesting, Sir. The ion blaster is now a powerful particle beam instead. And the active skin—it can absorb nearly three times the energy as before. The responsiveness of the HUD seems to have improved as well."

    I jumped upwards and touched the ceiling six meters over my head. "The suit has a gravity assist mode built in as well. There is a thin electronic membrane lining the inside of the suit that offers an assist to the muscles in our bodies. Even though I have prosthetics, it looks like it will assist them as well."

    John then walked up to me with a syringe. "If you would care to lean your head to the left, Mr. Grange, I have a new bio-implant with a QE device that will connect you directly to our network here on Earth. You will be able to communicate to any other Human, or other species, who has a similar implant. If you would like, we can remove the chip in your neck as well."

    As I leaned my head to the left, I replied, "No, I think I’ll keep the chip. It gives me a secure comm interface to my friend over there, as well as an interface to our ship. Thank you for the offer, though."

    Frig spoke. "I believe the bio-implant to be superior, Sir. However, I would have to agree that we should keep the QE comm that only passes communications between us. It would seem a viable alternative should these facilities be compromised. It would also provide private communications, as any time a message is relayed by an intermediary, you run the risk of interception."

    When the injection was complete, John spoke. "The bio-implant will take several days to set before it becomes usable."

    I raised my hand. "If that is so, then how is Ashley supposed to communicate with you, with the AMP fleet?"

    John smiled. "Her implant was injected during the accelerated conversion process; it has been online since the procedure’s completion."

    The shoptalk continued as we were taken down to the lobby and asked to board our ship. We would be joining the other AMP ships on a mega-transport for a jump back to the Saw Blade galaxy. Our fight with the Duke was about to begin.
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    When we arrived in the Saw Blade galaxy, the transports unloaded a third of the AMP fleet near the planet where our Grid-1 brethren were encamped, another third parked near the planet that held our own people, and the remainder of the transport ships began the jumps needed to move to the Tadpole galaxy. With the mega-transports, that journey would only take minutes.

    A single ship was diverted back to the Grid to wait for a signal from the bot we had left hidden at the complex. Our final coordinates would be relayed to the bot for a wormhole to be opened for our invasion. Ashley, John, Frig, and I sat in a conference room on the Rogers.

    I spoke. "In two hours’ time, we should have contact from our bot on the Duke’s complex. We need to have a team ready to get in there to open up an avenue for us to take control. We need that complex if we are going to bring back the memory of our people.

    "We get in there, we shut down that sodium skin, and then we isolate and take out the Duke."

    Ashley replied, "To be clear, we are not destroying the Duke’s control room?"

    I nodded. "We can’t. We need that room to send our people back through, and we need this whole complex because it has the knowledge stored of what each of our people needs for restoration. If we can get the Duke to leave his control room, we will then attempt to kill him at the complex and on his fleet at the same time."

    Frig spoke. "What of the million android fighters that he has in the area surrounding the control room? Are we prepared to deal with them?"

    I pointed to Ashley. "When we bring down that skin, I want you to bring in as many of the BGS Marine clones as we can. Fighting is the one thing they know best, so we should make the best use of them."

    Ashley laughed. "I have nearly a billion troops at my disposal, Mr. Grange. Are you saying we will need them all?"

    I shook my head. "That would seem excessive, but we don’t know what the Duke has in store for us. There may be fifty million androids in there for all we know. And I am guessing that they will be hard to kill this time. They have the same sodium skin as we do."

    Frig spoke. "There is a difference, Sir, in the suits. They cannot detect ours, but we can detect theirs. That should offer us a significant advantage."

    As our new fleet reached the Duke’s brown dwarf complex in the Tadpole galaxy, Ashley commanded her troops to be at the ready.

    When the bot we had left aboard the complex came to life, we soon had a portal open to our position. I was first through, followed close behind by York and Frost.

    I spoke. "Start spreading out to the surrounding portal buildings. I want as many portals opened to our coordinates as possible. Just keep expanding and sending Marines through. Make sure to defend your positions with Marines as they come in behind you. We want these portals open as long as we can have them."

    I turned to York and Frost. "You two come with me!"

    We powered out of the portal building on a trek to the southernmost point of the complex.

    As we flew along, I spoke. "When we get in there, we are taking down that sodium skin. There is no way we can open enough portals to get the people in here that we will need."

    Word then came from Megiddo. Our forces on the ground were under attack.

    Ashley spoke. "Time to send in our new friends. Earth force at Megiddo, you have the green light to proceed with Operation Defender."

    In a single timed jump, thirty-five thousand Earth ships moved to the vicinity of the planet named Megiddo. In a similar move, another thirty-three thousand ships jumped to the planet where our Grid-1 brethren were also under attack.

    The Duke broadcast a general hail within his complex.

    I answered. "Not what you were expecting, was it, Duke? Your little Durian fleet is about to get wiped from that galaxy on both fronts!"

    The Duke laughed. "Do you think I am not prepared for your every move, Mr. Grange?"

    Word quickly came that the Durian fleets as well as the combative species on the ground at Megiddo and the other planet had vanished.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, since your incursion onto the complex, I have been monitoring the power signals coming from those portal buildings. The only surges I have detected have come from our own efforts. I am afraid that whatever move the Duke just made, he did so from elsewhere. This complex was not used for the transfers that just took place."

    I pulled to a stop. "Please don’t tell me he has another complex!"

    Frig replied, "That is the only viable conclusion I am able to draw, Sir. He must have another brown dwarf complex."

    I shook my head. "This is just great. How do we know he doesn’t have ten more of these complexes? There may be a dozen Dukes all wired together."

    Frig looked over several display screens as he spoke. "Sir, I believe the Duke would limit himself to two such complexes. Remember, he does not want more androids out there that he has to fight or compete with. With every replica of himself there is, there is one more chance of him losing contact with it and it becoming its own android, like the ones we just killed off for him."

    I replied, "If he only has one more of these complexes, where or how would we find it? It could be in any galaxy. Maybe a billion light-years away from here!"

    Frig stopped on a display screen. "Or, it could be right in the Milky Way. Sir, I scanned the known star charts in all the surrounding galaxies for brown dwarfs. I am showing six that no longer exist on our latest scans. One of those is a remnant, and three are the complexes we recently destroyed."

    I replied, "That leaves two. One is this one, and the other you are saying is in the Milky Way?"

    Frig continued to analyze the data in front of him. "I performed a scan of all of the galaxies with a distance of no greater than here to the Milky Way, 420 million light-years’ distance, Sir. I compared our readings from our recent visit, to what we are seeing from here, and there is a single brown dwarf star missing from our data from the Milky Way."

    As I continued to fly towards my southernmost destination, I replied, "How could the two scans be different?"

    Frig transferred the data to my HUD. "Our scan of the Milky Way from this distance is showing results from 420 million years ago, Sir, the time it took for the light and energy waves to arrive here. A scan from our recent visit to Earth shows the absence of a brown dwarf that is only 120 light-years from Earth. It shows clearly on our scan from here."

    Frig continued, "I have a scan of the Milky Way from the Saw Blade as well as from the Triangulum galaxy. Both scans show a brown dwarf in the same location, with the data showing light and energy waves from only a few million years ago. That dwarf’s disappearance is recent, Sir. I believe it to be our target."

    I replied, "Well, let’s get control of this one, and we can then see about taking out that one."

    As I approached the southern tip of the complex, my HUD tactical display was suddenly in chaos. My passive sensors were detecting the active skin emissions of nearly fifty thousand of the Duke’s android fighters.

    I opened a comm to York and Frost. "OK, we can see them, but they can’t see us. I want you two to brake right here. I’m going to drift in there and shut down that shield. You two will remain out here to cause a diversion. That should allow me to hit it and to run without having to fight."

    York replied, "Roger that, Sir. We will wait here for your signal."

    I spoke to Ashley. "I’m going in! We should have the sodium shield offline in about three minutes. I want to flood that place with Marines."

    As I drifted into the southern structures, the Duke’s troops were waiting at the ready. I floated past without incident. As I neared the room with the switch, I sent the signal to York and Frost. Seconds later, I took notice of a large number of the androids moving in York’s direction.

    Once within the wall that surrounded the control room, I flipped my hand backwards and used the BHD to bring my momentum to a crawl. I aligned my path to bring me right to the power switch we had found before. I floated slowly through the inner wall and prepared for my moment in the sun. When I reached the switch, I blinked in, dropped to the floor in front of the switch, and flipped it to off. As I blinked out, a tungsten round found its mark. I opened up on the surrounding room.

    I spoke. "Ashley! It’s done! Move our people in!"

    Moments later, a hundred million BGS Marines entered the complex from our warships parked just outside. As they entered the structure, the Duke’s androids came out to meet them.

    I opened a comm channel to Frig. "Frig, make a portal and sweep me from here to the Duke’s main control room. No sense in me wasting time flying there."

    Several seconds later, a portal swept over my location, leaving me floating in the Duke’s room. The room was crowded with androids. I looked at the pedestal and smiled as I noticed the Duke’s core was not there.

    I spoke over the general comm. "The Duke is on the move, people! Let’s track him down! Frig, sweep me out of here!"

    A portal swept over me, leaving me floating just above the bridge of the Rogers. I blinked in and gently dropped to my feet. I moved to the captain’s chair and sat with a holo-display of the action in front of me.

    Ashley spoke. "Our fighters are superior to the androids, Don. We are winning this fight and winning in a big way."

    I replied, "It’s not a win unless we kill the Duke. Do we have any idea of where his fleet is?"

    Frig spoke. "Sir! We have a report of the Duke. A small fleet just jumped to a location on the other side of this complex!"

    Ashley pressed several buttons on a tactical holo-display in front of her. "Diverting ships to there now."

    Frig continued, "The Duke has turned towards the ships, Sir. He is trying to run."

    The chase lasted all of thirty seconds before Ashley’s ships ripped the Duke’s small fleet to shreds. With his escape cut off, the android turned back towards his pursuers. A short battle ensued as his remaining android fighter circled around his position.

    Word then came over the comm. "This is Major Barringsford. The Duke’s android has been destroyed!"

    A general hail then came over my comm. "Bravo, Mr. Grange! You have bested me and captured my complex!"

    I replied, "Well, obviously it was a minor victory, Duke. You are still out there. But, don’t worry yourself over it; we will find you."

    The Duke laughed. "I do love your fighting spirit, Mr. Grange! And for this reason, I have not killed your species. I tell you, I have not had this much of a challenge for many millennia. You just keep coming and coming. It is such a refreshing change from the stale and senseless battles with the other clones. I cannot wait for you to reveal your next strategy. Each one seems to be unique, with an ever-increasing boldness!"

    I shook my head. "Get your affairs in order, Duke. Your time is limited!"

    The Duke replied, "Ah, Mr. Grange. I have only—"

    I cut off the comm channel as I spoke to Frig and Ashley. "Maybe I can’t kill him, but I can at least piss him off."

    The massive battle for the complex quickly fell off as the now Duke-less androids went inactive. Our clone counterparts changed their tactics from an all-out assault to a sweep of the entire complex for any remaining androids. When the last was found and terminated, I had Frig sweep me into the control room.

    I spoke. "I can’t believe we took this room without doing any damage. Frig, tell me what I need to do here."

    Frig replied, "Sir, we need to interface with the connections the Duke had to that pedestal. I am transporting a box that I prepared for this exact scenario. Plug it into those sockets, and I will attempt to take over the controls."

    Seconds later, a small cube appeared on the floor in front of me. I picked it up, twisted it around until the connectors aligned, and set it down into the socket the Duke had been connected to.

    I spoke. "OK, you are in!"

    Frig typed away on his console as he swiped one screen after another on his holo-display.

    Several minutes passed before I spoke. "How’s it going?"

    Frig replied, "I am running into issues with the complex computers accepting my interface, Sir."

    Before I could reply, the small connection box turned red hot and ejected. After bouncing across the floor, the small box came to a stop and then melted.

    Ashley spoke with a frantic voice. "The Duke has just taken our people again! Both sets, Grid-4 and Grid-1!"

    I clenched my fist as I bared my teeth. "I am so going to enjoying killing that ass! Frig? Any idea of where he might have taken them?"

    Frig replied, "They did not come through this complex, Sir. If the Duke indeed has another complex, which it appears he does, they could be anywhere in the known universe, Sir. We should begin plans for an assault of the suspected complex in the Milky Way."

    I replied, "I have one last thing to try. Sweep me into the hold of the Swift."

    Several seconds later, I was standing in the hold of my ship. I stepped to the table and disconnected Quan from his power supply, speaker, and microphone.

    I spoke. "Frig, sweep me back to the control room."

    After the portal moved over me, I stepped up to the pedestal.

    Frig spoke. "Sir, may I ask what it is that you are doing?"

    I replied, "I’m going to drop Quan into this interface. He should be able to connect in, and we have control of his command queue. I’m counting on those inhibitor circuits not being a problem for this complex. That is the only difference between him and the actual Duke."

    Frig swiped several screens. "Sir, I am sending over a comm interface that you can plug into his audio port. It will allow me to communicate directly with him."

    When the comm interface appeared, I attached it to Quan’s audio circuit and then set the android core down on the complex interface socket. Seconds later, the panel screens that lined the room blinked off and on one by one as Quan took control of the complex.

    I spoke. "Open your channel, Frig. Quan is now in control."

    Frig swiped several screens on his holo-display. "Sir, it appears to have worked. We have complete control of this complex."

    I nodded. "OK, now, how about we mess around with the Duke. Does this complex still have knowledge of where our people are? Can they be tracked from here?"

    Frig replied, "Sir! Brilliant! They can! According to the data in these computers, they are all back on Tresha in the Triangulum!"

    I connected to the comm channel that Quan was on. "Quan, can all of the Humans be moved from their current location to another? Can we do that through this complex?"

    Quan replied, "That can be accomplished, Mr. Grange. Please provide an endpoint for the move."

    I spoke. "Frig, can we move them anywhere that the Duke can’t get at them?"

    Frig turned to John. "Would it be possible to transfer everyone back to Earth? Can the Duke pick up their bio-signals through the sodium skin around the planet?"

    John answered, "There is one major problem with that. In order to move the Humans there, we must disable the active skin, even if only for a moment. The Duke would still be able to detect the transfer before the skin has been reactivated. Those bio-signals must be turned off before any transfer is to occur."

    I again clenched my fist in anger. "There must be a way to make this happen!"

    Frig again spoke. "John, by what process did you accelerate Ashley’s DNA transformation? Could that be applied or even accelerated further through the use of this complex?"

    John replied, "One moment. I am patching a connection through Quan to our computer systems back on Earth. OK, the data is being run through an analysis. It would appear that the medical facilities in this complex are quite capable of performing a DNA change that would be near-instantaneous. The DNA marker that emits the bio-signal can be hobbled for every cell. In a sweep that takes only a few seconds, we can perform that operation."

    I spoke. "Here is what we are going to do: move every Human into this complex, restore their memory, and perform that procedure. How long after the operation will the bio-signal remain active?"

    John replied, "For less than one hour."

    I requested to be swept back aboard the Rogers. I moved back to my chair and pulled up a holo-display that showed the stats on our people.

    I spoke. "Quan, set up the process as I described. Let me know when you are ready to run it."

    Quan replied, "It is ready, Mr. Grange."

    I nodded. "Opinions? I want to know what everyone thinks."

    Quan spoke. "Sir, an endpoint is still required."

    I replied, "Make the endpoint exactly where they are. No, wait, move everyone to the two Grids. I want to see how the Duke reacts to that."

    Frig spoke. "Sir, should we really be playing this game? What if the Duke again transfers them, only this time into the void of space? He could wipe them all out at once."

    I nodded. "He could, but he won’t. This is a game to him. And so long as he thinks he can play, he will keep them alive. His ego is too big for just killing them. He would only do that as a desperate last move. And he is far from being desperate right now."

    I looked at Ashley. "What do you think?"

    Ashley replied, "I think we run them through this process as you suggest. If the Duke behaves as you say, we will have our people back in an hour. If the Duke jumps them elsewhere, we know where they were moved to; this complex will tell us that. What I would add is for us to temporarily unload our clone BGS Marines on Megiddo and then use those ships to pick up all the Humans for transport back to Earth once those bio-signals stop emitting. From Megiddo to Earth is only a single jump."

    I looked over at Frig. He nodded. John then offered the same nod.

    I spoke. "Ashley, make the fleet ready. Quan, perform the transfer of our people as just discussed. And, when you have them through, take Ashley and the rest of our DNA-enhanced people and perform the memory restoration on them as well."

    As I looked at Ashley, she smiled. "I should like that."

    A mere twelve seconds transpired before Quan spoke. "The Humans are now on the Grid stations in the Saw Blade galaxy. Their memory pathways have been adjusted, and the bio-signal negation has begun."

    Ashley then vanished from view. Several seconds later, she was again sitting in her chair.

    As she slowly turned around to face me, I spoke. "Ashley? Did it work? Are you back?"

    She smiled. "I’m sorry, Don. I don’t feel any different than I did a minute ago."

    I spoke to Quan. "Quan? What happened?"

    Quan replied, "Sir, the memory restoration process was performed. It may take a short while for those pathways to activate. All indications are that the restoration was successful. There was, however, an 11 percent difference in her brain mapping from the original scan to her current one. Her DNA seems to have been altered. How this will affect her memory pathways is an uncertainty."

    I smiled back. "Give it a bit; hopefully it will all come back to you."

    I turned towards Frig. "Any move by the Duke?"

    A general hail came over my comm. "Mr. Grange, I must say that I am impressed that you could so quickly make use of the complex for such a bold move! You must know that I can move them again. It leaves me wondering what it is that you are up to, Mr. Grange. I shall have to ponder this for a short while."

    I replied, "You go do that, Duke. And I’ll—"

    The comm channel closed. Frig laughed.

    I spoke. "What do you find so funny about that?"

    Frig replied, "It is rather amusing to listen to the both of you sparring. I do find one thing rather fascinating, though, Sir."

    I rolled my eyes. "And what would that be?"

    Frig smiled. "You have managed to get the Duke to follow your lead by closing the comm early, Sir. On a psychological basis, I find that most intriguing. If the Duke claims to be omniscient, why is he stooping to playing your games?"

    I shook my head. "Who knows, Frig. Maybe we do give him too much credit. He has been able to keep just ahead of us, though. I can’t take away any points for that."

    Our clone troops were unloaded onto the plains of Megiddo. The fleet was readied for a final collection and transport of our people. We remained in the Rogers by the Duke’s complex, waiting for a chance to make a final transfer of our people. As the minutes ticked away, time seemed to stretch out for an eternity.

  


  
    Chapter 19

    


    

    


    

    We monitored the progress of our Human counterparts as their bio-signals began to fade.

    I spoke. "Why don’t we make a transfer to Earth and then close that sodium shield? We will only need a couple seconds for the move, and if successful, we only need load our fighters back on the fleet and jump home to defend them. Anyone else think that is worth a shot?"

    Ashley replied, "I was just talking with the Colonel, Don. Why don’t you ask him?"

    I looked at Ashley. "What are you saying? Does he have his memory back?"

    A hail from the Colonel came over my comm. "Grange! What are we doing out here! I have millions of Marines that want into the fight!"

    I smiled. "Colonel! Does this mean you remember the last couple years?"

    The Colonel replied, "There are a few bits that are fuzzy, but I do remember kicking the Colossuns’ asses and sending the Durians running home with their tails between their legs! I also remember an ass kicker named Don Grange who often fought right alongside me!"

    I grinned. "Glad to have you back, Colonel. We were thinking of transferring everyone to Earth for one final shot at getting away from the Duke. That will only work if he is slow to react. Otherwise we may be moving you all over the place in a game of ‘who gets to do it last before those bio-signals are gone.’"

    The Colonel spit and replied, "Just do it, Grange. If he moves us, just move us back. If you know where we are, that fleet can get to us quickly. And if the Durians are any indication of his fleet, we won’t have much to worry about with that Earth fleet!"

    I opened the comm to Quan. "Quan, we are going to coordinate a signal with you for you to move everyone to Earth. Set that up and stand by for the signal."

    I turned to John. "When the active skin of Earth is down, pass that info to Quan. He will move everyone then. As soon as he says OK, enable that active skin."

    John replied, "Just say the word, Sir. The active skin will be taken offline."

    I nodded. "Make it so, and re-up that skin the instant Quan replies!"

    Five seconds later, Quan reported the delivery of the Humans, and John sent the signal to re-enable the active skin.

    John spoke. "The skin is once again active, Sir."

    I raised my fist in the air. "Yes! Let’s take down this complex and get back to Earth!"

    Quan spoke. "I am afraid I have some bad news, Sir. Before the skin went active, the Duke transferred the Humans away."

    I looked up at the ceiling. "You have got to be kidding me! That fast? Do we at least know where they are?"

    Quan replied, "They are on Megiddo, Sir. With our cloned Marines. And the bio-marker signals have gone silent. This complex can no longer transport Humans without a specific location given for each individual to be transferred."

    I looked at Frig. "I think it’s time we took this complex apart permanently, Frig. It’s of no use to us anymore, and we don’t want the Duke somehow retaking it."

    Frig replied, "I would concur with that, Sir. I also believe we should begin preparations for attacking the Duke’s other complex. I recently checked, and our bots on the planet near the supernova have continued to build ships. We have an armada of 124 destroyers at the ready there. I think we should redirect their efforts towards building another black hole containment complex. There is a nearly identical supernova not far from that complex. A focused gravity beam would reach the complex in just under six hours."

    I nodded. "Give those orders, and let’s get this place shut down."

    Frig began to send the commands and then stopped. "Sir? What do we do about Quan?"

    I thought for a moment. "I want to say let him go down with the complex, but we may still need him. These other clowns back here, though, Belon and the other two—sweep them down there. No good can come from their continued existence."

    Ashley spoke. "I would have to agree. They are machines and are only an inhibitor away from being another nightmare for all sentient species. Let the gravity of that brown dwarf take care of them for us."

    The orders for our black hole containment fleet were given, and Quan was brought back to the hold of the Swift while Belon, Koswal, and Tardette were transferred to their final resting place. With the complex squared away, I gave the order to bring it down. Frig started the Yacabucci, bringing up a strong web that was then spread out over a wide field of power converters. As the systems went offline, a section of the inner containment structure failed. Again, the destruction spread outward like a ripple in a pond. An hour later, the complex was nothing more than a storage sector in the Duke’s memory banks.

    The Duke hailed me. "Mr. Grange. I will say that it was with a touch of sadness that I watched the complex go. Such a remarkable structure, I would have thought you would keep it with the hope of making use of it someday. You know, the Harithians—the species I took that very complex from—they used it to transport their citizens and goods between worlds without having to make use of ships. Yes, the Harithians—it was too bad that they were lacking the ability to fight. The many millennia of peaceful living had softened their will to defend themselves."

    I replied, "So, you didn’t even build the complex? You stole that as well. I’m thinking that you aren’t quite as smart as you let on to be."

    The Duke laughed. "Mr. Grange, your taunts are a welcome distraction. What you fail to understand is that everything I do, everything I allow, is all for the excitement of having a single grand battle! I would guess that you are in the planning stage of moving your people back to Earth. Why bother? The plains of Megiddo are calling out your name! The war to end all wars! The end time is here, Mr. Grange. Behold! I have constructed a fortress where your elderly, women, and children can take refuge as the battles rage around them!"

    Frig spoke. "Sir, our video feed from Megiddo shows that a huge fortress just appeared on a rise in the center of those plains."

    I shook my head. "And why would we put our people in there instead of on our ships heading back to Earth? What incentive do we have for doing that?"

    The Duke replied, "Ah! Finally, the question I have been waiting for and the answer that you seek. Behold! I don’t know why I like saying that so much, but behold! A fleet against which to do battle! And I would hope you now realize, Mr. Grange, that having your population on those ships while they are at war is not necessarily a good strategy! Wait! Is that a fortress I see on yonder hill? Would it not offer refuge to a populace while its warriors went forth to defend it? You must make your decision quickly, Mr. Grange; the fun is about to begin!"

    Before I could reply, the comm channel went silent. In an instant, a fleet of five hundred thousand ships burst into view on the edge of the Megiddo system. The Duke remained one step ahead of our efforts.

    I raised the Colonel on the comm. "Colonel, it looks like we are going to have to fight it out with him this time. The Duke brought his real army. See if you can coordinate getting all of our people into that stronghold while we get a full accounting of what we are up against. If we can’t protect them, there isn’t much use in fighting."

    The Colonel replied, "Consider it done, Grange! I expect a full briefing when we are done!"

    I sighed. "Don’t worry, Colonel. I wouldn’t think of planning our defense without you."

    The Colonel snarled. "Defense! Who’s talking defense! I say we kick the crap out of these android lovers by showing them what a real Marine assault feels like!"

    I shook my head as I smiled. "Rally the troops, Colonel. We are going to need it!"

    York and Frost walked onto the bridge. "Sir, don’t forget to insert us into this fight. This is what we’ve trained all our lives for!"

    I nodded. "Wouldn’t dream of leaving out our two best weapons! Start prepping your teams for ship assaults, Major. When the Colonel completes his current mission, I want you two to join him on the Defiant ships we have sitting out there. I know it’s not much of a fleet as compared to our cloned friends, but I think we are going to need everything we can muster."

    York smiled. "We would just as soon stick it out here with you, Mr. Grange. And we will make this happen, Mr. Grange. They don’t call us Humans for nothing!"

    I turned to Ashley and John. "Ashley? Would you prefer to fight in a ship or on the ground? I think I know the answer, but I wanted to hear it from you."

    Ashley replied, "If it’s all the same to you, Don, I would prefer space. I know it can get nasty on the ground!"

    I laughed. "I thought you might say that. Space it is. I would say to have a talk with Admiral Zimmerman, but I’m guessing you want to go in with the Colonel and his men. He will be running the show as far as ship assaults go. We will have to make sure to mix in John and as many of his men as we can. Fighting is most of what they know, and we have a billion and a half of them to help us fight."

    Ashley rose from her chair and came over to mine. She stepped up to my chair, sat down in my lap, and laid a big, soft kiss on me.

    When she slowly withdrew, I spoke. "Wow! Can I take that to mean your memory has returned?"

    Ashley smiled as she leaned in for another kiss. "You can!"

    The thoughts of our troubles melted quickly away. It had been too long since I had enjoyed the warm embrace of my wife.

    As she withdrew for the second time, she spoke. "Now, are you ready to kick a little ass with me?"

    I smiled with a goofy grin, like a kid that had just received his first blaster in combat school. "Whatever it is that you want, I will do exactly that for you!"

    Ashley stood. "And Frig? What are your plans as we begin this fight?"

    Frig replied, "I plan on taking the small fleet with the black hole containment structure to get that set up and running. I say we just use it to destroy that complex and then worry about catching the Duke on his ship. There is no way we are going to be able to coordinate a move in both places with a full war going on."

    I looked around at the others on the bridge. "We have been through tough fights before. All we can do is do our best. Remember, we are Humans, we don’t give up, we don’t quit, we fight to win. Once again, we are confronted with a war that may end all wars. The Duke wants to be entertained? Let’s show him exactly what Humans bring to this show!"

    I walked over to Frig. "Take us back and sweep us down to the surface of Megiddo, and we will coordinate our next move with the Colonel."

    Frig shook his head. "I have a better plan, Sir. Take the Rogers as your command ship. I will take the Swift to the planet with the other destroyers and take command of one of them. You can jump to Megiddo from here in a couple minutes’ time."

    I nodded as I placed my hand on Frig’s shoulder. "Don’t hesitate to call if you find yourself in need, my friend. I’ll be looking to get my half of the Swift back under my control when this is over."

    Frig smiled his rare smile. "I will take good care of her, Sir."

    Frig turned to face Ashley. "I’m expecting you to keep my friend out of trouble. He likes to bite off more than he can chew. He requires the assistance of others to get him out of the jams that he constantly gets into."

    I held up my hands in a mildly sarcastic gesture. "What’s this? I thought I made it through because of my outstanding luck! Are you saying it has been other people all this time?"

    Frig shook his head. "The luck that surrounds you is the people you lead into battle with you, Sir. You have always been good at leading others out of impossible situations. You will risk it all for others, so they risk it all for you. Ashley, keep him safe; this mixed-up species called Humans will still need his leadership when this is all over."

    Ashley smiled. "I’ll bring him back. We have a lot of time apart to make up for. I’m not letting him slip out of my sight this time!"

    I winked at Frig. "Hit the road, my friend; we have a war to win."

    Frig stood, smiled, and bowed his head. He reached out and swiped a button on his holo-display. Two seconds later, a portal opened beside him and swept him away. I let out a long sigh as I walked back to my captain’s chair.

    I sat down and looked around the room with a bit of a tear in my eye. "What? Are you people androids? You got no emotions? Well, come on, let’s get us a fight going!"

    I pressed a button on my holo-display, and we started the 420 hops to the Saw Blade and Megiddo. When we arrived, I set the Rogers down on the surface near the fortress the Duke had offered to us. He felt it was his way of ensuring that we would stay and fight: giving us the choice of an all-or-nothing outcome.

    I walked towards the Colonel, who was standing in a field. He was giving orders as usual, yelling at his staff to get things right or turn in their Gray Ghoul patches. I had to laugh at the thought of any one of his volunteers ever doing so.

    As I stepped up to the Colonel, he reached out and slapped me hard on the back. "Gonna be one heckuva fight, Grange! Five hundred thousand ships! That is an impossible number! He must have half a billion androids out there!"

    I smiled. "I’m guessing you are liking our odds, then, Colonel?"

    The Colonel laughed as he spit a wad of Omega root on my pant leg. "Grange, this is a fight made for a Marine. If you know going in that the odds are long, it makes you fight all that much harder!"

    I spoke. "I have room on the Rogers for two hundred Marines, Colonel. What would you suggest?"

    The Colonel pointed down the hill, several kilometers away, to a white horde of BGS Marine clones. "From what I have seen, you are not going to get a better or more well-equipped fighter to go with you than you will find in that group down there. Go down and ask for Colonel Sheffield. He will get you whatever personnel you think you need."

    I slapped the Colonel hard on the back, rocking his big torso forward and eliciting a big grin. "Thanks, Colonel! And Colonel, when things are winding down, I’ll race you for first shot at the Duke!"

    The Colonel laughed as I began to walk away. "That electronic gizmo is all yours, Grange! Kick his digital teeth in when you find him!"
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    Our people were secure in the fortress the Duke had provided. Our ships were in formation. Our troops on the ground were ready.

    The Duke hailed me. "Mr. Grange. This is the moment I have been waiting for! The grandest battle on the grandest day! Have you ever imagined forces of such size being brought together for a single, spectacular battle? I am giddy with excitement!"

    I replied, "We are as ready as we are going to be, Duke. Let’s get this started so that we can get it over with. This galaxy and all these galaxies will soon be rid of your menace. And if it’s all the same to you, I have no interest in listening to you squeal as you give a play-by-play. Unless you are contacting me to surrender, please don’t bother me again."

    The Duke spoke. "You sound serious, Mr. Grange. Which is good. These are serious times. The end of your species is at hand. That never-ending Human spirit will not be enough to save you this time. Good luck, Mr. Grange. I shall miss these conversations."

    The comm channel to the Duke closed. Several seconds later, the forward ships in his fleet began to move. Ten thousand ships on the left flank moved forward. With a single command, the two hundred thousand ships of the Earth fleet blinked out.

    The Duke’s ships blinked out as well; however, our sensors were still able to pinpoint the location of each ship. As I watched on my holo-display, the ten thousand ships streaked straight forward. Our own ships slipped to each side as if opening a doorway for the attackers to come through. Forward particle beams and ion cannons began to fire as the ships approached.

    The Earth ships held fire until the assault force was well within range. In a single volley, eleven hundred saucer-shaped Prassi ships were destroyed. The tight formation then disintegrated, and chaos ensued. Fifty thousand of the Duke’s ships then lurched forward in a second wave. The new attack consisted of Dakar, Colossun, and Bulgar ships.

    As the ships began to mix with our own, their strategy became known. Blind firing would be used to find the location of our ships, followed by a focus of fire of particle streams and ion cannons from multiple ships. Three hundred Dakar ships were ripped in half by our return fire before the first Earth fleet casualties were taken. A pair of Earth cruisers had their sodium skins overwhelmed. The attacking ships near their location wasted no time bringing the brilliant white Earth ships to an end.

    As the third wave of attacking ships moved in our direction, I took note of some species that we had not seen for centuries. The Duke had enlisted every hostile species in the Triangulum galaxy as well as many others.

    I spoke as a Prassi battleship came our way with its cannons firing wildly into the space in front of it. "Move us down below its plane of attack, hit it with the Yacabucci, and follow up with a particle beam."

    My navigator and weapons officer made well-timed and precise moves. The Rogers dropped below the immense saucer, freezing it in place with our powerful Yacabucci web. A particle beam then began to slice through the great ship, cutting through deck after deck.

    The enemy adjusted their strategy. In a change that brought about a dramatic rise in our casualties, the Duke’s ships began to target our weapons fire. A particle beam or ion bolt brought a focus of fire to its point of origin. Our counterdefense was rapid changes in speed, constant turning, and shorter bursts from our weapons.

    The Duke then introduced a new, unknown technology. Much like our Yacabucci inhibited positive ion particle movement, the Duke’s new tech employed a strong magnetic field inhibitor. The active skin on every ship within a million kilometers of an inhibitor began to pulse off and on. The magnetic field inhibitor generated an extreme magnetic pulse that momentarily interfered with the active sodium skins on our ships.

    I spoke. "We need to identify which ships have those field inhibitors! They are making us easy targets!"

    My weapons officer passed a holo-diagram to my display. "Sir, check the red blip in the bottom left of that screen. It’s a black orb, and every indication is that it’s the source of the inhibitor in that area. They have that tech on multiple orb ships, Sir."

    I replied, "Mr. Haskel, take us over to that orb. York! Get your team ready! You are boarding a ship. We need to find out how it works and how to shut it down!"

    As I stood, Ashley came to me. "You aren’t thinking of going over there, are you? York and Frost are more than capable of this detail."

    I pulled her in for a hug. "This is what I do. If you have those memories back, you know it’s who I am."

    Ashley pushed back slightly. "If you are going, I am going too."

    I smiled. "I wouldn’t want it any other way. Besides, I don’t think it’s any safer on this ship with those orbs out there."

    I walked with Ashley down to the docking bay. York was standing ready with three squads of Marines.

    As the Rogers circled near the orb ship, we began to take fire. A heavy ion bolt struck just as the active skin came back online, sending our level of absorption up to 68 percent.

    I spoke as we flew towards the orb. "If they ever figure out they should be timing those shots around the pulses, we are going to be in a world of hurt."

    Ashley replied, "They will figure it out, Don. The Duke is just trying to give us false hope with dumb mistakes being made on their side. He has seen too many wars to not make the best use of the technology he has. Remember, he no longer has any rules stating that he cannot get involved."

    The Rogers absorbed two additional hard strikes before we arrived beside the seven-hundred-meter-diameter orb. I powered up the portal generator.

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "Don, we can’t risk jumping in there. That orb has an active skin of its own. If we were to jump at the wrong time, we might get caught in the absorption phase of that skin. It isn’t worth the risk."

    I replied as I stood, "Fine, then we will power in with our BHDs."

    Ashley shook her head. "That has the same issue, Don. If we don’t pass through that skin at the right moment, we get caught in it. Power up the Yacabucci, and let’s see if we can stop those pulses."

    York spoke as she stood behind us. "I like the way she thinks, Sir."

    I powered up the web and applied a full wave to the orb floating just in front of us. The web had no effect.

    Frig spoke over the QE comm. "Sir, I’ve been observing from here. Why not just time a shot from your particle beam? Synchronize it with the active skin of that ship coming down."

    I sarcastically replied, "Always wanting to take the easy way out, huh."

    After several swipes of my holo-display, the weapons were at the ready. "OK, let’s give this a try."

    With a precisely timed pulse, a section of the orb ship exploded outward, with the active sodium skin no longer covering the damaged area.

    I spoke as I stood. "Let’s get in there and see what this thing is made of!"

    As we powered through the docking bay, we could see the exposed decks of the damaged orb. We set down on the fourth deck from what would be considered the bottom of the ship. The ship’s gravity generators remained online.

    York immediately sprinted ahead. "Follow me, Sir!"

    I briefly looked at Ashley. "We have mop-up duty."

    As we moved across the deck, we began to encounter heavy fire. "Everyone keep in mind that so long as this ship is functional, we lose our active skins every time that pulse fires. We are very vulnerable at that moment!"

    York blasted the first two crewmen she encountered. "Sir, looks like Durians are running this show!"

    I turned the corner into a side room and was surprised at what I saw. A female Durian was standing in the corner holding an ion blaster. Her hands were shaking. I powered over to her position. I blinked in and grabbed the weapon from her hands.

    I spoke. "I didn’t think Durian women were welcome on the battlefield."

    She snarled and leaped at me with her claws extended. As I blinked out, she fell through my position to the floor. I again blinked in, reached down, took her by the arm, and pulled her to her feet. I then turned towards the door, pulling her along with me.

    As I stepped into the hallway, another Durian female transited the room across from us. I stepped into the room with the first female in front of me. After a moment’s hesitation, the second female pulled the trigger. As I fully blinked out, the Durian female that I had held exploded in front of me. I raised my hand and let fly a tungsten round.

    I spoke. "Ashley, York, Frost. It looks like this ship may be manned by female Durians. This has to be a desperate attempt to field as many people as they can, because the Durian females never see battle. I think the Duke has put everything he has on the line."

    Ashley replied, "I’ve studied everything we have on them, and I would have to say you are right. They revere their women and would never put them in danger."

    York then spoke. "Sir, I’m in the control room. There isn’t much here. It looks like we may just be sitting on a big fusion reactor with a mag pulse generator. I can kill this one terminal and shut this place down."

    I replied, "Do it, York. We have a whole slew of these things out there that need to be shut down."

    I got on the comm to all of our space forces. "This is Grange. You can kill those mag pulse generators by timing your particle beam shot to align with the pulses. If you manage to go aboard, you will find they are manned by Durian females. We can only conclude that the Duke is desperate to beat us since he can no longer just sweep us all away. No matter how bad it gets out there, just keep fighting, and we can win this thing and win our freedom!"

    Ashley spoke. "Don, the Duke just placed forces down on the planet’s surface! I’m counting nearly two billion soldiers!"

    A hail from the Duke came over the comm. "Mr. Grange. I am sure you have noticed the ground war is now in the beginning stages. I would like to offer this appeal to you. Should a single ship under your command change course to go assist in the ground war, I will divert all ships under my command to do the same. Let our ground forces fight ground forces and those in space fight those in space."

    The Duke continued, "And, if you have thoughts of moving your people from the fortress to elsewhere, I will consider that a transgression as well. Violate this agreement once, and I will throw everything I have at wiping out your people. That fortress is only protected by walls. A single warship could easily destroy it from above. We play this by my rules, or your people will pay the price."

    I replied, "I would expect nothing less from you, Duke. We will honor those rules if you do as well. Either way, you will be dead before we are."

    The Duke laughed. "That’s the spirit, Mr. Grange! Now, good hunting!"

    We reboarded the Rogers, and after firing several more particle beams into the crippled orb ship, we turned for another. The battle in space raged for hours, with both sides taking casualties. We had lost more than eighteen hundred ships to the Duke's thirty-eight hundred.

    As I targeted the next orb ship, I spoke to Frig. "Hey Frig, whatever happened to those portal bombs we came up with? Do we have any, and would they be useful?"

    Frig replied, "We only had the opportunity to produce a few. I can have the bots work on constructing more once they are done with the containment structure."

    I smiled. "Make that happen, and if you can scale those up to make ship killers, all the better!"

    Frig again replied, "Sir, I hope you realize that you could be using your portal generator as a weapon. Open a wormhole beside your ship and have the endpoint sweep through an enemy ship. I would be certain that you could cripple any number of ships by transferring several decks at a time to another location. You would have a portal recharge time to deal with of approximately twelve seconds with the Rogers. And the portal could be used at the same time as the other weapons."

    After we changed strategies to what Frig had suggested, the space battle began to turn our way. On the ground, our cloned BGS Marines from Earth were holding their own. That is, until the Duke transferred in another billion soldiers.

    The numbers involved both in space and on the ground were staggering. Having billions involved, whole adult populations of species, was something that was unfathomable, even for the imagination. I was certain the Duke was pacing about on his command ship as he watched the data from a hundred different mini battles. I was also sure that he was grinning over what he had set in motion.

    Making use of the portal as a weapon allowed the Rogers and her crew to destroy three orb ships every minute, but there were thousands in the space surrounding Megiddo, with more joining the fight in a seemingly never-ending stream. Our own ships were seeing no such replenishment.

    In another change of strategies, the Duke moved in nearly fifty thousand of the network ships we had fought against at Tresha. Wide sweeps with the webs forced our ships to take alternate paths, funneling them into kill zones and once again giving the Duke’s fleet an advantage.

    On the ground, the larger force of the Duke was beginning to gain ground against our forces. The four directions surrounding the fortress of Megiddo saw continuous surges of millions of soldiers at a time. With a new portal sweep from the Duke, the entire adult population of the planet Targ was transferred onto the plains of Megiddo. Another four billion fighters, the Targ, armed with hand weapons, joined the fight and were immediately used as cannon fodder during the continued surges. We were slowly losing on all fronts.

    After killing an orb, I flipped the Rogers in a new direction and was confronted by a ship that I had not seen before. It was a destroyer, equal in size to the Rogers. Each move I made was countered by a similar move. Weapons and shielding were also evenly matched. The destroyer, however, did not have the sodium skin as did most of the other ships.

    I spoke to York. "We have an issue with a destroyer that is tailing us. I think we should prep a party and give them a little taste of boots-on-the-deck fighting against a BGS Marine. Get your squads ready, York. I will be down there momentarily."

    York replied, "Roger that, Sir. We are ready to go when you are!"

    When I walked onto the deck of the docking bay, York and her three squads were again at the ready.

    I raised Ashley on the comm and was startled when a hand touched my shoulder.

    Ashley smiled as she spoke. "You didn’t think I was going to let you slip away, did you?"

    I shook my head. "Sorry, it was unintentional."

    As I began to request a sweep to the destroyer’s docking bay, their captain was a step ahead of us. Two of our crewmen took ion bolts to the chest as three dozen Marines from the other ship boarded the Rogers through a portal.

    I yelled as I pushed Ashley behind a wall and blinked out, "York! Get your squads over behind those transport crates! Every time that orb pulse hits us, we are vulnerable!"

    The firefight in the docking bay of the Rogers went on at a fierce pace for several minutes. As I watched the group of assault Marines moving back and forth, I gained respect for their tactics. They wore hybrid suits similar to the ones we used to wear. Our blasters were ineffective, and our coil guns knocked them down, but not out. I powered up the portal generator, and with a single swipe, all but two of the attackers were swept away and deposited in space, just outside of the ship. Our momentum carried us quickly away.

    The two remaining attackers fought with a bravery and spirit that I placed as equal to our own. After four well-placed coil gun shots, they were knocked backwards and quickly disarmed before they could regain their composure.

    I walked to their location. "Remove those helmets!"

    As the two Marines removed their gear, I was shocked to see their yellow skin and the six eyes on their faces.

    I spoke. "Are you Kurtz?"

    I received no response.

    I stepped closer and removed my helmet. "Look. You may find this hard to believe, but our two species were once allied. Let me guess, for the last thousand years, you have been living on a space station, or perhaps multiple stations, and you have no idea of how you got there. We have the same story, only we found out why, which is why we are in this war."

    I thought for a moment and then proceeded. "You prefer an atmosphere that is heavy with sulfur, and your children are born in incubators. Your home world was located in the Milky Way galaxy. Aw, geez, how do I convince you that we are not the enemy and we should not be fighting?"

    Ashley stepped up. "Let me have a shot at this, Don. Miss York, can you bring them into the conference room on the deck above us?"

    York replied, "Will do, Ma’am."

    We continued to play the game of cat and mouse with the Kurtz destroyer. Their pilot was of high caliber and their ship capable. I sat down in the conference room as Ashley plied her trade.

    Ashley sat down at a table across from the two Kurtz Marines. "So, let’s begin with names. I’m Ashley Grange. That is my husband, Don, over there. We are Humans. A thousand years ago, we inhabited a galaxy known as the Milky Way. When our peoples first met, it was in war. After years of fighting, we were able to come to a peace agreement, and after a long period of alliance, we dominated the other species that were bent on our destruction. Then, along came the Duke. You may or may not have met him."

    Ashley brought up an image of the Duke on the holo-display behind her.

    She continued, "The Duke has, or had, technology that was far superior to ours. Using the power of a brown dwarf star, he was able to construct a complex that could transport an entire species, all at once, to a faraway galaxy. Our species was sent to a galaxy called the Triangulum and plopped onto a set of five immense space stations. We didn’t know how we got there or where we had come from. The star systems surrounding us were full of hostiles."

    Ashley continued to talk for another fifteen minutes before she asked her first question. "Do you have names? At least let me address you by your family names. I know those are important to you."

    One of the Marines spoke. "We were told that the foul Humans could not be trusted and that you would eat our children."

    Ashley laughed. "Ah, OK. I guess that really isn’t funny."

    She accessed the archive data from Sarah Rogers’s computer and began to bring up images and stories related to the Kurtz. The two Marines watched with fascination.

    After several minutes of a brief pictorial history of the Kurtz, the first Marine again spoke. "My name is Guunar, from the house of Hiwa. I am first captain of the Kurtz Royal Marines on the Whespa. The house of Hiwa has fought in every war for the last six centuries."

    The second Marine gave a troubled look. The first reacted. "What? Do you think they eat children? Do we not mistrust the Duke as well?"

    Guunar turned back towards Ashley. "We have not found another species that we can trust during our travels. Lies, cunning deceit—those are the attributes we have come to know from all other species who show hostility towards us. Why would we believe Humans to be any different?"

    Ashley raised Frig on the comm. "Frig, we have another species here with us. The Kurtz. They were a previous ally of ours before the Duke swept us away. I’m patching you into the sensors in this room; can you see if you can find a bio-marker in the DNA of our friends here?"

    Frig replied, "Give me a moment, and I will see what I can do."

    Ashley looked back at Guunar. "I bet just yesterday or a few days ago, you were in another galaxy, fighting some other species. The Duke brought you here, probably dropped you on the ships you now occupy, and probably told you that if you didn't go in here and kick the Humans in the head, he would allow your species to die, or something to that effect."

    Guunar nodded. "Two days. We defeated the Aganics only two days ago. Our people are on a new station; all of fighting age and ability were brought here."

    Frig spoke. "The signal is nearly identical to that of the Humans. I’m sending you the data now."

    As the data popped onto the holo-display behind Ashley, she pointed. "This is a scan of your DNA. This is a bio-marker signal that your DNA emits; well, your cells emit this. It’s due to an alteration of your DNA many millennia ago. This bio-marker is how the Duke tracks you and how he knows the whereabouts of your entire species. It is also how he uses his complex to transport you all to a new place in a matter of seconds. And if your memory of your last transport is fuzzy, it’s because he has equipment that will suppress neural pathways as you are being transferred."

    Our weapons officer then came over the comm. "Sir, the destroyer tailing us has been destroyed. Two clone ships caught it broadside with a combined beam. Do we continue with our prior strategy?"

    I replied, "Yes, Mr. Haskel, continue to take out those orbs."

    Our conversations with the Kurtz continued, but they were not convinced. After another fifteen minutes, I left Ashley to continue with her questions. I sat down in the captain’s chair on the bridge and scanned holo-display screens of the ongoing battle. Our forces were not doing well.
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    Our ship losses were closing on 20 percent, while our ground forces continued to be pressed back towards the fortress on Megiddo. The fight had been raging for thirty-seven hours straight.

    After we perfected our kill strategy against the orb ships, their numbers had begun to dwindle. We expected to be free of the mag pulse generators before the day’s fighting was done. Our losses, however, would be heavy.

    A new hail from the Duke came over my comm. "It is not looking so good for the Humans, Mr. Grange. Your tactics are excellent, but your numbers are not significant enough to make a difference."

    I replied, "We are holding our own, Duke. Just be prepared for the surprises that we will be sending your way."

    The Duke laughed. "Ah, I do like surprises, Mr. Grange! The spice of—"

    I cut off the comm. "Someone, please tell me we have some surprises."

    John spoke. "I would find it an ill-advised move, Mr. Grange, but we do have another fleet standing guard at Earth. Eighty thousand ships and crew, and another five hundred thousand BGS Marines, can be at the ready with only a few moments’ notice."

    I shook my head. "I knew we had some reserve there. And, while I hate the thought of leaving the planet undefended, I also don’t see much of a need to keep it secure if there is not going to be anyone to occupy it. I say bring them into the fight."

    John nodded and sent the command. Fifteen minutes passed before the eighty thousand ships arrived in orbit over Megiddo. The BGS Marines were transferred to the ground. The new ships joined the battle in space.

    With the extra forces on the ground, our troops began to push back, expanding the perimeter and soundly putting an end to several critical surges that were close to breaking through.

    The Duke hailed me over the comm. "Ah, now we are seeing the commitment of force that I was hoping for! Bravo, Mr. Grange! As I had stated when this all began, all or nothing!"

    I replied, "We are not done yet, Duke. You are losing grip of this war, and with that will come your—"

    The Duke closed the comm channel. I spoke. "I hate when he does that! That’s my gig, and he’s abusing it!"

    John spoke. "Mr. Grange, the Duke’s reserve ships are beginning to move."

    I pulled up a holo-display screen. "Tell me what we are seeing, John."

    John replied, "The ships are moving into a matrix formation, and I am detecting a faint orange glow. If this is what I believe it may be, we will have difficulty defeating it, Sir."

    I held up my hands. "What is it they are doing? Tell me what you know, John."

    John lowered his head. "They are forming a Frekkin Cube, Sir. The ships are all linked together, and the field surrounding it cannot easily be penetrated by our weapons. If this is indeed a Frekkin formation taking shape, we will know in a few minutes when that matrix begins to spin. It can and will destroy anything in its path, Sir."

    I replied, "Well, if you have seen it before, there must be a way to defeat it."

    John nodded. "The cube was defeated in a battle that took place in Earth’s solar system. That defeat, however, was not by our hand. A powerful species who called themselves the Ogle fought the cube to the death. Oddly enough, the matrix cube was used in Earth’s defense. The sacrifice of a prior enemy, the Frekkin, allowed us to defeat the Ogle at their home world."

    As the fifty-thousand-ship matrix cube began to slowly spin, the faint orange glow that surrounded the ships began to brighten.

    John turned fully towards me. "We cannot beat this, Sir. We have the Ogle particle technology, but our cost in ships will leave us short of being able to fight the remainder of that fleet."

    I stroked my goatee with my right hand as I thought. "OK, just have the fleet do what they can while we try to figure something out."

    In a second twist, the Duke swept in another billion soldiers to the ground from another of his controlled species. As the battle entered its forty-eighth hour, our progress on the ground was halted and slowly reversed. The Duke had once again claimed the upper hand.

    As the matrix cube began to spin faster and glow a brighter orange, we managed to kill off the last of the Duke’s orb ships. Our casualty rate quickly dropped as our active sodium skins once again absorbed almost everything the Duke’s ships could throw at us. Our advantage was quickly thwarted as the matrix cube began to move.

    The Human clone ships began to form pods of five ships each. When combined, the five ships were able to offer a single particle beam that could penetrate the orange glow of the cube. As ships inside the cube were damaged or destroyed, they were ejected and the cube matrix tightened.

    I had sudden hopes of an offense against the cube. Those hopes were dashed as I saw the result of the cube catching a pod of ships as they fired on it.

    John spoke. "We can do damage, but only if our ships join and fire a continuous stream. If they break apart or attempt to move away, they lose their effectiveness. If they remain in place, damage is done, but they become easy targets for the cube. As I stated before, we don’t have sufficient ships at our disposal to counter the cube’s size and power."

    I replied, "Well, we can’t run. We have to do something."

    John nodded. "We will continue to join and fire as we can, but make no mistake, that tactic will only provide us with a delay. We cannot completely defeat that matrix."

    I raised Frig on the comm. "Tell me we are making progress there, Frig. Things are beginning to go bad here."

    Frig replied, "The bots are working at their optimum pace, Sir. I’m expecting to have the containment structure up in another thirty-two hours."

    I looked over at John with a forlorn look. "I hope we have a day or two in us, Frig. The Duke has pulled out all the stops."

    As the day progressed, our losses continued to mount. The half million new troops we had dropped on the ground had been lost in the continued fight. Our space forces were faring even worse. Three-quarters of our new ships and half of our original fleet were no longer viable. The Colonel’s Gray Ghouls with their ship assault tactics were our only bright spot, but their numbers were too small to make a difference.

    In the Rogers, we continued to dodge and fire. Our kill ratio climbed, but we would not make the difference that was needed to turn the war around. We were in need of a new strategy.

    Ashley walked onto the bridge. "I believe the Kurtz would change sides if given the chance. That bio-marker, however, keeps them under the Duke’s thumb. So long as he can sweep them away, they will do his bidding."

    I nodded. "That makes it all the more important that we destroy the Duke’s complex. Maybe, just maybe we would have a shot at turning this thing around if we could get a species or two to flip sides."

    Ashley placed her hand on my shoulder. "Have we been able to locate the Duke’s ship in all this confusion?"

    I replied, "He has kept himself well hidden. There are no ornate ships out there to speak of. He is probably holed up in the smallest rust bucket he could find."

    Ashley opened a comm to Frig. "Frig, can you ask Quan a question for me?"

    Frig replied, "Ask."

    Ashley spoke. "Quan, is there any way to identify the point of origin of the Duke’s comms? Or, would you be able to identify the Duke’s ship? He is not on one of the crown ships he usually has in his fleet."

    Quan replied, "In early battles, where the outcome was not clear, I would reside on a much smaller ship. It would be the size of a frigate and have nearly two thousand layers of Tantric armor, enough to allow defense while making a jump with a portal to another location. The ship would be jet black, with an image projector to mask its visual signature. It would also have signal inhibitors running, making it completely silent and virtually undetectable by sensors so long as it remained in one location."

    I spoke. "So, if we can get it to move, we can track it?"

    Quan replied, "Yes, the ship will broadcast a small signal on a faster-than-light comm channel. It would appear as noise without the proper filters applied."

    I banged my fist on my armrest. "That’s it! Let’s go Duke hunting! Frig, get us that channel and the filters we need to pull out that signal."

    Frig replied, "How do you propose to make the Duke change positions, Sir? He could be out there anywhere."

    I nodded. "Yes he could, but the Duke likes to be in close to the action, so my guess would be that he is somewhere near. Obviously, we can’t make him move, but I would bet he would move if that cube is coming at him!"

    Frig again replied, "Sir, the odds of happening across his location are astronomical at best."

    I brought up an image of the cube on my holo-display. "Well then, we just have to narrow those odds. The Duke is a running program; he does things in repetition. Quan, if given the information of an ongoing battle, could you offer a reasonable prediction as to the general location of the Duke’s ship?"

    Quan replied, "I could."

    I slapped my open palm on my armrest. "Frig, can you get that information into Quan’s memory?"

    Frig replied, "I’m working on that now, Sir. Give me a few minutes to connect the interface."

    Quan returned two likely positions for the Duke’s hidden ship. I gave orders for all available ships to move out to a set of positions where we would then all close on the Duke’s possible location at once. I turned the Rogers towards the spinning matrix cube and soon had it in close pursuit of our ship.

    When the majority of our ships had reached the pre-positioning points, I spoke. "OK, close on the location now! If you pick up any movement following the details that I transmitted, broadcast that to everyone else!"

    We were fifteen seconds from the Duke’s location and closing fast when he made his move as predicted. Eight Earth ships were in close proximity, and the Duke’s jet-black frigate was soon visible on their screens. The eight cruisers were able to combine fire in a sustained manner. The Duke’s frigate exploded and disintegrated.

    For a few seconds, the matrix cube lost its direction, as the Duke was no longer in direct control. Cheers rang out on the bridge of the Rogers.

    I raised my hand and spoke into the comm. "We are far from finished here. I now need everyone to tune their sensors and add the filters that I am sending. We are hoping to triangulate a position for the Duke when he returns. If you locate that position, do not attack, simply relay that information to me."

    I spoke. "Frig, we need that complex out of commission. I think we will have one shot at taking out the Duke once that complex is down."

    Frig replied, "I am doing my best, Sir. Just keep yourself safe until that happens."

    The Duke hailed me on the comm. "Mr. Grange, I will give you credit for sniffing me out. I will have to study on exactly how that was possible, but I will have to say that I am impressed. I have never before been flushed from my observation point."

    I replied, "You haven’t messed with Humans before, that’s all. We don’t give up. We never quit. I would have thought you had learned that by now. We are getting kind of tired of killing you over and over."

    The Duke huffed. "Mr. Grange. You are only alive because of my desire to see you succeed. Your species has surpassed my expectations time and again. I am certain of the answer, but I would again like to offer you a position as my right-hand species, replacing the Durians, who have until now served me well. Your women, children, and all other civilians would have secure and peaceful lives."

    I replied, "Just like the Durian women now? Is that the peaceful security you offer? You have a credibility problem, Duke. Your word is only of value until you change your mind. As you have already guessed, the answer is no."

    The Duke was silent for a moment and then sighed. "Mr. Grange. I applaud your efforts to date, but it is time that I turned up the heat. Take care, Mr. Grange. Times for your species are about to enter the most difficult phase."

    As the Duke closed the channel, the remainder of his fleet engaged our ships. With the matrix cube continuing its rampage, our casualty count once again began to grow. Our ships had passed the 55 percent disabled or destroyed mark. Our ground forces had been pushed to within five kilometers of the fortress walls. We continued to lose precious men and women as the Duke’s forces pressed hard.

    I spoke to my navigator. "We have the new location of the Duke’s ship on the display in front of us. See if you can set us on a random course, where that cube will again be following us, that will take us near the Duke’s position. Maybe we can spook him into moving without giving away our method of detection."

    Shortly after my request, we again had the cube spinning away as it pursued the Rogers. In what appeared to be a series of random direction changes, we flew within five hundred kilometers of the Duke’s new position.

    As the cube approached, we were once again able to detect the Duke’s movement. I gave direction for our navigator to follow, while our weapons officer did his best to blast off the many Tantric armor layers that lined his special frigate.

    I hailed the Duke over the general comm. "Looks like we spooked you again, Duke. You must be getting sloppy, or we are getting good!"

    The Duke replied, "Well done, Mr. Grange. Only I believe this time you just happened across my location. If you had an idea of where I was, you would have brought other ships along with you."

    I smiled as I replied, "Hey, whatever works. You offer a good chase, but I have to wonder why you don’t just jump away to safety."

    The Duke turned hard left, fired an ineffective bolt, and replied, "What would be the thrill of just running, Mr. Grange? I find these chases quite amusing. How else can I be involved in such a grand battle without really risking anything?"

    I spoke. "Ah, but you are risking something each time you die. You are risking the respect of those who you control. What if those same species that are doing your bidding someday turn on you?"

    The Duke laughed. "Oh, Mr. Grange. I do so love these conversations! You mention these things as your own surface forces are losing ground. I have the walls of Megiddo in sight now. As your space fleet continues to collapse, your people on the ground will only have those walls, and a few paltry hand weapons, to defend themselves with."

    I replied, "We are holding our own, Duke. We aren’t finished yet."

    Our pursuit of the Duke lasted for hours on end. His dodges and attempts to lure us into traps with his other ships had not worked. The navigator the Colonel had sent to help with our movements was better than any I had ever seen.

    I opened a comm channel. "Miss Lewellen. I just wanted to say what a fantastic job you have done with those controls. I’ve only known one other pilot who could hold course with you."

    Desia Lewellen replied, "That would probably have been my aunt, Maria Rodriguez, Sir. She was the reason I got into nav in the first place."

    My mouth dropped open. "No way! You are Maria’s niece! I should have noticed the family resemblance!"

    Desia laughed. "Our family has a long line of diva pilots, Sir. I’m just glad that I have been able to be put in the same class as my aunt. She practically raised me as her own, Sir. Her passing was hard."

    I slowly nodded. "Indeed it was, Desia. Your aunt, York, and Frost had been my three queens of destruction, and are all solely responsible for me still being here today. Maria is missed in this final fight of fights, Desia. She is missed dearly."

    Desia turned and smiled as her next set of waypoints steered the ship in continued pursuit of the Duke. "Thank you, Sir. She always spoke highly of you, Sir. She told me if I could ever stick with you, I would survive all this."

    I nodded. "Let’s hope that ends up true, Desia. Just keep doing what you are doing, and we will get there."

    Our pursuit of the Duke continued for several hours before the last of the Tantric armor layers on his ship were breached. The short break had allowed us to once again shake off the matrix cube and take our fight back to the other ships of the Duke’s fleet.

    I opened a comm channel to the Colonel. "How are the Ghouls holding up, Colonel?"

    The Colonel sighed as he replied, "We have lost north of 23 percent of our ships, Don. Those losses are coming at a faster pace with each hour that passes. I give us two days tops before the Defiant fleet has been eliminated. We have lost a lot of good Marines, Don, people that I have known for fifty years."

    I spoke. "We have done well to be where we are, Colonel. We have to hold out until Frig takes down that complex. I think things may change in our favor once that happens. Until then, keep yourself and your men in the fight, Colonel. Let the Ghouls know how much they are appreciated."

    The Colonel grunted. "Ha! Those old bags know their worth already, Grange. I wouldn’t want them to get big heads!"

    I laughed. "Thanks for the brevity, Colonel. Keep the troops rallied, Sir. We’ve never needed their continued great service more. I’ll keep you informed if things change."

    As we bore down on a Colossun cruiser, our weapons officer fired a salvo of rounds as I worked our portal generator. A section of three decks was soon floating in space as we passed by at a sub-light speed. Without the structural stability that the decks had provided, the cruiser broke in two as it attempted a hard turn. Desia changed our course to look for a new target, and the process of hunt and kill continued.
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    Word came from Frig. "Sir, the containment complex is up and functioning. You have another six hours of fight before that gravity wave reaches the Duke’s complex. We will be ready for that active skin when it comes down."

    I replied, "Finally, that is the first good news we have had. I have a new location for the Duke’s ship locked in. We aren’t going to move on it until you tell us that the destruction of the complex is imminent. And I don’t know how closely you have been watching the stats on this war, but we are not doing well. The Duke’s armies are within two kilometers of the fortress walls. When he pushes our people inside that boundary, there is no more falling back."

    I continued, "And our fleet is doing poorly as well. Our Virt Marines are getting the crap kicked out of them now. They are down 70 percent of their ships, and those numbers are accelerating. We couldn’t have held out this long without them, and they are sacrificing everything."

    Frig replied, "They do not feel they have an identity without Mankind. They exist, but they do not strive to better themselves or their situation. That is a necessary function in life that is completely missing from their psyches. Without Humans, they are incomplete."

    I flipped a screen of our stats out of view. "Well then, we will just have to win this war for them, that’s all. They are a part of us, and we are just as much a part of them."

    I pulled the fleet status screen up on the holo-display. Our numbers were dismal. I walked over to John and placed my hand on his shoulder. "Got any ideas of how we can better stay alive? We have at least six hours before we can go after the Duke again."

    The weapons officer sitting next to John spoke. "I have an idea I’ve been kicking around, Sir."

    I replied, "Let’s hear it, Mr. Haskel."

    Haskel cleared his throat. "I have noticed, Sir, that every time those clone ships pod up and blast that cube, it at first backs away before turning to attack the pod. I was thinking, if we can get it to chase one of us in close to that star, we might be able to lay a trap with a couple sets of those pods. If we catch them in close, they may turn towards that sun before realizing their mistake. We would have to run them up as close as we could, pushing our own shielding limits, but it just might force them into some excess damage."

    I turned to the navigator. "Desia, lay in a course for that cube, and let’s get it chasing us one more time. John, get me three pods of Earth ships set up on the other side of that sun. We are going to take them in as close as we can. Mr. Haskel, thanks for coming up with this. Even if it doesn’t work, it was worth the effort."

    A close flyby of the matrix cube had it once again following our lead. Haskel fired the occasional pulse while Desia allowed them to come ever closer to the Rogers. We soon found ourselves closing in on the star’s chromosphere. The cube matched our trajectory as the external temperatures began to climb.

    I spoke. "Desia, watch that temperature and make sure we go as close as we can without overwhelming that active skin."

    Desia replied, "I’m one step ahead of you, Sir. Check out the arch from this solar flare. I am going to steer us right under that arch. That cube doesn’t turn very fast, and I’m hoping whoever is driving that thing will stay focused on us."

    I pulled up the images that Desia was working with. "Nice! Maybe we can pick off a few of those outer ships!"

    Desia spoke. "Sir, I have another one that is two-thirds of the way to our target. I doubt they will fall for it a second time, but I will give it a shot."

    As we swept in close, the absorption percentage of the active sodium skin began to rise. As it reached 92 percent, Desia leveled out our path and proceeded to steer us to the upcoming flare. Fifteen seconds later, we cut under the low, arching flare as the matrix cube followed. As the cube spun through the flare, the damage we had sought was done. Three hundred twelve damaged ships were ejected and fell quickly into the star’s surface, which burned at just over five thousand degrees Celsius. Desia’s devious plan had been successful.

    As the second flare came into view, the cube slightly altered course to avoid the damage that another flare would cause.

    I spoke. "Nice work, Desia. We only have twenty-eight thousand more of those ships to destroy before that cube is finished. Three hundred is a good start."

    As we continued to blaze along, just above the superheated surface, the Duke hailed me on the comm. "That was a brilliant move, Mr. Grange. I will have to say that I am impressed with your pilot’s flying skills. You are using all of the resources available to you in an attempt to win. While an ingenious little ploy, it had an insignificant impact on the overall war, don’t you think? I will, however, commend you on your continued ability to come up with new tactics to counter my advantage."

    I replied, "We have more in store for you, Duke. Who knows, maybe we can take you out with a flare as well."

    I closed the comm channel as we approached the point of ambush. When the three pods we had positioned fired their particle beams, the drivers of the sphere reacted as Haskel had predicted. After a short brush with the surface of the star, another eighteen hundred damaged ships were expelled from the spinning matrix cube.

    I hailed the Duke. "I tried to warn you, but you just won’t listen. If you turn and leave now, you might be able to come back and fight another day."

    The Duke laughed. "Yet another ingenious display of Human cunning, Mr. Grange. The experience of this war just gets better and better. I am now almost regretting the loss of my foes. My clones would have been furious at the losses you would have undoubtedly imposed on their forces. But, I guess I will just have to be happy with experiencing this war for myself."

    The pods broke up and headed back into battle as we jumped away from the cube to the other side of Megiddo. Our absorption rate had gone as high as 96 percent during our run. I again congratulated Desia on her skill as a pilot, and Haskel on his ingenuity.

    As the fighting continued, our forces were pushed back to the fortress walls. Relentless surges of attacking soldiers had all but eliminated the cloned BGS Marines that had been fighting for us. Their sacrifices had kept most of the Humans on the ground alive. With their numbers dwindling, that was about to change.

    The battle in space was going equally poorly. The Colonel’s Defiant force was starting to lose men and ships at an increasing pace. Nearly one-third of the Ghouls had perished, along with 40 percent of their ships. Bloody battles raged across many an attacking warship as the Ghouls continued their ship assaults.

    Our Earth fleet was now down 80 percent, with an end to the fight in sight. We had managed to keep the Rogers undamaged, as Desia evaded the enemy while Haskel destroyed those who got close. With the Duke now having such a wide advantage, it would only be hours before our fleet was gone.

    As the timer ticked past zero hour for Frig’s assault on the Duke’s complex, I spoke. "Frig! Tell me the Duke is dead!"

    Frig replied, "He is under chase as we speak. Our incursion was a complete surprise!"

    Desia spoke. "Sir! We have eight cruisers coming in on our tail. The Duke’s web ships look to be closing us into a trap. I don’t know that we can escape without jumping out now, Sir!"

    I swiped the holo-display in front of me until the portal control screen was visible. A flashing red box covered the disabled start button.

    I reopened the comm channel to Frig. "Frig! I have a flashing red button over the portal command button. What does that mean?"

    Frig replied, "I’m pulling your data in over my HUD now, Sir. Give me a moment."

    Haskel yelled, "We are taking heavy fire, Sir! Absorption rate has hit 52 percent and is climbing with each hit!"

    I spoke to Frig. "We can’t hold them off much longer. Tell me how I can jump!"

    Frig replied, "I’m afraid you can’t, Sir. They have flooded the space around you with radio waves that are preventing the portal generators from setting up a clean wave. They have you blocked, Sir. You will have to find another way! We have the Duke pinned down, Sir! We should have him any moment!"

    I powered up the Yacabucci in an attempt to free us from the trap the Duke had raised around us. The web was ineffective against the Duke’s network of ships and their portal jammers. We were stuck circling about as the Duke’s ships pounded our active skin with heavy ion bolts. We only had minutes to live.

    I raised the Duke on the comm. "Nice little trap you sprang on us there, Duke. The jammers were completely unexpected."

    The Duke replied, "It seems we both have our surprises, Mr. Grange. You will have to tell me how you found my other complex. I thought that an impossibility."

    Frig spoke. "The Duke is down! The one you have there is the only one left. Take him out, Sir!"

    I broadcast a message to our remaining ships. "The Duke’s ship is at the coordinates I just sent out. Everyone converge on that point and kill that ship!"

    The Duke spoke. "And now it is time for your story to come to an end, Mr. Grange. The network of web ships around you will continue to tighten until there is no room left. I have enjoyed the entertainment, Mr. Grange. And I will be sad to see you go."

    The Colonel came over the comm. "Grange! We just had three shiploads of Kurtz fighters disappear! The Duke must be moving his people out!"

    I pulled up my tactical display and took note of the number of the Duke’s ships that were drifting aimlessly or continuing on a course in a straight line with where they had last been heading.

    A comm came in from Admiral Chaulk on the surface of Megiddo. "The Targ just disappeared, along with three other species! What is happening up there?"

    Desia spoke. "The web network is breaking apart, Sir! We have a way out, and I’m taking it!"

    John spoke. "Our remaining ships chased the Duke from his hidden location. He is rallying behind the Durian ships that are still in his employ. We do not have the ships remaining needed to break through his defensive line."

    Haskel spoke. "Sir! Another thirty thousand ships just dropped through light speed! They are closing on our location!"

    Admiral Chaulk again opened a channel. "Mr. Grange! All the forces outside, excluding the Durians, have disappeared! We have the Durian force in retreat!"

    Frig spoke. "Don, I brought some friends with me! We are surrounding the Duke as we speak."

    I yelled into the comm, "Kill him if you get the shot!"

    The Duke hailed me. "Bravo, Mr. Grange. You have bested me! Indeed, you Humans are worthy of survival!"

    I replied, "It’s time to end your million-year reign of horror, Duke! I promised you I would see you dead!"

    The Duke laughed. "Ah, poor Mr. Grange. Always just a step behind! I’m afraid you have broken your promise about my demise. You will likely not see me again in your lifetime. The universe is a big place, with billions of galaxies to conquer and control. Goodbye, Mr. Grange. You have been a worthy opponent!"

    As we blasted our way through his Durian defenders, a portal opened in front of the Duke’s black ship. I pounded my fists on my armrests as his ship slowly moved through to a place beyond.

    I yelled at Desia, "Take us through that portal!"

    Desia turned as the portal closed. "Sorry, Sir. Best I could do was a scan. He just jumped into free space heading back towards the Tadpole galaxy, Sir."

    I shook my head in anger at that which had just transpired. "Set a course for the Tadpole, Desia!"

    Frig spoke. "We are following as well, Don. Although our chances of catching the Duke are slim, we must try!"

    As we jumped towards the Duke’s initial destination, I spoke. "Frig, you said you brought some friends. Who were you able to rally?"

    Frig replied, "I paid a visit to my Gambit brethren, who were all too happy to join my fleet of destroyers, Sir. As the supernova containment structure was being built, I made another trip, this time to see the Milgari. I used the Duke’s complex to move their fleet here in a single jump."

    I stood and began to pace the deck of the Rogers. "What happened to all the other species?"

    Frig passed a data screen showing the number of beings that had been transferred. "I sent them all back to their Grids with their memories restored. They won’t be of any threat to anyone for quite some time. Their own survival will be their priority."

    As we jumped into the Tadpole galaxy, a quick scan told us that the Duke was not there. Frig detected residual data from a jump; its destination was not known.

    As I sat back in my chair, I had a moment of panic. "The complex! Tell me you destroyed the complex!"

    Frig replied, "I did, after transferring each of the species that were involved in the battle back to their Grid and sending the Milgari through. I set the destruction of the complex in motion. The structure was collapsing as we jumped away. If we are finished here, I will return to see that the destruction was complete."

    I directed Desia to make a few random jumps around the galaxy, with scans to follow. I knew it was the longest of long shots, but I had to make one last try at locating the ancient android who could one day return to end all Human existence. Our sweeps were unsuccessful.

    Upon return to Megiddo, I found that the Durians had surrendered. I landed the Rogers in a field beside where they were being held as our ships transferred them to the surface.

    I located the Durian commander. "So, I hope you can now see that your god was a false god. He was defeated by mere mortals. He was nothing but an android whose purpose was to entertain himself by having others do battle."

    The Durian commander raised his head slowly. "Our foundation has crumbled before us. All that we thought true has been a lie. I know that it is unthinkable at this time, but I ask for leniency when deciding upon our punishment. Do as you will with those of us who are warriors; I only ask that you have mercy on what remains of our population."

    I slapped the Durian on the shoulder. "Buck up, Commander. The war is over. A new alliance will be formed, and all those who join it will be treated fairly. You and your warriors will be going home. The killing has ended. This War of Wars is over, never to be fought again. It is time that all of the sentient species in these galaxies got along. Try to imagine such a future, Commander. Let your commitment to that be the Durians’ penance."

    I spoke to the guards that were standing around them. "The fight is over; go find your families."

    As I turned around, Ashley was standing behind me. "Interesting. I gave a nearly identical speech to the two Kurtz Marines we had in our custody, just before I transferred them back to their Grid."

    I grabbed Ashley and pulled her close for a long embrace. It was a kiss that was ever warm, and soft, and for a brief moment I hoped it would never end. As our lips separated, a slight dust blew up at us as the Swift blinked in and settled next to us on the ground. The rear hatch opened, and Frig stepped out onto the plains of Megiddo. Before he could speak, I stepped over and pulled him in for a bear hug. His feet dangled above the ground as I smiled and laughed.

    Frig spoke as I set him down. "Really, Sir. You can have your half of the Swift back if you never again put on such a public display!"

    I laughed. "Well, I can’t guarantee that, so, it looks like you are stuck with keeping your half!"

    York and Frost walked up behind us.

    Frost spoke. "A group hug! Why wasn’t I told!"

    Frost removed her helmet and tossed it into a pile of helmets that was forming beside us.

    I looked over at York. "Well? You joining us?"

    York nodded as she removed her helmet and dropped it to the ground as well. A group hug ensued, lasting for several minutes as we all congratulated ourselves, smiled, and laughed. Our future was uncertain, but it would be as free citizens!

  


  
    Chapter 23

    


    

    


    

    As we talked and laughed, I took note of a small commotion going on within the ranks of the Durians to my left.

    The small crowd dispersed, leaving me looking at a sight that I was not expecting. A bolt from an ion blaster melted and scattered our helmets from their pile. A second ion bolt damaged the open rear hatch of the Swift.

    The Duke grinned as he spoke. "Mr. Grange, I could not leave without offering you a parting gift of gratitude! I hope you enjoy this group of angry Durians!"

    As the Duke was swept away onto his waiting ship, several hundred Durians turned and charged our position. Without our helmets, we lacked the protection of our active skins. The Durians only had their fists, but two hundred against five was not a fair fight. A crowd of angry Durians soon had us surrounded. Fists flew, legs kicked, and claws raked as our peaceful coexistence came to a quick end.

    The thousands of other Durians then began to go on a rampage of their own. Their god had returned and ordered them to continue their fight. Two Durians clawed at my face as I punched and kicked with my prosthetics. York was quickly amassing a pile of dead and injured in front of her position, while Frost and Ashley protected each other’s backs. Frig leaped in the air, kicking at heads with his powerful legs.

    Our fistfight raged for several minutes until blaster fire returned. A dozen Durian Helgrons turned and dashed towards the oncoming fire, only to be thrown back hard against the group that surrounded us. As the ion bolts grew in number and in strength, a pathway was opened for our escape. The hole in the Durian encirclement widened as we raced out towards our troops. Several minutes later, the riot was put down and the Durian fighters were returned to a state of subdued captivity.

    I stood looking at the others as I took a deep breath. "Is this what it is going to be like? That maniacal machine popping in and creating chaos at will?"

    The Colonel blinked in beside me with a big slap on my back. "Just can’t catch a break there, can you, Grange! Hahaha! Glad to see that no one was hurt in that melee. That would have been a sad ending after such a hard fight!"

    I shook my head. "I don’t know who was more entertained by that, Colonel, you or the Duke."

    The Colonel held up his hand as a comm came in. "OK. Got it, thanks!"

    The Colonel grabbed my shoulder and shook me. "A pod of our Earth friends caught the Duke’s ship as he was jumping through another portal on his way out. They can’t confirm a kill, but they did send a full combined particle beam through there before the portal closed. The ships got a scan of his endpoint, and we sent another ship after him."

    The Colonel held up his hand. "Just a second. Our ship just came back through. They found debris that was definitely from the Duke’s ship, only not enough to confirm a kill. It’s possible that the particle beam disintegrated the rest of that ship. It’s also possible that he managed another jump before we got there. We will keep a number of ships scanning this solar system until we have had a chance to leave. I don’t think he will be bothering us again."

    The Colonel stepped back and shook his head in anger.

    I spoke. "What is it, Colonel?"

    The Colonel grinned his evil grin. "Finally had a decent fistfight going, and I missed out on it!"

    I pointed to four dead and eight severely injured Durians. "York got in enough punches for all of us, Colonel. You can gab with her about it. I’m sure she would enjoy giving you the blow-by-blow details."

    The Colonel once again slapped me hard on the back as he turned to go question York. I rubbed the back of my neck from the slight whiplash that I received. I then laughed it off as one of many such jolts I had received from the Colonel.

    I put my arm around my wife and walked back over to the Swift. Frig had one of the bots up and running at repairing the damage.

    I spoke. "What’s the prognosis?"

    Frig looked over the damage on one edge of the door as the bot began repairs on the other. "I believe we will be here for another hour. The damage is not severe, but substantial enough that it may warrant a full replacement. If so, I will have the bot build a new door."

    I turned back to a tap on my shoulder. "Michael Felix! Glad to see you made it through!"

    Felix smiled. "This is quite the accomplishment, Don. And to think how much I despised you only a few short years ago."

    I laughed. "Yeah, I was kind of a punk. But you were an egotistical ass. Maybe we should thank the Duke for helping us both to grow up."

    Felix again smiled. "What are your plans now that this is all over? I would assume the Council will be meeting?"

    I held up my hand. "The Council can meet all they want to. As far as what we are doing next, well, that has to be discussed with the wife. And with my business partner and friend, Bartel. I tell you what, Felix, why don’t you tell the rest of the Council that I have given up my seat to you. This is where you take over and shape the future of Man. How does that sound?"

    Felix replied, "That is a task I would eagerly take on, Don. Given my knowledge of how dirty politics and business can be, I think it would give me a unique perspective for updating our laws to close out a few of the glaring loopholes that are commonly exploited."

    I nodded. "Wish you nothing but good luck with that, Felix. I’m sure you will try to steer things in the right direction."

    I shook the hand of Michael Felix, and he continued on his way, now in search of support for his political career. I stepped up into the hold of the Swift with Ashley and sat down at the table next to Quan.

    I turned to Frig. "So, what do we do with Quan here?"

    Frig stopped and looked intently at the small computer core. "I think we take him with us. I have had thoughts of integrating him into the Swift’s systems."

    Ashley spoke. "Do you think that is a good idea? I realize the inhibitor circuits are in force, but I don’t know that I am comfortable with giving him full control of his surroundings."

    Frig nodded. "Perhaps it does indeed require further thought. I would need to wrap his abilities in several layers of secure control."

    I pointed towards the freezer that remained in the Swift’s hold. "Or, we just pack him on ice and just pull him out if we want to play."

    Frig blinked. "I believe that to be the best immediate option."

    The near absolute zero freezer was powered on. As it started to cool, Frig removed the speaker, mic, and power leads from Quan’s core. The android computer was gently lifted and placed in the bottom of the cryo unit. After the door was sealed, a green light and a chime told us that it had reached its minimum temperature. Quan had been stored until there was a further need.

    Each of the Admirals came by for a chat and then moved on about their business. As our door repair came to an end, we began to discuss what our next moves would be.

    I spoke. "I say we go back to Earth and tool around for a few months, learn about our history, and then make a jump back to Jarhead to establish a colony. I kind of like the Mensa sector and the other species that lived there. They were mostly good folk."

    Ashley smiled. "I think that is an excellent idea."

    Frig nodded. "I would like to check in on my Gambit family to make sure they are getting off to a good start as well."

    I slapped together my hands and then leaned in to kiss Ashley on the cheek. "Sounds like we have a plan! When can we get started?"

    Frig knelt to checked the rear hatch for seal and then stood to go to the copilot’s chair. A knock was heard on the hatch. Frig gave the command for the door to open.

    As the door lowered to the ground, the Colonel was standing there with a grin. "And just where do you think you are going?"

    I laughed. "We have plans for a peace-filled future, Colonel. We are heading to Earth, then possibly Gambrel, and then finally to Jarhead. We will be starting a colony there, if you are interested."

    The Colonel smiled. "If you are starting a colony, you are going to need some protection. I’m guessing I could muster up about eighty thousand recruits for that mission, if you would have them. I think they might be fond of the name of that planet."

    Ashley stood and shook her head. "You and the Ghouls are more than welcome to come; in fact, I would encourage you to. But the name of the planet is going to change. I was a jarhead myself for long enough, I don’t want to live on a planet by that name. We will be changing it when the colony is established."

    The Colonel laughed. "I don’t think any of the Ghouls would mind that change, Ashley. You set up the colony, and the Ghouls will work on its defense, regardless of the name."

    After several minutes of conversation, the Colonel was called away to solve a problem with his men. York and Frost stepped up to the door before Frig pressed the button to close it.

    I spoke. "What’s up, ladies?"

    Frost spoke. "We were just wondering where you were headed next, Mr. Grange. We thought you might be looking to hire some personal security, and the two of us could use a job."

    I laughed. "We will be heading to Jarhead in a few months to establish a colony there. We talked with the Colonel, and he offered up the Gray Ghouls as a defense force. We told him they are welcome to join us, and you two are always welcome there in any capacity."

    York smiled. "I think we would like that, Sir. At least until we get a firm footing as to what it is we are going to do with ourselves. Two old warhorses like us are not likely to want to just sit around."

    I nodded. "I wouldn’t expect you would, Miss York. You know, there are a lot of hostiles still out there. If we are going to bring peace to the Triangulum, there is a lot of work yet to be done. I suspect that we might just need some enforcement of whatever the rules are that we come up with."

    York shook her head. "I don’t think we would be interested in doing police work, Mr. Grange. We are going to need something a little more substantial."

    Ashley spoke. "I don’t think there will be any shortage of heavy lifting during our lifetimes, Diane. The Triangulum is a big place, as is this galaxy, and the Milky Way, and a billion, billion others. And with the weapons, ships, and armor we have, I’m sure you and Miss Frost will be butting heads with danger for many years to come. Just know that you always have a home with us."

    The two Marines smiled as they turned and waved. Frig closed the door on Megiddo for the last time. After lifting up through the atmosphere our trip back to Earth was over in only a few minutes.

    Our first stop was to the city of Columbia in the former South Carolina. Ashley’s ancestors had originated from the area. We had traced her roots back to the Earth year 1790. The trail went cold, as the census of the time had no further information than the family name.

    We then moved on to London for a quick tour after tracing my family history to the area. The first sighting of the family name was of William de la Graunge, recorded in the "Hundred Rolls of Essex," during the reign of King Edward I, dated 1275. I suddenly had nearly two thousand years of family history standing behind me.

    The following weeks were spent taking in the natural wonders of Earth. The sight of another Human was rare, as most were still trying to figure out exactly what they wanted to do. There had been talk of recovering our original Grid and moving it to an orbit around Earth. While such a move would be a big undertaking, it was no longer out of reason.

    Our trip to Gambrel lasted for three weeks. The Gambits had reclaimed their home planet, and the initial designs for reconstruction had been laid out. A population explosion was expected for the next few centuries, and the Gambits planned to return to and surpass their former cultural achievements and glory. Frig was given a lifetime diplomatic standing. He graciously accepted the courtesy.

    Upon our return to Jarhead, I was surprised to see the growth that had taken place after the terraforming machines had stopped. Much of the landscape was thick with trees, as natural selection took control of what would grow when and where. We set the Swift down in an overgrown compound near one of our prior bunkers. The billions of tons of precious stones within would fund our colony establishment for years to come, if not centuries.

    After a lengthy discussion, the planet received a new name. It would be called Gratis and would become a beacon of Human freedom and fairness in that spiral arm of the Triangulum galaxy.

    Gratis was to be the second member of the Alliance of Major Planets behind Earth. Within a decade, the membership would grow to more than fifteen hundred planets strong. To become a member of AMP meant that a species power and transportation needs would be taken care of once the government had adopted the rules of the Council of Governance as their own.

    Each planet received a cesium fusion reactor, capable of powering the entire planet, and a portal generator that allowed transport from any city on the planet to a central portal, which was in turn connected to a similar portal on all of the member planets. In under a minute, a citizen of a member planet could travel from their local portal to a place of business in another galaxy. Freedom reigned supreme, and the common citizen had few wants, and fewer needs.

    The BGS suit we had relied so heavily upon for our victories turned out to be a barrier for Human procreation. After numerous attempts to prevent the sterilization of our species' reproductive organs, the BGS suit was removed from service and retired. The sterilizing effects were reversed, but not without extensive chemical and biological treatment. Dr. Touchstone had speculated, that had the suits been worn for only a few more years, the effects would have doomed the Human race to being nothing more than clones. A process that was not yet fully successful as evidenced by our cloned Earth citizens who were never fully there. Their emotions were muted to a point that would preclude Humans from remaining a viable species in the future.

    After a BGS suit recovery period on Gratis, Ashley and I had gone on to parent seven children over the decade after the Duke’s defeat. Our home was a grand compound that sat high on a ridge. The view looked down across rolling forested hills that settled onto a plateau which then dropped off into the sea beyond. Gratis was a paradise that I had no desire to ever leave.

    The Colonel and the Gray Ghouls had set up their operations on the far side of the planet. They were the enforcers of the Rules of CoG and were sent wherever corruption and unrest prevented a planet from fully becoming a member of AMP. Hostile species were uprooted or deterred from expanding. Quarrels with species were frequent, but with our dominant force, they were civilized in their resolution.

    Frig operated a research lab deep within the mountain ridge that housed our compound. We sometimes went for days without seeing one another, as our lives were filled with living. He had found a mate of his own on Gambrel, and their fifty-six offspring were a constant joy to watch as they grew. A dozen would one day easily match their father in the fields of research that he studied. My own kids marched around with painted wooden blasters that they had crafted from the local trees.

    As I stood on a walkway that traversed a part of the high ridge, the Gratis sun was beginning to set. Three of my sons chased each other around with their wooden blasters. A bright shooting star streaked across the sky as I stood looking out over the planet that we had built.

    My older son, Carl, approached and pointed at the bright streak as it crossed the sky. "Hey, Dad! Look! It’s the Duke!"

    Chills shot down my spine as the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. "No, I don’t think we will ever see the Duke again. It’s a big universe out there, Carl. If he survived, he is going to go and pick on those that are easily controlled. I just hope our future generations can remember what transpired and always keep at the ready; that includes you and your brothers."

    Ashley walked up to me and took my hand. "What are my boys doing out here this evening?"

    Carl turned and fired an imaginary bolt from his blaster. "We are hunting androids!"

    He spun around and ran back towards the compound, where his brothers were playing.

    Ashley and I turned for a stroll. As we walked along the ridge, an easy wind was in our faces. I turned to see Ashley’s blonde hair gently blowing up in the breeze. I knew then that it was the moment I had often dreamed of. I pulled her close for a long, passionate embrace. On gratis, it was the perfect ending to another perfect day.

    


    			~~~
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    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 notified of 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!

    


    


    Author’s Notes:
    



    Wow, I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed writing the AMP series. I hope it has been as much of an adventure for you as it has been for me. Getting to know and build on the characters as the events swirled around them was both exciting and fun.

    I sometimes look out the window into my backyard and imagine the Swift landing. York and Frost would pop their heads out of the back hatch and wave me on to some grand new adventure. I mean, if I went, what could possibly go wrong? Lucky Don Grange is going to be right there by my side! Again, I hope you have enjoyed reading AMP as much as I have enjoyed writing it!

    The AMP series is the follow-on series to the SODIUM series. If you have yet to read the SODIUM books, then don’t fret. They can be read out of order from AMP and still be enjoyed! And the first in that series is a freebie as well! Visit www.arsenex.com for links to the SODIUM series and other works.

    The first chapter of the next series is included below. I hope you enjoy.
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    For two thousand years the Human run empire known as the Alliance of Major Planets (AMP), brought peace and stability to the five galaxies surrounding the Milky Way. Advances in technology, and a strong set of fair laws, had allowed a peaceful expansion of Human ideals. Man's influence had reigned supreme, trade had flourished, and all species had taken benefit. The great expansion of Man followed the defeat of an android overlord who had previously ruled those galaxies for hundreds of thousands of years. Peace and freedom were Man's legacy to the stars.

    At its peak, membership in AMP totaled more than two trillion citizens. Those citizens occupied twelve hundred established planets, ninety-eight hundred lesser colonies, and eight hundred massive security stations, all linked by wormhole portals allowing immediate and unlimited personal travel between them.

    During the centuries before, life in the AMP had been easy. No citizen had struggled for work, shelter, food or care. Entertainment of the masses had become king, and with that crown came a population that was all too eager to accept those who pushed the boundaries of societal norms. As morals declined, corruption settled in at the highest levels of government.

    For years, the governors of the wealthiest, most prominent planets, had placed their cronies on the Council of Governance. The citizenry had gone about their daily, happy lives, never realizing that their rights and freedoms were being stripped away at a slow and steady pace.

    That all changed when a powerful group of governors pushed aside a weak Council of Governance and established their own alliance and set of laws. As the pace of local restrictions had quickened, economies faltered, and riots became commonplace. The once idyllic empire was now ruled by a dozen powerful families. Life in the AMP had changed for the common citizen, and it was not for the better.

    For decades, existence in the Omega sector had been plagued with the occasional disappearance of entire colonies. Investigations had been rushed, and the demise of the citizenry involved brushed aside as "a mystery". Life and survival in the outer sector of the Triangulum galaxy had become anything but easy.

    In the ultra wealthy Alpha sector, Omega was commonly joked about as a point of exile for those who butted heads with those in powerful places. After several high profile exiles, the joke had become less funny. Knog Beutcher, three star veteran detective, a man of honor and integrity, struggled to balance what was right and fair with what would keep him employed at his prestigious Alpha sector job. His struggles had only just begun.

    ~~~~~

    The ore hauler Kilteddin had come to a stop. The six kilometer long vessel was transporting iron and chromium ores to the space docks at Andreus IV. I prepared for a standard inspection search as I pulled the Daunte alongside. The long sleek Alpha sector detective's cruiser was immediately lost against the grand exterior of the Kilteddin, one of the newest haulers from the Betagen shipyards. The Daunte set down in a docking bay just below the forecastle.

    As I stepped out onto the deck I was met by Alda Kondore, the ship's manifest administrator. "Mr. Beutcher, welcome to the Kilteddin. I have prepared the manifest logs for your perusal. If you would like to follow me to our guest lounge you may look over the logs at your leasure."

    I replied, "I appreciate the offer, Mr. Kondore, but I prefer to walk the ship as I perform my investigation, or should I say inspection."

    Alda Kondore, a Medorian, struggled to reach a meter in height.

    Kondore spoke as he looked up at my two meter tall frame. "If there is any way I can assist you, Mr. Beutcher, I am at your service."

    I noticed a twitch in Kondore's phoney smile as he made his offer.

    I held up my arm with a holo-display of the Kilteddin's storage bay structure showing just above it. "I am most interested in the area underneath these two bays, Mr. Kondore. What can you tell me about it?"

    The administrator had an uneasy expression on his face. "That's for ballast, Mr. Beutcher. This vessel is capable of setting down on a planet's surface if a sufficient water dock is present."

    I nodded. "I understand that be the function, Mr. Kondore. I would however, like to see and inspect this space. Believe it or not, we have found it to be a popular hiding place for smuggled contraband."

    As we walked the half kilometer toward the ballast compartments, Alda Kondore became increasingly nervous. I laughed to myself at how bad the common citizen often was at concealing the fact that he was breaking the law. It was the cool and collected, hard core criminal that I feared. A man in control of his emotions was a man that would take unanticipated and severe action, when cornered. Three inspectors had recently found that out during the previous twelve months in the Alpha sector. One of those individuals, Mar Hougis, I had known for twenty-seven years.

    As we walked a call came over my comm. "This is Beutcher. If this is not an urgent need, I would prefer to return this call after my inspection is complete."

    It was the dispatcher, Hela Gruend, he had been with the communications office for fifteen years. "Sorry, Mr. Beutcher, the Captain wants you to drop what you are doing and report to his office at once. He says it is important."

    I stopped as I replied, "Tell the Captain I'm in the middle of an inspection. I will return as soon as I'm finished."

    Hela pressed a button on his console that set off an alert on my holo-display. "Sorry, Knog, the Captain insisted that you come now, as in immediately. Inspector Hambrik will be following up with the Kilteddin."

    I let out a grunt in frustration. "You tell Hambrik to make sure he checks the ballast tanks under bays five and six!"

    I looked over at Kondore and took notice of an expression of relief. The contraband, whatever it was, would be hidden away elsewhere or jettisoned into space long before Hambrik arrived.

    I spoke into my comm. "Scratch that last thought, Mr. Gruend. Just ask Hambrik to be thorough."

    I stepped close to Alda Kondore and scowled downward at his upturned face. "Looks like it's your lucky day Mr. Kondore. I have been called away. Just keep this in mind though, as you move around whatever it is you are hiding. I am out here 24 / 7, I now know this ship, and I know your name. I'll be watching for you, Mr. Kondore. Have a good day."

    Shortly thereafter, I arrived in the Captain's office. Captain Paq Wendell was a fair man. He was now a bureaucrat, but he had risen through the detective ranks because of his hard work. He was one of the few officers of the Detective Corps that I had respect for.

    The Captain spoke. "Knog, have a seat. Coffee?"

    I replied as I moved to a chair. "Yes sir on the coffee, Sir. I have been having trouble finding it in the stores. I'm running out of it on the Daunte."

    As the Captain poured an extra deep cup he spoke. "Price of this stuff has gotten outrageous. I think these new alliances between the families have a few trade kinks to work out. I don't know about you, Knog, but I have a hard time functioning without my morning shot."

    I looked around the Captain's office. His walls were covered with Merit awards and news articles of some of the arrests he made as a junior detective. His favorite article was from the bust of a ring of smugglers who were sneaking Garronet Carrots into the colony at Meloso Prime. A cargo bay had exploded due to a methane buildup from rotting carrots. A subsequent news photo of a star shower over the colony, caused by the carrots, sat in a gold frame that his co-workers had put together for him. The Captain was well liked and his sense of humor only added to his popularity.

    I spoke. "The crew of the Kilteddin was smuggling Captain. The administrator---"

    Paq Wendell held up his hand as he handed me a cup. "I'm doing you a favor here Knog. The Kilteddin belongs to the Motlin Corporation. And the Motlin Corporation belongs to Governor Salton's grand nephew Pietrus. You cause trouble on one of their boats and you run the risk of a career ending mistake."

    The Captain moved back behind his desk and sat in his chair.

    I replied as I blew the heat off the top of my coffee, "Captain, the Governor's family should not be above the law, Sir. If their crews are knowingly running contraband, they need to be caught and brought before the courts."

    The Captain set his mug down on his desk as he leaned back in his squeaky, high-back chair. "The Saltons are the law now Knog, they own the courts."

    Paq leaned forward and lowered his voice. "We have to face reality here. AMP is dead, and it is not coming back. The Saltons own the Alpha sector and all who reside here. You are the best at what you do, Knog, but you need to wise up and play the game, or at least pretend to, or your ass is going to end up out in the Omega sector with Calloway and Hollerhan. Heck, Calloway lost thirty-six years of pension because he couldn't keep his mouth shut!"

    I sipped at my cup of coffee for several seconds before responding. "I appreciate what you are doing for me Captain, but I can't turn my back on the law just to save my skin. The law, even under the Saltons, says that all cargoes must be inspected, and all items not listed on the manifests are considered contraband. If the Saltons don't want me rousting their ships and crews, they need to change the laws."

    The Captain rolled his eyes as he held up his hand. "Fine, Knog, you go do whatever you want to. Just keep in mind that your actions also reflect on those around you. Actions have consequences, even when you are doing the right thing. Just don't be so pig headed that you end up taking others down with you."

    I set my half full cup down on the edge of the Captain's desk. "Is that all you have for me, Sir. If so, I would request that I return to duty, Sir."

    The Captain scowled as he pressed the comm button on his arm pad. "Major, Dentor. Mr. Beutcher is heading back out on patrol. See to it that he doesn't have any Motlin ships on his schedule of inspections."

    The Captain looked up at me as I stood. "We go back a long way, Knog. If you make my life difficult after we just had this talk, I will not be there to back you up if you get in a pinch. Chief Detective Jamia, has already let it be known that she has a zero tolerance policy when it comes to perceived harassment of Motlin ships or crews. If she brings down the hammer on you, know that she will be swinging it hard."

    I walked out of the Captain's office with a poor attitude. So, this was it? This would be life under the Saltons? I had spent my entire adult life keeping order. It was a mission I enjoyed and a mission that I looked forward to doing every day. I would not be compromising my principles for some self appointed dictator and his family. This was my sector and I played by my rules, the rules of right and the rules of common sense.

    As I stepped back up into the Daunte another call came over my comm. "Mr. Beutcher, your next assignment is to inspect a Hargrave salvage trawler. The Belwitz is on its way to the Thalimus colony."

    A salvage trawler heading to Thalimus? I wondered if this was what I could expect going forward. It was an inspection that would normally go to a detective who had not yet earned his first star. I looked down at the three stars on my shoulder patch and wondered, why had I earned them? What were they worth now? A pay bonus? They certainly had not earned me assignments out to Thalimus. It barely qualified as a colony anymore. A decade of riots had stripped it of all productivity.

    I replied, "Thank you Hela. I'll be expecting a data packet with information on the Belwitz."

    Hela was silent before his response. "I'm sorry Mr. Beutcher. We have nothing on the Belwitz except it's registry. She hails from the Gamma sector, Sir. The Morden family runs that now and they no longer release ship records. You will have to wing this one, Sir."

    I shook my head and offered the deck hand on Bay-8 of Security Station V an indignant look as the ramp-way pulled shut and sealed.

    After a short taxi out into space I brought Portal Transfers up on my console. "This is Beutcher, F4558992-34, sweep me out to Thalimus Colony please. Authorization code is VX722-B0KK."

    A transfer portal swept across the Daunte, leaving me fifty thousand kilometers from Thalimus and inline for an intercept of the Belwitz. I picked up my mug and stared at the empty bottom.

    I grunted. "Well, Mug, at least we still have our coffee, even though it is running low. How about I fill you up and we do a records search for the Belwitz. I don't like boarding a ship blind, and you, you couldn't care less, you are just a mug."

    Ship inspections could be a lonely job, and I often found it would break the monotony of an assignment if had fake conversations with inanimate objects. With my third star, I had earned the right to bring my family aboard the Daunte. The ship was one of the newer cruisers in the fleet and the accommodations were first rate, but deep space was no place for a family, especially when the criminals I chased were sometimes hostile. Besides, with a wife and eighteen Gunta offspring, the Duante just wasn't big enough.

    A search for the Belwitz returned one hundred fifteen items of interest. One hundred twelve of those items were nothing more than transition logs when jumping from the Alpha to the Gamma sector, or when coming through to Alpha from the other way. The three search items of most interest were from prior inspections.

    Two of the inspections were for minor infractions. Crew members had smuggled aboard banned items in their personal gear. A Pelomoni skull, the smallest of the prior alliance's species was found in a hygiene container, and a lizard like creature from Deltan VII was kept in small box under a bunk. The Kexa, when cut in half, would grow into two such animals. They were voracious breeders and eaters. Within a year of their introduction on two new colony planets, the colonies had to be abandoned due to the destruction of their environments. Without foliage, oxygen levels on those planets had begun to fall. The third inspection yielded a result that caught my attention.

    The Belwitz had been caught carrying five hundred litres of bleurgh. Bleurgh was a highly addictive intoxicant that had become popular with colony miners. It was often brought in by the owners of those mines. One of its side effects was that a worker would often stay of station for days on end. It had been outlawed in the AMP for centuries, but had made a comeback under the sometimes lax rules of the ruling families. I had often wondered if those families were not responsible for it's return as the market for it among the miners made it extremely profitable.

    The prior search and subsequent arrest of the Belwitz' captain  had been dismissed over a technicality. A typo in the ship designation code allowed a suspect judge to dismiss the case. Captain Jergem Meyers and his crew of five had been released, and the ship, with the cargo still aboard, returned. The arresting detective swore that he had entered the code correctly, his demotion and loss of his first star said otherwise. If the captain was carrying bleurgh, I was going to bust him hard.

    After a six hour wait the Belwitz transponder came up on my holo-display. She was six hundred meters in length; not overly big for a trawler. As she came closer, I broadcast an all-stop signal. The Belwitz slowed to a stop.

    I hailed the captain. "This is Detective Beutcher of the New Alliance security force. Please prepare your manifest logs for inspection. I will be coming aboard."

    The captain replied, "We are carrying sensitive medical supplies to Thalimus, Mr. Beutcher. We have to maintain a clean environment. I'm afraid you will have to inspect the logs from your ship."

    I almost laughed out loud. Who was this barge captain to try to pull something like that? I was a three star detective and my credentials had no doubt shown that on his console. Were the crooks getting so bold as to openly make such requests?

    I spoke. "Captain Meyers. I am coming aboard. Open the gravity wall of your docking bay. Have your logs ready for inspection when I board."

    The Captain was silent for a moment. "I am afraid I have to decline that request Detective. We have a crewman with Duleria aboard, so I must maintain quarantine until we reach Thalimus port."

    I had to smile at the Captain's audacity. "Mr. Meyers, you are aware that I have full authority under the laws of the New Alliance to board and inspect that vessel. Please reduce the gravity wall on the docking bay so that I may land this cruiser on your deck. This time Captain, I am insisting that you do so."

    The Captain replied, "We are having trouble with our open channel reception Detective. I'm switching to a scrambled feed. Please enter X447 to continue receiving our broadcast."

    This was something new. It was obvious that the Captain wanted to talk in private. I entered the code with the anticipation of finding out what it was that he wanted.

    Meyers spoke. "Mr. Beutcher, I know this may look bad, but I am only trying to save us both our jobs. I have always respected the law, Mr. Beutcher. I don't want either of us to pay the price for what others have dictated that we do."

    I replied, "Captain, open that docking bay or I will be forced to shut down your core. You will then have no choice but to turn yourself and your crew over to me for a full arrest. The Belwitz will then be towed to Thalimus port where it will be impounded by the colony authorities."

    The Captain was silent for several seconds. "I will level with you detective. This cargo is property of Camwich mines, a subsidiary of the Motlin Corporation. The story I told you about the quarantine is true. I have six thousand miners on this ship, and one of them has Duleria. If you come aboard that infected miner will be logged in your public records and I will not be able to dock at Thalimus port to unload the rest. The people who pay our salaries will be extremely unhappy with us if that happens, Mr. Beutcher. I'm pleading with you to please not do this."

    I looked down at my empty mug. "Would you have any coffee over there Captain?"

    Meyers replied, "I do. The last port I was at was overloaded with it due to some arguments about taxes and transfer fees. I have a good stockpile of it aboard this ship."

    I was not one to outright break the law, but I was given discretion to bend rules while in the field, with three stars, my judgement would not be called into question. The quarantine problem the captain of the Belwitz was having, if that was indeed his problem, was not a violation of any law. It was a protocol that the Thalimus port authorities, and most every other port in the galaxy, enforced for health safety reasons.

    I spoke. "Maybe we can work out a little trade Captain. If you sell me some of that coffee, at a fair price, I will take your infected miner off your hands. My holding cells on this vessel are rated for quarantine."

    The Captain replied. "How do we make the transfer, Mr. Beutcher? If I allow you to dock it becomes public record and the quarantine will be exposed."

    I brought up the schematics of the Belwitz. "You have a dozen lifepods on there for your crew, Mr. Meyers. Blank out the transponder code on one of those, place your miner aboard and   set her afloat. I will pick up the miner. You can recover your pod afterward."

    The holo-image of the Captain's face that floated in front of me had a smile. "I will happily give you two crates of our coffee store, Mr. Beutcher. I will pack them on the lifepod with the miner myself."

    I held up my hand. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves, Mr. Meyers. I still have a ship inspection to report on. You send out the miner, and I will come over for the inspection and the coffee. We both get what we need and we can both be on our way."

    The lifepod was jettisoned and I allowed it to float in free space while I performed the inspection. I cringed as I let slip a single digit in my report log for where the pod had been found. The Daunte's logs would show the correct location, but those logs were not read unless an officer's integrity was called into question over an arrest. Without an arrest in this instance, there would be no questions and the Daunte's logs would remain sealed.

    I brought the Daunte to a stop on the deck of the Belwitz. A smiling Captain Meyers came out to greet me with his manifest logs and two crates of high grade, Orientus coffee. Enough to last me for several months. The logs reflected one less miner in transport than had been there an hour before. The miner had been logged as having a burial in space after a natural death, an event that was not uncommon. I again had a moment of pang as I looked over the manifest logs of the Belwitz. I abhorred any type of dishonesty, in the field however, compromise was something that would allow all parties to continue on with their duties. Even though it was a minor transgression, it would weigh on my conscience.

    After reviewing the logs I insisted on a full inspection and was granted access to all sections of the ship. The miners were well cared for and no contraband was found. I gave the Captain his clean inspection report, paid a fair price of twenty credits for the coffee and began to board the Daunte.

    I turned back towards the Captain with one last question. "Mr. Meyers, you had a run in some months ago for supposedly carrying a load of bleurgh. One of our detectives was demoted because of that. What can you tell me about that incident?"

    The Captain looked down at the deck. "I was not aware of the cargo my manifest administrator had loaded aboard at the last minute. He was on the payroll of the Motlin Corporation who had contracted for the remainder of the legitimate cargo. At the time I was OK with not having to pay the extra wage for a company worker."

    "When the detective came aboard and the container was found I was terrified. I have a family to support, Mr. Beutcher. If I'm stuck away in some jail for years they would have to turn to the streets for food and shelter, or even worse to the government. I've run an honest ship for thirty four years, and I will do it for that many more if I can. Retirement is not something that happens often in the New Alliance. If I want to take care of my family I have to keep this ship moving."

    I replied, "This is registered as a salvage trawler. Why would you be hauling miners?"

    The Captain shook his head. "Live cargo is not something I want to do, Mr. Beutcher. Contracts are hard to get and you take what comes your way. Besides, with the slowed economies everywhere, salvage is not always in demand. I'm just trying to feed my family, nothing more."

    I was a good judge of character and the Captain's expressions told me he was telling the truth. I nodded goodbye and the hatch of the Daunte closed behind me. I slowly taxied back out into free space and recovered the lifepod and the infected miner. Jurgem Meyers then recovered the pod shortly after its second release.

    As the Belwitz sped away toward Thalimus port, I raised dispatch on the comm. "This is Beutcher. I'm transmitting my inspection report on the Belwitz. And I came across an unmanned lifepod out here. It had one occupant and a med scan says they have Duleria. I brought them into quarantine for transport to the proper med facilities. Sweep me back to SS5 for the dropoff and I'll be on to my next inspection."

    Hela Gruend replied, "Roger that, Mr. Beutcher. I will have a med team waiting at Dock-17. Hold your position for a sweep."

    Twenty seconds later the Duante was swept through a portal back to the security station. I promptly moved to the assigned dock and unloaded my infected cargo.

    Fifteen minutes later I was ready for a jump to the colony at Jarvis IV, a farming colony on the boundary edge of the Beta sector. The colonies near Beta were governed by the Magnus family. As close allies of the Saltons I, expected no trouble.
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    Join the email list to be notified of new releases, or visit www.arsenex.com for a list of what’s already available and for what's coming!

    


    As always, take care and have a great day!

    


    Stephen Arseneault
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