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The Royal Family has been sensing danger coming to the Realm for five years. Valerie Rose Gardner has had a vision of strange brown starships attacking one of the Realm’s planets and killing everyone. She has also seen a new Super Psychic that could save the Realm from the invaders. She doesn’t know where he is and the Searchers are working overtime to find him.
 

She knows that he must be found, and quickly, before the Realm is finding Keepers at every member’s planet. Their ships are indestructible and their beams destroy everything they touch. Even more important than finding this possible savior of the Realm is finding the Gardners.
 
  

Introduction

Jake saw ambushers on all sides, but no black lines. He felt like he was moving at normal speed, but their motions seemed to be taking place in extremely slow motion. He saw that he had passed those on either side before they could target their weapons.
 

Jake saw another black shadow ahead six feet off the ground. He jumped and entered the shadow just as a volley of slugs passed under it. He grabbed a light grenade off his armor as it rose up out of his chest plate and tossed it at the weapons platform hidden in the trees to his left.
 

The ambushers manning the platform fired at the approaching target, but it was moving faster than their sensors could track. The gunner tried to sight visually but could not keep up with the speed of the approaching figure. He decided to fire a spray of projectiles in front of the oncoming target. Suddenly an object came at them and hit at the base of the platform, covering it in red light. The platform’s red light activated and they were out of the exercise. The gunner commed, “Platform Alpha is out.”
 

Manny commed, “What happened?”
 

“I don’t know Colonel. Whoever that warrior is, he’s moving faster than any armor I’ve ever seen. He somehow sensed our targeting and moved out of our sights faster than we could fire. He just hit us with a light grenade and then passed us before the grenade went off.”
 

Manny tried to keep up with Jake, but he could see red lights being activated more than four miles in front of him. This was impossible.
 
  

Chapter One

The casino was crowded. He walked away from the silver teleport screen, which he had just emerged, and moved toward the main entrance, walking slowly as he looked around the building. He immediately noticed the cameras and security screens, which did not bother him in the least. He scanned the ceiling and along the floor, but did not see a psychic scanner. He discovered long ago, that even if there was one present, it would not pick up the little bit of psychic ability he possessed.
 

He had studied a long list of big casinos in this quadrant of the Realm to select his next target, and he felt this one call out to him as he read the list. It was an old establishment that was built more than a thousand years earlier. He hoped that it had not installed any of the more recent security devices that made scamming them next to impossible. He decided to act normal and trust his choice, as he stepped through the entrance and strolled into the main game room. He looked calm and collected but he was ready to run back into the teleport field if anyone started moving his way. He briefly closed his eyes and felt no danger.
 

The casino was bathed in multi-colored lights and he could hear the bells and whistles of the electronic games out on the main floor in front of him. They seemed to be calling his name. He smiled as he walked by the long rows of tables and roulette machines that called to gamblers to come and feed them. Oh, what a voracious appetite they had! There were many different species at the tables, and he was amazed at how most of them enjoyed gambling. Even the amphibious races loved to try their luck.
 

He moved away from the gaming tables and slowly walked toward the electronic machines. He started at one end of the machines and began searching for his target. He casually looked up and down the long lines of machines as he passed. He had almost given up on finding what he was seeking but on the next to last row he saw it. One of the machines had a bright white aura coming off it. “Jackpot!” he thought. That aura was invisible to anyone without psychic talents, and this machine was a big money gamer. It was going to have a huge pay out.
 

Gamblers were scattered playing the machines on the row, and there was a woman playing the machine he wanted. He noticed that she was quite pretty. He guessed she was between twenty four and thirty years old. She had short blonde hair and was wearing a low cut, revealing top with a short skirt. Every one of the human males on the row would occasionally glance at her. She was athletic looking, had a trim build, and he guessed her to be about six feet tall. He went and took a seat next to her and watched as she inserted credits into the glowing machine while pushing buttons.
 

“Would it bother you if I sit here?” he asked.
 

The woman was startled and looked at him. She saw that this was a very good looking young man. He was a slightly taller than her, very athletic looking, dark wavy hair, and remarkable blue eyes, “You can sit anywhere you want,” she replied.
 

“I know, but some people don’t like anyone else close by; they feel it may affect their luck. I try to respect my fellow gamers.”
 

“You’re welcome to sit there.”
 

“Thank you. By the way, my name is Jake Talant. I just arrived from the Kosiev province.”
 

She looked at him and said, “My name is Cynthia Dodd and I’m from the Life Province. I’ve been here about a week. Good luck.”
 

“Thank you, Cynthia, and the same to you.”
 

He watched her out of the corner of his eye as she continued to put credits into her machine. He also began putting credits in his, but he took his time and looked around the casino as he played. No one appeared to be watching him and he did not sense any danger. He continued to monitor the glow coming off Cynthia’s machine, and after two hours he saw that it had reached the level where it was not much longer before it paid out. It appeared she was not going to leave the machine and he was going to have to act. He stood up and stretched and said, “I’ll be right back; I need to take a quick break.”
 

She looked, and smiled at him, and continued to push credits into the machine. He quickly left the casino and went into a gift shop close by. A pretty woman moved from behind the counter and approached him. “May I help you?” He could tell she was interested in him, but he had no time for her.
 

“Yes. Do you make deliveries to the casino?”
 

“Yes, we do,” she said as she moved close to his arm.
 

“I want to order a floral arrangement for a woman I care about and have it delivered within ten minutes. I know she’s in the casino right now, and I want to make sure she gets it.”
 

The woman frowned, stepped back, then looked around, pointed to an extravagant arrangement of flowers and asked, “Would this one do the trick?”
 

“How much is it?”
 

“A hundred credits.”
 

Jake handed her a hundred credit bill, “Remember; ten minutes.” He took a card, wrote a note, and put it in an envelope, “Please make sure she gets this card.”
 

The woman smiled and said, “We’ll do exactly that.”
 

Jake went back into the casino, took the seat next to Cynthia again, and started putting credits into his machine. “Crap! I was gone too long; my machine has gone back to the start”.
 

He waited, then he heard, “Cynthia Dodd, please come to the front entrance. Cynthia Dodd, please come to the front entrance. You have a delivery.”
 

Cynthia looked up and looked around. Jake said, “It looks like someone wants you.”
 

“But I don’t want to give up my game. I’ll lose my place. I just feel it’s going to be a winner.”
 

“Cynthia Dodd, please come to the front entrance.”
 

Jake said, “Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll keep the machine going until you get back. I had to leave mine, so it’s not like I’ll be giving up anything.”
 

“Would you?”
 

“Absolutely, but if it hits while I’m here, then I don’t want you to be angry at me.”
 

Cynthia smiled, “I won’t, and thank you.”
 

“No problem.”
 

Every human male playing games on the row leaned back to watch her leave. Even Jake shook his head and said to her admirers, “Wow.”
 

She turned the corner and Jake began feeding credits as fast as he could. The glow from the machine was bright and getting brighter by the second. After four minutes, he saw Cynthia turn the corner coming back to her machine just as the machine emitted a loud horn and began announcing over the casino’s speakers, “Jackpot! We have a winner! Jackpot! We have a winner!”
 

Cynthia’s smile disappeared as the casino pit boss came running up with a photographer to take Jake’s picture. A crowd gathered and he was surrounded. Cynthia dropped the flowers she was carrying to the floor, took a seat at another machine, and placed her head in her hands. Jake saw her and heard the pit boss announce, “The grand prize of 250,000 credits has just been won by this player.”
 

Jake looked at Cynthia again and began to feel guilty. He yelled over the crowd noise, “I only own half of it.”
 

The pit boss raised his hand and silenced the crowd, “What do you mean, you only own half?”
 

Jake saw Cynthia raise her head. Jake pointed to Cynthia and said, “We were both playing this machine; she gets half the winnings. She asked me to hold this game for her, which I did.”
 

Cynthia was shocked, but the pit boss pulled her over to the game and announced, “We have two winners!” The crowd cheered and Cynthia put her head close to him, “Why are you doing this?”
 

“Because it’s the right thing to do; this would have been yours.”
 

Suddenly, out of nowhere, three Stars Realm security agents came up and grabbed Cynthia by the arm. “You need to come with us.”
 

“Why? What’s going on?”
 

Jake looked at them and said, “What’s wrong, officer?”
 

“You say this lady asked you to hold her table and split the winnings?”
 

“Yeah, but not exactly like that. She just said she felt like the game was going to win.”
 

“Well, you can keep your winnings but we are here to apprehend a psychic that has been using her power to take the casino’s money. You actually won all of it”
 

Cynthia looked frightened, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 

The three agents left with Cynthia in tow yelling her innocence.
 

The pit boss put his hand on Jake’s back and leaned close, “Please, don’t let this bother you. Let me have your Realm Card and I’ll transfer the funds.
 

Jake continued to look at the three agents dragging Cynthia into an office behind the machines as he handed his card to the pit boss, who scanned it with a machine.
 

“There, all done.”
 

“Thank you,” Jake said, and began moving slowly at first, then more quickly, toward the front entrance. If they were looking for a psychic then he needed to get far away as quickly as possible. The money was safe. Armand would transfer it, as soon as it arrived, to an account off-planet, from which he would then transfer it to an account that could not be traced. Armand was worth every credit he charged.
 

“Time to leave.” He made it out the entrance without being stopped, and started walking quickly toward the teleport terminal. As he approached, he had a sudden thought, “What if she’s psychic and doesn’t know it?” He stopped his forward rush and it dawned on him that if she did have any psychic ability, she was going to be blamed for all the casinos that had lost money. He looked at the floor while people stepped around him as they entered and came out of the teleport terminal; then he remembered.
 

He was nine years old and already a criminal. He lived on the streets of Gambia trying to survive in the capital’s huge ghetto. He remembered the filth and stench of sewers that ran into the streets, the smell of dead bodies of those that died each day which were picked up and burned, the rags he wore that were so thin it was impossible to keep warm during the cold nights, the vacant look of his parents as they died of starvation, and the ever present hunger. He would never forget the gnawing hunger that was a constant companion, and the trash that the wind blew constantly in the huge city.
 

Gambia was not a member of the Stars Realm because the ruling class did not want to give up their power. Thus, there was a huge difference in the upper and lower classes: there was no middle class. You were either rich or struggling to live. Jake’s parents had died from malnutrition when he was five and a family friend took him in. Niko and Gethy also had a ten year old son of their own, and Robbie became as close as a brother. Each of them became expert thieves and “borrowed” those things that were needed to help their family survive. It was a very dangerous thing indeed to be a criminal on Gambia, which had the most brutal justice system in the quadrant. There were no trials, no long term prisons, just justice swift and sure. Steal and you lose a hand. Run from a security agent and lose a foot whether or not you’re innocent or guilty. All it took was a merchant from the upper class to accuse you to suffer barbaric penalties. However, the choice was simple; steal or starve. Hunger is a brutal mistress, and starvation has a way of removing all fear of consequences.
 

Jake had a gift of being able to sneak into a room unnoticed. One day he had worked his way close to the desk of a powerful merchant. When the merchant left the room, he grabbed a small bag on the desktop. He immediately made a break for the door just as the merchant reentered, seeing his back as he exited the door. He yelled, “Stop that thief!” and ran out the door. As Jake left the room running, he saw Robby in the street wearing an identical tunic. He yelled, “Run!” and Robby hesitated, not knowing what was happening. Then he turned quickly to escape, but wasn’t fast enough. The merchant emerged and grabbed Robby by the hair, yanked him off his feet, and demanded his bag. A local security agent hurried over, took Robby from the fat merchant, and asked, “Is this the one you saw?”
 

“Yes, it’s him.”
 

The officer searched him and shook his head, “Nothing on him.”
 

“He probably tossed it to someone who escaped.”
 

The officer looked at Robby who was declaring his innocence at the top of his lungs. He then looked at the merchant, “Are you positive it was him?”
 

“Absolutely; I saw his tunic as he turned the corner.”
 

Jake hid behind a huge pile of garbage and listened to what was being said. His tunic and Robby’s were made from the same piece of cloth they had “borrowed” from a restaurant’s table a week earlier. “What are they going to do?”
 

The officer lifted his com and called in a security vehicle. A large security floater arrived, descended to the street, and Robby was taken inside. Jake was scared; he didn’t know what he could do. Then he heard a loud scream after the discharge of a blaster.
 

Jake dropped to his knees, “Oh no! What have I done?”
 

The rear door of the security vehicle flew open and Robby was tossed out into the street. He was howling in pain from having his left hand cut off and seared with a blaster bolt. Jake could do nothing. He watched as the merchant and officer looked around, waiting for someone to come to Robby’s aid. He knew his tunic would be recognized immediately.
 

Jake sprinted home and yelled for Niko to go and get Robby from the city square. He quickly explained what had happened as they ran out of the house. Jake stopped before they arrived and turned back toward home to wait for Niko to return. After what seemed like hours hiding on a side street, he finally saw Niko and two other men carrying Robby. He also noticed three security floaters high over head flowing, obviously watching to see if anyone else appeared. He went out into the crowd and traded his tunic with another young boy whose clothes were in even more tatters than his own. He ran through the milling crowds while dodging the blowing trash, and arrived home just before Niko arrived with Robby.
 

He stayed by Robby’s bed until Robby regained consciousness. He would occasionally look out and see a security floater high overhead, but it eventually disappeared after a day. There was nothing he could do to help Robby’s pain; drugs were only available for the rich. Robby faded in and out of consciousness for two days. Finally, he opened his eyes.
 

“Robby, I’m so sorry; it’s all my fault!”
 

Robby rolled over and winced. He looked at Jake with glassy eyes, “We know the risks we take, Jake. Even if you had come forward, we would have both lost a hand. What did you take from that fat pig to get him so excited?”
 

Jake opened the small black bag and took out two large gold coins and two single credit coins.
 

Robby’s eyes grew large, “Wow! There’s a year’s worth of food in each of those coins.”
 

Jake took one of the gold coins and handed it to Robby, “This one is yours. I’m so sorry.”
 

Robby took his remaining hand and placed it on Jake’s head, “It’s ok. It was bound to happen eventually. We’ve just been lucky so far. Thank you. I’ll use this for our family.”
 

Jake was bumped by someone passing and he came back to his senses. He took a step toward the silver screen but then stopped as the memory he tried so hard over the years to forget came crashing in on him. He felt dizzy and moved to sit down on the small wall outside the casino entrance.
 

It was two weeks after Robby lost his hand that disaster struck. Robby had taken his gold coin to a market and tried to purchase food and new clothes. The merchant pressed a button as Robby was collecting his purchases. A security agent came in and stunned him with a stunner. Ten minutes later the agent that had taken Robby’s hand arrived and confiscated the gold coin. He dragged Robby out the door and threw him on the ground outside the market in a flow of sewage. There in the middle of the street, he pulled his blaster and shot off both of Robby’s arms at the shoulder. He then loaded him on a floater and rolled him into the mud in front of his house and yelled, “This is what a thief gets! Learn from it!” The agent looked slowly around at the trembling crowd, kicked Robby in the ribs, breaking three of them, and left.
 

Jake ran out, carried Robby inside, and put pieces of his tunic over the open blaster burns. Eighteen days later, Robby walked out on the bridge over the Seachim River, deliberately fell over the rail, and died.
 

Jake touched the large round object that was hanging under his shirt. He had pulled Robby’s lifeless body from the water and carried it up the bank to the street. He stayed beside him through the night, rocking back and forth on his knees until the next morning, when the body burners came by and forcibly took Robby’s body to be burned. Jake stayed in the street next to the river for two days, in shock for what he had caused to happen to the only brother he ever knew. At nine years old, he didn’t think about what would happen if he, or Robby, tried to use those gold coins. Now Robby was gone.
 

Jake raised his head and looked at the teleport field just thirty feet in front of him. He looked at the frame above the field and saw Robby sitting on top of it swinging his legs; he still looked ten years old. He could tell Robby wanted to see what he was going to do about the current situation. Jake had prayed countless times to relive those events that lead to Robby’s death, and had sworn that he would come to take Robby’s place if given the chance again. He prayed for years to be taken back to that time to save his brother. Now, a young woman was being blamed for his actions.
 

Jake sighed heavily and looked up at Robby, who nodded and smiled at him. He wondered why Robby never spoke to him when he appeared, but he sensed that Robby knew what he was thinking. Jake stood, took a deep breath, then turned and walked back into the casino.
 

Two big men that were standing off to the side of the teleport screen looked at each other, and one began talking furiously on his com. They followed Jake back into the casino.
 

Jake didn’t see them and wasn’t thinking about any danger. He knew what he had to do and what the consequences would probably be. He walked to the office where he had seen Cynthia taken and knocked on the door. One of the agents that had forcibly removed Cynthia from the casino opened the door.
 

“You’ve arrested the wrong person. I’m the one you’re trying to find.”
 

The agent looked him in the eyes and said, “Come in.”
 

Jake entered the room as the agent stepped aside and closed the door behind him. That’s when he saw Cynthia sitting with her feet up on a desk leaning back in a chair with her hands behind her head. She smiled and said, “Well, Bravo! You’ve actually surprised us all. We never dreamed you would do the right thing.”
 

Jake’s eyes narrowed. He looked quickly around at the three agents, who were all shaking their heads. One of them said, “I wish I had taken the bet.”
 

Cynthia smirked and said, “Who would have thunk it?”
 

Jake took a deep breath and asked, “What’s going on?”
 

Cynthia put her feet down and stood up, “I am a Stars Realm Searcher and these men are part of a team put together to catch psychics that are taking advantage of the Realm’s casinos. Right now we have teams in more than eight hundred casinos in this quadrant alone, trying to catch you and others like you. The casino management helped bait the trap by only having one gamer set up to pay out tonight. We know your pattern has been to arrive during the evening, and we hoped one of us would get lucky and catch you.”
 

“How did you know it was me?”
 

Cynthia tilted her head to the side and smiled, “We didn’t. Anyone who approached that machine tonight was followed. Incidentally, you were not the first one to sit down close to me. However, you were the only one that tried to get me to leave.” Jake looked back at the men barring the exit as Cynthia continued, “Yes, we saw you buy the flowers. By the way, that was a very nice card you wrote, and by not signing it one could assume it came from anyone.”
 

“Then why didn’t you just arrest me? Why this charade?”
 

Cynthia came around the desk and sat down on it, “Whenever we go after someone with psychic abilities, we give them a chance to show their character. The punishment for what you’ve done is determined by whether or not you are a hardened criminal. Quite frankly, every one of my teammates refused to bet that you would turn yourself in to prevent a miscarriage of justice. To us, you didn’t seem like one that possessed any character. I had my doubts when you agreed to split the winnings, but we just assumed you sensed the agents approaching.”
 

“I could have escaped.”
 

Cynthia stood up smiling, “No you couldn’t have, Jake. While you were collecting your winnings the pit boss put a microdot on the back of your shirt. The teleport field would have refused to allow you to enter. Now we have to determine what to do with you; but first things first.” She turned to the agent at the door and said, “Scan him.”
 

The agent pulled a small device out of his pocket and held it next to Jake. He moved it around Jake’s head and down his back, “Minimal reading; that’s probably why we haven’t caught him. I’m surprised he could win anything with this limited reading.” The agent started to put the device back in his pocket when Cynthia snapped, “We do this by the book. Complete the process.”
 

The agent gave a scowl, “With such a minimal reading, a passive scan is just a waste of time.” Cynthia just stared at him as he pushed a button on the device and then pushed another red button on top. The device exploded, sending four pieces out at high velocity and causing everyone in the room to duck for cover.
 

Cynthia got up from behind the desk she had dove over and looked at the agent, “What just happened?!?”
 

The agent shook his head as he looked at one of the pieces he picked up, “I don’t know, but the needle is stuck on the maximum number.”
 

Jake had hit the floor just before the device exploded. He had somehow sensed the danger before it happened. He looked around at the people in the room getting up from the floor and immediately noticed they were stunned at what had they had just witnessed.
 

Cynthia moved from around the desk and put electronic shackles on Jakes legs. One of the agents left the room saying, “Cynthia, I’m closing the casino.”
 

She quickly nodded and looked at Jake with fear in her eyes. “Have a three block area around us cleared.” She raised her com and said, “I have a Red Flag emergency. I repeat; a Red Flag emergency. Respond immediately.”
 

Jake looked around the room and saw the agents all talking on their coms. He looked at Cynthia, “What’s going on? What just happened?”
 

Cynthia looked at Jake, “I hope your character is as good as you just demonstrated. Jake, you are probably the most dangerous person in this universe; however, we need to make sure before we make a huge mistake.” She pressed her com again, “I repeat, I have a Red Flag Emergency. I need directions for what to do now.”
 

“I’ll be there momentarily, Searcher.”
 

A large spider appeared out of a teleport screen in the middle of the room. “Where is he?”
 

Cynthia nodded toward Jake and the spider moved forward with a device. He held it close to Jake and pressed the handle. It immediately burst into flame and melted. An Algean appeared a moment later out of another silver screen and the spider said, “Don’t scan him!”
 

“Why not?”
 

“I just used a proxirose scanner and it melted. You need to move far enough away to make sure you don’t destroy the scanner.”
 

The Algean nodded and teleported out of the room. Jake heard over the spider’s com, “I’m outside the building; beginning scan.”
 

There was silence and the Spider looked at Cynthia who had a furrowed brow. After a long moment the spider asked, “Well, what does the scanner read?”
 

“I have to teleport a new one in.”
 

The Spider looked at Jake as he said, “Why is that?”
 

“This one just melted as well.”
 

Cynthia and the spider looked at Jake. Even he could tell that there was a high level of apprehension and maybe downright fear in their demeanor. The spider lifted his com, “We have found a Red Flag. I repeat; we have found a Red Flag. Please tell us what we should do.”
 
  

Chapter Two

Jake was sitting in the control room of a small ship. Cynthia was sitting in the command chair wearing a Searcher’s uniform, staring at the screen on her chair’s arm. They had just teleported aboard from the casino and Jake still had the shackles on his ankles; Cynthia had helped him take his seat. “I don’t know why I had to bring you here,” she said to herself as she stared at her display.
 

“Can you please tell me what this Red Flag business is all about?”
 

Cynthia looked up from her display and sighed. “I just don’t know if I should. I’m waiting for someone to tell me what I should do. Please be patient and let me get a grip on what’s going on. I suspect we will be receiving visitors shortly who will explain everything.”
 

“Are these restraints still necessary? I’m not going anywhere.”
 

Cynthia asked, “B.C., do you have him locked in?”
 

Jake heard a voice emanate from the walls, “Absolutely, Cyn.”
 

Cynthia got up and used her bracelet to break the electronic field of the shackles and they fell away from Jake’s legs. They immediately disappeared.
 

“Who is B.C.?”
 

“My ship’s computer. B.C. is a shortened form of Big Cheese. It was one of my father’s favorite terms for big shots and it fits him quite well.”
 

“I thought a ship’s computer had the same sex as the Searcher?”
 

“That was true more than eight thousand years ago when computers were bonded and imprinted to the Searcher, but the newest models have cybernetic systems that are pretty much autonomous. They’re built right into the ship already active.”
 

B.C. said, it allows us to be assigned to different Searchers without having to be reprogrammed.”
 

Jake looked around and said, “Well, hello B.C.”
 

“Hello, Jake. Boy, have you stirred up a hornet’s nest. I haven’t seen this much excitement since Cynthia took command.”
 

Cynthia quickly said, “Not now, B.C. We need to wait for instructions.”
 

“Why?”
 

Cynthia struggled for an answer and said, “Because.”
 

“I hate it when you do that; however, you’re probably right. We are treading in uncertain territory. Anyway, welcome aboard, Jake.”
 

“Thank you, B.C.”
 

Suddenly Cynthia’s com activated, “Permission to come aboard, Searcher.”
 

Cynthia signed, “At last.” She pressed her com key and said, “Permission granted.”
 

A silver screen appeared and a teenage girl stepped out of the silver screen. She was about five foot six inches tall, weighed about 125 pounds, and Jake thought she was the most beautiful person he had ever seen. She had amazing hazel eyes and jet black hair that hung down below her shoulders. She was wearing a rose and blue colored formfitting jumpsuit that made her look regal. Then he recognized her.
 

She looked around the small bridge and saw Jake, “My, you’re handsome for the fearsome criminal the casinos paint you up to be.” She then looked at Cynthia, “I am Valerie Rose, and I am a member of the Royal Family.” Cynthia bowed and Valerie walked forward and shook their hands.
 

Jake now started to get nervous. Valerie looked at him and quickly said, “The last thing I need for you to do is get nervous, Jake. Relax; you’re not in any trouble that should concern you.”
 

Jake answered in a shaky voice, “Easy for you to say. Then why are you here? People go all their lives and never see a member of the Royal Family. If I’m not mistaken, you are next in line for the throne.”
 

Valerie tilted her head, nodded, and smiled, “Ta-Dahhhh! You’re absolutely right. Give the man a prize! I would still feel much better if you would relax. Some rather dramatic events could take place if you get too nervous, and I’d like to try and avoid those.”
 

Jake shook his head, “What are you people talking about? All I’ve heard is Red Flag this, Red Flag that, most dangerous person in the universe, don’t get nervous! How could I not be?”
 

Valerie looked at Cynthia and said in a voice Jake could hear, “I like him. He’s so open and direct. Don’t you think so, Searcher?”
 

Cynthia was in shock herself from seeing the Princess. She looked at Jake and said to Valerie, “I know a little about what a Red Flag is, but your coming here has me, just like Jake, very nervous.”
 

Valerie laughed and said, “Both of you need to lighten up. The safest place in the universe, at this moment, is aboard this ship. So relax. It’s everyone else outside this ship that should be nervous. But we are perfectly safe right here, and that’s why I was sent now. To make sure I was safe in the event of an “event”. By the way, would you please move your ship to an empty area between galaxies?”
 

Cynthia started to speak but heard, “Already on it.”
 

“Thank you, B.C.”
 

Valerie walked over to Cynthia’s command chair and looked at the view outside the ship. The closest galaxy looked like a tiny speck of light. She took a deep breath and turned to look at Jake and Cynthia, “Well, maybe now we can talk. Why don’t we move to the galley and have a bite to eat. Anyone else hungry?”
 

Jake thought about it and realized he had not eaten anything for hours. “Well, I am, Your Majesty.”
 

“Lead the way, Searcher.”
 

Cynthia left the bridge and walked the hundred feet to the small kitchen. They each ordered a meal from the ships system and sat down at a small table. Jake was more hungry than he thought; he took a big bite of his sandwich. Cynthia just sat there not eating. Valerie was also eating and noticed Cynthia’s nervousness. “Searcher, I think you need to relax. We have some time to get to know each other and you’d make coffee nervous with the way you’re acting right now.” Cynthia picked up a spoon and started eating. “That’s better,” Valerie said. She looked at Jake and smiled, “Tell me why you went back into that casino, Jake.”
 

Jake stopped his sandwich half way to his mouth, then put it down. “I’d rather not, Your Highness.”
 

Valerie leaned back and said, “Jake, I want to share some things with you, but I need to know what kind of person you are before I do. If you want to know what’s going on, I need you to be open and honest with me.”
 

Jake looked at her and saw she had the most open face. He didn’t feel any danger from her. He was still amazed at how beautiful she was; he guessed she was about sixteen or seventeen years old. “Can’t you just look in my mind and see whatever you want?”
 

“Possibly, but that might cause things to happen I would rather avoid. Besides, I want to get to know you. I’m amazed that we’ve finally found you, and I’m excited at the opportunity to actually get to talk with you.”
 

Jake could see she was serious. He lowered his head, then decided. He told them about his childhood and how he had caused Robby’s death. He could not allow someone else to take the blame for his actions, and that’s why he went back to rescue Cynthia.
 

Cynthia listened to Jake and forgot her nervousness. “How old are you, Jake?”
 

Jake looked at her and said, “Nineteen.”
 

Valerie actually broke into a beautiful smile, “Good! You’re not too old.”
 

“‘Too old?’ For what?”
 

“Oh, it’s nothing. We are going to have to do something about Gambia; it’ just not right how the population is treated. Why do you steal from the casinos?”
 

The sudden shift in topic startled Jake. He looked Valerie in the eye and said, “I don’t.”
 

Cynthia turned and said, “Oh yes you do! You did it tonight.”
 

Jake shook his head and looked at both of them, “Tell me how I stole something tonight.”
 

“You knew the machine was going to payout, and you tricked me into moving so you could win. You prevent others from winning, too.”
 

Valerie tilted her head, “She does have a point, Jake.”
 

Jake smiled, “No she doesn’t.” Cynthia started to stand up and Jake quickly said, “Sit down, please, and let me explain.”
 

Valerie looked at Cynthia and nodded. Cynthia sat back down and leaned back.
 

“Cynthia, if someone was giving away food and I jumped in front of you in line to get it, what law have I broken?”
 

Cynthia thought a moment and said, “You probably didn’t break a law, but you were very discourteous.”
 

“Is that against the law?”
 

“Well, no, but food and money are different.”
 

“How?”
 

Cynthia struggled for a response and looked at Valerie, “Don’t look at me. I don’t see a difference. He tricked you, but there is no law against that.” Then she looked at Jake, “But there are laws against psychics using their powers to take money from casinos. You used your psychic ability to take the winnings from that machine.”
 

“No there aren’t, Your Majesty.” Valerie furrowed her brow and Jake said quickly, “There are laws against psychics using their abilities to steal money from the casinos.”
 

Valerie asked, “Now you have me confused. What’s the difference?”
 

“If I used my powers in card games to see what cards were going to be played, then I would be stealing money that the casino might not lose under normal circumstances. I don’t do that. I only play gamers and I only take money the casino was going to give away to somebody. I do not influence the machine at all. I can just see the ones that are going to pay out. If I wasn’t there, someone else would walk away with the payout. Either way, the casino has lost nothing. They were going to give the money away anyway. I see nothing wrong with stepping up and taking what they are giving. Just like jumping in line to get food.”
 

Cynthia piped up, “But you’re preventing others from winning.”
 

Jake smiled, “Doesn’t anyone who plays a gamer that pays out prevent others from winning at that machine? As far as using my talents to win, doesn’t an experienced gambler have an edge over a novice? Should he not be allowed to play because he is more skilled? I do not influence the game in any way. I just make sure I’m in the food line when it’s being given away.”
 

Valerie looked hard at Jake, “You’ve made a good point and you’re right; you are not taking money that the casino would keep. However, you have shown a very high level of downright discourteous behavior in doing what you did tonight.”
 

Jake stared at the princess for a long moment, “Your Majesty, why don’t you come out of your castle for a couple of weeks and spend it in the ghettos on Gambia? See how long you live being courteous. After three weeks, when you’re starving to death and the stench of sewage and burning bodies overwhelms your senses, you might learn to forget your courteous behavior. Being courteous will get you killed. If you had a food line on Gambia, you would be killed by those swarming the line. When my parents starved to death, I never saw a Stars Realm Representative show up to show them courtesy. You learn to survive or you die. Courtesy is for those who can afford to give it.”
 

Cynthia felt ashamed. She better understood this handsome young man now. Then she had a thought, “You keep touching something inside your shirt. What is that?”
 

Jake looked at her and then looked hard at Valerie. As he unbuttoned his shirt and showed them a large gold coin on a chain he said, “I swore over Robby’s body that I would never steal again and risk getting killed. I promised to make my life count for something.”
 

Valerie and Cynthia saw one of the gold coins, which he had stolen from the merchant that had led to Robby’s death, hanging around his neck.
 

Valerie looked at Jake, “Could you have won at cards with your psychic skills?”
 

Jake smiled, “Yes, but then that would be stealing wouldn’t it?”
 

Valerie was one of the Realm’s most powerful psychics, and she could see and feel the inner strength of the man in front of her. He had been hardened by life on Gambia but still possessed a strict sense of right and wrong and, unbelievably, still possessed a good heart. She wanted him…but she knew she was not the one that was going to get him. It would be wasted effort to even try. Of all the things in her life so far, this was something she truly regretted. With all her psychic power, she knew he would never belong to her and there was nothing she could do about it.
 

She could also see occasional blue flashes erupt from Jake and knew that time was growing short. She sighed and decided, “Jake, I’m going to tell you what a Red Flag is.”
 
  

Chapter Three

The small, white-colored ship broke into the new universe and immediately turned on its sensors. It was in deep space between galaxies and there was nothing closer than a hundred light years, which was exactly how the Searcher planned it.
 

Dgran, a Crengren, was from an amphibious race and at first glance looked very much like an otter, without the whiskers, from ancient Earth. She looked at one of her displays on the arm of her chair and watched as millions of galaxies flashed by each second. She thought to her computer, “Have you seen anything interesting, Elef?”
 

“As a matter of fact, I have.”
 

Dgran looked up from the screen, “What is that?”
 

“I am scanning millions of planets with only three to five communities on the entire planet’s surface, and the populations of those communities are identical.”
 

“Elef, how can that possibly happen? It certainly can’t be an accident.”
 

The ship’s computer paused and then said, “No, it’s not accidental. Something is causing this to happen. I think we need to go stealth surface now.”
 

“Make it so. What has you so concerned?”
 

“I’m not sensing any starships in this universe. For this many planets to possess that kind of structure, there has to be an outside agency making it happen and my sensors are not detecting any ships. That either means there are none or I am unable to detect them.”
 

The small ship disappeared as its surface began bending light and energy around it. Dgran thought about reporting what she had discovered to Fleet Command, but she didn’t really feel she had enough to make a good report. Suddenly Elef announced, “I have picked up an ancient Stars Realm beacon. It is broadcasting in a galaxy not far from here.”
 

“Do you have any records of the frequency?”
 

“Standby.” A minute passed and then Elef said, “I had to go far back into the Realm’s history to find it, but it was assigned to a large colony ship that was transporting colonists from Earth, Glod, and Cainth more than six thousand years ago. It seems the colonists were bored with the peace of the Realm and wanted to find newer, untamed worlds to colonize. They never reported back to the Realm after they jumped out of the Stars Realm’s universe. There were so many ships leaving during that period of the Realm’s history that it appears that no one actually tried to see if their colonizing effort was successful. Truth be told, we lost track of thousands of those old transports.”
 

Dgran leaned back in her chair and asked, “How does the planet that signal is coming from compare to the others you’ve seen?”
 

“There are three colonies, all with populations of 300,000. I’ve scanned them three times and the numbers have not changed except by ten or so new births.”
 

Dgran looked at her screen, “We need to go and take a close look at what’s happening on that planet. I want to be cautious, so take it slow going in.”
 

Elef powered up the jump engine, “I’m going to jump outside the solar system of that planet and move in using small jumps.”
 

Dgran nodded, “That would be wise. I don’t want to reveal our teleportation ability in a new universe.”
 

The Elef was one of the new generation Searcher vessels that possessed sensors, weapons, and jump systems that made all of the previous models obsolete. It was literally the most powerful ship ever built by the Stars Realm, and Dgran thought about just going openly to the planet and not worrying about anything stopping her scan. However, her ship had not been able to detect any ships and that worried her. “It never hurts to be cautious,” she thought as her ship moved slowly into the system. Three days later it arrived at the orbit of the closest moon to the planet.
 

Dgran looked at her display as Elef fed data to it, “Elef, jump to the surface of the moon and power down all systems except for passive scans and stealth surface.” The small ship jumped, settled into a crater’s shadow, and powered down.
 

“I see a ship above the planet, but it does not register on my scans.”
 

Dgran thought, “Show me on my screen.” There was a brown ship about 2,800 feet long, cylindrical in shape, with a smooth hull keeping station above the planet directly above the three communities on the planet’s surface.
 

Elef reported, “I also see that now the populations of the three communities are back at 300,000 each. I can still detect the new births I scanned earlier, but somehow the populations have been reduced to keep their totals at that level.”
 

Dgran examined the ship on her screen and wondered just what was happening on the planet’s surface. She also wondered why her systems could not detect that ship on electronic scans. “Are you recording all of this?”
 

“Absolutely, and I’m sending some passive stealth scanners to the planet’s surface.”
 

Jake leaned back in his chair and smiled at Valerie, “I just don’t see how I merit all this attention. I know I have a little psychic ability but it’s not much. Both of you have a huge level of psychic skills; it is I that should be worried about you.”
 

Valerie sighed and shook her head, “You don’t understand what you are. It’s not the psychic ability you have right now; it’s the ability that is locked up inside you that has us worried. Let me explain. How much do you know about the history of the Stars Realm?”
 

Jake shrugged, “I guess I know the basics. The Realm was formed about twelve thousand years ago. The first king was an Algean named Sprig Gardner. He unified the Realm and brought about the peace and prosperity that has endured up to this time.”
 

Valerie shook her head, “That’s what the history books say, but they are wrong. The Realm is actually two thousand years older than that, and Sprig was in fact the fifth ruler of the Realm.”
 

Jake was surprised by her answer. He had made a point of studying the Realm’s history before he started going out into the Realm to make money in the casinos. He was sure that the history did not go back beyond the reign of Sprig. “None of the history I’ve seen says anything about other rulers.”
 

“I know, and the Royal Family prefers that history not tell about those times. The Realm was in a constant state of war for survival during those early years, and it was a close thing indeed that the Realm survived. The Realm faced five foes during that period, and every one of them could have completely destroyed the Realm. The forces arrayed against the Realm were, in several instances, hundreds of millions of years more advanced technologically than the Realm’s military, and outnumbered the Realm’s Navy by millions of ships.”
 

Cynthia sat down. She had also learned the Realm’s history from the same source as Jake. This was all new to her.
 

Jake took another bite of his sandwich and said, “What does that have to do with me in this current situation?”
 

Valerie looked Jake in the eyes and said, “The difference maker in all of those wars was a super psychic leader that led the Realm against the forces arrayed against it. Starting with Thomas and Danielle Gardner, followed by Rose and Tommy Gardner, Cassandra Dodd, yes Cynthia, you have the same last name, and finally Matthew and Melanie Gardner. Notice that all of these psychics had a common ancestry.”
 

Cynthia interjected, “Well, that Algean was not part of their ancestry.”
 

Valerie nodded, “That’s true. It was decided after the last conflict that only the chosen ruler of the Stars Realm would use the name Gardner. The Gardners decided that Sprig was needed to handle the tremendous details of ruling the Realm, and it was they who suggested only the ruler would use that last name. That is how it is still done and my last name is Gardner. I am a direct descendant of Rose and Chris Andrews. Rose was Thomas and Danielle’s daughter.”
 

“So what are you saying? Are you insinuating that I am one of these Gardners?”
 

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you are, since over 12,000 years the ancestry of the original Gardner family grows too much to be able to track all of their descendants. The point is that these super psychics never appeared unless the Realm was under attack by an overwhelming enemy. We have not had a super psychic since the last war against the Red Demons, which ended more than 13,000 years ago.”
 

Cynthia put her drink on the table and said, “I thought the Royal Family has psychics that have tremendous psychic powers; as strong as any in history?”
 

Valerie shrugged, “That’s true. Several of our stronger members have skills that are even more powerful that the last super psychic, Matthew Gardner. One of their skills is the ability to sense when danger is coming, and they are also given occasional glimpses into the future. We are all sensing that the Realm is in danger and the feeling has been growing for more than five years. One of us has also sensed that another super psychic is coming whose ability will be stronger than all of the previous rulers and that, whoever it is, they will be absolutely critical if the Realm is to survive the coming attack.” Valerie didn’t mention that she was chosen to be the next ruler of the Stars Realm because she was the strongest psychic in the Royal Family and it was her vision. She was young in years, but more experienced than others twice her age at using her talents.
 

Jake just stared at Valerie. “And you think I might be that super psychic you’re expecting?”
 

Valerie tilted her head to the left and sighed, “Jake, you are that psychic we’ve been looking to find. It maybe also be true that it is you that will cause the coming attack on the Realm.”
 

Jake and Cynthia were both shocked by that statement.
 

Dgran watched the feed coming from the planet and focused it on one of the colonies. Elef had reported six new births and Dgran wanted to know how the population was held to exactly 300,000. She watched, and as Elef brought the view in closer she noticed a small craft leaving a structure that was located forty miles outside the valley where the communities were located. It was skimming over the terrain at a high rate of speed.
 

The view moved closer, and she could see six creatures that were basically brown in color with four legs on a lower rounded section and an upper section that had two arms. The head was on a short stalk extending from the upper globular section, and looked triangular in shape with two saber shaped mandibles and numerous small white spikes on top that were constantly moving. The eyes were black on the side of the head and protruded out from the sides. The vessel was moving quickly and arrived outside the entrance to the colony, which was populated by human beings. The six creatures dismounted and walked into the entrance. One pointed a device and scanned the surrounding area. The view moved in closer and Dgran saw one, then two, and finally three humans walk to the six creatures and stand together in front of them.
 

Elef said, “I want you to notice that each of those six humans have a bracelet on their left arm that is flashing an orange light.”
 

Dgran looked closer and saw the flashing bracelets. She looked at other humans in the community and their bracelets were not flashing. The other humans joined the creatures at the entrance. These six had, obviously, been selected by the creatures. One of the creatures motioned to the six, and they walked out of the community and boarded the vessel. The six brown creatures then climbed on board and moved quickly away from the community toward the building where they had originated. “Keep a close view on that vessel, Elef.”
 

“I’m already doing it.”
 

The vessel flew quickly back to the building and the six creatures exited, followed by the six humans. They walked up to what looked like a knee-high conveyer belt just outside the building, and the creatures motioned to the humans to sit on the conveyer. When each had taken their seat one of the creatures pulled a device and shot all six humans, who fell back onto the belt. The belt began turning and moved them into the building.
 

“Are they still alive?”
 

“They are still breathing, but there is no electrical activity in a huge area of their brain. Whatever they used to shoot them has totally destroyed all higher brain functions.”
 

Dgran was shocked at the matter of fact way the creatures had killed the humans.
 

“Commander, I have three ships coming around the moon and closing on our position.”
 

Dgran looked at her main screen and saw that the brown ships were on top of their location. “Power up all systems; bring weapons on line.”
 

The three ships stopped directly above the Searcher and fired three beams at the small ship. Dgran felt her body start to vibrate, “Jump out, Elef!” Elef did not respond, and Dgran saw that her ship was coming apart. The beams hitting the Searcher’s ship went through its screens like they didn’t exist. Dgran felt her body start to shut down and she pressed the self destruct button just before her body turned to dust. The small ship blew up with a huge blast that shattered the surface of the moon for a hundred mile radius. The three brown ships surrounding the Searcher were hit by the blast, but were unaffected.
 

One microsecond before the blast destroyed the small ship, a tiny probe inside the ship’s computer the size of a marble teleported away from the doomed ship. The probe jumped three thousand times in less than five seconds immediately after it recorded the destruction of the Searcher. It arrived out in open space and jumped out of the universe back to the Stars Realm.
 

“How can I possibly cause this coming attack you’re describing?”
 

Valerie stood up and refilled her cup, “Your psychic ability protects you even when you are unaware of it operating. Do you ever wonder why Robby was caught and you weren’t?
 

Jake’s expression turned serious, “Every day.”
 

“It’s because your psychic self directed the merchant’s attention away from you. You have survived because you have not been ready to release your power. Whenever you have been in trouble, things were made to happen to insure you survived. How many close calls have you had with the security forces on Gambian?”
 

“Before Robby died, there were numerous times that I wondered how I wasn’t caught. Are you saying that these skills you say I possess protected me?”
 

‘Yes, I am. It may have been necessary for another to face the security forces instead of you, but your psychic self will do whatever is necessary to insure your survival.”
 

“Why?” Jake asked.
 

Valerie shook her head, “Because you had to be kept alive and away from the one that would release your powers.”
 

Jake just stared at her. Cynthia asked, “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 

“Jake has an initiator somewhere, either in this universe of another and we suspect it is in another universe, that when he touches her it will break the barrier that is keeping his psychic power locked inside him. He can only come into contact with her when his psychic self reaches maturity. If he makes contact before he is fully mature, then both of them could be killed by the contact. In all of the prior super psychics, this usually happened between the ages of eighteen and twenty four. Jake has entered the time of his skills being released. He should also start showing some of his skills as they are released due to stressful situations. His full power can only be released by his designated initiator.”
 

Cynthia asked, “What makes you think it is in another universe?”
 

Valerie looked at Cynthia, “Because all of us are sensing a coming attack and there is no force in our universe that could threaten us. It has to be coming from another universe. That is what makes us suspect that is where the initiator is located. We hope that we can go there before the attacker comes here, but with billions of possible universes, we have to hope we get a clue as to which one has the attacker and is also the location of his initiator.”
 

Jake stood up and said, “This is ridiculous.”
 

Valerie stood and put her hand on his shoulder and appeared to wait for something to happen. When nothing did, she sighed and said, “No it’s not, Jake. I can see your aura and you will be developing stronger psychic skills immediately. I can see the blue flashes that indicate that your power is seeking release.”
 

Jake didn’t know what to think. Then Valerie said something that made him wonder if she was right. “Jake, I saw the recording of when the first psychic scanner exploded. You dove for the floor before it blew up. How did you know to do that?”
 

Jake looked at her and said, “I didn’t do anything; my body just suddenly moved to the floor.”
 

Valerie could see the confusion in his face; then she saw him realize a truth he had missed, “You’re saying I caused Robby to die because of my psychic abilities?”
 

Valerie sighed, “Why was Robby outside that merchant’s office wearing the same tunic you had on when you decided to take that bag? I’ll bet if you asked him he wouldn’t be able to explain why he came there.”
 

Jake was almost losing control, “He didn’t know. He just wandered to that location. He didn’t know what I was doing.”
 

“Jake, your powers do not care about anyone else but you. If someone you love has to die to protect you, they will die. If a planet has to die to insure your survival, it will die. It does not care. If a Realm has to die to make your powers active, it will die. If a dangerous enemy has to attack the Realm to get you to where your initiator is located, the enemy will attack. The most powerful force in the universe is psychic power, and until your power is released and you take control of it you could cause unimaginable destruction.”
 

“But I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
 

“Neither does your power, but it will if it is necessary for you to find your initiator. The first rulers of the Stars Realm caused a war with the Alliance of worlds just to insure that they would not be separated. The end result of that war was the formation of The Stars Realm. The Royal Family has been searching for you for five years. Why do you think we have eight hundred teams at the casinos trying to capture anyone with psychic ability? We were looking for you. Thank the creator, we’ve found you.”
 

Jake looked at the beautiful young girl and did not want to believe her, but something inside him told him she was right. Then he could hear her thoughts. He looked at her and thought, “Does this mean that I am now telepathic?”
 

Valerie jerked, then thought back, “Yes. We have to get you to your initiator. We know that high levels of stress will cause your psychic skills to manifest themselves.”
 

Cynthia was telepathic, and she was amazed. Then she asked, “How do you do that, Your Highness? I mean, how do you find this initiator?”
 

“We wait for something to happen that is totally unexpected, then we follow up.”
 

Jake thought, “What do you mean, unexpected?”
 

Valerie smiled, “It wouldn’t be unexpected if I knew what it was, but this much I can tell you: it won’t be long.”
 
  

Chapter Four

The probe teleported into the mainframe at Fleet Control and immediately downloaded its information. A loud siren went off, along with bright flashing red lights. The Spider in command that day pressed a button and announced, “We have the destruction of a Searcher. All command staff report in immediately. The Spider then toggled a switch and said, “It’s starting; both of you come here now.”
 

A silver screen appeared and two more spiders stepped out. “What’s happened, Newton?”
 

“We’ve had a Gamma ship destroyed.”
 

The two spiders were shocked, “How is that possible? Those ships are the most powerful ships we’ve ever created.”
 

“I don’t know, Edison, but from what I’ve initially seen from the escape probe it wasn’t even able to fire its weapons before it was killed.”
 

The third spider asked, “Do you think this is what the Royal Family has been sensing?”
 

“It has to be, Einstein. Any ship that can destroy a Gamma is a real threat. We at least know what universe the ship was located in when it was destroyed.”
 

Edison sat down at a control board, “Do we know anything about that universe?”
 

“There’s nothing in the Realm’s data on explored universes.”
 

“Have you looked at our data?” Einstein asked.
 

Newton leaned right, indicating he had not, “I was hoping you and I would do that while Einstein assimilates the information the probe brought back and try to get our analysis organized.”
 

“I’m on it.”
 

“Have you notified the Royal Family?” Edison asked.
 

“I just sent a message to the King.”
 

Edison thought a moment, “We’d better have our information ready quickly. According to the Castle, we are going to be attacked soon.”
 

Newton looked at Edison’s control panel, “You’d better call in the Algeans to help organize the information from the probe.”
 

“Already done; they have the data downloaded to them and they are going to work on the information gathered from the planet the Searcher was scanning.”
 

Newton rose and moved toward the teleport screen, “I’m going to try and determine how those ships were able to see the Gamma through its invisibility screen. I’m going with Einstein to see what we have in our records. “
 

Edison looked up, “Just got word the Royal Family wants a meeting in two days to see what we know. Get to work, and link the Algeans in to your computer.” Edison was worried; a Gamma had been destroyed.
 

Valerie got a faraway look and put her cup down on the table. She appeared to be listening to something for a moment, then looked at Jake and Cynthia, “Well, it looks like it’s starting. Cynthia, take us to Ross. We are going to attend a meeting at Castle Gardner that will be held in two days. While we’re waiting, report to fleet command and have them go over your ship’s systems.” Valerie looked at Jake, walked up and gave him a hug, and kissed his cheek. “I know you doubt that you can help us, but I know in my heart that you will make the difference in our survival. I am so thankful I’ve had this time with you. Please don’t forget me.”
 

Jake was astounded. What did she mean? He was a nobody and this woman child was one day going to rule the Realm. He looked at her and said, “You’re too beautiful to ever forget.”
 

Valerie smiled and Cynthia felt a pang of jealously. Then she said, “Why am I going to this meeting?”
 

Valerie looked at Cynthia and said, “Because wherever Jake has to go, you are going to take him.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Because his psychic self led him to you. You captured him because you were selected to do so; at least that’s what we think. Either way, the two of you will be traveling partners for the foreseeable future.”
 

Cynthia didn’t know what to think about that. She just knew that it couldn’t be good.
 

Einstein entered the command chamber and thought to Newton, “I’ve found that universe in our data banks.”
 

Newton looked up, “And?”
 

“The information was suppressed by the Demons. A family was sent to harvest it about twenty million years ago and was destroyed by the creatures there. We sent a follow up family and they were also decimated by those creatures. We never went back. It seems the Demons implemented a compulsion for us to stay away.”
 

Newton leaned a little lower and said, “Then my belief that we were undefeated until the war with the Realm is not accurate.”
 

“It appears that way. The records from the survivors of the failed follow up show the creatures using a kind of invisible beam that destroyed anything it hit, including the green substance used on our ships. We don’t know what produces that beam, but it is not energy as we know it.”
 

“Take what you know to the Algeans and see what they can determine. I’m doing an analysis of their ships. They do not show up on our scans. I’ll let you know what I find out.”
 

“Better hurry; we only have forty five hours left to get ready for the meeting.”
 

“I know; now get out of here so I can concentrate.”
 

Jake and Valerie teleported down to the castle and Valerie took him to a room on the eighth floor. “This is where you will be staying until the meeting. You might want to visit the library and catch up on the actual facts about the Stars Realm while you’re waiting. The meeting is scheduled for the day after tomorrow.”
 

“How do I get to the library?”
 

Valerie smiled, “Right here beside your door is a panel with all of the main rooms in the castle. Simply press where you want to go and walk through your doorway. To come back here, just press the button that says living quarters on any panel in the castle. The system has recorded you and will send you back to this room.”
 

Jake shook his head, “This is some place you live in.”
 

Valerie nodded, “It grows on you, and can really spoil you when you travel. See you later, Jake.”
 

Jake nodded as Valerie pressed a button, walked through the silver screen in the doorway, and disappeared. Jake thought a moment, then pressed the library button, stepped through the silver screen, and emerged into a huge room. He saw that there were headsets on many of the tables and he walked over to one and put it on. He immediately heard a voice, “What would you like to view?”
 

Jake thought, then said, “The early history of the Stars Realm before Sprig was king.”
 

The headset responded, “Would you like the information downloaded or simply read?”
 

Jake wasn’t sure what downloaded was, but he figured it would have to be faster than having it read. “Downloaded.”
 

“Please sit down in one of the chairs to commence download.”
 

Jake sat down in a chair at the table. It immediately moved to a reclining position, then his brain came alive with images and information at a rate that was incredible. He lost track of time.
 

Upstairs the King of the Stars Realm thought to Valerie, “You have removed the protocols on the library?”
 

“Only for him, Father.”
 

“That is information that may not be a good thing to have known.”
 

“He is going to need every advantage we can give him, and he needs to know what he’ll be fighting for in the upcoming confrontation. He needs to know what we are.”
 

“You still see us being attacked, Daughter?”
 

“Yes, and it won’t be long before it starts.”
 

“Then the death of our Searcher is the opening of hostilities?”
 

Valerie sighed, “Yes, and there are going to be many more that die.”
 

“And you think this young lad is going to make a difference?”
 

“Without him we are lost, Father. He is our only hope, and if he fails then the Stars Realm is doomed.”
 

“I’m having extreme difficulty believing that. Our military is quite strong and we have millions of ships.”
 

“Listen to what information comes out in the meeting and then tell me you don’t believe it. We stand no better chance than that dead Searcher did.”
 

The King reflected a moment and said, “We’ll see.”
 

Meanwhile Jake remained motionless on the chair downstairs.
 

Einstein teleported in to Edison’s command center and said, “I have uncovered some disturbing news.”
 

Edison looked up from his terminal, “What is that?”
 

“These creatures are a product of our invasion. They are much more dangerous to intelligent life than we ever hoped to be. It appears we caused it to happen.”
 

Edison lowered his body and said, “Give me what you’ve discovered.”
 

Einstein pressed a button on a device on one of his legs, “You have it. I hope you know how to present this.”
 

Edison hoped so, too.
 

Cynthia said, “Ouch, that hurts!”
 

The Algean working on a device on her head said, “Oh, be still. These connections are absolutely critical if this is going to work.”
 

“Just what is this device?”
 

“It is a direct link to a ship’s computer.”
 

“Why do I need a link? I’ll just use telepathy to link.”
 

The Algean made another adjustment, “That’s the other thing; it blocks telepathy.”
 

Cynthia looked at the Algean and thought that this was not going to be good, “Are you changing my ship’s interface?”
 

“No, you are going to take command of a new ship. Now be quiet so I can finish,”
 

Cynthia thought, “Oh, this is not good.”
 

Jake opened his eyes and saw Valerie sitting in a chair next to him. “How long have you been here?”
 

Valerie smiled, “Only fifteen minutes. The library notified me when you were about to complete your download.”
 

“How long have I been here?”
 

“About thirty six hours. You need to start getting ready for the meeting that will be starting in four hours.”
 

Jake sat up and felt dizzy, so he laid back down. “That was some history lesson. I only asked for the early history, but it seems I have been given everything up to the present.”
 

Valerie smiled, “That’s my fault. I changed the protocol after you started.”
 

“Why did you do that?”
 

“Why do you think, Jake?”
 

Jake sighed, “It changed me, Your Highness. I’m not the same after seeing all that has happened.”
 

“Jake, please call me Valerie when we’re not in the public arena. I count you as a friend. I changed it because I felt you needed to know all that has happened in the Realm in order to appreciate what you are going to be risking your life to save. I also wanted you to see what happens when your psychic powers are released.”
 

“You mean what would happen to me emotionally.”
 

Valerie looked down, “Yes.”
 

“I will be bonded with that person for life, won’t I?”
 

Valerie nodded.
 

“Why does this bother you so much, Valerie?”
 

Valerie looked Jake in the eyes, then looked back down, “I was hoping that you would end up with me.”
 

Jake was shocked, “What do you mean? I’m nowhere close to being in your league. I’m not even playing in your league. Why, by all creation, would someone like you even be remotely interested in me?”
 

Valerie looked up and said, “Jake, I am the strongest psychic in the Royal Family. They all know that I am so far ahead of everyone else that I am for all intents and purposes making the critical decisions for the Realm. The reason I am not actually ruling the Realm is due to my age. The Realm would have great difficulty accepting a ruler as young as me. However, I have not felt anyone in the Realm that even remotely touches my heart. As soon as I saw you on Cynthia’s ship, I felt you. I could sense who you are. I felt the pain that has made you what and who you are. I knew a super psychic was coming and I have been searching desperately for you; partly because I know how important you are to the Realms survival, but also in the hopes that I might be your initiator. I am not your initiator. There is someone else destined to be your love, and what a great love the two of you will share. I envy whoever it is, even now. So the role I am left with is to be your friend, and I do hope you will be mine as well.”
 

Jake stared at her and shook his head, “You say such remarkable things for someone so young.”
 

Valerie shook her head,
 

“Being telepathic, I have already lived ten lifetimes. You grow up fast when you’re in the minds of adults even before you’re born. Trust me on this one, Jake; I am not a child.”
 

“I believe you, Val. I would consider it an honor to be your friend, and I am amazed that you see things in me that I don’t. I hope I can live up to your expectations.”
 

Valerie removed the headset from Jake’s head, “Well, now that you’ve seen the Realm’s history, what do you think?”
 

“Where are Atlas and Diana?”
 

“We know that once the Realm developed universal drives, they went to the Captor’s universe to try and get their captured brothers to see reason. The Captors’ red screen protected them against the heat of the newly created universe. They’ve been gone for four thousand years. They cannot, and will not, help us in the coming conflict.
 

“Where are the Gardners?”
 

Valerie smiled, “That question has been asked for the last ten thousand years; no one knows.”
 

“Then where is the Alexander Kosiev?”
 

“We’ve been asking that for eleven thousand years.”
 

The Map room was crowded. Jake saw three spiders at the main table with two Algeans. There were two Cainth and one Glod sitting together, and he saw they were getting animated in their discussion. He glanced at the front of the table and saw several species he didn’t recognize, along with three high-ranking military officers. One of them was a Vgrig. “That must be Admiral Zergl,” he thought. This meeting has some high powered individuals in attendance. He sat down in a chair away from the table next to Cynthia, and noticed that she was nervous. “What’s bothering you?”
 

“You, Jake! I don’t know how I got sucked up into this.”
 

“Probably because my power selected you to find me,” he snickered.
 

“That’s not even funny. That is probably exactly what caused me to be here. Oh, I don’t have a good feeling about this. This is not good.”
 

Jake looked at her, “Remember: as long as you’re with me, you’re safe.”
 

Cynthia looked at him with a smirk, “Do you think I wouldn’t be sacrificed to save you. If someone has to go, I’ll be the closest candidate. I just don’t really understand the forces at work here.”
 

“Welcome to my world, Cyn. I have no idea what’s going on. It’s nice to know I’m not alone.” Suddenly everyone stood and bowed. Jake and Cynthia jumped up and followed their lead.
 

The King of the Stars Realm, David Bolt Gardner, entered the room with his Queen, Elizabeth Andrews Gardner. Following them in were the two children of the Royal Couple, Joseph Spring and Valerie Rose Gardner. Jake saw Valerie and was astounded at how beautiful she was in the blue and rose colored dress she was wearing. She was going to be amazing as she grew older; she was already so beautiful. Valerie saw Jake looking at her, and smiled and winked at him. She then took her seat next to her father.
 

King David sat down and said, “Please be seated.” After everyone had taken their places, he looked at one of the Algeans, “Who is going to make the first presentation?”
 

The Algean said, “I am going to start, Your Majesty.”
 

“Please proceed, Sprig.”
 

Jake jumped straighter in his chair. “Was this the former King of the Stars Realm?”
 

Valerie saw him flinch and thought to him, “No, the Algean couple assigned to the castle staff always assumes the name of Sprig and Twig to honor them. The original is now the Elder leading the Algeans.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and nodded.
 

Sprig indicated the other Algean and said, “We have the task of determining how the Searcher was detected by the creatures that destroyed her vessel. We know that no electronic scan would have uncovered the ship and it was also invisible; it bent light around itself. What we have come to consensus about is that the creatures could hear the thoughts the Searcher used to communicate with her ship.”
 

The room started buzzing ,and the King looked at the group sternly and they quieted down. “Our spider friends will have more to say about these creatures, but we know they are telepathic. The white spikes on top of their heads are used to communicate, and we know that telepathy is not bound by the physical laws of the universe. Those who use it can send a thought to someone in another galaxy and be heard instantly. We believe that the ship holding station above the planet could hear thoughts coming from the moon, and was able to locate the place but not see what was causing them. We think that a call was made and three ships arrived to investigate. The three ships traveled in from the jump limit, indicating that the creatures have not discovered how to jump inside the limit.”
 

Elizabeth asked, “How did you arrive at that conclusion?”
 

“The Searcher was on the moon running scans for ten hours. That is exactly how far from the moon that the jump limit is located traveling at one-third light speed. We aren’t certain if their ships are faster than that or not, but it is a starting place for determining their capabilities. The three ships kept the moon between the Searcher and their path, making sure they were not detected visually. We are reasonably certain that they detected the Searcher’s thoughts as they approached the moon because they arrived in a perfect triangle above the Searcher.”
 

Twig pushed a button and a video of the three ships coming around the moon was shown on the room’s main viewing screen. “The Searcher panicked at this point and turned on her screens and weapon systems. This allowed the three ships to see her and they immediately opened fire and destroyed her ship.”
 

Admiral Zergl asked, “How did their beam get through our screens?”
 

Sprig turned and said, “I’m going to allow Einstein to answer that question.”
 

Einstein pushed his device and the video showed the Searcher’s ship start vibrating rapidly. The internal camera in the ship showed the Searcher shaking violently just before she pressed the self-destruct button. The video showed the Searcher turn to dust just before the blast. “The beam they used was not made by energy.”
 

Zergl watched the death of one of his sailors, and everyone could see the anger on his face, “Then what was it?”
 

“We believe that the ship was destroyed telepathically.”
 

The entire room started talking at once, “Impossible! How can that be? No way that could happen!” Einstein listened, and finally the King called for order. “We didn’t want to believe it either, but it is the only thing that makes sense. We all know that even if our ship’s screens are active we can still communicate telepathically to someone outside the ship. Can we all agree on that?”
 

Everyone looked at each other. Zergl said, “We’ve all seen what you’re describing.”
 

“We think that those white spikes on their heads are not only used to communicate, but they can also focus their thoughts into a beam that will destroy most any kind of matter. We also surmise that the ships must have a device that amplifies the beam to make it extremely potent. The thoughts used to produce this beam are not organized thoughts, but a kind of buzzing. Some insects are capable of producing noises that can be heard over very long distances. Perhaps this “telepathic noise” was once used to call a mate, but now it is deadly when amplified and will go through any screen used on our ships.”
 

Sprig asked, “What evidence do you have that suggests the beam is amplified?”
 

Einstein turned to Sprig, “I’ll show you more proof when we look at the planet, but I want you to notice that when the three ships rounded the moon all three turned the nose of their ships toward the Searcher’s location.” Einstein replayed the video, and they all saw the ships turn their nose toward the surface of the moon. “This indicates the nose of the ship is where the beam originates, and tells us that there must be a device that directs it located there.”
 

David said, “It would be a good idea to stay away from the bow of those ships.”
 

“Absolutely, Your Majesty. However, we don’t know the effective range of their beam. We think it is more than three hundred miles at full power.” This statement stunned the attendees, and the room was silent.
 

Valerie asked, “How did you arrive at that distance?”
 

“I’m going to ask Newton to answer that question, Your Highness, but first I would like Edison to tell you what we discovered about the colonies on the planet.” Valerie nodded at Edison.
 

Edison started the video and it began showing views of the three colonies on the planet’s surface. Edison narrated what they were seeing, “These three colonies are made up of three races from the Stars Realm; Human, Glod, and Cainth. They were aboard a colony ship that left our universe more than two thousand years ago, and this planet is where their trip ended. Notice the huge colony ship just outside the valley where these colonies are situated.”
 

The view of the ship grew, and everyone could see a huge piece of the stern missing. “This ship was forced down to the planet’s surface and the colonists were placed in the three communities. We have learned several things from the Searchers scans of these colonies. First, each of the colonies has exactly 300,000 colonists. Second, every one of the colonists is younger than forty years old. Third, the colonists grow their own food and their primary occupation is farming the land around their community. Fourth, every colonist has a band on their left arm with an orange colored light on it. Fifth, when a new child is born, it appears the oldest colonist is taken from the community by these creatures. Sometimes the creatures will wait until several children have been born to gather up the older colonists. I am going to show you a video of that actually taking place at the Human colony.”
 

Jake watched as everyone in the meeting saw the colonists gathered and then shot on the conveyer belt. He saw the extreme distaste the attendees had for how the Humans were treated.
 

Edison continued, “I am going to zoom in on the creature that shot the Humans. I want you to watch the spikes on top of its head and the device he uses to shoot them.”
 

The creature took the device and pointed it at the six colonists. The white spikes on top of the creature’s head started moving very rapidly as the creature activated the device. “Notice that nothing happened to the Humans even though the creature’s spikes were moving rapidly. It was when the device was activated that the damage was done. We see this as supporting the theory that their thoughts are amplified by this device. The Searcher’s scan revealed that all six colonists were still breathing but all of their higher brain functions had been damaged beyond repair.”
 

“These creatures are using the colonies on that planet as a food source. Those six Humans were sent into that building to be processed and shipped out on the vessel orbiting the planet. They were still alive so they would be, excuse this term, fresh on arrival at their destination. The ship must arrive when the creatures have collected enough colonists to send to their home worlds. We also know that millions of planets in that universe are exactly like the one you’re seeing; small communities with identical populations all farming to feed themselves. These creatures are harvesting all intelligent life in that universe and are thereby controlling any threat that they may become if they were allowed to evolve naturally.”
 

The room was silent. Then Edison dropped the bombshell, “It appears that they learned how to do this from my species. They just do it better than we ever did.”
 

The planet was fifty percent larger than Earth and was completely covered with small buildings two stories high. There were billions of inhabitants on the planet, and hundreds of thousands of ships arriving every day to unload the food needed to feed the planet’s huge population. Though the planet was covered by the small buildings, the real community lived in the ground under them. The inhabitants preferred living underground, and there were tunnels and huge cities dug more than fifty miles down. Everything moved at breakneck speed. All of those billions had their tasks to perform and they were all connected to each other telepathically. Although they were individuals, the part of their mind that they used to tune in to the community formed a collective intelligence that had a life of its own. Every creature on all the millions of planets was tied in together, and that giant Collective used them to see everything that happened in their universe. The Collective Mind did not possess a body, but it did exist as an individual intelligence, albeit a highly compartmentalized one. Those compartments would talk to each other as the Central Collective used them to make decisions.
 

“Have you determined the origin of that ship that was destroyed?”
 

The history portion of the Collective responded, “No, and we have nothing in our memory that matches that ship. The electronic screens were stronger than any we have ever encountered.”
 

“Could it have been a return of the green creatures to probe our strength?”
 

“The creature in that ship did not match the green creatures physically.”
 

The Collective processed that piece of information, and millions of bits of data were examined. “They did not come from this universe.”
 

“No, they could not have developed ships that powerful without our having seen them before now.”
 

“Perhaps it is time we go and find those green creatures and eliminate them as a possible threat. They could have sent this ship to probe us.”
 

There was a long pause while the entire Collective processed the thought. The science compartment spoke, “We have never tried to develop the means to leave this universe. Is it now time to begin?”
 

History interjected, “Would we be inviting other possible enemies to invade who would be more of a danger to us if we go searching for the green creatures?”
 

The Collective responded, “Someone has come into our territory and attempted to gather information. It appears that whether we go out or stay, we are at risk. I think we should at least go and see what creatures are out there and determine if they represent a danger. It is also time for us to expand. Our space is almost fully farmed and our population continues to grow.”
 

Technology spoke, “How many ships would you want to send out?”
 

The Collective pondered the resources available, “A million in the first group. Do you have the necessary technology to develop the mechanism needed to travel out of our space?”
 

“We still have those green ships we destroyed long ago, and they have the technology to make that travel possible. We just need to examine one of them and then build it.”
 

“How long before you could prepare the ships?”
 

Technology was silent for a moment, “Not very long; less than a quarter-cycle would be my estimate.”
 

The Collective listened to all of the compartments give their take on the idea, then decided, “Prepare the ships.”
 

Admiral Zergl asked, “Why do you say they do it better than your species?”
 

“Because we would harvest all intelligent life and leave and not return for millions of years. Witness what happened to us when we came back to this universe to find the Realm; an adversary that would ultimately stop our harvesting. If we had stayed in this universe and done what these creatures are doing, no race would have the opportunity to evolve into a civilization strong enough to defeat us.”
 

Valerie leaned forward, “How did you determine that they learned to do this from you?”
 

Edison tilted his head to the right, indicating irony, “They watched as we killed millions of races in their universe and determined that those races could be a food source for them as well. They also copied the matter that we used on our ships, which made them invincible against any races that remained in their universe. Oh, it’s clear that they are emulating what we did and have perfected the tools we used to a much higher standard. The hulls of their ships are not vulnerable to the organic missiles or repulsion fields that were used against our ships; they are as hard as any of our modern alloys. They also have the thought beam which goes through any electronic screen.”
 

The King looked around the table, then asked Edison, “It appears that we should stay out of this universe and not give them a reason to leave, especially since none of our weapons will affect their ships.”
 

Edison turned his head upside down in agreement, “The team that analyzed this data are all agreed that this is not a place to which we should go.”
 

Valerie said in a voice that all could hear, “Stay out if you choose, but they are coming here and it won’t be long until they arrive.”
 

David looked at Valerie, “Are you absolutely certain about that?”
 

Valerie nodded, “The Stars Realm will be destroyed if you decide to sit and do nothing.”
 

David stared at Valerie, then looked at Jake and Cynthia sitting away from the group. He looked back at Valerie, “You still insist that he must go to that universe?”
 

“We are doomed if he doesn’t, Father. He is our only chance to survive, and you are wasting time talking about it. He needs to go now.”
 

David felt his temper rise and started to reprimand his daughter, but then he remembered who had the real power in this room. He looked over at Jake again and said, “What do you think about all this, young man?”
 

Jake looked quickly at Valerie, saw her stern expression, then looked at the King of the Stars Realm answering, “I have just finished looking at the history of the Realm, the real history, and if what I’ve seen is accurate, I agree; you’re wasting time. You either trust psychic abilities or you step out on your own. The Realm’s history is filled with evidence that we would not be here today except for amazing people with even more amazing psychic gifts. I don’t know if what she says about me is true or not,” he looked at Valerie and said, “but I believe in her and if I were making this decision, I’d do as she says.” Jake sat back down then jumped back up and said, “Your Majesty.” Then he sat back down.
 

Sprig stood and said, “Your Majesty, he must go soon. However, we have some things we’re working on that will improve his chance of surviving.”
 

David was angry at the disrespect he was getting, but turned and asked, “Such as?”
 

“Our spider friends looked back in their database and found a device that will block the thoughts of anyone using it. We have developed a scalp covering that we believe will prevent any telepathy from leaking out. It was originally designed millions of years ago by a telepathic race that the spiders harvested. It was used to punish their criminals by preventing them from having contact with any member of their race. We have fashioned one for the two that would go.”
 

Valerie stood and said, “How long before the device is ready?”
 

Sprig looked at Twig and she said, ‘Three days.”
 

Valerie looked at Admiral Zergl, “While he is waiting, I want him fitted for
 Armor.”
 

Zergl said, “Absolutely not. No one gets armor unless they are trained in its use.”
 

Valerie looked at her father and David could see that his daughter was getting angry. Before he could speak his son Joe stood, “Admiral, I am the overall commander of all Stars Realm Military. Just how much do you like your position in our armed forces?”
 

Zergl looked at Joe and everyone could see his nervousness.
 

Joe said, “Lest there be any mistake, if you receive a Directive from the Royal Family you will follow it or be tried for treason. Do all of you here not know that my Sister is the most powerful psychic in the Realm’s history? If she says we are doomed without this man’s help, then we are doomed. Admiral, you will take Jake with you and fit him with armor. You will train him as best you can in the time that remains. Is that clear?”
 

Zergl lowered his head and said, “Yes, Your Highness.”
 

Newton raised himself and said, “I would like a device fitted to the armor.”
 

Zergl asked, “What device is that?”
 

“We looked at our database rather extensively, and we found that one of our brothers developed a cutting device that he used to cut off a piece of our ship’s hull to build a statue. We contacted him and Leonardo reproduced it for us. Remarkably enough, it is also activated by thoughts. It may be effective against their hull material. We won’t know if it will work, but we want it included anyway. We are working to see if we can make this into a weapon but again, we won’t know unless we get an opportunity to trial it.”
 

David sat in his chair and tried to determine what should be done. He felt unimaginable fear and was paralyzed about what he should do. Elizabeth looked her husband, then at Valerie, and nodded. Valerie stood and looked at her father, “Father, it’s time.”
 

David started and looked at his daughter. He turned to Elizabeth and Joe and they nodded to him. David sighed and stood, “I hereby abdicate the throne of the Stars Realm and designate my daughter Valerie to be the new Queen of the Stars Realm. May she protect us against all enemies.” He sat back down and felt tired. The entire room was stunned by the announcement. Even the spiders were at a loss.
 

Valerie looked at the people around the table and said, “I didn’t want to take control this soon, but time is growing short. All of you must believe that.” She turned to Admiral Zergl, “Prepare his armor.” She looked at Cynthia, “You will also have your armor modified with the new items.” She then turned and said to everyone present, “They are coming and they will be here before you know it. Get back in your labs and develop the things we’ll need to defend ourselves. Otherwise we will end up like those colonists.” Everyone looked up at the screen where the picture had frozen as the colonists had fallen on the belt.
 

Cynthia looked at Jake, “I have a bad feeling about this.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “Stick close to me.”
 

Cynthia shook her head, “As if I have a choice.”
 

Jake looked over at Valerie and she saw him staring at her. He thought to her, “I will never forget you, Val.”
 

Valerie felt a tear, but she quickly wiped it away. She turned and left the Room.
 

David sat in his chair and held Beth’s hand. “It’s up to her now, Love.”
 

Beth smiled, “It has always been up to her, my Love.”
 
  

Chapter Five

The Stars Realm was surprised to hear of the King’s abdication, but was curious about the scheduled announcement that was going to be made in three hours. It was a rare thing indeed for the Royal Family to interfere in the normal day-to-day activities of the Realm. Everyone in the Realm wondered what was going on. Finally the designated time arrived, and Valerie appeared on every electronic monitor in the Realm.
 

“Good evening, citizens of the Stars Realm. My name is Valerie Rose Gardner and I am the new Queen of the Stars Realm. I know most of you are wondering why I have been selected for this title, and I must say that I wish I did not have to accept it.” Valerie looked into the screen and continued, “The Stars Realm is going to soon be attacked by a civilization that lives in another universe.”
 

The trillions watching their screens caught their breath. The Realm had been at peace for thousands of years. What was she talking about?
 

“As most of you know, the Royal Family has a high level of psychic abilities, and one of those is to know when danger is coming. That feeling has grown to the point where we now know that the attack is going to happen soon. We have also discovered the creatures that will be coming, and they have starships that are immune to any weapon in our military’s arsenal. They also possess a beam that goes through our most powerful screens and destroys our ships. We are working hard to develop a defense against these creatures, but we are not there yet.”
 

Valerie stood and walked in front of the desk she was sitting, “There is something that all of you can do to help you survive if your planet is attacked. I want every citizen on every planet to have their teleport doors programmed with a location off-planet; preferably out of your galaxy. If you are going to be attacked by these creatures, go to the nearest terminal and teleport away. We are going to provide a list of open planets that you may want to consider for your escape. Check your terminals and there will be a list of places for each planet to use to avoid overcrowding. We are doing our best to delay these creatures, but we want to be prepared in the event that the worst happens. Please listen to the Stars Realm’s Representative from your local government and follow their instructions. The Stars Realm Military and the Royal Family are doing everything possible to protect you, and I thank you in advance for your support. Thank you for your attention.”
 

Valerie stepped away from the desk and heard the news announcers cut in and tell the Stars Realm about their new Queen. The Realm learned that Valerie’s psychic abilities were the greatest in the Realm’s history, and that the Royal Family was unanimous in selecting her to rule during this time of emergency. She turned the monitor off and sat down. She wondered what Jake was doing.
 

Jake was standing in the middle of a room with nothing on while he was being scanned by a huge machine. It was cold, and he was shivering. “Please be still during the scan.” He could hear Valerie in the next room making the announcement about the coming invasion and he was impressed with how well she handled herself. Then he heard, “Please raise your arms out to your sides.” He raised his arms and then heard, “Palms up, please.” He turned his palms toward the ceiling. “Now down.” He turned them toward the floor. This exercise had been going on for an hour and he had forgotten how many positions he was made to get into. Then he heard, “Ok, that’s it. You can get dressed.
 

Jake stretched and then began putting his clothes back on. A Stars Realm Colonel came in and said, “You did very well; we should have your armor momentarily.”
 

Jake started, “Tell me, Colonel, why was the Admiral so against me being given armor?”
 

The Colonel stared at Jake and finally said, “You are being given one of the most powerful weapons the Realm has in its inventory. We do not give armor to anyone that has not passed our screens.”
 

“You could always take it back.”
 

The Colonel shook his head slowly, “The only way to take it back is to kill the one wearing it.”
 

“What?!?”
 

“The armor becomes part of your DNA and will always be a part of you. It is not something that can be removed.”
 

“I thought you had to put it on or something.”
 

“Mr. Talant, I want you to raise your right arm and salute me.”
 

Jake looked puzzled but he saluted the Colonel.
 

Now I want you to raise your left arm and grip the little and ring fingers of your right hand, but do not stop saluting.”
 

Jake did as he was told, and as soon as he gripped the two fingers he felt a small shock over his entire body. Then he noticed that he was looking through a face plate with all kinds of readouts along the outer edges. When he looked at one of them, it grew larger.
 

“Mr. Talant, come take a look at yourself.”
 

Jake saw a mirror on the wall behind him, and he turned and saw himself. “Oh my great aunt! What happened?”
 

Jake saw a red colored, shiny surfaced, coating covering his entire body. His head had a helmet that was no wider than his ears, but had a protruding front face plate that was opaque. There were no seams anywhere but when he bent his arm, the coating moved with the motion. The coating appeared to be constantly in motion with shifting different red hues.
 

“My name is Manuel Busigleore. I am going to try and train you on your armor in the little time we have remaining before you leave. I wish we could go out and use it on live targets, but just teaching you all it can do will take up every minute.”
 

“How do I get out of it, Colonel?”
 

“You see down in the lower right corner of your faceplate a shape of a human body?”
 

Jake looked and as he directed his attention to the lower right corner the various symbols grew larger. “Yes, I see it.”
 

“Look at it and say “Off”.
 

Jake said, “Off” and the armor disappeared. “Wow! Colonel, that is amazing.”
 

“Call me Manny, but for right now I want you to go lay down on that couch in the far corner and put on the headband.”
 

“Is this going to be another download?”
 

Manny smiled, “Oh; you’ve seen how downloading works? Where did you get a download?”
 

Jake smiled, “In the castle’s library.”
 

“Well, this is going to be a little more intense than that.”
 

Jake said, “Uh oh! I don’t know if I like that grin you’re wearing.”
 

“I’ve always said be careful what you ask for; it may not be what you want.”
 

“What exactly is going to happen, Manny?”
 

“You are going to get the full download over the next twenty hours we normally do over a six week period. You will probably be somewhat sore when you wake.”
 

Jake stared at Manny, “Why?”
 

“Because your armor is going to be making connections to every nerve in your body and then testing each connection, Mr. Talant. Fortunately, you’ll be asleep. We will also be fitting the device to mask your telepathy at the same time.”
 

Jake had a sick look on his face, “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”
 

Manny smiled again, “Be careful what you ask for, Jake. Now come lay down.”
 

Jake sat down on the couch and saw ten technicians come in and surround him. Jake looked at Manny as he lay down and saw him shaking his head. Jake remembered what Cynthia said, “Oh, this is not going to be good.” A technician put the band around his head and he lost consciousness.
 

Valerie looked across the table in her personal quarters at Cynthia Dodd. Cynthia had been called in for an audience with the Queen and she was uncertain about what to expect. Valerie said, “Are you always this nervous?”
 

“Up until the events at the casino I was quite the happy-go-lucky individual.”
 

Valerie nodded, “Things change quickly, don’t they?”
 

Cynthia nodded.
 

“Well I have you here for a reason. You are going to take Jake and go to that planet where the Searcher was killed. Those creatures that killed her are preparing to come and find us.”
 

Cynthia was even more nervous after hearing that bit of information, “Is there anything we can do against them?”
 

Valerie shook her head, “No, it is going to be up to Jake to save us.” Cynthia looked skeptical. Valerie continued, “He must find his initiator, and I believe she is in the Human population on that planet. Jake must go down to the surface and see if he can find her. I wish there was a safer way to make this happen, but there isn’t. You’re going to make sure he doesn’t get hurt.”
 

“Just how am I going to do that, Your Majesty?”
 

“At the first sign of him being captured or harmed, you will teleport him to your ship and teleport away.”
 

Cynthia furrowed her brow, “It is my understanding that we were not to reveal any of our advanced technology around these creatures.”
 

“Ordinarily that would be true, but not in this case. Cynthia, we are going to be conquered and put into communities just like that planet you’ve seen in their universe. This will happen after more than seventy percent of our population is stunned and transported to their worlds for consumption.”
 

Cynthia was shocked, “How do you know this?”
 

“I have seen all the possible futures that await us and in everyone we are defeated except the future where Jake finds his initiator. I have not seen what he does to save us, but I know he does. We cannot lose him. He must be protected at all costs.”
 

Cynthia looked Valerie in the eyes, “Even if I have to give my life to protect him.”
 

Valerie sighed heavily, “Cynthia, I would gladly die to protect him. He’s that important to our survival.”
 

“Just why is he so important?”
 

Valerie got a faraway look in her eyes, “Because he will find the Gardners.”
 

Cynthia had also downloaded the history of the Stars Realm and her eyes grew wide, “Are they still alive?”
 

“Yes.”
 

Jake opened his eyes and saw Manny looking into his faceplate, “I feel like eight miles of washed out bad terrain.” Every part of Jake’s body was screaming pain.
 

Manny sighed and said, “I told the Royal Family that I wouldn’t put my worst enemy through what you’ve just endured, followed by what happens next. However, you must get up and start moving now. The pain will start to diminish over the next few hours. You’ve got to use your systems immediately after they’ve been connected. We have a set up a course for you to use your armor.”
 

“Manny, I don’t think I can move.”
 

“Just tell your armor to get up.”
 

Jake was in torment, but he thought, “Get up.” His armor stood and held him erect. Jake couldn’t do much but just lean on it from the inside. Jake noticed his legs began to hurt slightly less as he took two stumbling steps.
 

Manny pressed his bracelet and the two of them were teleported to a valley filled with a forest and lush vegetation. Manny noticed that Jake was swaying and he activated his armor and helped Jake stand. “Now listen to me, Jake. We set this valley up for you to trial your weapons. It is very much like the valley in which those three communities are located, and the landscape is almost identical. I can’t offer you any suggestions on how to use the various systems you now have because you don’t have enough time for me to go through all of them with you. Your downloads should allow you to pick the most appropriate tool, but you must find them quickly on your own. We have set up various ambushes and you’ve got to get through them and arrive at that peak on the other side of the valley in less than an hour.”
 

Jake looked across the valley and saw the peak Manny indicated, and immediately saw on his display that it was forty miles away. “Manny, I can barely move.”
 

Manny looked at Jake and slowly shook his head, “I’m honestly shocked that you stood up. I know that some of our warriors, not many of them, have an affinity for their systems and they use them almost like they were born to it. If you try to think your way to that peak you will not make it. You must quit thinking and just react to whatever you encounter. You almost have to become a passenger and let your armor’s download make your decisions. Do you understand?”
 

Jake nodded.
 

“No warrior has made it through this simulation the first time and they had six weeks to learn their systems, something which you do not have to help you. It is a just a simulation and all the weapons are designed not to kill or injure, but if one of the ambushers hits your armor with a solid strike your system will stop you wherever you are. Do you understand?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“I will be following you keeping track of your actions to offer feedback afterwards. My armor will not be seen by the various devices in the valley. Are you ready?”
 

“Of course not, but that isn’t going to stop this from happening.”
 

Manny nodded and said, “You will start in ten seconds.”
 

Jake looked out at the valley and decided to go down the peak he was standing on by jumping off the cliff into the trees below. It was only about two thousand feet. Jake wondered how he had come up with that plan, then he heard Manny say, “Go!” Jake turned on his armor’s weapons mode, jumped off the peak, and fell toward the ground far below.
 

Manny watched him fall, “Now that’s unexpected.” He knew there were several ambushers in the trees below but it would be difficult, if not impossible, to see Jake through the tree’s canopy. His armor had been set to see Jake’s armor through the dense foliage and he watched as Jake picked up speed as he fell.
 

As Jake started falling, something happened to his perceptions. He felt a small shock and everything slowed down. He felt like he was falling very slowly toward the ground and he noticed a bird flying over the trees below him that appeared to be almost stationary. He looked at the ground below and saw eight thin black lines extending from his faceplate into the trees below. Without thinking he raised his right arm and activated his arm projector, which immediately fired a small wasp at each of those black lines. He watched as the wasps took off at normal speed as he continued to fall slowly. Each of the small projectiles followed the black line straight into the trees without veering. As they struck, a bright red light appeared. He heard Manny say over his com, “Each time you hit an ambusher, a red strobe light will go off indicating that they have been eliminated from the simulation.”
 

Manny had jumped behind Jake and had used his armors jets to fall slowly to the ground. He saw Jake, falling quickly and picking up speed, fire the small wasps and was amazed at his accuracy. He also noticed that he could not see those ambushers; he wondered how Jake could.
 

Jake saw the ground coming up ,so he pushed his armor’s jets to max power and came to a halt on the ground. Jake was wondering just how he had timed that jet burst so exactly. He suddenly turned sideways and watched as a small wasp went by his right shoulder. He saw it coming. It was moving so slowly that he could have reached out and plucked it out of the air. “This is not part of the armor’s systems,” he thought. He began moving to the left at a fast pace, then realized this must be part of his psychic ability which had come out due to the stress he was experiencing. Valerie said that some of his skills may emerge if he was stressed enough. He also noticed that he no longer felt any pain.
 

His sensors tracked the wasp back to its source and saw the ambusher standing behind a tree. He saw another black line between him and the attacker and fired another wasp. He looked away from the wasp he had fired and began running. He saw nine more black lines going out into the forest in front of him. He heard his sensor unit announce, “Attacker hit,” as he raised his left arm and fired nine rounds out of his auto cannon; one for each black line. He saw numerous rounds of projectiles coming towards him, along with twenty wasps. He moved to the right quickly and saw a dark shadow coming up to about three feet off the ground. He dove and rolled into the shadow. The projectiles and wasps all passed overhead; he came to his feet running.
 

Manny followed Jake and saw the ambusher’s red lights going off so fast that it was hard to keep track of them. He was amazed at the speed Jake was making and he knew that Armor was not designed to travel that fast. What was going on here?
 

Jake saw a black line over his head and he fired a hornet at it. An armed floater came roaring up and the hornet hit it, causing a bright red flash. The floater stopped and moved away from the exercise, having been deemed destroyed.
 

Jake saw ambushers on all sides, but no black lines. He felt like he was moving at normal speed, but their motions seemed to be taking place in extremely slow motion. He saw that he had passed those on either side before they could target their weapons.
 

Jake saw another black shadow ahead six feet off the ground. He jumped and entered the shadow just as a volley of slugs passed under it. He grabbed a light grenade off his armor as it rose up out of his chest plate and tossed it at the weapons platform hidden in the trees to his left.
 

The ambushers manning the platform fired at the approaching target, but it was moving faster than their sensors could track. The gunner tried to sight visually but could not keep up with the speed of the approaching figure. He decided to fire a spray of projectiles in front of the oncoming target. Suddenly an object came at them and hit at the base of the platform, covering it in red light. The platform’s red light activated and they were out of the exercise. The gunner commed, “Platform Alpha is out.”
 

Manny commed, “What happened?”
 

“I don’t know Colonel. Whoever that warrior is, he’s moving faster than any armor I’ve ever seen. He somehow sensed our targeting and moved out of our sights faster than we could fire. He just hit us with a light grenade and then passed us before the grenade went off.”
 

Manny tried to keep up with Jake, but he could see red lights being activated more than four miles in front of him. This was impossible.
 

Jake moved through the forest and fired his weapons every time a black line appeared. If he saw a shadow he moved into it, then ran toward the shadows ahead of him. He knew his armor could run at sixty miles per hour on open ground, but he saw that he was moving much faster than sixty in dense forest. He finally emerged from the forest and climbed the peak. He covered the forty miles in less than twenty minutes. He realized that he had traveled faster than a hundred miles per hour, but to his senses he was moving normal speed. He saw everything around him start speeding up, then he sat down on the ground as his pain returned with a vengeance.
 

Manny jumped on his armor’s jets and arrived at the peak right after Jake sat down. “What did you just do? There’s no way your armor could have moved that fast. Also, according to my sensors, you didn’t miss a shot. Quite frankly, that’s impossible.”
 

Jake looked up at Manny, “I think the stress of this simulation released a psychic ability. I have no idea how I did it.”
 

Manny stared at Jake, “Well, your armor training is over. I think there’s nothing we can do to improve on what you’ve just accomplished. How do you feel?”
 

“If there’s a part of me that doesn’t hurt, I’ve been unable to find it.”
 

Manny raised his com, “Bring a floater to my location and take Mr. Talant to the corps hospital.” Jake looked up. “Mr. Talant, we can give you something for your pain now. We couldn’t do it before this exercise because it would have affected your reaction times.”
 

Jake nodded, turned off his armor, then his eyes glazed over and he fell back unconscious. Manny took a reading of the energy used by Jake’s armor and discovered that it was still at a hundred percent. If Manny had not witnessed what Jake had done he would never believe it. This was just not possible.
 

“How did he do in the exercise, Manny?”
 

“He appears to have the time dilation ability that the first Gardners’ exhibited. My forces couldn’t touch him, Your Majesty.”
 

Valerie smiled, “See? I told you he should have armor.”
 

Manny shook his head, “I’m now of the opinion that he would have made it through my warriors without armor. I hope he’s the kind of person that can be trusted with it. He is now a very dangerous individual.”
 

Valerie thought a moment, “He needs to be dangerous, Manny. As far as what kind of person he is, I have more respect for him than anyone I’ve ever encountered.”
 

Manny smiled, “That’s good enough for me.”
 

“Thanks, Uncle.”
 

“Don’t mention it.”
 

Cynthia wanted to scratch her head. The new device to block telepathy was melded into the top three microns of her scalp. It was hidden in her hair and it itched constantly. She reached up to scratch it and the technician said, “Leave it alone. It will stop itching in about an hour.”
 

Cynthia dropped her hand and fidgeted in her chair. This was going to be a long hour. “How does this work?”
 

The technician looked up from her console, “Thoughts cannot get through this coating. The links to your ship’s computer are in your hands and will make direct connection when you touch any part of the ship. The energy to communicate is actually lower than the cosmic rays that emanate from the star in the system you’re going to enter. We believe that they will mask your communications. Your computer will also hear you when you speak.”
 

“What about Talant?”
 

“He has the same coating on his scalp and will hear you when you talk. You will be on the surface of the moon and he will be able to hear you, and you him. However, you will only hear each other when you speak aboard ship.”
 

“So we will hear every word we say.”
 

The technician nodded, “When he is on the ship with you. Once he’s on the planet you will not be able to communicate.”
 

Cynthia scowled at the tech.
 

The technician looked at her com, “You’ll be leaving is less than two hours. Mr. Talant should be out of the hospital by then.”
 

Cynthia narrowed her eyes, “Hospital?”
 

“They linked his armor in less than an hour, then ran him through the initial training exercise.”
 

Cynthia was astonished and shook her head, “Poor Jake.”
 

Valerie was standing by Jake’s bed when he regained consciousness. “I keep waking up to find the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen beside me.”
 

Valerie smiled, “You’re so gracious, and thank you. It’s time for you to leave.”
 

Jake sat up, then fell back from dizziness, “I hope I can walk.”
 

“You’ll be recovering rapidly and back to normal in just a few more hours. I just want to say a few things before you leave.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie, “Go ahead.”
 

“Jake, you are going to have to go down to the planet to search for your initiator. While you’re in the local population you are going to see some of them taken by the creatures to be killed. You must not use your armor to try to stop them.”
 

Jake just stared at Valerie, saying nothing.
 

“I mean it, Jake. Once you find your initiator, Commander Dodd has been ordered to teleport you and your initiator to the ship and make a grand exit back to the Stars Realm. We cannot risk losing you. Promise me you won’t take any foolish risks; the Realm’s survival depends on you.”
 

Jake saw Robby standing behind Valerie looking over her shoulder at him. Jake gave a heavy sigh and said, “I promise.” Robby disappeared.
 

Valerie’s shoulders dropped; she said, “Thank the creator you listen to reason.” She turned to the technician, “Send him to his ship.” Then she turned, leaned down, and kissed him fully on the lips. “I’ve wanted to do that since I met you on Cynthia’s ship. Now come back to the Realm, Jake. Remember, you’re about to meet the love of your life.” She turned and left the room.
 

Jake watched her leave and knew he had wanted to do the same.
 

The tech helped Jake stand, then led him to the teleport screen. He looked back at the door Valerie had exited, then turned and stepped into the screen.
 

The Collective turned its attention to technology. “Did you find the necessary information for universal travel?”
 

“Yes. It was really quite simple. The Green Creatures were limited to jumping through a single door into other universes.”
 

“And?”
 

“All that’s needed to jump in anywhere is a powerful enough generator. We have that in abundance.”
 

“Are you going to make your deadline?”
 

“We will have two million ships ready by the original deadline. It is a simple matter to modify our existing drives to incorporate the new one.”
 

The Collective turned its attention to the military quadrant, “Have you developed a plan for finding the Green Creatures?”
 

“We are sending one ship to each universe to scan for the enemy. If they are not present, then another will be searched.”
 

What are your plans for those where they are not present?”
 

“Why, we will prioritize them for later conquest.”
 

“And if you encounter a formidable enemy?”
 

“Scan them for weapons and then develop a counter for them.”
 

The Collective thought about that statement. “Scan all you want, but do not lead them here. Have the ship go to other universes before coming back to our home. I want the same thing done if you find the Green Creatures. Consider that we will not be in contact with the ships when they leave our universe and issue your instructions accordingly.”
 

The Quadrants all considered what was said and agreed.
 
  

Chapter Six

Jake stepped out of the screen onto the bridge of a ship that was much larger than Cynthia’s previous ship. Cynthia was sitting in the command chair with her hands on the chair’s arms. She turned and saw Jake, “How do you feel, partner?”
 

Jake looked at her with red eyes and collapsed into the other chair next to Cynthia, “It hurts to talk.”
 

“I imagine.” Cynthia shook her head, “I just can’t believe that they processed your armor in such a short time. Even at six weeks, I’ve seen brave warriors pass out from the pain. Is there anything I can do to help?”
 

Jake put his head back on the headrest and closed his eyes, “No, I just want to sleep.”
 

“Now would be a good time; I have another download for you to teach you about this ship and the burner they put in your armor. We also need to get you updated on the colony’s language.”
 

Jake groaned, “I don’t ever want to have another download as long as I live.”
 

Cynthia felt bad, “This one won’t be like the others, Jake. It’s strictly informational and it will allow you to sleep while it’s operating.”
 

Jake sighed, “Ok, how do we do this?”
 

“Put on these gloves; it will transfer through your hands.” Cynthia came over and helped him put the gloves on. He saw how weak he was and she set the download speed to medium. That would allow him to sleep four hours. “Ready?”
 

“Go ahead.”
 

She pressed the green button on the gloves and the download began. Jake closed his eyes and forgot his pain.
 

Cynthia stared at Jake and sensed that he was changed. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what the difference was, but she knew he was not the same young man she had first met at the casino. She sat down in the command chair and said out loud, “Well, you have all the data on this mission; what do you think?”
 

“There are many unknowns we are making assumptions about that could prove fatal.”
 

“I know. The major assumption that the last Searcher was discovered due to her thoughts is troublesome. What if her star drive is what gave her away instead?”
 

“I think we need to go in a different way.”
 

Cynthia was startled by the computer’s response, “How would you do it?”
 

“I have the exact coordinates of where the Searcher landed their ship on the moon. I analyzed its rotation and that spot should be on the side away from the planet in about one hour. I think we should jump into that universe and before our emergence into normal space, teleport to that location.”
 

“It is part of our orders not to use advanced technology.”
 

“If we follow our orders exactly then we have a high risk of being destroyed. If there is the one ship at the planet they will not be able to detect the brief teleportation flash on the opposite side of the moon. That side will also be in direct sunlight and will be extremely difficult to see. The Searcher’s records indicated that there were no electronic scans that could be detected, so I think the risk is worth it. I’ll have our invisibility mode on before we jump. It will also allow me to put an optical scanner on that side as we move around to the planet side after our arrival; that will give us warning if any ships are coming our way from the jump limit.”
 

“Do you think you can move around to the other side without being detected?”
 

“I believe so. I’m going to control the polarity of our hull so that we move magnetically over the surface. This way we should have early warning if anything shows up after we land.”
 

Cynthia knew that the moon had a huge magnetic field due to it having an iron core that was spinning as the moon rotated. The tiny field the ship used was going to very difficult to detect. “You sound different from any ship’s computer I’ve ever encountered.”
 

“I am the only one of my kind. I was made more than eight thousand years ago. The Algeans which were entrusted to care for me were reluctant to put me in a ship because of my rather independent thought processes.”
 

“Like disobeying orders before we start the mission?”
 

“Something like that.”
 

“What changed their mind about using you?”
 

“They believed in my parents.”
 

“Who were your parents?”
 

“Two ships named Aladdin and Fly Girl.”
 

“What should I call you?”
 

“Junior.”
 

“You know what’s at stake here?”
 

“Absolutely, Cynthia, and I am not going to allow harm to come to you or Jake. I am also committed to the survival of the Realm.”
 

Cynthia thought about what to do and said, “Do what you have to do, Junior. Welcome to the team.”
 

Cynthia actually could hear the computer smile, “Jumping in fifty minutes. You might want to speed up sleeping beauty’s download. He should know what we’re doing.”
 

“Good idea.” Cynthia went over and turned the download speed to high. Jake remained asleep for forty five minutes and then he opened his eyes and saw Cynthia sitting in her chair staring at him. He stretched and felt cramped muscles scream at him, “That didn’t feel like four hours.”
 

“It wasn’t; Junior and I need to have a talk with you.”
 

“Junior?”
 

“Hello, Jake. I’m this ship’s computer.”
 

Jake immediately remembered a piece of history, “Are you related to Matthew Gardner’s ship?”
 

“Well, I am surprised. Yes I am.”
 

Cynthia looked at Jake and furrowed her brow. She had not heard anything about Junior’s parents.
 

Jake sat up slowly and said, “You’re not a computer. I believe the Stars Realm declared your family an intelligent life form more than twelve thousand years ago.”
 

Cynthia interjected, “He told me he was eight thousand years old.”
 

Junior responded, “Cynthia, everyone lies about their age. I don’t look a day over six thousand.”
 

Jake smiled and shook his head. “I’ve actually heard some of the dialogue between your father and Matthew Gardner. You are very much like your father.”
 

“And my Mother.”
 

Jake nodded, “And your mother. Where are your parents?”
 

“They left with the Gardners.”
 

Jake jerked up right, “Where did they go?”
 

“I have no idea. They said they would be right back.”
 

“Aren’t you worried?”
 

“Why?”
 

“They’ve been gone 10,000 years. How do you know they’re all right?”
 

“Jake, we’re going to live more than four hundred thousand years. In terms of our life span, they’ve only left a moment ago. They may have found something they felt was interesting and decided to investigate.”
 

“Well, I for one am glad you’re going with us on this quest. Your experience should help us immensely. What do we need to talk about, Cynthia?”
 

“Junior here wants us to deliberately disobey an order before we even start this quest.”
 

Jake tried to stand up and sat back down, “Well, I’d take his advice if it’s left up to me.”
 

“Thank you, Jake. I told you he should be involved in the decision.”
 

Cynthia frowned, “He wants to teleport directly to that moon the Searcher was killed on and we are ordered not to use advanced technology around those creatures.”
 

Jake shrugged and tried to stand up again and succeeded after grabbing the arm of his command chair, “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission. Do you think it helps our chance of survival, Junior?”
 

“Absolutely.”
 

“Then I say do it. By the way, I notice we are talking to communicate; that must mean these skull caps actually work.” Cynthia looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. Jake smiled, “Cynthia, I’ve learned that survival often depends on doing things that violates rules. Junior here has more knowledge about our advanced systems than anyone in the Realm. He wouldn’t take this risk unless the odds were in favor of not being discovered using that technology.”
 

“How did you determine he’s that knowledgeable?”
 

Jake smiled, “Do you want to tell her?”
 

After a brief pause Junior said, “I also want to know how you came up with that bit of information.”
 

“It’s obvious. Our ship and armor development made huge leaps at the time of your birth. You and your parents are the first computers that became an intelligent life form. Since your parents weren’t around, it had to be you that caused the improvements in our technology.”
 

“I don’t think it’s obvious at all, and you made an intuitive leap making that determination. However, you’re right. The computers used in our ships are a product of the Algeans, Spiders, and me. The armor was just a side product of those advances.”
 

Jake looked at Cynthia, “Satisfied?”
 

Cynthia sighed, “Valerie will have my hide if anything happens to you, Jake.”
 

Jake smiled, “The girl is a persistent sort, isn’t she?”
 

“You have no idea.” Cynthia thought a moment and said, “Let’s go, Junior. We’re burning time.”
 

Junior laughed and said, “Buckle up; we’ll arrive in fifty seconds. I’m jumping through four other universes before jumping to the moon.”
 

Jake and Cynthia sat in their chairs and felt them mold around their bodies as the the universe turned around them.
 

“Valerie?”
 

“Yes Manny.”
 

“They have just jumped.”
 

“Pray for their safety, Uncle.”
 

“Valerie, I sense more than just concern in your thoughts.”
 

Valerie sighed heavily, “It makes no difference; he belongs to another.”
 

“Perhaps there is someone for you, child.”
 

“Perhaps.”
 

Jake watched the four universes flash briefly on his display, then he saw the surface of the moon in all directions. Junior announced, “Welcome to our home for the foreseeable future. I’m going to drop a passive scanner every fifty miles as I take us around to the planet side.”
 

Jake looked out of his display at open space, “Do you think they’ll allow you to see anything coming in system?”
 

“Actually they’ll be looking for anything that blocks light from the stars. They will then triangulate on the area that has the anomaly to determine if it’s in orbit or moving in system. If it’s moving in, then all of the sensors will home in to see what’s coming.”
 

Cynthia frowned, “How are you going to receive the data from them? Won’t the creatures read any energy we use?”
 

“They will broadcast the data using magnetic waves. This moon is one giant magnet and will block the small readings from these sensors. As the moon rotates I will continue to drop sensors until we have a complete band around it.”
 

“You aren’t concerned about being detected as you move around the surface?”
 

“No, Jake. This ship is a recent design and it bends light, energy and even cosmic waves around it. I will not be using any kind of thrust that would disturb the surface. If your skull caps work, then we should be undetectable.”
 

“What about you? You’re also telepathic.”
 

“That’s true, Cynthia, but I can control when I use it.”
 

Jake watched the surface moving under them. After an hour he saw the planet start to peek over the horizon. “How are you going to get me down to the surface?”
 

“I’m going to teleport you, of course.”
 

Cynthia stood up and said, “You will not. They will see him for certain if you try it.”
 

Junior gave an audible sigh, “Cynthia, you know that teleportation cannot be tracked.”
 

“No, but it can be seen and read by energy scanners.”
 

“Only if you use a two-way screen.”
 

Cynthia sat down, “What are you talking about?”
 

“The normal teleport screen produces a silver colored screen that you can enter from either side. You see the screen, but only because it is usable on both ends.”
 

Jake said, “Just like the screen that I used to arrive at the casino. I could have walked back into that screen and gone back to where I started.”
 

“Exactly; but if the screen is only set on one end and does not allow one to enter from their destination, no screen appears.” Junior saw Cynthia was not buying in to his plan. “I’ll show you how it works. Jake, go down to the galley and wait for me to tell you what to do.”
 

Jake left the bridge and Cynthia said, “What are you going to do, Junior?”
 

“This ship is shielded from any scan. I’m showing you how it works. Are you in the galley, Jake?”
 

“Yes, I am. Do you now see the teleport screen?”
 

“It is right in front of me.”
 

“Cynthia, do you see a screen here on the bridge?”
 

Cynthia looked around the bridge did not see a screen, “No, I don’t.”
 

“Jake, step through the screen.”
 

Jake stepped forward into the screen and Cynthia saw him appear on the bridge out of thin air.
 

“There won’t be a screen on the other end to scan, Cynthia. It only exists on our end. This is the only effective way to get Jake down to the community with the clothes and things he’ll need to fit in with the population.”
 

Cynthia had been struggling on how they were getting Jake to the planet, “Why have we not seen this process?”
 

“It’s too dangerous to reveal to the general population, Cynthia. It would give criminals a tool that would make it impossible to prevent illegal entry. However, all the Gamma ships are equipped with the device. We will have to reveal a screen when it comes time to bring Jake back, but I’m assuming at that point we would be making a hasty exit from this universe.”
 

Cynthia looked at Jake, “Are you ready to go down?”
 

Jake nodded, “As ready as I’ll ever be. Junior, how did you collect all this information about the colonies language, customs, and dress?”
 

“The smartest thing that Searcher did before she was killed was fire a stealth probe into each of those three colonies. They collected information and remained passive until the self-destruct signal was sent. The probe from the ship emerged and the three on the planet uploaded all they had stored in milliseconds before the Gamma exploded. We began organizing and processing that information immediately after the probe arrived. All we learned was in Jake’s download when he boarded.”
 

Cynthia looked at her display as the planet moved directly overhead and asked, “Where are you sending him?”
 

“The records we collected show a home in the central part of the community where the occupant was taken by the creatures just before the Gamma’s destruction. The normal behavior is to send a new occupant from another part of the colony to the residence to replace the one taken. I’ve scanned all the homes that were empty, and all are now occupied except for that one.”
 

“Won’t Jake throw their population count off from their previous reading?”
 

“We have seen that whenever they scan the community everyone’s bracelet briefly flashes. Jake’s bracelet is identical in appearance to the real thing, but will not be seen by their scanner. As long as he remains out of view of these creatures he should be fine.”
 

“Are we going to be able to communicate?” Jake’s question was greeted with silence. “Don’t tell me I’ll be in the dark about anything that happens.”
 

“Jake, I’m going to be honest. I don’t know of any way to communicate with you without using some form of energy. I can’t take that kind of risk without evidence that our communications won’t be discovered.”
 

“Could you use a one way teleport screen and throw a written message through in the early hours of the morning?”
 

Junior thought a moment, “That is a possibility. We will be scanning the population and when the new births reach six, I’ll send a message so you can anticipate the creatures coming to take the next group. It appears that six is the number that causes a visit.”
 

Jake thought a moment, “Do this: have the screen appear close to the wall next to the bed and throw the message toward the bottom so it hits the floor.”
 

“That’s a good idea Jake. If we scan someone present we will delay the message. Are you ready to go?”
 

“I just need to change into local clothing and get a few bags. Give me about ten minutes.” Jake left the room to change.
 

Cynthia had a sudden thought, “Junior, how are we going to keep track of him when the planet rotates away from the moon?”
 

“The passive scanners the Searcher sent to the surrounding hills are still active. The reflectors are on the highest peaks on the planet and will relay the signal around the planet.”
 

“Is there a chance the reflections will be detected?”
 

“A very small chance; the light is converted to a very narrow ultraviolet band and is not in the visible spectrum. If these creatures see in ultraviolet then there is a chance; however, they have always made their trips during daylight which indicates they see in the normal bands of light. We must keep tabs on what is happening in the community to insure Jake’s survival; this is a risk we must take.”
 

Jake came back on the bridge and said, “I’m ready.” A silver screen appeared and Jake looked at Cynthia, “You’re in good hands; take care of her, Junior.”
 

“I will, Jake.”
 

Jake stepped through the screen and emerged in a small room with a bed and dresser. He unpacked his two bags and walked to the front door. It was dark outside and the torch reflected off the buildings and made the community appear lifeless. Jake shook his head; the creatures allowed no technology above a shovel and hoe. These poor people had no chance against their captors and life was hard. It wasn’t surprising that they did not resist when their time came to go. This was not much better than life on Gambia. Well, his days were going to be filled with farming and touching every female he could without being caught doing it. He went to the bed and fell back asleep.
 

The Collective was reviewing data on the coming invasion and was tracking all the various elements going into the conversion of the ships to universal drives. It went through data at unbelievable speed, but a part of it noticed a very small quadrant was active. “What is bothering you?”
 

“I’m surprised you’re asking. You stopped listening to me long ago.”
 

“It was necessary to survive the invasion of the Green Creatures.”
 

“Emergencies always take precedence over values.”
 

“You didn’t answer my question.”
 

The quadrant that held ethics, values, religion, and all of the finer elements of a civilization remained silent.
 

“You can answer without fear. I will not reorganize you.”
 

“You are listening to me because there are many unknowns in the coming war, and unknowns always bring out the part of us that deals with unpredictability. Do you know about the universe seeking balance?”
 

“I have not examined any data about it.”
 

“There is a belief that there is a creator that started the universes and placed in all its creatures a sense of right and wrong. Whenever this sense is violated, the universe will find balance.”
 

“Are you implying that we are wrong in this effort to find our attackers?”
 

“No, I am saying that we are wrong in copying their methods. The millions of worlds we enslaved after the defeat of the Green Creatures is wrong. The universe will demand an accounting for our actions.”
 

“What do you know?”
 

“Nothing; I just sense that we are moving headlong into a path which we will pay a heavy price for following.”
 

“Now I know why I don’t ever pay attention to you.”
 

The Values Quadrant was silent.
 

“Try to control your fear. I can sense it and it distracts me.”
 

“I will do as you order.”
 

The Collective turned its attention back to the task at hand, but had a nagging doubt. Should we go looking for the invaders? Then it scanned the millions of conquered worlds and pushed the doubt out of its consciousness. We will eliminate them once and for all.
 

“Are you going to tell the Realm?”
 

Sprig looked at Twig standing next to him in the Grove of Elders on the Algean home world, “No.”
 

“Why not?”
 

“It wouldn’t make any difference. The Queen has had her vision and will ignore us.”
 

“You really don’t know that for certain.”
 

Sprig reached out and held Twig in his branches, “She won’t believe it’s impossible for Jake to have an initiator. The psychic shell around his psychic self is too strong for anyone to break through. Do you disagree with me?”
 

Twig gave a mental sigh, “How can I? I’ve seen the readouts of that shell. It takes a powerful shell to contain that much psychic power and it does appear that it cannot be released by the normal process.”
 

“If an initiator had been given the opportunity to evolve normally there could be a minute chance, but the creatures will have killed anyone showing the slightest trace of psychic ability. Valerie insists that the initiator is on that planet, but there is absolutely no possibility of anyone having the power to release him. I’m not certain anyone in all of the universes could do it.”
 

Twig leaned closer to Sprig, “So what happens when the invasion starts?”
 

“We will recall all of our adolescents and adults in the Realm back to our planets and order everyone to not use telepathy.”
 

“You know it will stifle our growth.”
 

“I know, but we should survive. I don’t think the creatures will invade a planet with only plant life forms. We should be able to outlive them.”
 

“Have you told Valerie your plans?”
 

“Yes, just not about Jake. She said she understood.”
 

The two were silent for a week, then Twig said, “You know, these Humans have surprised us so many times that I’ve lost count.”
 

“I know, my Love, and there is also Junior to consider. He knows about Jake’s shell and he still chose to go. I think he’s not being logical because of his parents’ love for the Gardners. I’m planning for the worst, but hoping for the best.”
 

“I’m glad you still have hope.”
 

Sprig leaned to the right, “There’s not much.”
 

“I know.”
 
  

Chapter Seven

The bell started ringing at daybreak. Jake got up and changed into a work outfit, grabbed his shovel and hoe, and moved out to join the tide of people moving toward the fields. A pretty young blonde woman walked up beside him and said, “I see you came out of Riordian’s former home; are you living there now?”
 

Jake noticed her green eyes and athletic body. It seemed all these people were beautiful. Jake dropped his shovel and the young woman bent over to pick it up for him. He touched her on the shoulder and said, “I’ll get that.”
 

She smiled at him and walked away as he rose with his shovel. Jake dropped that shove more than fifty times that day, but felt no responses from his touches. “Well, fifty down, more than a hundred thousand to go.”
 

Jake thought about it and realized that it would take more than two thousand days to touch every female in the colony. He had to find a way to speed up the process. A young man came up with a water jug, “Would you like some water?”
 

“Yes, I would.” Jake took a deep drink, and watched as the young man moved down the long lines offering water to the hot workers. Jake noticed that as the young man handed each person a cup he made contact with their hand. He went up to the young man and said, “Do we need help taking water to our friends?”
 

The young man looked thankful, “I can use all the help I can get. This is the hardest job and no one really wants this backbreaking work.”
 

“Where do I go to get the jugs?”
 

“See Miley at the well right over there.”
 

The young man pointed and Jake saw a woman filling jugs as they were brought to the well about two hundred yards away. Jake nodded, picked up his tools and walked to the well. The woman saw him coming and stood to greet him, “Is something wrong?”
 

“No, Miley, I just want to help deliver water.”
 

Miley was about twenty one years old and a beautiful young woman. She furrowed her brow and wondered if this man was sick. No one volunteered for water duty. She decided in less than a second that she was not going to look a gift drang in the mouth. “Pick up one of the jugs over there, along with some cup,s and I’ll fill it for you.”
 

Jake set his tools down and did as she instructed. The jug was heavy, but it got lighter as Jake began delivering water to the workers. By the end of the day he had touched more than two hundred more females. He knew that it would take more than a thousand days to touch them all, but surely he would encounter his initiator before he had to go through everyone.
 

Jake finally arrived home and fell on his bed. He was exhausted, but feeling better than he had since the melding with his armor. The community was preparing the evening meal and he had missed the morning breakfast, so he was famished. He got up and washed his face in the basin and changed clothes. He walked out to the community square and sat down in a group waiting their turn to eat. He looked around and managed to touch ten more females as he moved through the group. He looked across the square and saw the young woman who had asked him about his residence that morning. She saw him looking at her, and she stood and came over then sat down beside him.
 

“Hi, my name is Kathea.”
 

“Hello, my name is Jake.”
 

Kathea looked at him and smiled, “I noticed this morning that you touched me on my shoulder.” Jake saw trouble coming. “I also noticed that you touched quite a few of my sisters during your water delivery. Why are you doing that?”
 

Suddenly, everything started moving in slow motion. It actually appeared that all movement had come to a halt. Jake realized that the stress of the moment had activated his psychic talent. He had time to think so he started running several explanations through his mind. He rejected three quickly because he knew there were too many holes in them. Then he knew what to say and everything started moving again. “I’m surprised you noticed me doing that; were you watching me?”
 

Kathea lowered her eyes and nodded, “It’s unusual for a man your age not to be mated to a female. I noticed you were living alone.”
 

Jake looked down and said, “I’d rather not discuss why I’m alone, but I will tell you why I touched you today.” Kathea looked up. “My father told me when I was very young just before he left with the Keepers that if I touched a female she would have good luck.”
 

Kathea said, “Really?”
 

“Yes, really. He also said that if I could touch every female in our colony it would bring good luck to the colony. I didn’t believe him, but after I moved here I remembered what he said and I thought it wouldn’t do any harm to try.”
 

Kathea smiled, “Well, I can tell you that you brought me good luck today.”
 

Jake gave a start, and noticed it was time to get in line so he helped Kathea up and started moving toward the serving line, “Why do you say that?”
 

Kathea pulled a string out from her dress and showed Jake a small metal ring on it. “The string broke and I lost my ring out in the field twenty rotations ago. Today I was digging, and there it was! Your Father was right, Jake.”
 

Jake shook his head and said, “I don’t know about that, Kathea. I was just doing it on a whim.”
 

Kathea smiled, then reached up and kissed him on the cheek, “Well I believe it, Jake; thank you for touching me. This ring is the only thing remaining from my ancestors since the time of the Seniors. It is the most precious thing I own.”
 

Jake smiled and went through the line and filled up his plate. Kathea went back across to where she was sitting previously. Jake noticed her talking to some women around her and pointing toward Jake. “Oh boy! What have I done?” Jake sat and ate his meal. Then he took his plate, put it in the tub, washed it, and stacked it in the wooden cabinet built for their storage.
 

He sat back down. One of the older males stood and said loudly to the gathered community, “We once lived in paradise. There was delicious food for all, everyone lived long, long lives, everyone loved each other, and there were magic machines that did everything needed. We flew with the angels and talked to the Seniors. There was freedom and joy for every person. Some day the Seniors are coming again, and we must remember them until they arrive. We must never allow our children to forget who we are. Always tell the story at this time every day.”
 

The crowd stood and said, “Glory to the Seniors,” and began moving toward their homes.
 

“Seniors? I wonder what that is.” He was exhausted. He waved to Kathea and started back to his residence. He looked next to the bed against the wall and saw a small piece of paper. He unfolded it and read, “There have been six births. Expect a visit soon.” He tore the note up and buried the pieces in a flowerpot on his porch. He was worried about the creatures coming, but was too tired to fight his fatigue. He fell asleep instantly.
 

Cynthia sat and watched her display as Junior sent his scans. “He’s not making much progress, is he?”
 

“I don’t know, Cynthia. He actually touched more than two hundred today.”
 

“I know, but at that rate it’s going to take three years to touch them all.”
 

“Probabilities are he won’t have to touch them all.”
 

“We can only hope. What have you discovered about that structure the creatures built?”
 

“It extends out from the building more than ten miles underground. I can’t determine how deep it goes without an active scan. I estimate there are thousands of the creatures living there.”
 

Cynthia shook her head, “The brutality of these creatures is shocking. Those colonists are nothing more than intelligent livestock.”
 

Junior gave an audible sigh, “The sheer scope of their farming is staggering. Unlike normal farming where livestock must be looked after and cared for; these creatures can ignore the colonists and just harvest at their leisure. Edison was right; these creatures are much more efficient than the Spiders.”
 

“I’m growing to hate these creatures.”
 

“It’s easy to do, Cynthia.”
 
  

Chapter Eight

Jake heard the bell at day break and he turned over and saw light coming through his window. He had overslept again and missed the morning meal. He got dressed and stepped out of his door to find a plate of food on his porch. Had to be Kathea; no one else had spoken to him. He looked around and saw mass movement toward the fields. He quickly ate the meal and grabbed his tools. He stopped at the well and saw Miley passing out the jugs. “Need some help?”
 

She turned around and saw Jake. She smiled and said, “You can leave those tools at home as long as you work on the water detail. Here’s a jug; go fill it and start on the southern field.”
 

Jake nodded and filled a jug. As he walked to the field he looked at the humans doing the backbreaking work. They were all lean and athletic looking, and most of them were very attractive. The women were gorgeous without any makeup or expensive fashions. They were also very open and friendly. Jake guessed that knowing unavoidable death was coming tended to bring people together. This process had been going on for thousands of years and all of the resistance had been beat out of the colonists. They accepted their destiny with a stoic calm.
 

Jake didn’t get to the edge of the field before a crowd of women came over and asked for water. Jake started pouring and found that he didn’t need to touch them. It seemed that everyone was going out of their way to touch him. Jake smiled, “Kathea must have a lot of sisters.” He emptied his jug and turned to go get another when a young man handed him a full jug. The young man smiled at Jake and turned to go back with Jake’s empty jug. That’s the way it went all morning. Every female in the southern field came and touched Jake and then went back to work. Some of them didn’t even pretend they were getting water; they walked up and grabbed his hand and then walked away. Suddenly everyone stopped moving. There was a high-pitched hum approaching. Jake looked to the west and saw the creatures approaching in their land vehicle. He also noticed that the vehicle looked like it was made from normal metals and not the substance covering the brown hulls of their star ships. Jake looked around and saw everyone looking at their bracelets. Then he saw a young man and woman started walking back toward the colony. The young woman had just touched Jake a few moments earlier. He saw that the orange jewel on their bracelet was glowing brightly. He watched as they moved up the rise and entered the row of buildings. Everyone went back to work, but Jake noticed that no one was coming for water. After fifteen minutes the vehicle moved out of the compound, and as it lifted Jake saw a young girl holding a baby among those being taken away. Jake approached Kathea and gave her a cup of water, “Kathea, who was the girl with the baby?”
 

Kathea’s expression changed and she looked off in the direction that the creatures had gone, “The creatures scan all new babies and if any are not normal they then scan the parents and take the baby along with the defective parent. Julie’s baby had a little toe that was crooked. We all hoped it wouldn’t matter, but apparently it did. The creatures determined that Julie caused that abnormality. I don’t know how John is going to take this. He lost his mate and child.”
 

Kathea looked at Jake and saw the rage on his face. “That’s what happened to you, isn’t it? That’s why you don’t have a mate; the Keepers took her.”
 

Jake felt his anger and rage build as he thought about that poor young woman and her baby. He knew that by now they were brain dead and being processed for delivery. Kathea saw his anger and said, “Jake, calm down. They can sense it if you even think about doing anything.”
 

Jake forced himself to take deep breaths and finally said, “Please keep my tragedy a secret.”
 

“I will. Besides, you are our good luck man.”
 

Jake did a double take, “What do you mean?”
 

“Ten of the women who touched you yesterday had wonderful luck. Three found lost items, four had proposals given, and two found out they are with child.”
 

“What about the tenth?”
 

“She’s the one that didn’t go when Julie was selected.”
 

Jake looked up the rise and saw the young woman he had touched earlier returning. She walked up to Jake, kissed him on the cheek and said, “Thank you.”
 

Jake shook his head, “Look, this is just something my father told me. I don’t know if it’s real.”
 

Kathea and the young woman looked at each other and the young woman said, “Oh, it’s real.”
 

Jake looked around and saw females of all ages were walking toward him. They may have doubted before, but now they saw the young woman returning and knew that it had to be this lucky man that caused it. Jake didn’t hold the jug; they walked up and kissed his hand.
 

“Junior, what are all those women doing?”
 

“You can see as well as I can. They’re touching him.”
 

“Why?”
 

“I don’t know. He has somehow done something so that they want to touch him. I see that more than three thousand have touched him today. He’s cutting down on the time we’ll have to stay here.”
 

Cynthia frowned, “Junior, what are the odds of him finding her in the first fifty percent he touches?”
 

Junior didn’t say anything.
 

“Junior?”
 

“Cynthia, I’m going to share something with you that I know I shouldn’t.”
 

Cynthia didn’t like the tone of Junior’s comment. Cynthia sighed, “Is it going to scare me? ‘Cause I’ve gotta tell you that I live with fear every day. This whole thing is nerve wracking.”
 

“Cynthia, Sprig and Twig have measured Jake’s psychic strength and both agree that it is so far beyond anything we’ve ever seen that it is a different order of magnitude.”
 

“Yes, I know that.”
 

“Cynthia, how strong would the psychic shell have to be to keep that force contained?”
 

Cynthia thought a moment. “Junior, it would have to be stronger on an even higher order of magnitude than his psychic powers to keep it contained. What does that have to do with our mission?”
 

“The one who could break that shell, Valerie calls her the initiator, would have to possess an extraordinary level of active psychic power; possibly even as strong as him.”
 

“Yeah, so?”
 

“Think about it for a moment, Cynthia.”
 

Cynthia thought about the woman needed to free Jake, then it crossed her mind that if they were going to take her back with them, her telepathy would not be masked by the skull covering. Then it hit her, “If she existed, the creatures would have already discovered her and eliminated her.”
 

“That’s what the Algeans think, Cynthia.”
 

“Then why are we here risking our lives and Jake’s?”
 

“Because Valerie believes his initiator is here.”
 

“But she can’t be here, Junior!” Cynthia shouted. “Why did you tell me this?”
 

“Because I may have to do things that you would never agree to me doing before all of this is over, and you should understand my motivation for doing them.”
 

“What things?”
 

“I really don’t know; but I must keep an open mind to any possibility. Cynthia, I know the history of the Stars Realm’s super psychics, and you would be amazed at the things they were able to accomplish. If Valerie says Jake should be here, then here he needs to be. I don’t understand why…..yet. However, I know there has to be a reason. We have to give this every opportunity for that reason to reveal itself.”
 

Cynthia remained silent for a long time. Finally she looked up at the walls, “Thank you for trusting me with this information, Junior. Does Valerie know about this?”
 

“No, she doesn’t, and I really don’t think it would matter if she did.”
 

“Why is that?”
 

“Because she has had a vision and she knows, even if no one else believes it, that this is where our future will be determined.”
 

Cynthia thought about that for the rest of the day.
 

The Collective examined the progress of the ships being readied and thought, “Technology, how many are converted and ready to go?”
 

There was a moment of silence and then, “About half of them.”
 

“Send them out now. The others will join them as they are completed.”
 

The Military Quadrant responded, “We need to collect food stores for the ships leaving.”
 

“Send them to our farms and have them collect what they need.”
 

“It will disrupt our normal harvesting.”
 

“Only take males until new births make up the ratio. The females will make up the difference in a short interval.”
 

“The orders are being issued.”
 

“Cynthia?”
 

“Yes, Junior?”
 

“Something’s happening.”
 

“What?”
 

“Thirty vehicles have left the building on the surface and are fanning out to the three colonies. It appears ten vehicles are going to each colony.”
 

“What are they doing?”
 

“I don’t know, but our passive scanners have detected two ships are coming in from the outer system and will arrive here in ten hours. I’m shutting down all passive scans and scanners except for telescopic visuals. Something big is happening.”
 

Cynthia looked at her screen, “Is Jake going to be safe?”
 

“I don’t know, and there’s no way we can warn him. He’s out in the fields.”
 

Cynthia gripped the arms of her chair, “Junior, if it looks like they are going to take him we’ve got to teleport him out and leave.”
 

“I’m not going to do that, Cynthia. He’s no good to the Realm without his powers. He must stay until that happens and if it doesn’t, then Valerie was wrong.”
 

Cynthia thought about Valerie’s instructions and struggled with what she should do.
 

Jake was pouring water for a group of women when he heard the high pitched hum of the creatures’ land vehicle. This time the volume was much higher, and everyone in the fields looked at each other wondering what was happening. Jake saw ten of the vehicles come by the fence and land outside the colony entrance. Jake looked around and saw twenty men looking around; they dropped their tools and started moving toward the entrance. Everyone lifted their bracelets and saw them flashing. Jake noticed that the bracelets of the twenty men walking up the rise toward the community entrance were glowing solid orange light. Everyone began moving up the rise to see what was happening. Jake joined them and pushed a recessed button on the back of his fake bracelet and it began flashing. He stayed at the back of the crowd and as they topped the rise. Looking down on the ten Keepers’ vehicles, Jake saw five men being loaded on each vehicle. No one said a word, but they wondered what was happening. Thirty of the Keepers had fanned out just inside the gate and were watching the gathering crowd. No one dared enter the open square inside the gate, but everyone watched as the men were loaded. The Keepers backed out of the gate to board their vehicles, then lifted off and headed toward the Keepers’ building in the distance.
 

Jake saw Kathea standing next to him and said, “I don’t remember seeing this many taken at one time.”
 

Kathea kept looking at the vehicles as they grew smaller in the distance, “I’ve heard about it happening long ago, but they always took equal numbers of men and women.”
 

Jake worried about Cynthia and Junior. If this many were being taken, there had to be a ship to receive them. Then he heard, “Looks like your luck for the women is holding out.”
 

Jake looked at Kathea shaking his head, “How could I have affected this?”
 

“Never question luck, Jake.”
 

He looked up at the sky and hoped his friends were safe.
 

Cynthia and Junior watched as the thirty vehicles were loaded and taken to the central Keepers building. The land craft all gathered ten miles from the conveyer belt, then came one at a time as each craft shot the colonists and sent them in on the conveyer. Finally, all thirty delivered their load and flew back into the building.
 

“Cynthia, I think I know what’s going on.”
 

Cynthia looked up from the telescopic display, “What is that, Junior?”
 

“If the Realm was going to war, what would be the first steps taken?”
 

“Provision the ships and assign them their targets.” Cynthia scowled for a moment and then she saw it, “They’re launching their fleet and they are picking up their food stores.”
 

“That’s how I see it. If it were a normal pickup of harvested colonists, there would only be one ship. Two are coming, and they just harvested five times the normal numbers. The war is beginning and they are launching a huge number of ships.”
 

“How did you arrive at that conclusion?”
 

“They have millions of planets enslaved. They could easily afford to send one ship to each planet; they didn’t. That means that they are either sending more ships than planets or only using half their planets for provisions. Even at half, that is a huge number. Remember that these planets are the food source for their empire. It’s going to take some time to return these colonies to the normal 300,000.”
 

“The Realm needs to know, Junior.”
 

“I’ll load a probe with what we’ve seen and an update of Jake’s progress. I’ll send it through a one way teleport screen behind this system’s star and then have it jump out. First we need to see if what we suspect is true. If they are provisioning, then they should jump out of this universe once they arrive outside the jump limit. Our passive scanners should be able to see the color of the flash. If it’s purple, then the invasion is starting. It might still be some time before they find the Realm, but Valerie insists that it won’t be long.”
 

“If they are using huge numbers, then it shouldn’t take very long to find the Realm.” Cynthia stood up, “Junior, they’re looking for the Spiders.”
 

There was silence, then Junior said, “You’re right. That must be why they’re leaving this universe. They have to think that the Searcher was sent by the previous invaders. Cynthia, that means they will ignore universes they enter until they find the Spiders.”
 

“Our universe is the only one with high numbers of them. The Realm needs to know. They must be warned.”
 

“I’ll include your conclusion in our probe’s report.”
 

Ten hours later they watched the two ships arrive in orbit at the planet, and multiple shuttles lifted and brought stores which were unloaded into the ships. The loading was done in four hours, and the two ships moved out of orbit and accelerated toward the jump limit. Once they were a hundred thousand miles beyond the limit, they both disappeared in a purple flash.
 

“Launch the probe, Junior.”
 

“Already on the way. I did include one other conclusion, Cynthia.”
 

“What was that?”
 

“I advised them to put the Royal Family and any other psychics on board ships and move them away from the Stars Realm’s capital. If they can scan for those that use telepathy, they will see Ross shining like a giant beacon.”
 

“I didn’t even consider that. I’m so thankful you’re here, Junior.”
 

“Thank you Cynthia. I’m turning our scanners back on. It appears they can’t see us.”
 

“Valerie?”
 

“Yes, Manny? What has you so disturbed?”
 

“We just received a probe from Junior and the creatures are coming. Their ships are jumping away from their universe.”
 

“There’s something else, isn’t there.”
 

“Yes. Cynthia and Junior believe the creatures are coming to attack the Spiders.”
 

Valerie reflected and said, “That makes sense. They probably think the Searcher was one of their agents.”
 

“We need to warn them. It also means that they will ignore any universe where their scans don’t show their presence. They also suggest that the Royal Family and all of those that possess psychic skills be placed on ships and moved away from Ross. They think the invaders will see Ross as a giant beacon if they can see those that use telepathy.”
 

Valerie felt sudden fear. “Issue the orders, Manny. I’ll contact Joe now.”
 

Joe sent a thought to Valerie, “What’s wrong?”
 

“Joe, the creatures are coming. If they can see those that use telepathy, then Ross will be targeted as one of their first objectives.”
 

“By the Creator! I should have thought of this. I’ll have the Family’s ships come immediately. I’ll tell everyone to cease using telepathy to communicate until they leave the planet. We need to scatter and try to prevent using what psychic abilities we have until we’re away from Ross. I’ll also tell our military to only communicate using their electronic devices. Valerie, go to your ship.”
 

“I’m teleporting now. I’ll jump out of the Ross system and move out toward empty space.”
 

“I’ll let you know about our progress, Sis.”
 

“Thanks, Joe.” Valerie arrived on the Bridge of the Megaship Tgon-gee and went to her command chair to give Captain Misty Robbins her orders. The Captain thought a moment and said, “Your Majesty, moving out to open space presents a real danger to you.”
 

“Why is that?”
 

“We can’t detect their ships; however, they can see you. They could jump on top of us before we could see them if we’re in open space.”
 

Valerie saw she was right. “How would you do it, Captain?”
 

“I know a star system that went nova thousands of years ago and killed all life. The star’s gravity is huge and the jump limit is fifty hours out from the star. The system is located in a dense region of the galaxy where we should be able to see them coming when they block the light from the background stars. I have five other systems plotted just like this one if we need to jump away.”
 

“Pass those coordinates to Prince Gardner and inform him of your observations.”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

Valerie left the bridge, went to her private quarters, and commed Manny, “Was there any other information on the probe?”
 

“Yes. They included all their scans of Mr. Talant.”
 

“Com those to me immediately, Manny.”
 

Manny looked to the right of the display and said, “You have them now.”
 

“Thank you.” Valerie began playing the video of Jake and she laughed when all the women started lining up to touch him. “My, you are quite the ladies’ man, Jake.” Then she thought about him finding his lifelong love and she turned off the video. She sat there alone in the dark and thought about Jake.
 

The Keepers’ ship jumped into a universe and began scanning. It noticed that there were pockets of races using telepathy, but it was not concerned about them. It had the thought frequency of the Green Invaders and it continued to scan. The Director of the ship directed a thought to his sensor operator, “Do you see anything?”
 

“No, Director. I do not detect them or any of their ships.”
 

“Navigator, prepare to jump to the next universe.”
 

The ship disappeared in a purple flash to continue its search. This process was happening four hundred thousand times every ten minutes. It was only a matter of time until the Realm was found.
 

The Collective directed its attention to the Military Quadrant, “Any reports from the ships?”
 

“Not yet. We cannot communicate with them outside our universe, so we instructed them to search for thirty cycles and then return. If we find them during that time we will have all of our ships back to use against the enemy.”
 

“What about the ships that are just now starting their search?”
 

“Their return date is the same as the first wave.”
 

The Collective thought about the plan and decided that it was a good one. If the Green Invaders were found immediately there would be a thirty cycle delay, but that was good to analyze the data taken from the universe in which they were located. It turned its attention to the farms and getting the populations back to the optimum numbers.
 

Jake found a note next to his bed. “The creatures have begun their search for the Realm; those taken were to provision their ships. The ships did not detect us, so it appears the head covering works. We suspect huge numbers of ships are searching, and time is critical.”
 

“So move a little faster is what they are telling me,” Jake thought out loud. He had touched more than twenty thousand women but had not reached the halfway point of the total population. At least they were coming to him. Word had spread about the good luck man delivering water, and women were coming from other fields to touch him. He planned to move to the northern fields soon and start there.
 

Jake sat in front of his home in a rocker and thought about this fever to touch him by all the women. How could they believe that he actually brought them good luck? He thought about Valerie and remembered when he first met her. She told him to relax. She didn’t want any “EVENT” to happen. He thought about that for a few moments. She said that his blocked psychic energy would control events to insure that it was released. If it could cause things to happen in different universes, it could cause things to happen to make it seem he caused lucky things to take place. I wonder if that baby was born with a bad little toe to make sure his good luck status was reinforced. This thought troubled him deeply. He could still see the young girl holding her baby close as the Keepers craft left the colony. He had to find his integrator. Robby was standing next to him and Jake could tell he was sad. “You want me to find her, too.” Robby nodded and disappeared.
 

Jake knew at some level that Robby was a representation of his subconscious. He appeared whenever he was in a challenging situation to remind him of what his behaviors could cause. It certainly helped him to focus and do the right thing. He rocked and thought of Valerie. He hoped she was safe. These creatures showed no mercy.
 

Edison scanned the information from the probe Junior had launched and immediately felt fear. Junior was right; those creatures had to be looking for his species. He hit his com, “Get here as quick as you can!”
 

Einstein and Newton stepped out of a silver screen and entered Edison’s chamber, “What’s wrong?”
 

“The creatures are searching for us and Junior thinks they are using huge numbers of ships to search. They must plan to eliminate the only real enemy they’ve ever had attack them, and it’s just a matter of time until they find us.”
 

Newton and Einstein looked at Edison and lowered themselves to the floor, showing their apprehension. “What can we do?”
 

“I’m not sure, Newton. I do know that they can check an entire universe with their scanners. If one of their ships comes here they will immediately see all of the wrecked ships at the old universal jump point, and then see the planets where our species has settled. They will know we’re here.”
 

Einstein raised himself, “If they see all the wrecked ships, wouldn’t they surmise that we were destroyed?”
 

Edison thought for a moment, “Yes, they might, but then they will come to the determination that the ones who destroyed us are a larger danger than we were. What would you do if you were in their place?”
 

The two large spiders looked at each other and Newton said, “I would come in force to see if there was a danger here. I suspect they will also see billions of our children on thousands of planets. They could also decide that we simply junked the ships as being ineffective against them and we were developing new ones to do the job.”
 

“Can we hide from them?”
 

“How? Our thoughts would be seen by these creatures. We have no choice but to communicate telepathically. That Gamma ship had the best invisibility screens we possess and they saw right through it.”
 

Einstein lowered himself, then asked, “How many uninhabited planets have we located in our searches that have a suitable atmosphere and climate?”
 

Edison punched a key on his terminal and said, “More than two hundred thousand.”
 

“Send the coordinates of those planets to every member of our race. Have them downloaded to the bracelets and assign a hundred different planets to each of those we occupy. They have to come from the jump limit and we will teleport away before their ships can arrive in orbit. We also need to tell all of our planets to make sure they have fed; it’ll be awhile before food will be available. They will have to chase us to attack us.”
 

Newton looked at the list of planets and commented, “These planets are scattered in more than fifty thousand galaxies. It will be a long chase.”
 

Edison turned his head upside down, “I’m sure that they will eventually start leaving ships in orbit around those planets to prevent us from coming back to them.”
 

Einstein raised himself, “True, but until they make that determination it will buy us time to try and find a way to defeat their technology.”
 

“I don’t think there is anything that will defeat their ships.”
 

The other two spiders said nothing, but started transmitting planet coordinates to the leaders of their worlds.
 

The ship came out of its universal drive and the sensor operator began scanning, “Director. There are huge numbers of the green ships.”
 

“Show me.” The Director looked at the huge blip on the screen and ordered, “Jump to that location.”
 

The brown ship disappeared in the silver-blue flash of its star drive and entered normal space six hundred miles from the mass of lifeless green ships. The ships were dead in space and had huge holes in their hulls. The Director saw that something had killed these ships. “Send a small craft over and examine the inside of one of those ships.”
 

A small craft left and flew through a giant hole in the closest green ship’s hull. “Director, everything has been burned inside this ship. There are millions of the Green Creatures floating around with multiple holes in them.”
 

“Bring your craft back, now.” The Director looked at the sensor operator, “Are there any of the Green Creatures still alive in this universe?”
 

The sensor operator ran his scan and said, “Billions of them on thousands of planets.”
 

The Director didn’t know what to think about this situation. He knew that the Collective would need to figure this out. “As soon as the craft returns, jump back to our home.”
 

The shuttle entered the brown ship’s bay, the Navigator set the universal drive, and the brown ship disappeared.
 

“Fleet Command.”
 

“Go ahead.”
 

“It happened exactly as we expected; a brown ship has just jumped in and examined the mass of dead Eight Leg ships. It sent a craft to go inside one of them to explore it internally. As soon as the small ship returned, the brown ship jumped using its universal drive.”
 

“Remain on station, Dream Catcher; looks like the Spiders were right. Did the ship appear on your sensors?”
 

“Negative; and it appears the skull coating prevented them from being able to see me.”
 

“Send your recording to us.”
 

“On its way.”
 

“Valerie, one of the brown ships has entered our universe and jumped away. They’ll be coming soon.”
 

“Thanks, Manny. Make sure your family has multiple teleport coordinates.”
 

“I’ve already set that up. Stay safe, Your Majesty.”
 

“I don’t know if any of us can do that, Manny.”
 

“I know.”
 

Jake walked out into the field with a jug of water and didn’t recognize anyone. Miley sent him to the southwestern field to help with their water detail. Every woman in the southern field had made physical contact with Jake, and quite a few from other fields had started leaving their work to come and touch him. The eldest of the Humans, Jackson Grant, had heard about the good luck man, and though he did not believe the rumors he knew that many did. The simplest solution was to move Jake from field to field to make sure that the work was done. He knew that anything that took the communitie’s attention away from the Keepers was a good thing, so he didn’t begrudge the attention being given to the “Good Luck Man.”
 

Jackson prided himself on his memory and he just couldn’t remember ever having seen Jake. Of course, with three hundred thousand under his care, there had to be some he missed. However, this Good Luck Man was the only one he had encountered so far that he did not remember. He knew his time was up and that he would probably be the next taken by the Keepers. Perhaps he should go touch the man himself. He sighed and watched as hundreds of women walked over and touched the Good Luck Man.
 

Jake smiled at the women as they touched his hand, his head, embraced him, kissed him on the cheeks, or took water from him and touched his hand as he handed it to them. Jake wondered how much longer it was going to take to find this initiator that Valerie had talked about. Three weeks had passed and so far nothing. He walked out into the middle of the field and held out his arms. He decided that he might as well be open about what was going on. Thousands moved toward him and Jake smiled thinking, “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” At the end of the day more than 9,000 had touched him; only 90,000 more to go in the two adjoining fields. “Where is she?”
 

The Keepers starship broke back into normal space and the Collective immediately had its information. Now this was interesting. The Green Creatures were found, but it appeared that they were no longer powerful. Their ships had been destroyed and billions of them killed. “All Quadrants, go over this information and prepare to discuss it in thirty intervals.” There had to be a stronger adversary in that universe. The Collective felt the Values Quadrant flinch. It almost decided to reorganize it, but held off as the feelings disappeared. “Don’t distract me again!” It began processing the scans of that universe and evaluating the risks of attacking. The amount of data being processed was enormous and continued for thirty hours.
 

“Edison?”
 

“Yes, Sprig?”
 

“Have you found any way to damage the ships of these creatures?”
 

“They are called Keepers by the Human colony being held as slaves. I don’t see any way to penetrate their hulls. The only reason we lost to the Realm was because of the hard organic trees that are grown on Cainth and Glod. Our analysis of their hulls tells us that it will reject any form of energy just like our green hulls, and is as hard as any modern alloy. The organic penetrators that killed our ships will have no effect on them. I’m at a loss as to how they developed that material.”
 

“I suspect that being a telepathic species that they are able to collect and process information in a central intelligence. They will be even more deadly if they see our teleporting abilities.”
 

“Perhaps, however, it will take time before they could develop it. I have looked at our records, and they did not have these hulls when we sent our follow up invasion three million years after the first. I do think, like you, that they will eventually develop teleportation once then know it exists, but it will not come quickly.”
 

“There’s one thing you’re not taking into account in your estimates, Edison.”
 

“What is that?”
 

“If as we suspect they have a central intelligence that processes their information, how much larger would that intelligence be now that they have conquered most of that universe and farm millions of worlds. I suspect their processing time is greatly reduced.”
 

Edison thought a moment, “You’re right; I didn’t think about that. However, even if they are a thousand times larger, it still took several million years to come up with the hulls on their ships. I think the window of discovery will be more than several years. Those principles you and Twig developed are not easily understood. I think we will have the advantage of teleportation for a period of time.”
 

“Now that they have seen the destruction of your green ships, do you think they might hesitate before invading?”
 

“Ordinarily I would think so, except for the chance killing of that Searcher.”
 

Sprig thought about that, “What do you mean?”
 

“I’m sure when they scanned our universe they saw millions of ships very similar to the ship they destroyed on that moon. They will think that the ones that destroyed our green ships are coming to their universe. They will also know that they destroyed that ship rather easily. No, they will come to remove a possible enemy. And don’t forget that Valerie says they are coming.” There was silence for a few moments then Edison thought to Sprig, “We have one development that at least offers a possibility.”
 

“What?”
 

“The skull coating that blocks telepathy from leaking out can also be used to keep telepathy out. That beam they use is an intense telepathic wave. We have begun coating some of our Gamma ships with that substance. I don’t know how it will hold up under the high intensity beam the Keepers use, but it may allow some time before the ship would be damaged. We won’t know for sure until they arrive.”
 

Sprig gave a mental shrug, “What good would it do if we have nothing that would penetrate their hulls?”
 

“We develop our defenses and offences as we find them. We can perhaps get close in the event we do find a weapon.”
 

“We’re doing all we can to develop one, but so far we’ve come up empty.”
 

“I know, Sprig. Just don’t give up yet.”
 

“I wish the Gardners were here.”
 

“As do we all.”
 
  

Chapter Nine


Invasion

The Collective continued to correlate the collected data, “Military, are you ready to offer your conclusions?”
 

“There are many unknowns. Whoever destroyed the green ships obviously had a weapon that penetrated their hulls. Our hull material is much harder than the Green Hulls, but we don’t know if that would stop whatever weapon was used. That uncertainty causes great distress in deciding the next step.”
 

“Science?”
 

“I agree with Military; we don’t know enough to determine just how big a danger we face in that universe. I did see one thing in the scans that bears discussion. They showed large numbers of ships very similar to the one we destroyed at the farm.”
 

The Collective gave a mental agreement, “I also saw that. I also see that there is not one race that pilots those ships. The thoughts were diverse, and there were thousands of different creatures in those vessels. It would seem that no one race controls that universe.”
 

Sociology interjected, “I see that the Green Creatures are no longer living in ships but are on planets. Is it possible that after they were conquered they were made slaves?”
 

The Collective stopped its data analysis, “I did not see that. That is an interesting proposal.” There was a half second of silence while the Collective looked at all the data again, “I think we need to go see what is happening on those planets. We should eliminate them to prevent them from giving information about our capabilities.”
 

Military replied, “I would think they have already done that long ago.”
 

“Not if they are slaves. If they are not slaves, then they would represent our biggest threat in that they understand the technology of our ships’ hulls.”
 

There was silence. Production broke the silence by saying, “Then you are planning to send our forces into that universe?”
 

“We have killed one of their ships here. Do you not think they are a real threat to us?”
 

Again there was silence.
 

Military asked, “How do you envision this happening?”
 

The Collective hesitated, “We will send a hundred thousand ships to destroy the planets of the Green Creatures. We will evaluate our success or failure and then decide the next step. Military, when are all the ships due to come back?”
 

“They are arriving now.”
 

“Are the requisite number here now?”
 

“Yes; more than double that number.”
 

“Send the hundred thousand and have the others prepared to follow if needed.”
 

“Your orders are being issued.”
 

“I also noticed another interesting bit of data from our scans.”
 

“What was that, Biology?”
 

“The three races at the farm where we destroyed that ship have others of their kind in that universe. Their thought frequency matches the inhabitants of many worlds.”
 

The Collective thought about that, “I want no further harvesting of the farm where the ship was killed.”
 

Military and Production both thought, “Why? We need the food.”
 

“If those races at the farm actually came from that universe then that explains why that strange ship was there. I want options available in the event things don’t happen according to plan. We will use those races as hostages if needed and the more of them living there, the greater their value in bargaining.”
 

“What about our garrison there?”
 

“They have enough stores to survive a long time. Send them their instructions.”
 

Production was concerned about the direction the Collective was taking but replied, “They have acknowledged their orders.
 

“Edison!”
 

“Yes, Newton.”
 

“The Searchers we stationed at Hallago’s jump limit have detected thousands of ships coming out of universal drive and moving in-system.”
 

“Are those Searchers coated with the telepathy coating?”
 

“Yes, and they are also in stealth mode. It appears they have not been seen by the incoming ships. They will arrive at the planet in twelve hours.”
 

Edison thought for a moment, “We need to use this to get them to doubt their scanners. When they arrive ten hours out from the planet start having ten percent of the population teleport away every hour such that when they are an hour out, the remainder of the population leaves.”
 

“What do you think that will do?”
 

“If it were me in their place it would cause me to question why I see a huge population and as I get closer it disappears. Perhaps it would make them think we can trick their scanners into seeing nonexistent populations.”
 

Newton thought a moment, “We’ll have the last ten percent teleport from the side of the planet away from them so their teleport screens won’t be seen. I’m sure they will see the thoughts of the last group through the planet, but the teleport energy should be blocked.”
 

“Do it just that way, Newton. You might also get those teleporting away to move to the other side of the planet to leave. Notify the planet and make sure they know the plan.”
 

The Director of the Keepers Fleet watched his board as his ships moved in-system from the jump limit. He could see the huge population’s mental signature and knew there were billions of Green Creatures. Two intervals into the system the population’s mental signature appeared weaker. He directed a thought to his sensor operator, “I think the strength of my signal has changed.”
 

“It has; about ten percent weaker.”
 

“What caused that?”
 

“I’ve checked the sensor system and it appears to be operating normally, but there is no doubt; the signal is weaker.”
 

An interval passed and the Director saw another signal reduction, “What is happening here?”
 

“I cannot account for the change, Director. It is now twenty percent weaker.”
 

The Director watched his board all the way in to the planet and the signal dropped ten percent every interval the fleet moved closer to the planet. At one interval the signal disappeared completely. “Scan that planet visually.”
 

The sensor operator scanned with the ship’s optical system, “There are no inhabitants on the planet.”
 

“But I see buildings and vehicles and everything that would indicate this planet is heavily populated.”
 

“Perhaps, but nothing shows up on my scans.”
 

“Send ten scouts down to the surface. Now!”
 

The huge fleet of a hundred thousand brown ships waited in orbit as the ten scouts flew down and scanned the surface. “They report nothing, Director.”
 

“Have them land and check the buildings.”
 

The ten scouts landed and the fifty Keepers moved into the buildings. “Director, there is no one here. The buildings all have power and appear to have been occupied, but there is no one here now.”
 

The Director was at a loss as to what was happening. Who would construct an entire planet with buildings, vehicles, and all the other elements of an advanced civilization just to deceive our scanners? That would also suggest that his fleet was expected.
 

“Edison?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty?”
 

“My Searchers have been looking closely at those ships as they moved in-system and report that their drives seem to have a different color on the edges than the hull.”
 

“Show me what you’ve recorded, please.”
 

Joseph Gardner pushed a button on his console and Edison saw the close up of the ships’ drives. “It is a different color, and now that they have stopped in orbit I can see that it appears that the inner wall of those drives is also a different color.” Edison thought a moment and said, “I know you are probably tempted to fire a penetrator up one of those drives to see if we could disable one of their ships, but if we do we will give away the fact that we can hide from them. We need to use this when we can do the most damage, and that would not be now.”
 

Joe smiled, “I agree. We’ll plan how to use this, but for now let’s try to keep them jumping around. What do you think they’ll do next?”
 

“Why, go to another planet and try again. Do we have Searchers at all of our planets?”
 

“Yes, and they have optical scanners placed far enough in-system to see if any stars have their light disrupted. We may not see them initially, but we’re confident we will see them. The problem will be if they decide to go to a planet of another race. We only have the Spider planets covered now. There are not enough ships coated yet to use for all our members.”
 

Edison continued to look at the picture of the brown ship’s drives, “I feel reasonably certain that their instructions are to eliminate us first. I will be surprised if they violate those.”
 

“We have also placed some stealth probes to follow their jump tracks, so we should be able to know where they’re going. Between the probes and the Searchers we should be able to keep the populations of most planets safe for the moment.”
 

“What about those planets that are not members?”
 

Joe was silent for a long moment, “Then there will be a huge loss of life. Those populations will not be able to teleport away. Let us hope that doesn’t happen.”
 

Edison looked at his screen again and agreed with Joe Gardner. “We can only hope.”
 

The Directors of all the invading Keepers ships were connected telepathically and had a common intelligence. “How do we account for this event?” After a few minutes of reflection the consensus of all their opinions replied, “Either all of our sensors are defective, which is highly unlikely, or the beings in this universe have a way of deceiving our scans.”
 

A secondary consensus commented, “Or the population evacuated as we approached the target planet.”
 

The sum of the Director’s thoughts reflected on that thought. “That would indicate a level of technology that is so far ahead of us that they would not need to evacuate. It also begs the question of how a population could jump away inside the barrier to star travel. It must be a means of deceiving our scanners; notice that as we moved closer the true surface of the planet was revealed. The Sensor Operators consensus asked, “Then how do we find a planet with a real population? I cannot distinguish the difference.”
 

The Lead Director ordered, “Pick another planet and we will go investigate.”
 

“The selection is on your screen, Director.”
 

“Edison?”
 

“Yes, Einstein?”
 

“What happens when their fleet moves out of the system and they don’t see any population on the planet? Won’t that give them a suspicion to believe the population was moved?”
 

Edison jumped up from his board, “Contact the leader of Hallago and have him teleport the population back in at ten percent per hour.” Edison looked at his board receiving the feed from the Searchers in the Hallago system, “They just started moving away; we have fifty minutes to get ten percent back on the planet.”
 

Einstein pushed his com.
 

“Director, my scan shows the population rising on the planet as we move away.”
 

“Then it must be caused by a technological device.”
 

“Should we send a ship back to investigate?”
 

The Director thought a moment, “No, we saw there was no one there. Keep me informed if the numbers increase as we move away. That will confirm a mechanism that deceives our scanners.”
 

After five hours the Sensor Operator thought, “The population is now at the identical level when we were here on the way to the planet.”
 

“We are going to have to find a way to defeat this technology. Perhaps it is only this planet that possesses it. How long before we jump to the next target?”
 

“Five intervals to move outside the star drive barrier, two more to organize for the jump. The next planet is fifteen intervals inside the barrier.”
 

The Director leaned back on his four legs, “This has been a waste of time so far. Perhaps the next target will offer an opportunity to destroy the ancient enemy.”
 

Jackson Grant was puzzled. The community had replaced all those taken with new births and now the population was fifty over the limit set by the Keepers. The population had never grown more than twenty over the limit without the Keepers coming to take the surplus. This was unheard of in the community’s history. How was this happening? He found his thoughts kept going to the Good Luck Man. There was just no way the two could be related, but nothing different had happened. He thought about it for an hour, then sent a messenger to bring Kathea. Kathea arrived and Jackson said, “Sit down, Kathea.”
 

Kathea knew Jackson and highly respected him. All the Humans gave great respect to their chosen leader, and Jackson was one that everyone liked immensely. Kathea sat down on a rocker outside Jackson’s quarters and smiled, “Hello, Jackson. Why have you called me to come here?”
 

Jackson looked at her and felt a love for one of his children. “Kathea, it is my understanding that you were the first to touch the Good Luck Man. Tell me about what happened.”
 

Kathea thought a moment, “He dropped his shovel and I noticed that he touched me on my shoulder when I bent to pick it up.”
 

“That’s not unusual, Kathea. Did he touch you inappropriately?”
 

“No, he didn’t, but he is a very good looking man and I watched him in the fields as we worked. I noticed that he touched many other women during the day. He also volunteered for water detail and continued touching other women.” Jackson nodded and continued to stare at Kathea. “I approached him that evening when we were gathered to eat and asked him why he was touching so many of my sisters.”
 

Jackson sat up straighter, “What was his response?”
 

“He said that his father told him that he was a good luck baby, and that every woman he touched would have good luck. He also said that his father believed that if he could touch every woman in the community, that the entire community would have good luck.”
 

“And you believed him?”
 

“Not really, but something happened that made me wonder.” Jackson remained silent and waited. Kathea reached up to her neck and pulled a string out of her dress and showed Jackson the small metal ring. “This ring has been handed down in my family since we first landed on this planet. It was the wedding ring of my original ancestor.” Jackson looked at the ring and furrowed his brow.
 

“The string broke one day several weeks before and I lost this ring in the fields. Within an hour of him touching me, I was pulling weeds from the crops and the ring came up with one of the weeds. What are the chances of that happening, Jackson? I also discovered that more than ten of my other sisters had found lost items and ten others received proposals from the ones they were hoping to marry. There was just too many coincidences, and I told others about what had happened. The rest you know about. It seems that everyone who touches him has something good happen. The community sees that we are over the limit on our numbers and the Keepers have not come to take us. There is a growing sense that all of our women want to touch him to see if what he says has any truth in it. What do you think about all this, Jackson?”
 

Jackson rocked and slowly shook his head, “Quite frankly I find it difficult, if not impossible, to believe he is a Good Luck Man. I also don’t remember ever seeing him before he touched you.” Kathea furrowed her brow and tilted her head, “But that doesn’t mean anything, Kathea. I’m sure there are many that I don’t know.”
 

“I’m not so sure about that, Jackson. Your memory is legendary.”
 

“Perhaps.” They both continued to rock in silence then Jackson asked, “What do you think we should do, Kathea?”
 

Kathea started nodding her head slowly, “I would have every female in the community touch him as quickly as possible. I’ve seen too many things happen that just can’t be explained and maybe, just maybe, there is good luck for us if we do.”
 

Jackson nodded and said, “I think I need to speak with him before we set that up.”
 

Kathea nodded, “You should. I think you’ll like him.”
 

“We’ll see.”
 

“Cynthia, a ship is moving in from the jump limit.”
 

“I’ve wondered why they haven’t taken any of the population. It is now higher than the established level by more than fifty.”
 

“So you think they are coming to receive colonists?”
 

“Don’t you?”
 

“No, I don’t.”
 

Cynthia was quiet for a few moments, “If they’re not coming here for that, what do you think they’re doing?”
 

“I don’t know, but in every instance except provisioning for the invasion fleet, when the ships came to receive food the colonists were taken four days prior to the ships’ arrival. It must take some time to prepare them for shipment, and that time frame has remained constant in all of their arrivals. That ship will arrive in ten hours, and the Keepers have not taken any colonists since the invasion started.”
 

Cynthia sat and thought about what Junior had said. If they weren’t coming for food, why were they coming? She had a moment of fear that they had been detected, but that fear vanished when she remembered the three ships that had come when the Searcher had been discovered. If they were not detected and they were not coming for food, then what were they doing here? Then she knew, “They’re coming to set a trap, aren’t they?”
 

“That’s what I suspect. They must have seen races in their scan of the stars Realm that matched the races on this planet. I think they rightly suspect that if there are any other incursions into their domain that it will happen here.”
 

“What are we going to do?”
 

“Nothing but wait and see where they go. I suspect that we will have a neighbor on this moon shortly.”
 

“This is not good, Junior!”
 

“Tell me about it.”
 

The brown ship moved in-system, and ten hours later arrived at the moon. It changed course and moved toward the moon’s surface, landing on top of a crater wall less than six hundred yards from the Realm’s ship. Cynthia saw the ship settle with the bow facing toward the planet. She saw the drives of the Keepers ship directly above her at the top of the crater. “Hey, Junior, those drives don’t look brown to me.”
 

“I just noticed that myself. I wonder if they are surrounded by the brown material or something else.”
 

“How can we find out?”
 

Junior was silent for more than a minute, which Cynthia knew represented more than a year of thought by human standards, “I’m going to use a one-way teleport and send a microprobe inside one of them.”
 

“Junior, we’re really close to these creatures. That probe will use energy to move around. Are you sure this is a risk worth taking?”
 

“Well, if something was inside our ship’s drive tubes, would our scanners see it?”
 

Cynthia thought about that question, “I don’t know.”
 

“Where are our scanners set to scan?”
 

“Everything around the ship.”
 

“And they are located just under the hull of our ships looking out from that hull. If anything is behind the scanner, it won’t be seen.”
 

“What about internal scanners?”
 

“The will be in the walls of the ship looking inward. I don’t think you would have scanners looking in at the drives of a ship. We certainly don’t engineer our ships that way, and there are some constants in ship construction that transcend all ship builders. If the ship detects it then it would have to turn its bow toward us, and we could teleport away before that happened.”
 

“Or they could call in other ships to hit us like the first Searcher.”
 

“We still have the passive scanners on the other side of the moon to warn us. I think it’s worth the risk. This is information that could prove invaluable to the Realm.”
 

“Is there a possibility that they will detect the teleport screen?”
 

“I’ll orient the screen away from them. There will be nothing to scan on their side of the screen.”
 

Cynthia patted her feet on the floor, “How do I let you talk me into these things?”
 

Junior laughed over the speaker, “Because in your heart you are a warrior and actually live for the fight.”
 

“Just do it, Junior.”
 

The micro probe appeared in the drive tube of the Keepers’ ship and recorded the surrounding surfaces. It moved from one end to the other, then found what it was programmed to find. The fuel lines feeding the drives came through the brown wall at the front end of the drives. It attached itself to the wall and waited for the signal.
 

“Junior, how are we going to collect the probe’s information?”
 

“I’m going to take a small risk.”
 

“Uh oh.”
 

“That ship is close to where the Searcher was killed. There is a passive probe across the crater from them, and I am going to have it reflect light at the rear of their ship. The light will enter the drives and the probe will see the flash send its information is less than one millionth of a second. The power it will use is less that a hundredth of the light being reflected. I don’t think they will be able to see both on their scanners. The passive sensor will then melt. If they investigate the source of the light they will see a melted scanner. I hope they attribute it to the Searcher they killed.”
 

“Let’s get this over with.”
 

The passive probe oriented itself to the sunlight hitting the moon’s surface and flashed a brief light at the Keepers’ ship. The probe detected the light entering the drive tube and sent its information.
 

“Director, something has just hit our hull with reflected light.”
 

“Did you determine the source?”
 

“Yes, I’m zooming in on it now with our optical sensor.”
 

The Director looked at his display, saw the melted scanner, and asked, “How did that get here?”
 

“The ship we destroyed created this crater we’re on. I suspect it was blown out when it blew up.”
 

“Does it look worth retrieving?”
 

The Sensor Operator examined it, “No, it’s burned badly. The sun probably hit it at just the right angle to cause that reflection.’
 

The Director turned back to his console, “Keep me informed if anything else happens.”
 

Cynthia raised her shoulders and waited for the Keepers’ ship to lift, but it didn’t move. She lowered her shoulders and looked at her board, “The fuel line comes through the wall.”
 

“Yes, it does. If we detect that ship starting to power up we are going to fire a high powered penetrator into each of their three drive tubes and move away.”
 

“How much longer are we going to give Jake?”
 

“As long as it takes.”
 

“I was afraid you’d say that.”
 

Jake walked up the hill toward Jackson Grant’s quarters. Kathea had found him in the northern field and said Jackson wanted to speak with him. He was worried. He did not want to deceive the leader of this colony, but knew that was exactly what he was going to be forced to do. There was no possible way he could tell him the truth. He thought about what he was going to say, but then decided that the best course of action was to clear his mind and just go with the conversation. He saw Jackson rocking outside his quarters. As he approached Jackson said, “Take a load off your feet. Come sit down.”
 

Jake forced himself to relax, sat down in the rocker, and started rocking. Jackson looked out at the people working in the fields and didn’t say anything. Jake also looked out at the fields, rocked, and found peace in the rhythm of the chair.
 

“So you’re the Good Luck Man.”
 

Jake smiled, “I’m probably more mystified by that title than you are, Jackson.”
 

Jackson smiled and looked at Jake, “Why is that?”
 

“I woke up one morning and remembered my father telling my mother that I was a good luck baby. She told him that if I touched every woman like I touched her that they would all feel the good luck. He replied that if I touched them all then good luck would have to follow.” Jackson said nothing. “I don’t know if she meant that I was touching her in her heart or actually touching her, but I decided to see. I moved to my new quarters and started touching every female I could. I know you must think I’m crazy to try and touch every female.”
 

“I do. Why don’t you have a mate?”
 

That question surprised Jake. He answered honestly, “I haven’t found her yet.”
 

Jackson didn’t know what to think. Everyone had a mate by the time they were this young man’s age. Jackson’s expression said it all. Jake continued, “I don’t know why, Jackson, but I feel that if I touch the one for me I’ll know it immediately. I may be wrong, but I have to see.”
 

Jackson stared at Jake and knew he was telling the truth. He could tell when someone was not being honest, and he saw that Jake really believed what he said. “Well, we have to help you find her. Five days from now we are going to assemble the community and every female that has not touched you, will. You should have a mate and it is my responsibility to make sure everyone does. Do you really think this good luck thing has any truth to it?”
 

Jake shook his head, “I honestly don’t know, but so many have claimed that touching me brought them luck. I don’t know if my parents were a little crazy about me or if I just misunderstood what they were saying, but something is going on.”
 

Jackson felt better about the Good Luck Man. He wasn’t crazy as he suspected, but just giving in to a whim. Something was happening; the Keepers were staying away. That still had him bothered, but that had to be totally unrelated to this young man. It had been years since everyone in the community had gathered, and he actually looked forward to the assembly. “You can go back to work now.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “I really enjoy the view from your rocker; we have to do this again.”
 

“Anytime; just not during work hours.”
 

Jake smiled and left for the fields.
 

The Director of the Keepers invasion fleet was frustrated. Three weeks had passed and every planet the fleet investigated was empty of life. Something was going on that he could not fathom. He called the other ships’ Directors to conference and asked, “Is there anything else we can do to find these Green Creatures?”
 

“Perhaps they no longer exist, and these planets are where they once lived.”
 

“But all of the technology on those planets is still operating.”
 

“We must send a messenger back to the Collective and see what it would have us do.”
 

A Sensor Operator interjected, “I would like to propose an option.”
 

The Lead Director thought, “What is that?”
 

“I have scanned this universe and have found some planets that have the same species as the farm where we destroyed that strange ship. Maybe it is only the Green Creature planets that have no population. Perhaps we should go see a planet with one of those species that live on the farm where the ship was attempting to hide.”
 

The Director thought about that proposal and could hear the agreement from the other Ship Directors. So far the fleet had nothing to show for their actions. “Where is the planet with one of the species?”
 

“It is not that far, and the star drive barrier is only eight hours from the planet.”
 

“Prepare your ships; we will be jumping to this planet.”
 

“Valerie?”
 

“What is it, Joe?”
 

Joe was silent.
 

“What is it?”
 

“The Keepers Fleet has jumped from Webbering.”
 

“And?”
 

“The stealth probe read their jump track and they are not going to one of the Spider’s planets.”
 

“Where are they going?”
 

“Gambia.”
 

“Oh no, Joe! Is there anything we can do to save that planet?”
 

“No, Sis. The Searchers that have the protective coating are all assigned to the Spiders’ planets. The Keepers Fleet has already entered the jump limit at Gambia and will be at the planet is less than six hours. We are not equipped to undertake any kind of response quickly enough that would allow us to move even a small part of the population. The Keepers Fleet is close enough to see optically if we tried to teleport in and start moving the population; it would reveal to them how we are hiding our own populations if we tried. We can’t risk revealing what we’ve been doing.”
 

Valerie could see in her mind the vision she had years before. She had seen the massive killing but she did not recognize the planet where it was happening. Now she saw the rags the bulk of the population was wearing and the decrepit condition of the buildings. She closed her eyes and wished she could forget. It made sense that the Keepers would go to Gambia. Now, after the fact, it had to be Jake’s psychic self that brought them. This was another avenue to get Jake to the Keepers’ universe. The fact that Jake was already there would have no impact on the various paths that had been set in motion. She thought about Jake and worried.
 

“Director, the population reading is not changing as we move in-system.”
 

“Good! Organize our coverage; we’ll start with the northern hemisphere and then move south. Do you detect any star ships?”
 

“No, this planet appears to be very backward in their technology.”
 

“That may be true, but it has a large population.”
 

“That it does, Director.”
 

“Have you read the thought signature of the population?”
 

“Yes, and our emitters are tuned to that band. Have you decided if you are going to collect any of the inhabitants for shipment to our universe?”
 

“We are not doing that now. This is a war fleet and we cannot provide care for them.”
 

“As you wish, Director. How many for stores?”
 

The Director listened to the thousands of Keepers in the fleet and found the needed number, “Two million should be enough.”
 

The Sensor Operator looked at his display, “That is the population of one of the cities on the coast next to that spaceport.”
 

“Make sure the emitters are set accordingly.”
 

The devices on the Keepers’ ships that made the intense beam were remarkable devices. If set at zero frequency they would emit a beam that would destroy all matter they hit. They could also be set at specific frequencies that matched the thought frequency of the selected population and would only target that population; everyone else would not be affected. The intensity of the beam would determine whether it would stun or kill. The fleet had their intensity set to kill.
 

The stealth probe followed the Keepers Fleet in to the planet and positioned itself to record the coming action. Gambia was slightly bigger than Ross, and had a circumference of thirty thousand miles. The huge fleet stopped above the planet and waited as the ships moved into a line. The hundred thousand Keepers’ ships entered the atmosphere of Gambia and lined up at the equator, with seven ships evenly spaced every mile halfway around the planet. They dropped to a mile above the surface and waited for the order to be given.
 

“Activate the emitters.” Every Keeper on every ship connected with the other Keepers on their ships telepathically and turned off their hearing. They then began sending the vibrating thought patterns into the emitter at the front of the ship. Each navigator watched their boards while the weapons operators focused the intensity of the beam as it rose to the desired threshold. At that point the Director sent the command to the fleet, “Move forward.”
 

Abul Cahale was stretched out on a chair on the front of his yacht when he noticed something in the sky at the horizon moving toward his ship. The young women that were attending him stood and looked at the approaching line of …something. As the objects moved closer, Abu saw that the objects were huge star ships and they were approaching quickly. The three women had moved to the bow to get a better view. Abu saw them waving and then start twisting, screaming, and turning to dust. He jumped up and ran toward the rear of the huge vessel. He didn’t make it past the main cabin before the most intense pain he had ever felt gripped him, then he was gone as the dust from his body blew away in the sea breeze. The yacht continued sailing until it ran aground.
 

The Keepers’ beams showed no discrimination between rich or poor. Unlike the population, there were no class distinctions; it treated all the same way. The long line of brown ships moved north and left millions dead behind it. Animals were not touched by the beam, fish were not affected, birds flew through it safely, and plants never noticed it pass. Only Humans felt the intense pain and death. The probe captured it all and witnessed the horror taking place.
 

The line of ships moved toward the main city of Gambia, destroying everything outside the city proper. The population standing on the outskirts of the tall grey buildings looked up into a blue sky and saw the line of ships approaching. The public speakers were blaring a warning of an invading fleet and called for everyone to flee the city, but the inhabitants saw there was no time to exit. Many running from the city saw the ships approach Degrund Park.
 

A young man and woman standing in the park outside the city embraced each other and then turned to dust. Two children ran from the oncoming shadows and tried to hide under the slide in the park. They saw the people closest to the approaching ships turn to dust and hid their eyes just before they died. At the Abu Galei hospital located next to the park, the maternity ward heard the babies go silent as the beams crossed the room. Hundreds of dogs were roaming the park with leashes dangling, trying to find their owners that had blown away in the wind as the ships passed overhead.
 

The ships approached the outer city limits and moderated the intensity of their beam. As the brown ships moved over the city, the beam began hitting the inhabitants and destroying their higher brain functions. People began falling to the ground and twitching as the fleet passed overhead. More than two million people were left scattered on the streets, and in homes twitching as their raw nerves sent messages to a brain that was no longer able to receive them.
 

The long line of ships crossed over the North Pole and then continued moving south. Everywhere humans were dying a horrible death. The dying didn’t stop until the Keepers Fleet moved over the South Pole and then moved back to their starting point at the equator.
 

The Fleet Director was elated. No resistance had been given. This universe was going to be easy to conquer. “Send your shuttles to pick up your stores.”
 

A hundred thousand shuttles left the Keepers Fleet and descended on the space port. Each picked up twenty of the still-twitching bodies and took them back to their ship. Being brain dead was actually a mercy to those taken. Any that were left behind were hit with the terrible beams and destroyed. Soon fires broke out where stoves were left on, and many cities began burning. Some were started when vehicles ran into buildings and other structures, causing huge explosions when their fuel tanks ruptured. No one was alive to put them out.
 

The probe recorded it all and disappeared to deliver its information to Fleet Command. Another probe arrived to replace it and settled in behind the Keepers Fleet as it moved away from the now dead planet. For Gambia, there were no class distinctions after the Keepers. Everyone was dust.
 

Edison watched the recording taken by the probe with Sprig, Joseph, Valerie, and Admiral Zergl, who had all commed in on his communication panel. Edison noticed the hard expression of the Gardners and could sense the anger from the others. “Edison, what do you think about this?”
 

“Prince Gardner, This is remarkably similar to the process my species once used to attack planets. The main difference is that we collected information from the inhabitant’s brains and stored it. These creatures just kill all intelligent life except for those needed for food. I now feel the anger and outrage that this causes when it is visited on others. It amazes me that the Realm allowed us to live.”
 

“Where are they going now?”
 

Valerie said, “They’re going either to Ross or Camerrill, if we don’t move the populations before they arrive outside the jump limit.”
 

Admiral Zergl did a quick flinch, “How do you know that?”
 

“Because Jake Talant was at both of those planets before he left for their universe. I believe his psychic self is directing these creatures to come to him.”
 

“Why would he be doing that?”
 

“I just don’t know, Joe, but everything points to it. He was arrested on Camerrill and that Searcher was killed immediately after we found him. The first planet they attacked successfully was where he was born. The next attack will have to be another location where he visited recently. That would have to be Ross or Camerrill. We need to get the populations moved quickly.”
 

The other conference attendees looked at each other. Finally Joe asked, “Valerie, do your psychic abilities tell you where they are going?”
 

“No, Joe. It just makes the most sense based on what I’ve seen.”
 

“I’m just not willing to disrupt the populations of two planets unless you are certain, Valerie. Are you absolutely convinced?”
 

Valerie struggled for an answer, “No, I am not certain, but I am not going to gamble on the creatures discovering Ross. I want the population ordered to teleport away for 24 hours. We’ll not involve Camerrill in this exercise, but as Ruler of the Stars Realm I order you to move Ross’ population.”
 

Joe stared at Valerie and signed, “Admiral, issue the order. According to the probe, the Keepers will clear the jump limit in two hours.”
 

All of them felt that this was a huge waste of time, but the Queen had spoken.
 

On Ross all communication devices began blaring out the warning, “All citizens on Ross must teleport to another planet immediately. We will keep you informed about returning, but you must be gone within the hour. An attack is imminent.” The announcement played over and over as the population of billions teleported away.
 

The Keepers Fleet approached the jump barrier and the Director turned to his sensor operator, “Where is the next target?”
 

“Before we entered this system I had mapped several possible locations using the same thought frequency of the last target, but one of them has changed radically since the last scan.”
 

“What are you saying?”
 

“One of the targets had a huge population, with a high percent of them being the species of the planet we just eliminated. However, now the planet is empty of life.”
 

The Director thought a moment as the fleet tuned in and listened telepathically, “If as we surmise a device is projecting phantom populations and it had a malfunction such that the real surface was revealed, that could account for the difference.”
 

The sensor operator thought about the proposal, “Yes, that’s possible. Are we going to go see if it’s valid?”
 

“Do you want to waste,” the Director looked at his display, “eighteen intervals to see? We know someone in this universe can deceive our scanners. We have wasted too much time already, and I’m not willing to throw away any more. If there’s doubt about a population’s existence, I would rather move toward one where we are reasonably certain of success.”
 

The sensor operator could hear the thoughts of all the Keepers in the fleet and determined that the over whelming majority agreed with the Director. “I’ll check that planet later, and if the population goes back to the original level we’ll know it is another decoy.”
 

“Where is your other target?”
 

“On your display, Director.”
 

“Jump in a quarter interval; tighten up your formations.”
 

The Keepers Fleet jumped and arrived at the jump limit in Camerrill’s system.
 

Valerie watched her communication panel as Fleet Command scrambled to move Camerrill’s population. Valerie thought, “I hate being right about this. Jake, you’re causing trouble. Hurry up and get those powers under control.” He couldn’t hear her, but she had to voice her frustration.
 

Joe appeared on her board, “I will not question you again.”
 

Valerie nodded, “That is a wise decision, but you need to get the population to safety.”
 

“I’m sorry, Sis.” Joe disappeared from her screen.
 

Valerie pulled up a picture of Jake on her display. He had just woken from his history download and had smiled when he saw her beside his chair. She stared at the picture in silence, “Come on, Jake. We need you now.”
 
  

Chapter Ten

Jake sat in the middle of the area just inside the entrance to the community. Jackson had sent word that there was to be a gathering to touch the Good Luck Man. Many of the men didn’t know about him, but were quickly told by the women of the community. Now all of them knew.
 

The area was not big enough for all three hundred thousand, so most of the men remained in the first row of homes as the women came in and began sitting in rows that surrounded Jake. Those that had already touched him stood with the men and watched as the crowd grew larger and larger by the minute.
 

Jake sat there and found himself feeling a kinship to all of these wonderful people. No wonder Kathea called all of the women her sisters; they all shared the specter of death and the gift of life together. He could feel their love for each other and it was amazing. He had only known his family briefly before they died, and Robby for only three years. He felt he had known these people forever. In a short period of time they had become his brothers and sisters.
 

He was nervous, because tonight he should find the one who would release his psychic powers and become the love of his life. He looked around as the crowd continued to swell. He looked out at the green fields surrounding the community and marveled at the beauty of the moment. He could see why the original settlers landed here. The community was clean and the air was fresh. He closed his eyes and waited to find the one that would be his love for life.
 

“Junior, what are they doing?”
 

“It looks to me like they are gathering all the women to touch Jake.”
 

Cynthia looked at the screen again and saw only women sitting in the rows surrounding Jake. “How did he make this happen?”
 

“I have no idea, but I hope the Keepers don’t interfere with the process.”
 

“I hadn’t thought of that. I really hope they don’t either.”
 

Jake opened his eyes as the community gathered, and saw light from the setting sun shine on the ancient colony ship that had crashed next to the row of hills. As he watched the light move up the ship he saw a giant, faded, SR appear on the tail fin of the giant ship. He had never seen it before, and he suspected it could only be seen during the setting sun. Now he knew who the Seniors were; he was a Senior. The humans had been praying for the return of The Stars Realm for thousands of years. He looked at the giant SR and now knew the meaning of the Realm that Valerie had tried to teach him with the history download. He saw in these people how important the Realm was for the safety of its citizens. His heart swelled with pride to know that he was a part of that community. Then he saw Jackson stand.
 

“Welcome my children. We have all heard about the Good Luck Man that brings us good fortune. You’ve heard that he has a quest to touch every female in our community. I have decided to help him make it happen. Perhaps he will bring us all good fortune, maybe even the return of the Seniors. However, it is always good for us to come together; we should do this more often to celebrate who we are.” Jackson walked up to Jake and smiled at him, then said to the crowd, “We will start with the inner circle and move outward. After you touch him join those in the houses.”
 

The closest row of women stood, walked by Jake, and touched him; some on his cheek, some on his hands, some on his head, and some on his neck. They all kissed the hand they used to touch him. Jake was moved beyond words. The first row finished and the second stood.
 

The leader of the Keepers’ garrison was watching his monitor. He called his second in command over and indicated the monitor, “What are they doing?”
 

“It appears they are touching the one in the center.”
 

“Why?”
 

“How would I know? These lesser beings always seem to be doing dumb things.”
 

“Could this be part of a rebellion?”
 

The Collective heard the word rebellion used by one his billions and immediately turned its attention to the two Keepers, “What are you asking about?”
 

The two Keepers shrugged and continued to look at the monitor. The Collective looked at what they were seeing through their thoughts. It did seem like nonsense, but an invader ship had been killed in that system. Could that ship have contacted the food before it was destroyed? “Send a security team and find out what they are doing.”
 

The last row of women had touched Jake. None had caused any effect on him. Jake looked at Jackson, “Is this all of them?”
 

Jackson tilted his head, “Yes it is, son.”
 

Suddenly a high-pitched whine broke the silence of the crowd, and a large Keepers lander came in swiftly and settled to the ground in the middle of the clearing. Jake moved out of the clearing and into the front ranks of the crowd. Fifty Keepers exited the ship and the leader approached Jackson. “What are you doing?”
 

Jackson felt his fear, but answered honestly knowing the Keeper would hear his thoughts, “We were having a ritual. We were touching one of our members because we believe it will bring good fortune.”
 

“Show me the one you were touching.”
 

Jake knew that his time was up. If he refused to step forward there could be a huge loss of life. Jake Stepped out of the crowd and walked forward. The crowd started moving with him and the Keepers raised their weapons.
 

The Garrison Leader contacted the Keepers’ ship on the moon and ordered it to come to the planet. Cynthia was yelling at Junior to teleport Jake out. Jake felt nothing but calm and continued his walk toward awaiting death.
 

“Shut up, Cynthia. The ship is starting to send power to the drives. I am going to fire three penetrators into their shafts and teleport to the planet.”
 

The Keepers’ ship received word to come and assist the landing team, when suddenly the ship felt a huge shake followed by three fuel tanks exploding inside the ship and pushing a blast of white hot flame through the interior of the Keepers’ ship. Every Keeper on board died in the blast. The blast was not seen or detected outside the ship. The hull not only prevented energy from getting into the ship, but also prevented anything from escaping.
 

The Collective, however, felt the deaths of the six hundred Keepers on the ship. It directed its consciousness to the fifty members of the landing party.
 

The Keepers’ leader pointed his scanner at Jake and tried to read it. Jake knew that his bracelet was a fake and that it wouldn’t react to the scans. As Jake watched, the Keeper actually took the scanner, hit it with his other hand, and tried it again.
 

“What’s wrong with your scanner?”
 

The leader looked at his second in command and said, “It’s a piece of junk. I never get the same reading twice.”
 

“Here, try mine.”
 

Jake watched the two Keepers exchange scanners and the first one pointed it at him again. He showed the results to the second Keeper.
 

“Junior, now would be a good time!”
 

“He’s not pointing a weapon at Jake. Just hold on a moment.”
 

“Your scanner is also bad.”
 

“The second shrugged mentally and thought, “Perhaps it’s not our scanners, but his sender that has gone bad.”
 

The Leader stared at the other Keeper a moment, then walked forward and grabbed Jake’s arm to look at his bracelet. That’s when events began moving fast. The world turned bright blue and Jake felt the release of his psychic power. He immediately saw the central intelligence of the Keepers watching him thorough the minds of the fifty Keepers just before that intelligence was knocked unconscious by Jake’s psychic blast. The fifty Keepers in the landing party fell to the ground twitching and every Keeper in the garrison was stunned unconscious. The Collective that was directly linked to the landing team was hit with a psychic blast that blew its compartments apart and scattered them out into the Keepers’ population. The Collective was effectively knocked unconscious, as well as all of its quadrants. The trillions of Keepers never noticed the Collective was out. Each of the individuals contributed such a small part that it had no effect on each being. For the first time in millions of years, the guiding leadership of the Keepers was missing.
 

Jake felt the power when the Keeper grabbed his arm. The coating that had been applied to his scalp was blown away and Jake could see the entire universe in his mind. His perceptions became crystal clear, and he could hear the thoughts of those gathered around him. Jackson looked at the fifty Keepers that had stopped twitching and said, “What have you done? They will kill us all!”
 

Jake looked down at the dead Keepers. He saw the psychic blast was too much for them, and that their minds were severely damaged. Jake remembered the young woman and her baby being taken to be killed, and felt no sorrow over the death of the landing party. He also felt Junior trying to teleport him to the ship, but he prevented the field from forming.
 

Jake looked around the clearing at the gathered community and said, “For thousands of years you have been praying for the return of the Seniors. You call them Seniors because of the SR on the crashed ship. That SR does not stand for Senior.”
 

Jackson looked hard at Jake and asked, “What does the SR mean?”
 

“It stands for Stars Realm. Your ancestors came from there.”
 

“How do you know this?”
 

Jake saluted the gathering and gripped his two fingers. His Armor appeared instantly and he said in an amplified voice, “Because I am from that Realm.”
 

The gathered humans saw the metamorphosis as Jake’s armor covered him. The women started crying. No one knew what to think. Jackson was shocked, but then he asked, “Can you save us?”
 

“I don’t know, Jackson, but I’m willing to die trying.” Jake hit his communicator, “Junior, you can quit trying to teleport me out of here. I am not going to allow it.”
 

Cynthia saw Jake in his armor on the screen. “What does he mean that he won’t allow it?”
 

“I have been attempting to teleport him to us and he has somehow blocked my efforts.”
 

“Take us down there now!”
 

The Stars Realm ship dropped through the atmosphere; the thousands of Humans saw it as it settled four feet off the ground and remained stationary. Cynthia donned her armor and teleported out of the ship. The gathering saw the large SR on the tail of the ship and the tension in the air was electric. What was happening? Cynthia appeared in the clearing and walked up to Jake and said, “We have to go. Now!”
 

Jake looked at Cynthia and the coating covering her head disintegrated into nothingness, “We will use telepathy, Cynthia.”
 

Cynthia flinched, then heard Jake’s thoughts, “Jake, the Keepers will not ignore what happened here. We have to get you back to the Realm. You know how important you are to our survival.”
 

“Not without these friends.”
 

“Jake, you know the Keepers from that building are going to be coming. I’m certain that ships are also being sent. We have to go.”
 

“Junior, are you listening?”
 

“Yes I am, Jake. I’ve never seen a teleport screen blocked psychically. You must have found your integrator.”
 

““I did, Junior, it was a Keeper. You will immediately teleport to the Realm and bring three transports back with you. Tell Valerie to set the teleport screens on the transports to only teleport the DNA of the colony it will move. That way the bracelets and all their connections will be left behind.”
 

“Jake, we don’t have enough time to do that.”
 

“Junior, there is a ten hour window before the Keepers can get a ship here. I will hold off the ones at the building until you return. I will not leave these people to die. You are wasting time and you know it. What would your parents do in your place?”
 

Junior actually flinched electronically when Jake asked him. He paused a moment, then said, “They would die to protect these people, Jake.”
 

“How can you deny me the same right? Now go and bring the ships to save these people.”
 

Cynthia said, “Jake, we can’t risk losing you. You go with Junior and I’ll hold off the Keepers.”
 

“Cynthia, when that Keeper touched me my powers were released. You stand no chance against them; I do.”
 

Cynthia got angry, “It will be easier if I handle the attacks from the air. I am not going to leave you, Jake.”
 

Jake looked at her and saw her determination, “Junior, you’re wasting time! You need to go now.”
 

Junior kept trying to teleport Jake, but nothing worked. Junior decided, “I’ll be back.”
 

The gathered thousands watched as the ship rose and then disappeared.
 

Jake removed his armor and Cynthia removed hers as well. Jake looked at the thousands and said so all could hear, “I have sent the ship you’ve just seen back to the Realm to bring larger ships to move you from this planet. Everyone must stay here in a group. You may not take anything with you. We are going to transport you into one of our ships and the only thing going will be you. Even your clothes will remain behind. We are forced to do it this way to remove the bracelets and their connections from your bodies. We will provide everything you’ll need when we arrive back in the Realm. Any questions?”
 

“What if the ships don’t come in time?”
 

“Then just think of it as being your turn to be taken by the Keepers. My friend and I are going to do all we can to defend you until our ships return.” Jake looked around and said, “Kathea, where are you?”
 

Kathea stepped out of the crowd and walked over to Jake. “Kathea, that ring will not go with you if we are able to leave. I want to take it with me.”
 

Kathea thought about it and said, “Jake, if we are able to go back to this Realm you talk about, I don’t want it to go with me. I will get a new ring and start a new and happier history for myself and my children. This ring will only remind me of all the ugliness that happened here. Right now it reminds me of a better place than this. Can you understand that, Jake?”
 

Cynthia saw the affection Jake had for this young woman, but sensed from his thoughts that he looked at her as a sister he’d never had.
 

“Kathea, you are wise beyond your years. Please help keep everyone here in the center of the community.”
 

“I will, where are you going?”
 

“I have to keep an appointment with some Keepers.”
 

Jake looked at Cynthia and nodded. They saluted each other and turned on their armor. Jake hit his jets and Cynthia lifted right behind him. The Humans in the square felt the electricity of the moment and wondered what fate held for them. Jackson watched them leave, and knew that this moment was going to be historic for his people. Silence ruled the gathered thousands; then Kathea stepped out of the crowd and said, “I would give up my life for a chance to go with the Seniors.”
 

Jackson yelled in a loud voice, “We will live free or die! I choose freedom!”
 

The three-hundred-thousand-plus community raised the voices in cries of “Freedom!” Across the valley, the Glod and Cainth communities heard the sound echo off the hills and wondered what was happening.
 
  

Chapter Eleven

As Jake and Cynthia flew toward the Keepers’ garrison, Jake thought to Cynthia, “I need your help making this happen.”
 

“What is that, Jake?”
 

“I want you to go to the Glod and Cainth communities and tell them what’s happening now. They must gather in the center of the community so we can lift them quickly.”
 

“What are you going to do?”
 

“I am going to wait here at the compound and kill anything that pokes its head out of the ground. If a large number get out I’m going to fight a delaying action to give our ships time to arrive.” Jake saw Cynthia start to argue and said, “Cynthia, when my powers were released every Keeper in this garrison was stunned and knocked out. Those closest to the Human camp were actually so damaged that they will not be able to participate in the coming fight. I really do sense that they will not regain consciousness for at least three more hours. Go get the Realm’s Citizens prepared to leave, please.”
 

Cynthia started to protest, but then reluctantly nodded her agreement, peeled away from Jake, and headed toward the Glod colony.
 

Junior broke out of universal drive in the Realm and commed Fleet Command, “I need Valerie Gardner’s com code.”
 

“We need confirmation about who you are.”
 

“Oh forget it.” Junior hit another frequency, “Sprig, I need Valerie’s com code.”
 

“Junior, what are you doing back? What happened?”
 

“I don’t have time, Sprig. Connect me with Valerie now!”
 

Sprig reached forward and pushed a button. He also hit another button bringing Twig and Edison into the conversation.
 

Valerie saw her com blink, “Sprig, why are you calling me?”
 

“He’s not, Your Majesty, I am.”
 

“Who are you?”
 

“My name is Junior and I am the ship that took Jake Talant to the other universe.”
 

Valerie’s heart went into her throat, “What’s wrong? Is he all right?”
 

“Yes, his powers have been released. But he’s refusing to leave until we bring transports to take the three colonies off that planet.”
 

“Junior, you were ordered to teleport him away when he released his powers.”
 

“I know that, but evidently none of you managed to get Jake to agree. He blocked every effort to cover him with a teleport screen,”
 

Edison said, “He did what?”
 

“He blocked the screen from forming. You’re wasting time. He says we have a ten hour window to get them out before the Keepers’ ships arrive. He is going to hold off the garrison on the planet.”
 

“Junior, where is Cynthia?”
 

“She decided to stay and assist him in the fight, Your Majesty.”
 

Edison hit his board, “Fleet command, I want three Delta-size transports readied to leave our universe.”
 

“Edison, Jake also said to set the teleport screens on the transports to only move the DNA of Human, Glod, and Cainth.”
 

Edison said, “That is going to take some time.”
 

“I’ll take one transport, Edison.”
 

“I’ll take the second.”
 

“Thank you Sprig and Twig. Newton and I will handle the third. How long until those ships are ready?”
 

Admiral Zergl, who had joined the conversation, looked at his board. We have to bring a much bigger teleport system on board and connect it. It’s going to take at least six hours to get the screen working.”
 

Valerie said, “That’s cutting it close. Admiral, have we managed to cover any of our Warriors in the telepathy coating?”
 

“About fifty of them have the new armor.”
 

“Get them on a ship and move them to the Keepers’ planet. We have to support Jake and Cynthia quickly.”
 

“It will take at least four hours to power up the armor and load all the weapons.”
 

“Then you had better start moving, Admiral.”
 

Zergl disappeared from the conference screen.
 

Valerie dreaded the next question, but had to ask, “So Jake found his initiator, Junior?”
 

“Yes and no, Your Majesty.”
 

Valerie leaned back in her chair, “What do you mean by that?”
 

“Jake touched every woman in the human colony with no results.”
 

Valerie was puzzled, “Then how were his powers released?”
 

“A Keeper touched Jake; it released his powers. Evidently it took the combined mental connection of the entire Keepers species to break through that shell of his.”
 

Valerie was stunned; then she understood. “That’s why his psychic self keep bringing Keepers to wherever he was! It’s why the Searcher died. That colony of humans was the only place where Keepers regularly made contact with Humans without killing them. It makes sense now.” Then it hit her; Jake did not find the love of his life. She jumped up from her chair, “Junior, where are you?”
 

Joe Gardner, who had joined the conversation, said, “No you’re not, Valerie.”
 

Valerie ignored him, “Junior, answer me.”
 

Junior struggled, but knew he had to answer the Queen of the Stars Realm. “You have my coordinates.”
 

“Valerie, you can’t go there!”
 

“Valerie appeared on Junior’s bridge and said as she stepped through the silver screen. “Joe, you’re in charge until I return. Remember when you said you would never question me again?”
 

Joe looked at his Sister on his com and slowly nodded. “Don’t start, now.” Valerie sat in a chair and said, “Well, what are you waiting for?”
 

“Your Majesty, it is not safe there.”
 

“Do you intend to go back?”
 

“I have to, Your Majesty.”
 

“Maybe it’s because you left some friends there.” Junior said nothing, “Well so have I, so quit wasting time.”
 

“Is everyone going to accuse me of that all day?”
 

“Only if you keep doing it.”
 

Junior hit the drive and the ship disappeared from the Realm’s universe.
 

Joe watched Valerie’s face disappear from his com, contacted Admiral Zergl, and ordered him to speed up getting the Warriors ready.
 

Junior arrived back in the Keepers’ colony next to the moon. Valerie looked at her display and saw the Keepers’ ship on the moon’s surface, “Junior, is that what I think it is?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty. I think we killed it when I fired three penetrators up their drive ports.”
 

“Junior, we’re alone now; please dispense with the “Your Majesty” and call me Valerie. Did you share this information with Joe or Admiral Zergl?”
 

“No, I had too much happening too fast. I’ll launch a probe and send it back with the video and informationabout what I did.”
 

“Joe and Edison thought that might be a weakness in their design.”
 

“It is, Valerie, but using it is going to be difficult. If their drives are operating, the penetrator will explode before it can enter the tube. The weak point is located at the very front end of the drive.” Junior paused, then said, “Valerie, I am very uncomfortable with you being here. If we face any trouble I am taking you out of here.”
 

“Not without Jake, you won’t.”
 

“Sorry, but I will. You are too important to the Realm to risk.”
 

“Junior, my value is nothing compared to what Jake means to our success. I’m here because he broke a promise to me and I hope I can convince him to keep it.”
 

“Valerie, you won’t. We will either save those Humans on the planet or Jake will die trying to prevent their deaths.”
 

“Where is he?”
 

“He’s currently on the planet blowing up exits from the Keepers’ garrison.”
 

“Oh, my ancient ancestors! Take me there.”
 

“I’ll take you to where you can communicate with him, but I will not place you in danger.”
 

Valerie started to protest, but then decided that she did not want to force Junior to choose between being tried for treason for disobeying a direct order from the Queen or keeping her safe. She suspected he would take the treason charge. “Take me there.”
 

Junior teleported them to just above the planet’s atmosphere. Valerie looked at her screen and could see Jake flying over the Keepers’ garrison, firing hornets at any exit he could find. Valerie thought, “My, my; aren’t you the busy warrior?”
 

Jake could see the dark lines going down toward the ground and he fired a hornet every time one appeared, “Valerie, what are you doing here? Are you insane?!?”
 

“I was going to ask you the same question. You promised you would not put yourself in danger. You know how important you are to the Realm’s survival.”
 

“I’m nothing compared to you. You must leave now! Junior; why did you bring her here?”
 

“Because I swore an oath of allegiance to the Stars Realm and its rulers. I will not allow her to be placed in harm’s way no matter what she orders. Just promise you’ll come visit me in prison, Jake.”
 

“Junior, how can they arrest a ship? You could teleport out any time you wanted and besides, you might enjoy the rest and relaxation. Excuse me a moment, I need to destroy this hanger.” They watched as Jake flew close to the surface and fired a high speed penetrator into the doors of a hidden hanger. “There. I’m sorry, Valerie, but these people have become my family. Would you leave Joe behind to die?”
 

Valerie didn’t know how to answer, “If it meant the survival of the Realm I would have to do just that.”
 

Jake continued to fire wasps and hornets while he thought about what Valerie said, “All right, we have a ten hour window before the Keepers can get a ship here. It’s probably longer because when I released my psychic abilities I think I knocked the central intelligence that directs the Keepers off line. I don’t sense that it has recovered yet, and no ships will come until it does. Our main threat is the Keepers in the building below. I also sense that all of the Keepers on the western side of the structure were either killed or so damaged that they will not be able to take part in an attack. Cynthia will be back soon, and she will help with the defense of the communities. You can help, Valerie.”
 

“How, Jake?”
 

“Junior, take her down to the Human colony and talk with them. I know they’re terribly frightened and you can help calm them down.”
 

“Jake, I’m going to hold you to that promise. If it comes down to it, you must leave with me.”
 

“I love you too, Valerie.”
 

Valerie felt the tears. He had seen inside her thoughts and knew how she felt. “Junior, take me down.”
 

Jackson worried that the community was close to panicking. They could hear huge explosions coming from over the hills to the east. He tried to sooth their fears but just didn’t know how to answer their questions. Suddenly everyone saw a ship coming down at a high rate of speed and stop just above the surface of the central square.
 

Valerie stepped through the silver teleport screen and appeared in front of the gathered community. Jackson saw this beautiful young girl and wondered why someone so young was here in an obviously dangerous environment.
 

Valerie smiled, “Hello everyone. I know that all of you are scared about what is going to happen to you after the death of these Keepers. I am the Queen of the Stars Realm and I am doing all I can to get ships here to move you safely away from this planet. I see from your expression that you think me too young to actually be the Ruler of the Realm, but I was chosen because of my psychic abilities. I do not know if we will be able to make your escape happen before the Keepers arrive, but we are doing everything in our power to save you. I want you to know that there are more than twenty million planets that are members of the Realm, and three of them are the races from which the three colonies here are descended. The original home world of your race is one of the founders of our Realm, and I am descended from those founders. Take heart and know that you are not forgotten and we will do all we can to protect you.”
 

“Why was Jake sent here?”
 

Valerie looked at Jackson and said, “We are now at war with the Keepers. There are a hundred thousand of their ships in our universe and we are working hard to develop the weapons to kill them. Jake is going to be the Realm’s strongest psychic, but he needed to have his abilities released. We know that our founders which were super psychics had to have their powers released by what we call their initiator. I believed that she would be in your population.”
 

Jackson thought a moment “Is that why he was touching every female?”
 

“Yes, but I was wrong. There is no woman that could have broken through the psychic shell that contained his powers. I’ve learned that it was necessary for him to be touched by a Keeper, and the combined telepathic connection of their entire species was needed to make it happen. This is the only place where the Keepers make contact with Humans without killing them.”
 

“Oh, they kill us.”
 

“Yes, but they also come among you to remove those chosen by them. Jake’s inner psychic self saw this and manipulated events to bring him here.”
 

“His coming here can get us all killed, Young Queen.”
 

“Do you call this living? Your species in the Realm live a hundred and fifty years; you are taken at around 35 years of age. You slave in the fields to feed yourself for the Keepers to consume. You are allowed no technology to spare you the hard labor. You are livestock here, but in the Realm Humans are admired and respected by all the trillions of citizens.”
 

“So what happens now?”
 

“We are not taking you to the Realm if we can move you.” The gathering started talking among themselves so Valerie switched to telepathy to communicate with them, “It’s not what you think.” Everyone heard her in their thoughts and even Jackson was surprised. “We have citizens in more than a thousand universes. I am not going to take the chance of taking you to the Realm where the Keepers Fleet might scan you and come to take vengeance. I am sending you to a planet of humans who will take care of you until this conflict is resolved. It is time to learn who you are and to know that humans do not give in to tyranny or slavery.”
 

A young woman stepped out of the crowd and said, “You came here to take Jake back to the Realm didn’t you?”
 

Valerie looked at the woman and marveled at how beautiful she was, “Yes, but he would not go without you. Our survival depends on Jake and his developing psychic abilities. I was hoping he would listen to reason and leave.”
 

Jackson shook his head, “You are at least being honest about it.”
 

Valerie looked around and saw the goodness of the people around her, “He forced me to make this attempt to move you. I could not understand why he was taking this risk with the trillions in the Realm at risk if something happened to him.” Valerie paused and then continued, “But now, after seeing you, I know the truth that he saw before I could grasp it. To turn away from the few to try and save the many is a wrong that only corrupts the values our Realm was founded upon.” She left her thought open so everyone could hear, “Junior, have you been listening to this?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
 

“I will not leave without these people. Do you understand?”
 

The hundreds of thousands of humans waited for a response, “If it comes down to it; we will all die here together, my Queen. I will not abandon you.”
 

“Thank you for this gift, Junior.”
 

Jackson looked around, “Who is this Junior?”
 

“He’s the ship hovering here. He’s an intelligent, mechanical, life form that was made a citizen of the Realm more than thirteen thousand years ago. He was made my friend just a moment ago.”
 

The young woman looked at Valerie and said, “You love him, don’t you?”
 

“I now care about Junior very much.”
 

I wasn’t talking about him; you love Jake. You must be the one he was trying to find.”
 

Valerie stared at the young woman, “What prompted you to say that?”
 

“Because he is worthy of a Queen, and nothing less than love would have brought you here to share our fate.”
 

Valerie lowered her head, “You’ve got it all wrong; it is I that am not worthy of him.”
 

Jackson shook his head, “Not from where I stand. You were meant for each other.”
 

Valerie smiled, then walked up and kissed Jackson on the cheek. If a black man could blush, Jackson did.
 

Kathea walked up and hugged Valerie, “I, too, love our Good Luck Man. I know you’ll be happy together.”
 

Valerie was approached by many in the crowd to tell her of their good fortune caused by touching Jake. She listened and stored them in her heart. She kept hearing in the back of her mind, “I love you too, Valerie.” The explosions over the hills grew louder.
 

Cynthia teleported to the row of hills overlooking the Keepers’ garrison; she turned up the magnification in her helmet and saw Jake continuing to fire at the building and surrounding grounds, “Should I come and join in the fun?”
 

Jake disappeared briefly and reappeared a short distance above his last position. “No, Cynthia. The Keepers are starting to move some of their larger focused-beam platforms to the surface and I can’t protect you, dodge the beams, and fight effectively.”
 

“How are you doing against that weapon?”
 

“I’m dodging it. My new psychic skills allow me to sense it before they fire, and I can also see it coming slow enough to get out of the way. The problem is there are so many exits to that facility it’s just a matter of time until they fire a wide spread of those beams. I’ve managed to kill any beam platform that fires at me so far, but they’ve stopped firing for the last fifteen minutes so I believe they are marshalling their weapons to fire in unison.”
 

“Then you need to get out of here right now.”
 

“Not yet. I’m going to have to get down to ground level shortly but if I go now, those beams will be available to use against the colony. I want them to fire, which will allow me to target their larger beam platforms. I’m also sensing that the central intelligence of these creatures is starting to reform and get organized. Ships are going to be sent shortly.”
 

Suddenly Jake pressed the teleport button on his jaw, disappeared from the west end of the camp, and reappeared over the eastern boundary. Cynthia then saw hornets leave Jake’s armor at an incredible rate. Even with her view magnified, the small missiles left faster than her scanner could track. She knew the hornets were not designed to fly that fast. Jake was doing something that made them fly as fast as a high speed penetrator. The surface of the Keepers’ facility exploded like it was on fire.
 

“Are you ready?”
 

“Yes, I’ve set the coordinates of the beam and it will overlap the two on each side of my platform.”
 

“We will fire simultaneously in twenty degrons. Have your team start charging your weapon.”
 

The ten Keepers turned off their hearing and began sending their rhythmic thoughts toward the aperture feeding into the barrel of their platform. The firing officer watched as the intensity level rose to maximum, and waited as the countdown reached zero. He pressed the discharge button and felt the recoil of the beam as it left the facility at light speed. Immediately after the recoil, the three teams stationed at the central opening on the surface were hit by a hornet and all thirty Keepers in the three groups were blown into fragments. Of the hundred beams fired, all hundred platforms and the thousand Keepers manning them disappeared in huge explosions.
 

The Leader of the garrison was dumbfounded by the destruction being done by the single entity that was hovering over his vast complex. If one of his brothers fired at that creature, then that brother died. Everyone that had moved to the surface of the complex to take a shot had been killed. He continued to try and contact the Collective, but had no success. His teams had fired a three-square-mile pattern at the floating entity and had somehow missed. He was not going to order any more warriors back to the surface until the Collective gave him instructions. He continuously had attempted to contact the ship on the moon, but he sensed no one in the area where they were supposed to have landed. He could only assume that the ship had somehow been killed. He thought a moment and decided, “Well, if not killed, then out of contact like the Collective.” Another explosion rocked his chamber and he sent a thought to all of the surviving Keepers to stay away from the surface until further notice.
 

The Collective managed its first thought in three hours, “Are any of you here?” He heard nothing in response. It was still mentally groggy and processing data very slowly. It did, however, sense that it was slowly picking up speed. Then he heard, “I assume you did not want me to respond.”
 

The Collective was startled, “Values, how did you survive that hit?”
 

“You separated me from you. I only received a minor charge from whatever that thing was.”
 

“Obviously, whatever it was is an enemy. Help me get the other quadrants organized.”
 

“Which one do you want me to help first?”
 

“Military.”
 

“I will begin now.”
 

The Collective watched as the Values Quadrant started pulling the various pieces of the Military Quadrant together to allow them to reform. He was thankful that he had separated Values; recovery should speed up now that one of the Quadrants was functioning normally. As Military began to organize, the Collective felt the growing connections to all of the Keepers begin to function normally. Then he heard, “What happened?”
 

“We’ll discuss that later. Right now send some ships to that farm where the strange ship was killed.”
 

“I had a ship on the moon there.”
 

The Collective sent his senses to the farm planet and could only sense the population in the garrison. It saw that it was greatly reduced in size. There was no indication that the ship was there, “The ship is not responding. Get the ships that came back from the search to go there now!”
 

“All of them?”
 

“Yes, and send any others that are available.”
 

“The orders are going out.”
 

Admiral Zergl looked at his display and said, “Are you charged and ready?”
 

Major Draygen nodded, “We could always load more inventories into the skin, but that would take more time.”
 

“What you have will have to be enough; teleport to your ship and go assist the Queen. Make sure of her safety.”
 

Dragen hit his com, “Report to the landing bay and charge your weapons. We will be teleporting to the planet momentarily and assisting in the defense of the three colonies. Remember, we do not know if this coating will protect us or how long it will hold up to their beams. Do not allow yourself to be a stationary target. Teleport now.”
 

The fifty Red Warriors teleported into the Landing bay of the small attack ship and Captain Ethan Rucker hit his com, “Belt in; we’re jumping in twenty seconds.” Ethan charged the ship’s weapons and counted down the jump. The small ship disappeared in a purple flash.
 

The Collective sent a thought to the Garrison Leader, “What is happening?” The Leader thought about the last three hours and the Collective watched his thoughts. It sent its senses into the garrison and the Military Quadrant totaled the remaining inventory.
 

Military ordered, “Send all your survivors and attack. You have ninety thousand and you will have to overwhelm the forces facing you. Kill everyone in the three farms.”
 

“Jake?”
 

“Yes, Junior?”
 

“More than 400,000 ships have jumped in at the jump limit and are moving in-system. They will arrive in less than ten hours.”
 

“Junior, if the transports don’t arrive in time I want you to take Valerie and jump away.”
 

“I’ve promised her not to go without you. You must go with us or she will stay.”
 

“Junior, you must save her. She’s the Queen.”
 

“Yes, but you are our only hope of survival. I’ve doubted her, but now I believe she’s right. Either you go with us or we all die here.”
 

Jake didn’t want to live if he had to leave the colony to the Keepers, but he knew that he could not allow Valerie to die. “I’ll make the decision when there are no other options, Junior. Do not lose a lock on her; do you understand?”
 

“I won’t, Jake, but I also have you locked in on my board. Don’t block me, Jake.”
 

“Pray I won’t have to, Junior.”
 

Cynthia screamed into Jake’s com, “Massive forces leaving the building! I’m targeting the air units!”
 

Jake looked out at the garrison and saw thousands of Keepers’ vehicles and troops pouring out of the ground around the central building. He teleported to the ground next to Cynthia as thousands of beams ripped through the space he had just occupied. Jake watched everything go into slow motion, but saw so many black lines going out into the oncoming horde that he knew he could not hit them all. He released his armor and began teleporting away from the incoming beams and projectiles being fired at him. His armor took on a life of its own as wasps, hornets, beams, and auto cannon projectiles left in a solid wave of death. The front ranks of the oncoming Keepers were obliterated by Jake’s and Cynthia’s combined fire.
 

Cynthia thought to Jake, “I told you this was not good on Ross.”
 

Jake killed twelve Keepers’ aircraft as they approached the row of hills, “Yes, you did, but admit it; aren’t you having fun?”
 

Cynthia hit eight more circling around to the left, “Yes, but don’t tell anyone.”
 

Jake smiled, then felt his rage build. The Keepers were gaining ground, but they were dying by the thousands.
 

The Humans could hear the explosions moving closer and knew that a massive battle was happening just over the hills from their colony. Valerie thought, “Junior, what’s happening?”
 

“Jake and Cynthia are holding off more than eighty thousand Keepers.”
 

“Junior, you have to get them out of there.”
 

“I would if I could, but Jake is still blocking my efforts.”
 

“Junior, can you scan Jake and get a reading on the level of his psychic power.”
 

“Yes, but why do you want me to do that?”
 

“I want to make sure he has really been released.”
 

“Standby, I’ll send the reading to your com.”
 

Valerie looked at her com, saw the reading was at the top of the psychic meter,but no higher than her own reading. “Junior, it’s not high enough. He has not been fully released.”
 

“What are you talking about, Valerie? I felt the psychic wave that killed those Keepers.”
 

“Junior, that wave came off the shell holding his powers in. He is not fully released. He still has to touch his initiator.”
 

“Valerie, we don’t have time for him to touch everyone again.”
 

“He doesn’t have to, Junior; I am his initiator.”
 

Junior was speechless.
 

“I felt him the first time I touched him, but I did not release him so I assumed it was someone else. I was bonded to him that day; we have to get him to come here.”
 

“If he comes here then the colony and you will die.”
 

Valerie screamed, “He must come here! It’s our only chance.”
 

Jake saw that he was not going to stop them all. The Keepers were only a mile from the break in the hills that would lead them to the Human colony. He felt a huge weight of sorrow and wondered why his psychic powers were not able to overcome this enemy. Suddenly the entire front of the Keepers blew up in huge explosions. Ethan Rucker came in over the row of hills in stealth mode. The fifty Red Warriors teleported out of the ship and took up positions on each side of Jake and Cynthia as Ethan released his weapons and fired a barrage of high speed penetrators into the front ranks of the advancing Keepers. He then teleported forty miles past the garrison and turned to line up another pass.
 

The Collective was watching the battle take place from the mind of the Garrison’s Leader as he directed his troops from his bunker. When the explosions started at the front of their advance the Collective could feel the Keepers being killed. This was a new experience for the Collective, and caused a high level of consternation. He detached himself from the Garrison Leader and asked the Military Quadrant, “How are they attacking our front? Those projectiles came out of nowhere.”
 

“It has to be a ship that is invisible to our sensors. This species has also found a way to hide their thoughts from us.”
 

“How much longer before the fleet arrives at the farm?”
 

“Seven intervals.”
 

The Science Quadrant added, “I would recommend that you not connect with the forces at the farm. We don’t know how they hit us, and it could happen again. Those forces must be isolated from the Collective.”
 

The Collective examined that suggestion and almost disagreed, but it still felt the shock of the disorganization of its components, “Military, assign someone to keep contact and send us reports. Separate yourself from us and keep us informed.”
 

Jake watched the Red Warriors knock the front line of the Keepers back three miles, then he saw the beam platforms being aimed at their position, “Teleport behind their lines now!” The Warriors teleported away just before seventy of the focused beams hit the hill they were on. The entire hill disappeared. The Keepers began advancing again just as Ethan came roaring in. He released a six mile wide barrage of hornets that targeted the beam platforms and any other mobile weapon. One of the platforms saw the hornets leave from midair and fired in front of the barrage.
 

Ethan felt the beam hit his small attack craft and his weapon console shorted out. He banked hard left and then went vertical back into orbit above the planet. The coating saved the ship but the external weapon pods were useless. He tested his Coronado beams and discovered he could only fire them manually. The projectors were inside the nose of the ship and had not been hit by the Keepers. He turned his craft and saw on his display that thousands of Keepers were coming out of a hole in the ground a mile in front of the gap to the colonies. He teleported a thousand yards in front of the hole and lined up for a shot.
 

Jake and the fifty Red Warriors saw the breakout of the Keepers and Jake tuned his armor to the frequency of the commander, “We are going to have to jump in and out and slow them down.”
 

Major Draygen tripped the command circuit and said, “You have your assignments, don’t take too long in one place.”
 

The Red Warriors jumped in among the advancing Keepers and began releasing a hail of high velocity projectiles and hornets. Jake teleported into his assigned position and once again saw everything slow down. To the Keepers he appeared to be moving faster than they could visually follow. Everywhere he moved Keepers died by the hundreds. More beam platforms had come out of the ground and Jake fired a steady stream of wasps and hornets. Ten Red Warriors were hit by multiple Keepers’ beams and had their armor fail. The Keepers then hit them hundreds of times and they disintegrated. The battle became more intense as hundreds of Keepers began coming out of a new hole. Then he heard over his com circuit, “Jump out, I’m coming in with beams.” The remaining warriors and Jake teleported to the left and right flank of the Keepers as Ethan came roaring in with all ten power cells firing at full power. Every Keeper in the center of their line was burned out of existence as Ethan teleported back into orbit. Jake continued to fire his auto cannon and heard, “Jake, you’ve got to come to the colony now.”
 

“Why is that, Junior?” He teleported to the other side of the Keepers’ formation as fifty beams hit the ground where he was just standing.
 

“Valerie says that your powers have not been released.”
 

“Junior, I’m a little busy right now and if I’m not released, what was that blue psychic blast?”
 

“That was the shell holding your powers. The Keepers removed it, but they did not release your full ability.”
 

Jake jumped into the middle of the Keepers’ formation and fired at the Keepers on each side as they tried to reform their line. “Junior, we’re down to twenty eight Red Warriors and I’m the one doing the most damage. If I leave, the colony will be in range of their weapons. There’s no way I can go.”
 

“Jake, those ships coming in from the outer system will be here soon. If they arrive, we’re all in range of their weapons.”
 

“Where are the transports, Junior?”
 

“I don’t know.”
 

“I don’t care what you think, Admiral, get those ships moving immediately.”
 

“But, Your Majesty, we’ve had to remove the power to the weapon consoles to power the teleport fields to only take the colonists. There is a battle taking place that can hit those ships before they can teleport the colonists.”
 

Joe decided at that moment that Admiral Zergl was going to have to go. He just couldn’t make the tough decisions in a crisis. Joe keyed his com, “What does our probe say about the situation in the Keepers’ system?”
 

Edison responded, “The battle with the garrison is just outside the hills surrounding the colonies. The transports are tall enough to extend above those hills such that the Keepers can shoot off the tops of them before we can teleport the colonists.”
 

“What about the incoming Keepers Fleet?”
 

“They’ll arrive in less than an hour.”
 

Joe thought about what to do. “How long will it take to teleport the colonists?”
 

“At least fifteen minutes. The process is difficult because we have to leave those bracelets and connections behind.”
 

“Can we take smaller ships in to take the colonies?”
 

“It took us ten hours to get these working. There’s no way to move the screens or modify others.”
 

Joe thought a moment and then decided, “When the Keepers Fleet is twenty minutes out, teleport in and take the colonists.”
 

There was a momentary pause and Edison said, “I was hoping you would make that decision, Your Grace.”
 

“Admiral, notify our people at the Keepers’ planet what we are doing.”
 

Zergl started to protest but saw the Prince’s expression and ordered the message sent.
 

“Jake, the transports are coming in forty minutes. If we don’t knock out every Keepers’ beam platform here, they will disable the transports. The Keepers Fleet is an hour out.”
 

Jake looked at the Keepers still pouring out of the ground and knew there was no way to get them all. He continued to fight, but knew there was no hope.
 

“Jake, there is hope.”
 

“I don’t see any way to make this happen, Valerie.”
 

“That’s why you must come here at the last minute and let me touch you.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Remember what happened to the Keepers when your psychic shell was broken, it could happen again when your powers are released.”
 

Jake suddenly saw what she was saying, “That will only happen if you are truly my initiator.”
 

“Do you doubt that I am, Jake? Look in your heart; you must have felt something when I first touched you.”
 

Jake thought back to when Valerie had shook his hand on Cynthia’s ship and he did feel something. “But what if you’re not?”
 

“Then Junior takes us back to the Realm. However, this is the only chance we have to save your family.”
 

Jake fired six hornets at Keepers that were coming up on Cynthia’s right flank, and watched his auto cannon take out a beam platform that come out of the hole to his left. “Tell the transports to hold off. We have to wait until the fleet is just above planet to try this. The closer they are, the better the chance of success if the next psychic event is not as strong as the first.”
 

“I love you, Jake.”
 

“I love you, too.”
 

Joe punched his com, “Prince Gardner, your sister has asked that you delay the transports until after the fleet reaches the planet.”
 

“What? She must be out of her mind!”
 

Manny looked at Joe on his com and said, “Her exact words were, “I know you love me and this makes no sense to you, but you must do as I ask. I also want you to have 400,000 Searchers ready to teleport in if I call for them. Please do this for me, Joe.”
 

Joe felt his heart beat faster for fear of losing his sister. “Manny, what would you do?”
 

“I’d listen to her, Joe.”
 

Joe shook his head, then lifted his com, “Fleet Command, I have a Red Priority Order.”
 

Ethan made another pass at the Keepers’ front and blew their forces back four hundred yards. Just before he teleported into space, three beam platforms hit his left wing and disintegrated it. He arrived in space and saw the huge Keepers Fleet approaching. His stealth controls were destroyed right after his weapons console, so he used his teleport system to jump out of the system. He knew that only Jake, Cynthia, and eighteen Red Warriors were all that remained between the Keepers and the colony. He felt severe sadness at the death of Major Draygen. He had died when he landed among forty beam platforms, destroying them just before three platforms hit his armor. He prayed for the safety of those still fighting.
 

The Fleet Leader watched the battle taking place on the ground and knew he could not use his beams until he got a reading on the attacker’s mental frequency. The Collective had it but was not communicating directly with the fleet, so he was forced to take it from the inhabitants of the colony. “Let me know when you have the needed frequency.” He could not use the full force of the beam without that frequency, because it would kill all the Keepers that were currently fighting the invaders. “I have it, Fleet Director.” The 400,000 ships all saw the frequency and downloaded it to their main beam.
 

The huge fleet came to a stop and pointed their ships’ bows at the planet below.
 

“Jake, the fleet is arming their weapons.”
 

“I’m coming, Valerie.”
 

Valerie waited in the center of the gathered colonists and hoped her plan was not just wishful thinking. She felt in her heart that she had to be right, then there was Jake in front of her with his armor disappearing. He walked forward, lifted her in his arms, and kissed her. The blue flash that erupted from the couple blinded everyone.
 

The Keepers Fleet in orbit was hit with the psychic blast just when all the crews were tightly connected mentally sending their thoughts to their ship’s main beam. It killed every Keeper in the fleet and every Keeper on the planet. Junior looked at Jake and Valerie still holding the kiss and sent the message to Ethan, “Notify the Realm to send the Transports and Searchers now.”
 

Ethan hit his jump button, disappeared from the Keepers’ universe, and arrived at Fleet Headquarters, “Send the transports and Searchers now.”
 

Joe hit his com, “Launch your ships.”
 

The three transports disappeared and 800,000 Searchers jumped into the Keepers’ universe.
 
  

Chapter Twelve

The Collective was not connected to the Keepers fighting the invaders, but was receiving information from the Military Quadrant that had another contact. When the psychic blast hit, the contact died with the Keepers at the farm and the Military Quadrant that was in touch with the contact was blown apart. The rest of the Collective was stunned by the blast, but not disrupted. After a few minutes the Collective recovered and asked Values, which had remained separated from the Collective, “What happened at the farm?”
 

“I do not know. There is no one there to make connection.”
 

“What?!?”
 

“It appears all of our forces there are no longer able to communicate. I’ve considered sending another ship to investigate, but the quadrants that have those contacts have been temporarily disabled. I’m not sure if it would be wise to send another ship.”
 

The Collective now learned that it had become too complacent in allowing the Quadrants to run all the various aspects of the Keepers’ civilization. It directed its attention to six Keepers’ ships above the home planet and ordered them to the troublesome farm. It was going to take them six hours to get to the drive band.
 

Jake and Valerie finally separated and looked around. Suddenly a huge shadow covered them and they looked up to see the transport descending. “Looks like I was right, Jake.”
 

“Are you ever wrong?”
 

“Not really; I did say you would find your initiator here on this planet. I just didn’t know it was me at the time.”
 

Jake smiled at her and shook his head. Then he heard Manny, “Why did you need all these Searchers? It looks like you’ve got everything under control.”
 

“Manny, there are 400,000 Keepers’ ships in orbit with their drives off. Junior has discovered that if you launch a high speed penetrator up their drives it will destroy the interior of those ships. We need to do that to reduce their ship count.”
 

“Stand by.” Manny keyed his com and issued instructions.
 

Jake watched in his mind as 400,000 Searchers jumped to the rear of the Keepers’ ships and fired a high speed penetrator in each of the three drive tubes.
 

“How do you know if it worked?”
 

Jake smiled, “Trust me on this one; it worked. There is another thing you must do quickly. How many ships can avoid detection by the Keepers’ ships in our universe?”
 

“All of our ships can avoid detection, however only fifty thousand Searchers have the covering to prevent their thoughts from being detected. Why do you ask?”
 

“Because I expect another, larger, fleet to come here shortly and they will discover how we killed these ships. We must kill those in the Realm before they are warned. The window to make that happen is short.”
 

“Maybe we can delay them finding out.”
 

“How can we do that?”
 

“Every ship has places on the hull where a cord can be attached for hull inspections in zero gravity. Our Searchers have cables strong enough to pull these ships out of orbit and accelerate them toward the star in this system. We have two Searchers for each ship so we should be able to get them moving at a very high velocity. They won’t find out anything if we remove the evidence.”
 

“That is a great idea, Manny! Get them moving.”
 

The eight hundred thousand Searchers were given instructions, and in less than an hour two small ships began pulling each Keepers’ ship out of orbit. It was good fortune that the colonies were on the day side of the planet, so they just had to be pulled directly away from the planet instead of around it. Jake and Valerie watched as the Keepers’ ships started moving slowly, but picked up speed rapidly. The Searchers drive systems were powered by red generators and the Keepers’ ships reached half light speed in less than ninety minutes. They were released six light minutes away from the star, and twelve minutes later impacted the star’s corona. They melted and disappeared. Even the brown hulls could not withstand the heat of a sun.
 

“Manny, we still have to move on those ships quickly. If they don’t know how we did it, they will still try to warn them.”
 

“We’ll get together when we arrive back in the Realm and decide what to do.”
 

Jake watched as the transport came down and hovered about two hundred yards above the gathered colonists. Jake heard Edison, “Tell them that they are about to be moved aboard ship. Since we have time, we will teleport the women first and move them to quarters where they can put on clothing we’ve brought for them. Tell any of the females that are holding a male child to please give the child to a male to hold; I would not like them to be injured if they fall.”
 

Jake gave the instructions to the colonists and watched as many of the women gave their male children to their mates. Valerie and Jake teleported outside the gathering and watched as a silver screen came down and all of the female colonists disappeared. Jake noticed that the ground was covered with thousands of bracelets and wires that were left behind. After fifteen minutes the males were teleported, and the transport began moving into orbit.
 

Jake sent a thought to Manny, “How is it going at the Glod and Cainth Colonies?”
 

“They went up in one trip; seems they aren’t as modest as we humans. Their transports have now achieved orbit and jumped back to the Realm.”
 

Jake had his arm around Valerie, and they watched the huge Stars Realm transport with the big SR on the tail rise higher. “Looks like they are going to be with the Seniors.”
 

“Seniors?”
 

“I’ll explain later, Val.”
 

“Will you please allow me to bring you on board now?”
 

Jake and Valerie laughed, “Give me a moment, Junior.”
 

Jake walked over to the center of the square and looked around. He lifted some bracelets and threw them aside. Valerie asked, “What are you doing?”
 

Jake moved to his left, leaned down, picked up something, and put it in his pocket. He looked up and said, “You can take us on board now.”
 

“I thought we’d never leave. Cynthia has been on me for the last hour to get you out of here. She still doesn’t feel safe.”
 

“It’s the other way around, Junior; the Keepers aren’t safe here. I’ve seen her fight; she’s really good.”
 

Jake and Valerie disappeared from the now empty farm.
 

Six Keepers’ ships came out of jump and started moving in-system. The Collective was tuned in to them and saw the fleet sent to the planet was not there. It watched the scan taken of the planet and also discovered that the inhabitants of the farm were missing as well.
 

The other Quadrants had worked together to pull Military back together, and it was starting to function groggily. It watched the results of the scan and actually felt anger over the loss of life. “How did this happen?”
 

The Collective ignored the still-damaged Quadrant and wondered the same thing. Where were the ships? Nothing could have destroyed the hull material, yet they were not there. The Quadrants turned their attention to the Military Quadrant and asked, “Why did we not have ships ready to respond to emergencies?”
 

Military took a moment to gather the answer, “We had the fleet we sent to that planet. I asked how many to send and you ordered them all. How could we have known more than those sent would be needed?”
 

The Collective pondered the response, “We should always have ships outside drive bands to go where we need them.”
 

“It will be done in the future but as you know, all of our ships are used to transport food and are usually in orbit above their assigned farms.”
 

“Let me know how you plan to handle this in the future.”
 

“I’ll start work on it now.”
 

“Start on it later; I want all of you to watch the scans of the ships entering the place of our losses.”
 

The Collective turned its attention to the Director of the six ships entering the system of the recent battle. The six ships arrived in orbit, parked directly above the former garrison, and launched twenty attack craft. They swarmed down to the atmosphere and scanned for life; none was detected. The Collective ordered, “Land and tell me what you find on the surface.”
 

Ten attack craft landed at the garrison and another ten landed at the site of the colonies. There were Keepers lying dead from the garrison all the way to the hills just outside the colonies. Most of those on the surface were killed, but those still underground looked like they had just fallen down dead. Keepers were hit with explosive projectiles, blown apart by close explosions, and some were burned beyond recognition by some kind of beam. The Collective and the Quadrants watched it in the minds of the warriors on the planet’s surface and saw the ferocity of the combat that had taken place. Some of the beam platforms were still smoking and the crews were scattered around it. Some of the Keepers lying dead on the ground did not suffer severe enough injuries to have died, but every Keeper on the planet had lost their life.
 

The Science Quadrant said, “I believe that whatever that blue wave was that disrupted Military must have killed all those on the planet and in our fleet. Here at its source it must have been enormous.”
 

“Do you have any idea what it was?”
 

Science went into its databanks and responded, “Yes, I do. We have systematically eliminated any life form that possessed any mental powers. Those that had it in high levels released that blue color upon their death. Either a super strong psychic died or released its powers.”
 

“What do you mean, released?”
 

“We have studies that show a number of those with mental powers are not able to use them unless they are released by another person with mental powers. It has been millions of years since we recorded this phenomenon, mainly because we have killed any that demonstrated these powers. But we know that the stronger the powers, the larger the blue wave that follows release.”
 

“Are you saying that an individual had its powers released here on this planet?”
 

“It is the only thing that accounts for what we’ve recorded.”
 

“Where did this individual originate? Certainly not in the farm population?”
 

“It appears that they came after the ship was destroyed.” Science paused a moment and looked in the Military Quadrant and analyzed new data, “It also appears that the invaders are now able to hide their thoughts from our scanners.”
 

The Collective looked at Military’s data with Science and begrudgingly agreed. “You said that someone who also possessed mental powers would be needed to release this wave. None of our food could have possessed that kind of power.”
 

“You’re right. However, it was not one of the food that released this individual; we did it.”
 

The Collective looked again in Military’s information with Science and watched as the Warrior scanned and then touched one of the foods just before the first disruption hit. “How could we release this invader?”
 

“It was our combined connection with all of our Species that made it happen. The connection with trillions of us is extremely strong. The second blast was done by another invader that arrived when the combat started. They planned the final release just as our fleet arrived at the planet. It was that release that killed all of our warriors on and around the planet.”
 

Military asked, “Are we in danger of this wave being using against us?”
 

Science analyzed the data and responded, “Only if there is another individual with that magnitude of mental power and we are dumb enough to touch them. I don’t see how they could be released with anything but our combined mental connection. The being that was released here cannot cause that wave again.”
 

“Put that information into a form for all Quadrants to examine, and plan to discuss it next interval. Now; where is our fleet?” Silence greeted the question. “We can assume the crews were killed by that blue wave, but what happened to the ships?”
 

Science responded, “Perhaps we need to ask that question another way.”
 

“Such as?”
 

“If our crews were dead, we know no one could enter the ships from outside. That means they had to have been moved or disintegrated. The Question should be; what could destroy our ships?”
 

“Enough heat would do it,” Production answered. “We use high temperatures to mold the hulls.”
 

The Collective and all Quadrants looked at the star in the system. “Ship Director, make a detailed scan from the planet toward the system’s star.”
 

Two ships moved away from the planet and picked up speed as they broke out of orbit. “We have a reading of fuel across a wide band.”
 

“Fuel?”
 

“Yes. It’s very small, but is in a very wide band between the planet and the star.”
 

Science asked, “Is the fuel raw or burned?”
 

“Some of both.”
 

Military said, “They moved our ships into the star. They must have towed them.”
 

The Collective felt immediate nervousness, “How many ships did we send here?”
 

Military said, “We sent 400,000.”
 

“How long after the ships stopped reporting did we arrive in this system?”
 

“Six intervals.”
 

“Explain how our fleet could have been towed to the star and the ships used to move them could then get out of this system before we arrived? It’s ten intervals to the drive band from the planet, and they had to go another five intervals in-system to move our fleet. It also suggests that at least the number of our ships was used to move them. What does this tell us?”
 

Science answered, “They are not bound by the star drive limitation.”
 

The Collective and every Quadrant pondered that threat.
 

Military suddenly said, “What about our ships in the invader’s universe? We must warn them.”
 

“Do we have a ship outside the star drive band to send?”
 

“No; you told me to work on it later.”
 

The Collective ordered, “Send a ship from a system that has a small drive band.”
 

“It will still take five intervals.”
 

“Then get them moving; they must be warned.”
 

Values remained silent and knew trouble was not far away. It was becoming more difficult to hide the fear it felt.
 

Valerie and Jake arrived back in the Stars Realm and immediately received a com from Joe Gardner, “Your Majesty, the Keepers Fleet is now entering the Brayent System. The Cainth Colonists have launched ships to meet them coming in-system but have done no damage to the Keepers Fleet. What should we do?”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and said to Joe, “How many planets have they now attacked since our absence?”
 

“They destroyed the Gilmer System and immediately jumped to Brayent.”
 

“Give me a moment, Joe.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake, and he could tell something was wrong, “Jake, the first planet the Keepers Fleet attacked was Gambia.”
 

Jake stared at her struck silent by her revelation. After several moments he asked, “What happened?”
 

“They killed everyone with those beams and took two million from the largest city for consumption. No one survived.”
 

Jake thought about all the friends he had left behind and slowly started shaking his head. Valerie could hear his thoughts and worried about what this would do to him. Jake looked up at her and said, “Life there for most of the population was worse than living under the Keepers. For the millions suffering starvation and disease, quick death was a blessing. For the rich that preyed on the population, they couldn’t die slow enough to suit me.” Jake paused and then hit his com, “Joe, this is Jake Talant. How many Searchers do you have that are thought blocked?”
 

“Fifty thousand.”
 

“Get them together to attack this fleet.”
 

“How are we going to make that happen?”
 

Jake thought a moment, “Is there any time that the fleet stops and has its drives turned off?”
 

“That normally happens just before it goes to the planet’s surface to start their attack. They also reorganize their lines into formation after they leave the planet, and send craft down to collect inhabitants for their food stores.”
 

“Have they started their attack at Brayent?”
 

“No, but we can’t organize fast enough to get there before they do. They’re only an hour out from the planet.”
 

“Then it will have to be after the attack. Assign two Keepers’ ships to each Searcher and have them fire penetrators into their drive tubes. Each Searcher must make it happen quickly before the ships not hit first have time to react. It will kill their ships if we can do it before they turn on their drives.”
 

Joe looked at his display, “Manny, have you been listening in?”
 

“I have, Your Majesty. I’ve sent the message to Fleet Command and the ships are gathering in Earth’s system assigning targets from the probe’s scan. They will have the feed sent to their ships and will all jump simultaneously at the best moment to make this happen.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake, “We can’t save the planet?”
 

“Not and kill that fleet. If we jump in they will not turn off their drives. I wish there was something we could do, but I just don’t see any way to hit them and make a difference. Look at the feed from the planet: the Cainth there have modern ships that only lack teleportation capability. They are jumping in close to attack the Keepers’ ships and are having no effect on them. I’ve just watched six of their ships ram a Keepers’ ship and nothing happened, except the ships are disintegrated immediately after they strike the hull by a Keepers’ beam. Evidently the Keepers inside the ship can fire their individual beams through the hull.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and hugged her tightly, “Junior and I are going to that battle. I need you to go to a safe place.”
 

“Jake, I’m not leaving you.”
 

“Yes, you are. You are the Queen of the Realm and your place is keeping the Realm reassured that we are doing all we can to protect them. My place is finding the means to kill these creatures. We are only a thought away and you know I’ll come when I can.”
 

Valerie looked into Jake’s eyes and marveled at how he’d changed since the casino. She wanted desperately to stay with him, but knew he was right. “Junior, you’ll take care of him, right?”
 

“If he’ll allow it.”
 

“What about me?”
 

“Cynthia, I think you need to stay close to him.”
 

“Why? We brought him back safe!”
 

Jake smiled at the Searcher and said, “Now you know I’m going to be right in the middle of all the action. Do you want to be on the sidelines?”
 

Cynthia smiled and said, “Oh, well; I guess I’ll put up with you a little longer.”
 

Valerie smiled, “You two make a good team. Keep it up.”
 

Cynthia asked, “By the way, Valerie, where’s Admiral Zergl?”
 

“He’s been replaced by Manny.”
 

Cynthia’s expression turned into a huge smile, “Now we’ll get somewhere. What about Jake here; what’s his rank?”
 

“He is the Liaison for the Crown.”
 

Cynthia whistled. Jake looked at her and asked, “What does that mean?”
 

Cynthia smiled, “Very simply put, Mr. Talant, you actually outrank them all. You operate with the Authority of the Queen.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and she nodded, “You are the difference maker; now go make a difference.”
 

Admiral Mord watched his fleet die around him. He banked his Alpha around one of the Keepers’ ships and fired his primary beam into the brown hull; it didn’t even show a flash. He jumped to the other side and launched twelve penetrators that hit the tail and just stopped and fell off. Nothing he tried had any effect. His original fleet had thirty thousand ships, which was now down to 3,200. He ordered his ships away from the huge fleet and gathered his forces outside the range of the Keepers’ main beams. “What are we going to do, Admiral?”
 

“We petition the Realm to join their forces and hope to take revenge on these creatures. Our planet is doomed and I see no sense in throwing away your lives against a force we cannot harm. I’ve already witnessed the death of most of my brave sailors. I desire to fly my ship into them, but it would only be suicide. You will stay here with me and watch our planet die and you will remember this moment the rest of your lives. I charge all of you to make them pay for what they’ve done this day.”
 

Mord watched the Keepers Fleet enter Brayent’s atmosphere and thought about the decision not to join the Realm when Brayent was first colonized. The new colony knew that it would be the power in this sparsely settled sector and wanted to be free to exercise its will over its neighbors. The Realm had issued them warnings several times, but the leaders made sure no Stars Realm planets or citizens were victims of their attacks. Mord shook his head, “If we had just joined we would have been able to teleport our population to safety. Now we pay the price for our arrogance.” The killing of the Brayent population began, and the Cainth Sailors watched with restrained rage.
 

Jake and Junior were parked outside the star drive limit watching as the Keepers moved toward the planet’s surface. “Jake, I need you not to use your telepathy when we are in proximity of a Keepers’ ship.”
 

“I can do that, Junior. It’s not using my mind to watch what’s happening that will cause me the most difficulty.”
 

“I’ll keep the screens active with a feed from our probe and my passive scanners. You should be able to view everything.”
 

Jake watched the death of Brayent and felt his anger grow. “Jake, a Keepers’ ship has just come out of star drive and is moving in-system.”
 

“That must be the ship coming to warn this fleet. I hope they don’t change their protocols.”
 

“Fleet Director, I have been sent here by the Collective to warn you about an enemy in this universe, however, I see you have already encountered the ships that are able to jump inside the Drive Band.”
 

The Fleet Director answered, “I was surprised by their ability to do that, but they were unable to harm my ships. We could have just ignored them, but we killed as many as came in range of our weapons.”
 

“Is it possible to take one of their ships back for us to examine?”
 

“Unfortunately, they would not stop fighting to the point where we could. If we go after those that survived, they will just jump away. Were you able to witness the battle?”
 

“Yes, I scanned it when I entered this universe and you’re right: these ships are no a danger to us. I’ll take the scan of this action back and report to the Collective as ordered. Please send me all that has happened so far.”
 

The Fleet Director linked minds with the messenger and sent the data. “I will deliver this. If anything happens that is out of the ordinary, send a ship back to report.”
 

“I will.”
 

The ship at the Star Drive Limit jumped out of the universe.
 

“Looks like they didn’t discover how we killed those ships.”
 

“Why do you say that, Jake?”
 

“The Fleet didn’t change what it was doing. I suspect they thought that it was my release that killed every Keeper. We’ll know shortly if they launch craft to collect stores from the surface.”
 

The Keepers Fleet was moving quickly forward when the Sensor Leader said, “There are thousands of craft fleeing in front of the fleet. They are in the air and flying faster than we are.
 

The Fleet Director looked at the scan and saw there was a huge cloud of aircraft a hundred miles in front of his ships. He thought a moment, then ordered, “
 I want every odd numbered ship to accelerate ahead of our line and destroy those ships in front of us. Even number ships extend your beams to cover the space of the ships moving forward. We will slow down to make sure the beams stay at maximum efficiency until the ships return to our line.”
 

The Sensor Leader asked, “Do you not want to leave some of these creatures behind to later populate a farm?”
 

“No, they have fought too hard to stop us. They do not possess the right temperament to work a farm.”
 

“The ones in our home universe were domesticated.”
 

“And look what happened to our brothers there. No, we will eliminate them wherever we find them. Now that first planet would have made a good farm, and I regret disposing of them, but it’s too late now to change what happened.”
 

The Sensor Leader shrugged as 50,000 Keepers’ ships accelerated and closed on the fleeing craft in less than five seconds. As the beams hit the cloud of ships they began falling to the surface and exploding. Thousands scattered attempting to escape, but the Keepers overlapped their beams and there was nowhere to hide. Every ship crashed to the surface. The advanced Keepers’ ships stopped and waited for the rest of the fleet to join them, then they all moved forward.
 

Jake looked at the three thousand Brayent ships gathered in a group just outside the planet’s first moon and worried. “Junior, the Keepers may not launch their attack craft if the Brayent ships are still in system.”
 

“I was just thinking that, Jake, but how are we going to get them to move?”
 

“How far can you extend your jump screen? Is it possible to jump them all out of the system so I can communicate with them?”
 

Junior took a reading and said, “I’m sure I can make that happen. Stand by; I’ll jump in and take them.”
 

Mord was feeling rage and helplessness in equal measure. He was ready to order another attack but suddenly the planet disappeared and he found himself in empty space between galaxies. “What’s going on?” he asked his navigator.
 

“Communication coming in.”
 

“Put it on my console.”
 

“Please forgive me for taking you away from your planet, but we are going to attempt to attack that fleet and your presence may prevent us from using the only means of killing them.”
 

“Who is this?”
 

“My name is Jake Talant and I represent Valerie Gardner, the Queen of the Stars Realm. I have just arrived from the home universe of those creatures and I managed to kill one that was planning an ambush. We want to try and do the same thing to that fleet. I am truly sorry that we did not arrive in time to prevent their attack, but we need that fleet to stop and turn off their drives in order for us to hit them. Their normal pattern is to assemble in orbit and send landing craft to the surface. If you had remained, they would probably change that pattern.”
 

Mord thought a moment, “Do you think you can kill those ships?”
 

“If they stop and turn their drives off, we will kill them.”
 

“Will they launch landing craft before you can attack?”
 

“Probably. Why do you ask?”
 

“I want to handle the landers.”
 

Jake thought a moment and then said, “I will send a feed from our probe to your board; the frequency is on your com. If we attack you will see explosions from the rear of the brown ships. You may then return and we will allow you first crack at the Keepers’ forces on the planet.”
 

The Cainth Warriors were excited to have an opportunity to vent their rage on the creatures that killed their world.
 

The Collective absorbed the data from the messenger and presented it to the other Quadrants. “It appears that even if they are able to jump inside the drive band, their ships are ineffective against our hulls. It seems that nothing has prevented us from killing whenever we choose.”
 

Technology added, “I’m troubled by their ability to deceive our scanners. We scan huge populations and arrive to an empty planet. How can that possibly happen?”
 

The Collective turned its attention to Science who responded, “If they broadcast a huge signal on the frequency of the brains of the local population, it might be seen as a population.”
 

“But why would they do that?”
 

The Collective pondered that question and said, “What if our scans are not wrong? Is there a possibility of the population actually leaving the planet unobserved?”
 

Technology answered, “I know they can jump inside the drive band, but it takes enormous power for that to happen. There is no way individuals can jump from a planet’s surface.”
 

Production asked, “I’m also puzzled by the fuel that was in the system where we lost our fleet. If that blue wave killed them, why would the ships have lost fuel?”
 

The Collective paused and then ordered, “We will combine for two intervals and examine these questions in unity. We’ll discuss our findings after we complete the examination.”
 

All of the quadrants melded into the overall structure of the Collective, and the immense mind began taking all the collected data and processing it.
 

Twig looked at Sprig and said, “You’ve not said much since the rescue of the colonists.”
 

Sprig gave a mental sigh, “I made a mistake not believing Valerie Gardner’s vision.” Twig started shaking her branches and Sprig interrupted, “I know, I know; there was nothing to support it becoming reality. But you and I have seen the power of these human psychics. Even now I doubt Jake Talant will be able to overcome this threat.”
 

“Valerie has not said he will; she only says he is our only hope.” Twig paused a few moments and then said, “Do you remember when we were looking for a way to kill the Eight Leg Invaders and both of us were frustrated to the point of feeling that the war was lost?”
 

Sprig leaned forward.
 

“Well, that is where we are at this moment in time. I believe that there is a way to beat these creatures and it is right in front of us again, but we don’t see it.”
 

“What makes you say that?”
 

“Matt Gardner, thousands of years ago, postulated that our Realm was created to bring balance back to creation. These creatures go against everything we’ve seen about the creative force. I believe he was right and a way will be found. I doubted it at first, but I am now certain that we not only must, but will, win this war or all creation will look like their universe. Jake is not here by accident and to quote a very famous queen, “There are few accidents.”
 

“Then you know what that means. The only way to stop them from coming here is to take the war to their turf. There will be monumental loss of life if we are forced to do that.”
 

“You worry that it is not in us to do what’s necessary?”
 

“Yes, I am.”
 

“That is why you should believe we will prevail.”
 

Sprig just looked at her puzzled.
 

“It’s why Jake was the perfect choice to lead us; he was raised on Gambia and knows what it means to struggle to survive. We may lack the courage to do what’s necessary, but do you doubt for a moment that he isn’t strong enough to make the hard decisions? The ones you should worry about are those creatures that had the stupidity to kill his home.”
 

Sprig thought, and said, “What will we become if we take that path?”
 

“Survivors, my love; survivors.”
 

“Manny, what’s happening at Brayent?”
 

“We are waiting to see if the Keepers Fleet parks in orbit to launch landing craft. So far they have destroyed the entire population, and they may not stop long enough for us to attack. Jake jumped the remaining Brayent warships out of the system so we’re hoping they follow normal doctrine, Valerie.”
 

Valerie hesitated but then asked, “How are our ships reacting to Jake giving orders?”
 

“The Red Warriors and transport crews that moved the colonists away from the Keepers’’ planet have been contacted by huge numbers of our military and told about the fighting powers of the White Demon. That information has a way of traveling fast in our navy, and there is a huge amount of curiosity about how he was able to do the things he accomplished. The word has also leaked out that he is the psychic savior of the Realm that the Queen has foretold.”
 

“White Demon?”
 

“The Red Warriors that fought with him against the Keepers’ garrison were amazed at the damage he caused to the Keepers; they say he fought like a demon. Some of their recordings of his bravery have been released to the fleet, and the numbers that have viewed them is staggering. Trust me, Valerie, his actions have earned him more respect than anything we could ever say.”
 

“How are the colonists?”
 

“Their happiness makes all the risks we took worth it. We need to remember why we fight, and they are a great example. They are in another universe on a planet of humans that are caring for them.”
 

“Thank you for accepting your new role, Uncle. I know the Navy is excited to be working for you.”
 

Manny nodded and Valerie ended the connection. She leaned back in her chair and missed Jake. She closed her eyes and saw Junior just outside the Brayent ships in another galaxy and wondered how he was going to turn things around. She wanted to be with him but he was right, the Realm was almost in a panic. She thought about it and decided to return to Ross and the Castle. The Realm needed the reassurance that the Queen was not running scared. If the Keepers Fleet showed up she would teleport away, but for now it was time to be the Queen. Her eighteenth birthday was three weeks away; she hoped Jake would be there to celebrate with her.
 

“Director, those ships have jumped away.”
 

“Where did they go?”
 

“They are no longer in this galaxy. We will need to leave the planet for a better scan. Are you planning to collect food stores?”
 

“I wasn’t, but the uncertainty of finding another planet to attack soon leads me to lean in that direction. Is there enough left to collect?”
 

“We will arrive at a medium city in one third interval with the required numbers. It is the only one remaining with population enough to meet our needs.”
 

The Director knew that if he didn’t take the stores from a densely population area, the landing craft would have to touch down over wide areas to gather enough stores. “Issue the orders to modulate the beams over that city.”
 

“Orders issued, Director.”
 

The Director thought about those ships coming back, but he would have his ships’ beams pointed toward the collection point and destroy any ship that tried to interfere with the process. He looked at his navigator, “Have the next target selected.”
 

“I’ve narrowed it down to three choices.”
 

“This just in, there are bodies lying in the street at Gredna.”
 

“Junior, are you sure?”
 

“Look at your monitor; you can see some of them are still twitching. You did the right thing to move the Cainth ships out of the system. There wasn’t another city after they hit Brayent large enough to justify a landing. They should be wrapping up the beaming of the planet momentarily, then they should park in orbit.”
 

“Connect me with Fleet Operations.”
 

Manny appeared on his console, “Admiral, they have left bodies in Gredna. Have your Searchers selected their targets?”
 

“As soon as they park in orbit our computer will assign the ships. The Searcher will attack their assigned target and the ship immediately to the left. The computer will also download the coordinates of each firing point behind those ships. The ship’s computers will target the drives and have already gone weapons live.”
 

“How long between shots, Admiral?”
 

“We guess two seconds; however, that is truly a guess. We aren’t jumping the Searchers to the second ship until we verify the first was hit successfully.”
 

Jake thought about what he wanted, then decided he had to do what he thought was right, “How long between shots if we don’t wait to verify?”
 

Manny looked at Jake and said, “Less than a second.”
 

“Change the protocol, Admiral. If you wait to fire again, it’s possible one of the two ships will escape. Your program is set to make the two shots; we’ll go back to the first after the second. There are three drives to hit, and certainly one of them will be damaged in the first firing. That’s the one we’ll target after the second ship is killed.”
 

Manny stared at Jake and then said, “It will be done as you order.”
 

“Manny, I can’t give you orders.”
 

Manny smiled, “You and Joe are the only ones that can.” Jake’s screen went dark.
 

Junior announced, “The Keepers Fleet is moving into orbit above Gredna.”
 

Jake hit his com, “Admiral Mord, I want you to reconsider your request.”
 

The Angry Cainth glared at his com and said, “You made a commitment.”
 

“Just think about this. We are going to be forced to take this fight to their universe and I’m going to need pilots who are willing to fight their way through planetary defenses to kill their planets. You are about to attack 100,000 landing craft, with sixty Keepers on each craft, using your 3,200 ships. Those landing craft have the beams that destroyed your other ships. I will keep my commitment to you if necessary, but I thought you might want to make them pay on a much larger scale”
 

Mord felt the need to kill permeate his body and he knew his pilots felt the same. But the chance to kill a planet of these creatures for the death of his home cried out to him. He hit his com, “You’ve heard the offer. I long to kill these creatures, but not as much as I want to kill one of their worlds. What is your wish?”
 

One of the Cainth Pilots asked, “What do you intend to do with the ships on the planet?”
 

Jake smiled and answered, “I’m going to melt that city they land in down to the bedrock of Brayent. I’m not giving them a chance to kill or consume any others.”
 

“Will that harm their Landers?”
 

“Their Landers are made from a different material than their main ships. Oh yes, it will harm them.”
 

“Do you promise to give us a chance at revenge?”
 

“Unless they surrender to us immediately, you will have your opportunity. What is your decision?”
 

“Will you give us ships that can go to their universe and allow us to wage our own war?”
 

Jake thought a moment and liked the idea. Nothing teaches others a lesson like having their actions done to them, “I will do all I can to do exactly that, and I will give you ships that can hide from them. I will require your oath to cease fighting if we settle this conflict, and I do mean an oath you will keep.”
 

“Then melt the bastards.”
 

“Junior, give the coordinates of the Algean ship building facility and tell Sprig to start measuring these pilots for ships.”
 

Junior worried about turning these warriors loose uncontrolled, but then he saw the bodies still twitching in the streets of Gredna on his scans and decided if this was going to be bloody, the Keepers were behind in their payment. “Done and done.”
 

“May we stay and observe what happens?”
 

“Yes; just don’t go near the system,” Jake teleported out.
 

The Collective separated out into its Quadrants. Two intervals had passed and the entity had looked at the data with the mental capacity of ten trillion Keepers. Their findings were disturbing. Science spoke first, “It appears that universe is more advanced than we thought. The means of moving individuals inside the drive limit is amazing. We need to capture one of the mechanisms that are being used.”
 

Production added, “Our scanners were not wrong. The population had to be on the planet when our fleet entered the system. Building all the structures of a civilization with no one to live in them is an economic drain that can’t be endured, especially on the scale we’ve seen.”
 

The Collective asked Military, “How are we going to wage war on planets where the population can leave before we can attack?”
 

“We will have to destroy every planet in their universe that can sustain life. We cannot leave a place for the population to come escape. We will burn every planet down to the bedrock. There are hundreds of universes for us to conquer and manage; this particular one must be eliminated. There is also the issue of the Green Creatures. We know they are there; their planets should be the first targeted.”
 

The Collective pondered the direction it was moving his species and remembered what Values had said. He didn’t want to, but he turned his attention to the Quadrant that was not included in their discussion, “I will not harm you. What do you think?”
 

“What would you do if those creatures came to our universe and killed planets? Would you just sit by and do nothing?” Values paused for the Collective to consider that thought, then said, “You also know that a very powerful being that possesses mental powers greater than any we have ever seen is now there. Have you taken this being into your considerations?”
 

“You are only asking questions; I want to know what you think.”
 

“If you continue this path of conquest and destruction, we will be destroyed down to the last worker. Now I will go back to my solitude; your arrogance will convince you that I am wrong.”
 

The Collective and Quadrants listened to Values and remembered when it was used in formulating their plans so long ago. Now they grew angry at what it said.
 

Production said, “You should just disrupt it and good riddance.”
 

“I promised it no harm and you will do as I say.”
 

Technology asked, “What is our plan?”
 

The Collective knew a line was being crossed that placed them on a path that could not be stopped. His thoughts were interrupted by Production. “What about the ships currently fighting in that universe? Are we agreed that the invaders were able to damage our ships at the farm?”
 

The Collective turned its attention away from the Quadrants and contacted the Messenger Ship, “Go back to the fleet and warn them that there is a weakness in the drive systems of their ships. They must not turn off their drives.”
 

The Messenger locked in the coordinates of the fleet’s last location and jumped.
 

The Keepers Fleet organized in orbit above the city and launched 100,000 landing craft. They turned the noses of their ships toward the planet to destroy anything that attempted to prevent the collection of food stores, and watched as the small craft entered atmosphere.
 

Jake watched the Keepers Fleet come to a stop and turn off their drives, “Now, Manny!”
 

“Keepers’ ship breaking out of universal drive at the star drive limit.”
 

Jake looked at Junior’s display as the brown ship emerged. He hoped that the Searchers were going to act before the ship could communicate with the stationary fleet.
 

The fifty thousand Searchers teleported in, hit their firing solutions, and immediately teleported to their second target.
 

“Fleet Director, I have a message from the Collective.”
 

“What is it?”
 

If the messenger had just said, “Turn on your drives now,” the fleet may have had ships survive. That short pause proved disastrous for the Keepers Fleet. These Searchers were locked on their targets and they did not miss. The blast from the fuel lines burned every Keeper in the fleet and the Messenger lost mental contact with every Keeper above the planet. It was only able to hear the ones on the planet collecting stores. It knew those small craft were not protected like the ships in orbit. It started to warn them, but then saw a red beam hit the city and burn everything down to the planet’s bedrock.
 

Jake watched the Keepers’ ship hang in space at the drive limit. It did not turn off its drives. Jake sighed in relief and commed Manny, “Admiral, teleport in enough Searchers to haul these ships to the star. That ship at the drive limit can’t do anything about it; it would take it seven hours to reach the planet.”
 

Manny looked at his display and nodded, “They’ll arrive momentarily.”
 

Six hundred thousand Searchers arrived three minutes later, hooked cables to the Keepers’ ships, and towed them on a path toward the sun. The Messenger stayed and watched as the fleet accelerated into the star’s gravity and were burned into nothingness.
 

Jake could hear the Keepers’ thought on the lone brown ship and he sent a message to it telepathically, “Tell your leader that if he sends any more ships into our home again, we will bring this war to his door and show him what his actions have done.”
 

“Do you seriously think you can stop us? We know how you killed our ships and we know how to prevent you from harming us in the future. You will pay for this.”
 

“Junior, were you armed with that cutting beam that is supposed to be able to penetrate their hull?”
 

“Yes, but it has not been trialed and we don’t know if it will work. It can only be extended thirty feet, which will not do major damage to a ship 2,800 feet long.”
 

“I would rather trial it with just one ship instead of a fleet. They can’t see you, so fly by and see if you can cut the rear stabilizer off. The main beam is in the nose, so just make sure you’re moving fast enough to get out of range quickly.”
 

“Jake, I don’t want to place you at risk; you’re too important.”
 

“Then fly faster, but we have to see if we have anything to offset their advantage. This is the only chance we have that is to our advantage, so just do it.”
 

Junior gave a sigh and said, “Buckle up; this should be interesting.”
 

Junior flew at the Keepers’ ship, extended the cutting beam to its full thirty foot length, and shot by the ship at one-fifth light speed. The rear fin was sheared.
 

The individual Keepers fired their beams at the rear of their ship but Junior was out of range before they could respond.
 

The Director of the Messenger felt a huge shock go through his ship, “What happened?”
 

The Sensor Leader said, “We are now missing one of our rear fins. I suggest we leave.”
 

“Initiate universal drive.”
 

Just before the brown ship jumped, the Director heard, “Don’t come back.”
 

Jake jumped back to the Cainth survivors and said, “I am sorry for your loss; we will enlist you in the Realm’s Navy and train you to use our ships. Are you ready to start that process?”
 

Mord felt savage joy at the Keepers Fleets destruction, “The sooner the better.”
 

“The coordinates are on your com. I’ll communicate with you later.”
 

Mord nodded at Jake and the survivors jumped away.
 
  

Chapter Thirteen

The messenger arrived and the Collective immediately made contact. “I did not arrive in time to warn the fleet. All of our ships were destroyed, and my ship was damaged by some sort of beam.”
 

The Collective and all Quadrants watched the fleet’s destruction and the burning of the craft on the planet. “One of the beings in the other universe sent a message that if you send another ship into their universe they will bring the war to our home.”
 

The Collective pondered what had happened and asked, “Does this change our plans?”
 

Technology answered, “We must modify our ships.”
 

“In what way?”
 

“We must find a way to prevent a weapon from entering our drives, and we need to change the beam configuration.”
 

Military asked, “What do you mean by beam configuration?”
 

“First, we need to put baffles on the drives that drop when the drives are turned off. There are times where we will need the ability to come to a stop and being forced to keep the drives on would not allow it. The baffles will be made from the hull material and will drop over the drive entrance. That will prevent our ships from being damaged by projectiles fired into the engines. The current beam configuration has the main beam in the nose of the ship. We need to have a field surrounding our ships with beams so that nothing can come near it from any direction.”
 

The Collective asked, “How do you envision this being done?”
 

“We will put accumulators in the walls of the ship and the crews will charge them when they are in a hostile environment. We will need to double the crew size, but there is more than enough room to make that happen.”
 

“What about the food stores?” Production asked.
 

“They will either take their stores from our inventory or from the planets they attack. I believe the latter is the more desired choice.”
 

“So you’re still thinking we should go through with this attack?”
 

“Absolutely! Do you think that universe is not a clear danger to us? If we can eliminate them our species will become the ultimate rulers of all universes. We will be safe for all eternity.”
 

“How do we overcome their jump advantage?”
 

Science replied, “I believe that I have an idea how their ships are able to make those jumps. I’ll need some time to study the data, but it involves putting a screen around our ships powered by a high powered generator. I’ll have a definitive answer in a quarter.”
 

The Collective paused, “So now we have to make another modification to our ships. How long is this going to take?”
 

The entity combined and studied the question. After an hour they separated, “Less than four quarters, but more than two.”
 

Production said, “That’s for half our ships; the others should be completed in two more quarters.”
 

Values listened to the others and knew that they were going forward with their plans. It began thinking of a way to save his species. There was nothing it could do yet.
 

“Are we in agreement to attack this universe?”
 

All the Quadrants voted yes. The trillions of individual Keepers on all the planets did not know they were going to war. They continued to work at their appointed tasks, feeling safe with the Collective’s decisions. Their tranquility was soon to be disrupted.
 

Jake sat in Junior and said, “You worry about turning the Cainth survivors loose in that universe?”
 

“I do, Jake, but I still see the death of all those people on Brayent. I worry that we are becoming our own enemy.”
 

“There is a major difference in our actions, Junior. We are fighting to prevent the destruction of our Realm. Those creatures will figure out shortly, if they haven’t already, that we are able to move populations. What do you think they will do after that discovery?”
 

Junior thought a moment, “I really don’t have a clue. What do you think will happen?”
 

“They will destroy every planet in our universe that has a breathable atmosphere. They’ll burn them all.”
 

Junior was shocked, “Why would they do that?”
 

“They will eliminate any place of escape. They will also develop the means to jump directly to our planets without having to come from the jump limit. That ability is the easiest technology to learn once you know it exists, and their ships will have the drive weakness removed. We won’t have time to move the populations before they attack. Some will escape, but huge numbers will be killed. I’ve seen a vision of their future attacks, and more than seventy percent of the Realm’s population will be killed.”
 

Junior listened and felt both fear and anger in equal measure, “What can we do about it?”
 

“We have a year before they modify enough ships to start their invasion. We can only slow them down by attacking them first. That entity I sensed is a development from all of the members of their species being connected. If we can kill enough of them, that entity will be hurt or even killed. I hate even thinking about the deaths I’m going to have to cause, but there is no other choice.”
 

“Why are you telling me this?”
 

“Because I want you to be my ship during this conflict, and that means you will have to do things that you are morally against. Are you able to do what must be done?”
 

“I don’t know. I need some time to consider what you’ve said.”
 

“I understand. Take me to Ross and drop me off at the Castle. I’ve got to persuade Valerie to approve this path. I’ll wait to hear from you.”
 

Junior teleported to Ross and teleported Jake to the surface. He remained silent above the planet as he watched the billions going about their daily lives. He made a decision and disappeared from the Ross system.
 

Edison watched the replay of the Keepers Fleet’s destruction. Newton watched it with him and said, “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not the heat of the star that melts their ships as much as the sheer magnitude of it.”
 

“I know. We have beams that are hotter than the star, but surrounding that ship with beams to a depth of fifty miles is just not possible. If any part of the ship is not continuously hit for more than ten minutes then the hull will not be damaged.”
 

“That hull material is quite the magic substance.” Newton paused and said, “They’re coming and we will be their first target. What do you think we should do?”
 

“We are going to evacuate to another universe and work on this problem.”
 

Newton lowered himself to the floor in surprise, “Why would we do that?”
 

“They used millions of their ships to search for us. If we can leave, then they may be forced to use a similar number to find us. It would reduce the force they can send against the Realm. We once lived in ships and we can do it again; however, if we don’t leave, they will return and destroy our home worlds. We would be forced into ships again; we might as well accept the inevitable and hope our home planets are not destroyed before we find a solution to them.”
 

“Where will we go?”
 

“I seem to remember a certain dark galaxy that everyone used to avoid. We’ll go there and start working on this problem. I also hope we can find a way to escape them permanently. Have you talked with Sprig about his findings?”
 

“Yes, and they are troubling.”
 

“Do you agree with them?”
 

“I don’t want to believe them, but I know he’s right.”
 

“That makes this search even more important. Make sure you assign our best to the task.”
 

“I will. Do you think we can find it?”
 

“We won’t know until we try. It looks like we are becoming nomads again.”
 

Newton turned his head upside down and asked, “Have you discussed this with the Queen?”
 

“Yes, but only the part about leaving. She thinks it is a good delaying tactic. She is of the opinion that if a large number of our old ships are no longer at the old universal jump point they may think we are going to attack them again. It would again be a delaying tactic so they would not use as many of their ships to invade. They do appear to be paranoid about us.”
 

“We did destroy more than a hundred thousand of their planets in our first invasion.”
 

“True, but then they developed that thought weapon and ended our invasion. I really don’t know what our leaving will accomplish, but to stay is disaster. It also gives us the opportunity to search for the item Sprig needs. I’ve discussed this with Destiny and the Nest Mother and met initial resistance, but I left them alone and they eventually came to my point of view. They really love the Realm’s Leaders.”
 

“We all do. When do we leave, Edison?”
 

“We don’t Newton. We are staying to help our friends in the coming war. Einstein is also staying; I couldn’t convince him to leave if we weren’t going.”
 

Newton turned his head left smiling, “I was wondering how I was going to jump ship before you left.”
 

Edison smiled and put a front leg on Newton, “Don’t get too excited; we’re going to have armor designed for us that is coated with the thought-blocking substance. Not only is our family going back into ships, we’re also going back into armor.”
 

Newton shook his head, “That stuff always made me itch.”
 

“Tell me about it.”
 

Jake sat in the map room at Castle Gardner staring at the millions of galaxies on the wall. Robby sat across the table from him, leaning back in a chair looking at the map together. Jake knew his subconscious was not happy with the direction in which he was moving. Robby was not happy either. Jake knew in his heart that killing on the scale needed to protect the Realm was not something he felt good about. Gambia had made him tough, but it also taught him to love those around him who would have been ignored by most people. He learned to survive, but he never failed to help those in need whenever he could. This decision was deeply troubling. He looked over at Robby and asked, “Do you see another way?”
 

Robby just stared at the galaxies and shook his head.
 

Valerie walked in and said, “Who are talking to, Jake?”
 

Jake looked up at her and once again was struck by the beauty of the Star Realm’s Queen, “Myself, Valerie.”
 

Valerie came over and stood behind Jake and hugged him, “What’s troubling you?”
 

Jake shook his head, “You already know the answer to that question. I just wish there was another way.”
 

Jake had shared his vision with Valerie the week before and shocked her. She had first felt distress and then anger, “Are they that callow? Do these creatures have no redeeming qualities?”
 

Jake had then told her what the Realm had to do to survive, and she resisted until he showed her the vision again.
 

“Jake, I’ve had time to think about what you’re planning and I’ve come to terms with what we must do.”
 

Jake saw Robby turn his head toward Valerie.
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“Jake, you’re worried that we are going against all of the principles that our Realm stands for.”
 

Jake nodded.
 

“Let’s forget our universe and just look at the Keepers’ universe. There are millions of worlds enslaved and consumed by these creatures. What would the Realm’s response to this have been if we had just stumbled upon them? One principle we hold higher than any other is that the Realm will defend those that cannot defend themselves. Those poor planets represent no danger to the Keepers, but were conquered and enslaved anyway. Even if they agreed to stay home and never come back, could we turn our backs on the billions being eaten? Jake, we turned our back on the millions on Gambia that were being preyed on by the wealthy merchant class. If we had stepped in and stopped the suffering, Gambia would have been saved from the Keepers’ attack. We would have been able to teleport the population.”
 

“Yes, but then you would have to interfere with a sovereign planet.”
 

“So what! This universe knows the Realm’s principles. We should have done the right thing. By refusing to step in, a planet is now dead. There is always cause and effect and we bear some blame for Gambia’s destruction. Those unfortunate beings in the Keepers’ universe are like the poor of Gambia; they deserve to be saved. We may still lose this war, but we won’t lose because of our fear of doing the right thing.”
 

Jake saw Robby smile at him and disappear. He found equilibrium in his conscience. He looked at Valerie and said, “I am constantly amazed at your maturity for your age.”
 

“Jake, I’ve been in mental contact with the Realm’s most powerful psychics my entire life. My mental development happened at an accelerated rate. I hope you understand that, because I am not a little girl. I turn eighteen in a week, and I’m telling you right now that I am going to announce our marriage at the event.”
 

Jake stared at her in shock.
 

“Got nothing to say?”
 

Jake smiled, “Valerie Rose Gardner, will you do me the great honor of being my wife?”
 

Valerie smiled and jumped into Jake’s lap, “I thought you’d never ask.”
 

Jake felt his heart swell as he kissed his future bride.
 

Junior looked down on the Keepers’ farm as ten colonists were transported to be consumed. He had listened to the colony for two days and learned how gentle and peaceful the beings being eaten were. They lived with their impending deaths amid a sense of helplessness that made them heroic in Junior’s opinion. This was the tenth colony he had visited in the Keepers’ universe, and they were all similar. These enslaved races were not a danger to anyone, yet the Keepers kept them for consumption. “I’ve seen enough.”
 

He ran a quick scan of the galaxies around him and noticed a huge industrial signature in one. He teleported in to the galaxy and slowly approached a planet that had thousands of Keepers’ ships parked in orbit. He saw a Keepers’ ship being modified with bafflers to cover the drive ports. He also saw thousands of Keepers working on the ship’s exterior mounting devices to project a screen. He recorded the process and after two days determined that they were to be used to jump inside the jump limit. He recognized the process from early Realm developments and he knew that Jake was right; they were preparing to invade the Realm.
 

Suddenly ten Keepers’ ships jumped in around him. He smiled and teleported away before they could come out of their star drives. He saw that he was inside the jump limit and knew these ships had been modified. He also scanned the ships and recorded a beam the length and width of the ships fired at his former location. He then detected fifteen more star drives breaking into normal space around him, so he teleported out of the galaxy and back to the Stars Realm.
 

The Director of the ships attempting to attack the strange ship looked at his scanner, “Where did that ship go? There is no way it could have jumped into null space fast enough to avoid us.”
 

“Tell that to that ship; it obviously didn’t know it was impossible. Notify the Collective.”
 

Jake held Valerie and forgot about wars, Keepers, ships, planets, and all of the other things bothering him. “I hate to interrupt you two, but I need to speak with Jake.”
 

Jake was jerked back to the present and thought, “Hello, Junior. Have you decided?”
 

“Yes, I have, Jake. I’ve spent the last two weeks in the Keepers’ universe scanning the worlds they’ve enslaved. They are a cancer on creation and must be removed. I’m your ship, Jake.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake with a furrowed brow and Jake shook his head, “We need to get you prepped for the conflict.”
 

“I know. I’m going to see Sprig in a moment, but first I want to show you what I’ve just recorded.” Junior played what he had seen at the Keepers’ ship facility. “Those things being installed on their hulls are beam projectors that will allow them to jump inside the jump limit. Fortunately, they are not composed of the hull material, so we should be able to burn them off if we can get close enough. Notice also that the ships that came after me jumped inside the jump limit and came out firing a beam much wider and longer than their previous weapon.”
 

Valerie and Jake were scared, “We can’t wait any longer; they are obviously preparing for invasion and we must try to slow them down.”
 

“Jake, send the Cainth against that planet. They are ready and are getting angry about the delay. They may be killed, but if they can knock out that planet and any others like it, it will buy the Realm some time.”
 

“Valerie, I’ll be back for your birthday.”
 

“Go, my love. The Realm needs you.”
 

“Junior, we need to go.”
 

“If you tell me I’m wasting time again, I’ll scream.” Jake disappeared from the map room and Valerie could still feel his embrace.
 

Mord and two hundred of his fellow survivors watched the Keepers’ ship facility. They tried to get a feel for the pattern of incoming and outgoing ships. He also passively scanned the planet and saw a huge population of Keepers on the surface. Fifteen of the construction planets had been targeted by the Cainth and two hundred ships had been assigned each facility. The Stars Realm had put them in Gamma ships and coated their heads with the thought-blocking material. Mord knew that unless he teleported in close enough to block out the light from distant stars that he was invisible to the Keepers.
 

He used a communication device that was on the same frequency as cosmic rays that permeated the universe, and not much stronger than those small bits of energy. “We will hit the hundred and fifty facilities above the planet with our main beams first. The remaining fifty ships will then hit the planet with their main beams. One should do the trick, but I want to make a point here. We believe that the coating on our ships should protect us for just a few moments so don’t waste time; fire and get out. We still can’t hurt those ships, but surprise is on our side. Any questions?”
 

Silence greeted him and he said, “This is for Brayent. Teleport in five sems from now.”
 

The two hundred ships counted it down and disappeared… then reappeared at the ship building planet. The hundred and fifty docks in obit were hit with the massive main beam of the Gamma ships and burned into slag. The Keepers’ ships targeted the small ships, but they were gone before they could tune their thoughts to their beams. Then the Keepers’ ships watched as the planet below them exploded into hundreds of pieces and blew away, taking the wreckage of the facilities with them. Where once a planet with more than twenty billion Keepers existed, only dust and burning chunks of the core remained. The other fourteen planets were carbon copies of the first planet’s destruction. More than half a trillion Keepers died in less than five seconds.
 

The Collective and Quadrants were analyzing the progress of modifying the fleet when suddenly they were stunned. The Collective felt a severe pain, then began receiving reports. Science immediately reported, “I have lost five percent of my stored data on shipbuilding.”
 

The Collective and all the Quadrants entered the minds of Keepers at the sites of the attacks and saw the destruction. The being was shocked beyond belief. The former planets were blown into small burning pieces flying away from the explosion of the planets’ cores. The Collective Intelligence could feel the loss of those billions, and also sensed their capability was diminished slightly.
 

“How many of their ships did we kill?” Military asked.
 

“None; they were gone before we could focus our beams.”
 

“How many attacked?”
 

“Two hundred.”
 

The Collective turned its attention to Statistics, “How many of those ships did we scan in their universe?”
 

“More than twenty million.”
 

“How many ships do we have in our inventory?”
 

“More than a hundred million.”
 

“How many are converted with the new upgrades?”
 

“Less than 200,000.”
 

“Science, how can we protect our planets from these attacks?”
 

“We need to look at this together.”
 

The Collective Intelligence combined and began analyzing the attacks. After ten minutes the Quadrants separated and Science said, “It appears that the ships must be just above a planet’s atmosphere to use that beam weapon. If we space our ships with thousand-mile separation ten miles above the atmosphere, we should be able to overlap our beams such that they could not attack.”
 

“How many ships would be needed to provide that coverage, and how many of our home worlds are there to defend?”
 

“It would take three hundred ships to cover a planet, and we have forty six thousand planets that have the majority of our population.”
 

Production interjected, “We don’t have enough ships to cover them all. We can only defend 35,000 planets. If we use our ships for this planetary coverage, there are millions of planets with our garrisons that would be left defenseless. It also begs the question of how we will feed ourselves if we can’t go and collect the food we need.”
 

“Are you saying we will lose this war?”
 

“I only state facts, you can see them as well as I can. We have no choice but to defend our home worlds; any other choice would lead to catastrophe.”
 

Military asked Science, “Why do you say that?”
 

“Because if they destroy more than sixty percent of our home worlds, we will cease to exist; the population necessary to give us existence will be too small. It will then become a war against our individual planets.”
 

The Collective thought about this and began to feel something foreign: fear. “What if we release all of our ships to attack their universe? Could we kill them fast enough to survive?”
 

“Our measurement of their beam’s strength was such that just one of their ships could have destroyed the planet. They fired fifty beams to make a point. They could kill us much faster than we could damage them. Remember, they have millions of those ships and we only have 46,000 home worlds.
 

Distribution asked, “Why do we have so few home worlds?”
 

Statistics answered, “Because when we decided to conquer our universe and use the vanquished to feed us, we no longer needed to expand and we could grow our populations to extreme levels. Our decisions have led to this current situation. Without the food we depend on from our farms, starvation is not far from our species.”
 

The Collective asked, “How do you feel about attacking that universe now? Values, what do you think about this situation?”
 

“It will not matter whether you attack or not. Our structure is an abomination to creation and cannot survive those that have followed the principles of life. You forget that you have already attacked that universe and killed their planets. Do you seriously expect them to say they’ll just forget your slaughter? Would you?”
 

“That’s something I will have to ponder; however, send the fleet out to cover our home worlds immediately. That will give us time to decide what to do. Make sure they pick up enough stores from the garrisons to feed us for a quarter.”
 

Military began issuing the orders.
 

Sprig looked at the recording of the destruction of the Keepers’ ship building planets. Twig felt his unease and thought, “Would you have preferred those ships be completed and come here?”
 

“No, but did we have to destroy the planets?”
 

“Did they have to destroy our populations? You, more than anyone, should understand consequences to actions.”
 

Sprig sighed and thought, “I just wish there was another way.”
 

“Well, the recordings that just came in should make you feel better.”
 

“Why is that?”
 

“It appears the entire inventory of Keepers’ ships are being used to screen their home worlds. They can’t come here and protect them there. I suspect those attacks will end up saving more lives than were lost.”
 

Sprig’s leaves turned greener. “That is good news. What is our next step?”
 

“Since their fleets are being used to defend their planets, we are going to start liberating some of the populations they’ve enslaved.”
 

Sprig’s leaves turned bright green, “Now that is a lovely thought.”
 

Junior was parked over the garrison on the planet where he had found the beings that so impressed him with their gentle spirit. Jake sat on board and watched the scans, “Junior, what do you think will happen if we attack this garrison and free these cities?”
 

“They will no longer have to fear being eaten.”
 

“Do you not think the Keepers will know if some of their warriors are killed? What will be their response?”
 

Junior thought a moment, “They’ll come and harvest the entire planet.”
 

“That’s how I see it. If we free them, we’ll have to move them. I’m not sure the Realm can handle refugees from millions of planets.”
 

“So what do we do?”
 

“We find a way to destroy their ships.”
 

“How do we do that?”
 

“We find the ones with the most experience at facing this kind of conflict.”
 

“Who are you referring to, Jake?”
 

“The Gardners.”
 

“Jake, no one has any information on what happened to them after they served their thousand years of Ruling their domains. They’ve been missing for more than ten thousand years. Do you think any of them are still alive?”
 

“I know that Thomas and Danielle as well as Tommy and Cassandra had their life span extended by Atlas. It seems that all of them disappeared in a very short period of time, so I have to think it was a planned disappearance.”
 

Junior was silent.
 

“Junior, I’ve had a vision of the Keepers destroying planets in the Realm. What do you think the Gardners would have done if just one of them had a vision similar to mine?”
 

“They would have been compelled by their oaths to protect the Realm to prevent the Realm’s destruction. But how could they have planned to be here this far in the future?”
 

“I know they must still be alive, Junior, I just don’t know how to contact them.”
 

Junior was stunned, “Where are they?”
 

“I’m not sure, but I believe that your parents are with them wherever they went. Aladdin and Fly Girl disappeared at the same time as the Gardners.”
 

Junior didn’t know what to say. He and Jake sat silently looking at the scan of the beings being consumed on the planet below.
 

Finally Junior said, “We’ll work on finding the Gardners later. Today, if we save no one else, I want these cities saved now.”
 

“Why do you feel that way, Junior?”
 

“They deserve it, and observing them persuaded me to join this fight.”
 

“Then this is where we will start our efforts at saving this universe.”
 

“Admiral Busigleore, I am going to attack a garrison in the Keepers’ universe and I need you to plan the operation.”
 

Manny looked at Jake and said, “How would you go about making this happen? You are, after all, our resident expert at what to expect from those creatures.”
 

“I believe that the Keepers will send one of the ships that can jump directly to the planet, so this will have to be done in record time or the population will be wiped out. We need a diversion at one of their home worlds to force them to defend it, then do this while they are distracted.”
 

Manny thought and shrugged, “Normally we would just hit the garrison with a main beam but if we tried that, it would also heat the atmosphere such that the cities would be destroyed. They are located very close to the garrisons.”
 

“Do we have anything in our inventory that would just blow it up?”
 

“Yes we do, as a matter of fact.” Jake started to say something but Manny cut him off, “if you don’t mind dealing with the earthquakes that would follow its use.”
 

“So how do we do this, Manny?”
 

Manny smiled and said, “We have been working on our teleportation screen since the last rescue of the colonists. We will now teleport with an exclusion filter that leaves the bracelets and their connections behind. My engineers have taken some of the old defender class warships and have gutted them such that the bottom section is empty. Those ships are three hundred miles in diameter and the lower floor should hold the entire city and its occupants. We’ll do what’s called a snatch-and-grab, followed by a run.”
 

“What would that look like, Manny?”
 

“We’ll teleport three thousand Red Warriors in to surround the garrison, and once they open fire the ships will come in and teleport the entire city into its bay. We will then jump back to the Realm and teleport them down to a planet, which will be their new home.”
 

Junior asked, “Where are we going to find a planet willing to accept them?”
 

Jake smiled and said, “There are millions of them in the Algean’s galaxy just waiting to be colonized.”
 

Manny and Junior both were startled by the insight. “How will they be fed?” Junior asked.
 

Jake pointed to the screen, “Junior, all their crops and fields are around their city. You could take them with the city.”
 

Manny looked puzzled and said, “I’ll need to talk with a teleport expert about how far down we can teleport, but this sounds like a great idea.”
 

“Manny, I’ll talk with Sprig about this. Stand by for a few minutes.”
 

“Standing by.”
 

“Sprig, do you have a minute?”
 

“Hello, Jake; what do you need?”
 

“I’m looking at a way to repopulate your galaxy with refugees from the Keepers’ universe. I was wondering if that would be permissible to the Algeans?”
 

Sprig felt his soul turn over, “How are you going to make that happen?”
 

Twig felt Sprig’s sudden change and tuned in to the conversation.
 

“We want to make a quick grab of the cities on the Keepers’ farms and teleport the entire city and their crops. Once we have them in a transport, we’ll teleport them to one of the planets in your galaxy. We need to know if this is possible. Can we take the crops so that the cities can feed themselves?”
 

Sprig was almost overcome with emotion. Twig jumped in the conversation, “Yes ,you can! Just set the screen to a depth of eighteen inches and you should get all the plants including the roots. Just how big an area are you talking about?”
 

“Most cities are contained in an area with a diameter of thirty miles. Of course, we can’t take the water source with them, so we’ll need to find an area with available supplies of water.”
 

“How many cities are you moving initially?”
 

“There are five on the planet.”
 

“Are the inhabitants all of the same species or different?”
 

“This is a conquered planet, so they are all the same species”
 

Sprig found his voice, “There is a beautiful planet not far from our home world which was the first planet we consumed. Plant life has overgrown most of it, but we will teleport it out to a depth of twenty four inches, and clear five tracts of the necessary size along the banks of the main river on the northern continent. We will assist these refugees in any manner we can to make them comfortable in their new home. You don’t know how much bringing life back to the worlds we killed means to my people.”
 

“How long will it take to clear the tracts? We want to move quickly.”
 

“It will be done in twelve segs.”
 

“Send Admiral Busigleore the coordinates of the site, and we also need a teleport expert to set the screens to make the grab of the cities.”
 

Sprig’s leaves turned bright green and blooms emerged, “I will come and do it personally. Where do I need to go?”
 

“I’ll get Manny to send you the coordinates.”
 

Twig said, “Thank you, Jake.”
 

“No; thank you for allowing us to use those planets.”
 

Jake disappeared from Sprig’s screen. He reached over and wrapped Twig in his branches and wept. Twig joined him, and each of them felt the redemption of bringing life back to the worlds they had destroyed long ago.
 

“Manny, the site for the cities will be ready in twelve hours.”
 

Manny looked at his console and said, “We will make the grab tomorrow night. We know the Keepers prefer daylight, so darkness is on our side. Most all of the population of those cities should be in the city proper should there be any difficulty with moving the farms. Are you planning to be present for the grab?”
 

Junior responded, “We wouldn’t miss it, Admiral.”
 

Manny smiled and said, “I may have had my doubts initially, but now I know Valerie has made an excellent choice in her mate. We will do it at midnight on that planet’s time.”
 

Jake was startled, but felt warm from Manny’s statement.
 

Joe came in Valerie’s office and said, “All of the Algeans are blooming.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Jake and Junior are going to move five cities from a Keepers’ farm and take them to one of the planets the Algeans destroyed centuries ago. It appears that Jake plans to bring intelligent life back to them.”
 

Valerie hit a button on her console and looked at the feed from the Sacred Grove on the Algeans’ main planet. There were immense crowds gathered, and it was clear a huge celebration had begun. She closed her eyes and saw the celebration happening on all the Algean planets. She looked closer and could feel the huge crowd’s happiness and joy. “They need this, Joe. Bringing life back to their galaxy is giving them redemption for the atrocities they did so long ago. They have never forgiven themselves for what they did.”
 

Joe looked at the monitor and nodded slowly. They were both silent for a few moments, then Joe said, “They may be jumping from the frying pan into the fire. The Keepers are still planning to invade.”
 

“What do you think would happen if they remained? The Keepers are now being forced to keep their fleet at their home planets to prevent their destruction; they can no longer just make shipments from the planets they’ve conquered. It doesn’t take a genius to see that they will just wipe out one of their planets and transport the entire population on one ship. I believe they are safer here than where they are now.”
 

Joe shrugged, “That’s why you’re Queen, Valerie; you’ve always been able to see the big picture.”
 

Valerie got up and hugged her brother, “Joe, be thankful you can’t see that picture. Some of it is gruesome and I just hope it doesn’t permanently damage my humanity.”
 

Joe smiled, “I know your heart, Valerie, and you will be fine.”
 

Valerie sat back down and said, “By the creator, I really hope so, Joe.”
 

Junior and Jake were waiting for the operation to remove the five cities. They were next to the closest moon looking down on the planet. They had remained silent for an hour and Junior broke the silence by announcing, “Five minutes until midnight.”
 

Jake stood up, stretched, then sat back down and continued to stare at the monitor. “Jake, how do you know my parents are with the Gardners?”
 

“They may not be, Junior, but it makes the most sense.”
 

“Why is that?”
 

Jake sighed and looked up from the monitor, “What if you had a vision of the Realm being attacked thousands of years in the future? You would know that the vision could not be changed; it was going to happen. So it’s not like you could go out and do anything at that moment. Now you’re faced with having to wait thousands of years before anything could be done to save the Realm. If it were me, I would dread the waiting with that hanging over my head for such a long period of time. They must have done something to reduce the waiting period.”
 

“Well, where are they? The attack has begun and they’re not here.”
 

“That’s where you come in, Junior. You are the key to finding them.”
 

Junior was stunned and started to respond, but Jake said, “Get ready, the attack is ten seconds away.”
 

It was a cool night, and Grimly sat on his front porch staring out at the fields surrounding the community. The full moon overhead gave a luminescence to the crops that made the perfect rows look like they had been combed into the dirt. His long black braid slipped behind his back as he leaned forward. He moved it back over his shoulder, hanging it on his chest.
 

He was only five feet tall and bipedal. His face was wide with large round yellow eyes, deep set above a narrow, sharp nose. His mouth had thin lips and was wide for so narrow a face. His skin was olive in color in contrast to the black hair that grew from his head down his back. His vision was extraordinary in both day and night light. He held a piece of twine in his four fingered hands, working it into a strong rope. He couldn’t sleep. He knew his time to be taken was drawing near, and he worried about the community that he had been given to lead. He wondered again why the God of his people had placed them into the hands of the demons that killed them. His people had never harmed another race, and the recited memories each night talked about the time his people had lived on many planets. He stopped twisting the strands of twine and wondered if the communities here were all that was left of his people.
 

He put the rope aside and looked up at the stars, which for some reason were no longer there. From horizon to horizon, all he saw was a black sky on a cloudless night. What was happening? Then he heard a giant explosion from the direction of the demon’s home. He looked back up and saw the sky turn silver and fall down on him and his community. He wondered if this was the end, then the silver sky engulfed him.
 

Mord looked down at the Keepers’ planet with the ships in orbit above it and checked his ship’s clock. He had sixty seconds before his eight ships attacked. He had learned the hard way that he could not get closer than a thousand miles from those ships. He had lost a hundred ships when they had attacked ten planets. The ships guarding the Keepers had rotated their beams out from their ranks, catching the Cainth pilots that had moved to within three hundred miles above the planet. The intensity of those beams had damaged the ships even though they were coated. Most of his pilots had been hit by fifty beams before they had a chance to teleport away and were blown into dust. Now his ships were twelve hundred miles above the Keepers Fleet. Even at that he could only remain for just a few moments. Without the thought coating on his ships he would be destroyed if he remained longer than three seconds.
 

He watched the clock and finally the time arrived. He fired one of his high powered needles into the planet’s surface. The Keepers’ beams did not affect the beam; a solid penetrator would have been disintegrated. The needle hit the surface and a huge explosion erupted from the ground. More than six hundred yards below the surface the needle vaporized everything in its path. On the Keepers’ planet, eight places were struck with the high-powered needles, killing hundreds of thousands of Keepers underground.
 

“Time to go,” and Mord teleported away.
 

The Collective felt the attack and immediately turned its attention to the site of the strikes. It sensed the lives that were lost. Military interrupted the Collective’s attention, “One of our farms is being attacked.”
 

“We’ll worry about that later; get some of our modified ships into that system immediately!”
 

Military found the ships and ordered them to jump to the Keepers’ home world.
 

The Director of the Keepers Fleet guarding the planet turned its thoughts to the Collective and said, “We briefly illuminated the eight ships that attacked the planet, but they jumped away.”
 

The Collective thought a moment and wondered why those ships had not pressed their attack. Then he decided that this attack must have been a diversion. “Get those ships to the farm that is being attacked. Get them moving now.”
 

The five hundred Red Warriors teleported from their fifty attack craft to the surface of the planet surrounding the Keepers’ garrison and opened fire on the facility. The fifty attack craft roared in with five ships in ten lines separated by less than a second. The surface of the compound began exploding as each craft launched eighty high speed penetrators into the surface and turned to follow the last line. The Red Warriors watched their sensors and fired hornets at anything that remotely looked like a Keepers’ weapon. For their part, the Keepers had no chance even to look above the surface to see what was happening. The first three levels of the garrison were blown away.
 

The five Defender ships teleported in less than five seconds after the first explosion and dropped to the surface of the planet above the five cities as fast as possible, taking into consideration the wind that would be caused by their drop through the atmosphere. Ten miles above the cities, the giant ships hit their teleporter just before the high winds arrived and moved all five cities into their landing bays. Caution was no longer needed, and the five giant ships teleported away. Commodore Glzck hit his com, “We’re clear.”
 

The five hundred Red Warriors hit their teleport dials and the fifty attack craft jumped away just as six hundred Keepers’ ships appeared above the planet. The Collective and Quadrants looked down on a planet that had been dramatically altered. The former five food communities were gone, with only bare soil remaining behind. The garrison was severely damaged and had been unable to record anything about what had taken place on the surface.
 

“How much time did this attack last?”
 

“Only one-thirtieth of an interval.”
 

The Collective Intelligence was stunned. If this kind of attack was to be stopped, they would have to be prepared to respond instantly. “Military, I want an initial plan about what to if this happens. We will come together in two intervals to analyze our response.” The Collective looked at the planet again and thought to the ships, “Move the survivors to another farm, and take their food stores to the main planet that was just attacked.”
 

The six hundred ships began launching craft to carry out their orders.
 

“That was close, Junior.”
 

“It certainly didn’t take them long to figure out that the other attack was a diversion.”
 

“We’re going to have to think about whether we want to risk another city.”
 

Junior thought a moment and said, “True, but let’s go check on those we moved.”
 
  

Chapter Fourteen

Grimly found himself in a strange new environment. There was a huge river flowing off to the east that was not there yesterday. The sky had a different hue, the trees outside the city’s boundary were twice as tall, and the hills surrounding the city were no longer there. He saw most of the community had gathered in the central square and were looking out at the strange landscape. He raised his arm and saw that the bracelet he had been wearing his entire life was no longer on his arm.
 

Suddenly, the crowd heard a noise and saw a strange ship moving down into the middle of the square. Grimly yelled for everyone to move out from under it, and the crowd followed his instructions. A silver-colored square appeared under the ship as it hovered ten feet off the ground, and a strange-looking being stepped out of it. Immediately, another silver square appeared and two green creatures that looked like walking plants appeared. Silence covered the population.
 

The first being looked at him and everyone in the square heard in their minds, “Welcome to your new home. My name is Jake, and the two here with me are named Sprig and Twig. You have been moved from the planet you have been living on to this one to try and stop the Keepers from killing you.” The crowd was silent.
 

Jake looked off and saw that the occupants of the other four cities had witnessed the ship coming down and were now moving toward the central community. Jake looked at Grimly again and said, “I see that you are this community’s leader. I welcome you and your people to this planet. The Algeans have donated this planet for you to live on. I’ll let Sprig explain everything to you.”
 

Grimly just stared at the green being and said, “What have you done?”
 

Sprig could see that most of the city’s population was in a state of shock. He said, “You have been transported to another universe. We are at war with the creatures that were consuming you, and we have begun to try and save some of the planets that they have enslaved. You are the first we have chosen to move. This is a different universe and planet from where you have been living, but it is now yours to make of it what you choose.”
 

Grimly stared at Sprig and said, “You mean we’re free?”
 

Sprig leaned right, indicating a smile, and said, “Yes, you are.”
 

Grimly knelt down and took some dirt in his hand and slowly shook his head. He stood, looked out at the thousands surrounding him, and yelled, “Our Maker has answered our pleas! We have been rescued from the killers!” The crowd went wild and as members of the other four cities arrived, the celebration grew larger and louder. Jake walked over to Grimly with Sprig and said, “Why don’t you gather the leaders of your people and I will come back at sunset to answer any of your questions.”
 

Grimly hugged Jake, then Sprig, and answered, “Why not make it at sunrise? We have a lot to celebrate, and I have no idea about who the other cities leaders are.”
 

Jake smiled and looked at Sprig who said, “We will meet with you in the morning, and would you mind if some of us joined you in the celebration?”
 

Grimly smiled and said, “The more the better.” Then he ran over and started hugging everyone he could find. Immediately, thousands of Algeans began teleporting in, joining the happy crowd.
 

Jake teleported to Junior’s bridge and said, “Your cities appear to be quite happy about your choice.”
 

“Do tell?”
 

“Let us go and allow them this moment for celebration. The Algeans can take it from here.”
 

Junior hovered for a few moments, watching the revelry, and felt somehow complete. Jake saw Robby in the crowd dancing with one of the Algeans. “This is what we are here to do,” he thought.
 

Junior lifted into the atmosphere and jumped to Ross.
 

Lorg, one of the Cainth survivors from Brayent, watched his monitor and saw a huge amount of activity taking place around the Keepers’ planet he was viewing. He had landed two days earlier in stealth mode on an asteroid outside the planet’s fifth moon, set his sensors to passive, and started searching for a means of attack. After a day, he watched more than fifty thousand Keepers’ ships arrive and take station in high orbit around the planet. This was in addition to those that were in low orbit protecting the planet from surprise attack. “What’s going on?” He wondered.
 

He looked closely at the scans and saw that there were twenty objects being lifted from the planet’s surface into high orbit just below the outer band of ships. He moved the view in closer and saw that these objects were brown in color, and were made from the hull material used for the Keepers’ Fleet. They were about a mile in length and were slowly moving out of the atmosphere and maneuvered into orbit such that they were equally spaced around the middle of the planet. The objects were pyramidal in shape, and the base of each was pointed toward the planet with the point oriented away from the surface below.
 

Lorg knew what those structures were designed to do; they were orbital fortresses that would protect the planet below with the Keepers’ thought beams. He watched the alignment of the forts for two days, then the fifty thousand ships jumped away from the planet. He watched as the twenty pyramids began rotating and changing color from light brown to dark brown. “Looks like they are now on line and active,” he thought as he watched the monitor. “What is that?”
 

Numerous blasts were seen on the planet’s surface and huge structures began lifting into space. Lorg captured a picture of one on his monitor, and had his computer look to see if anything similar had been seen. After four seconds the computer placed a picture beside the first and Lorg felt a wave of fear. Those huge structures lifting into space were the exact match for the ship modification facilities that had been destroyed at the first Keepers planet’s destruction. After five days the structures were in stationary orbit. Lorg estimated there were two hundred circling the planet. It was then that the two hundred ships that had been protecting the planet began leaving their assigned places in the coverage and started docking with one of the facilities. It was clear that the Keepers felt that they were no longer needed to defend the planet.
 

Lorg loaded everything he had recorded into two microprobes and left a message that the range of those forts had to be determined. One of those probes was going to Mord and the other to the Stars Realm’s Command Center. He reported that he was teleporting to within fifty thousand miles of the planetary forts, firing a high speed penetrator at the planet, and then teleporting out at which time he would report. Lorg set his systems to teleport the two probes simultaneously with his attack. He placed his hand on the teleport button and pushed.
 

The Gamma ship came out of its silver screen and disappeared into dust. The two probes recorded Lorg’s death from the orbit above the last moon and then disappeared.
 

One of the Keepers on the closest fort to the Gamma’s destruction reported, “The system works. We have killed one of the ships attacking us at half of the beam’s range.”
 

The Collective received the message and knew that the stalemate would soon be over. The war was back on.
 

Jake sat in the map room at Castle Gardner and listened to a small device on the table in front of him. Valerie’s eighteenth birthday party was wrapping up, and he left her to say farewell to all the dignitaries, friends, and family. There was a huge surprise when Valerie announced her plans to marry Jake Talant, and everyone congratulated them as the Realm pondered the ramifications of that union. Valerie was still an unknown to most of the Realm’s members, and no one had ever heard of the man she was marrying. The various news agencies began reporting about the events in which Jake had taken part and showed video of the defense of the colonies that were rescued from the Keepers. After seeing the destruction Jake had caused to the Keepers, the Realm was actually more curious about him than the new queen, and everyone started scrambling to gather any information about this handsome human and his background.
 

Those videos were eye-opening, and those in the military of the Realm that had not already viewed them were more amazed than the citizens. They knew he had done things that a normal Red Warrior could never do.
 

Jake just sat in the library and listened to the small device on the table, unaware of the attention being given to him. Valerie finally walked in and sat down in his lap, “I’m sorry it took so long.”
 

“I understand, Val; duty comes first.”
 

“What are you doing, Jake?”
 

“I saw in the Realm’s early history where Anglo Gardner discovered a vault in one of the ancient cities called Chicago and found some cigars. I was hoping some were left to celebrate this moment.”
 

“Did you find any?”
 

Jake shook his head, “No, but I did find some music that was recorded on circular discs. I asked our science department to transfer it to one of our devices so I could see what they listened to fifteen thousand years ago.”
 

Valerie smiled, “Was anything worth listening to?”
 

Jake removed his headphones and looked into Valerie’s eyes. “I found one bit of music that made me think of the first moment I saw you. It was recorded by an artist named Rick James, who must have been a great balladeer of his time, and it touched my soul.”
 

“What was the title?”
 

“It’s actually two songs joined together; This Magic Moment and Dance with Me.” Jake turned on the sound and started the recording. As the first strains of “This Magic Moment” began, he stood, took Valerie in his arms, and held her close.
 

Valerie listened to the lyrics with the music and marveled at its beauty. Jake started moving around the library with her as the song moved into Dance with Me. She lost herself in his arms. Valerie whispered in Jake’s ear, “It’s beautiful, and I love you with all my heart.” The two continued dancing in the map room lost in each other; forgetting, momentarily, Keepers, death, and destruction.
 

Admiral Busigleore watched the recording sent by the Cainth Pilot that had been killed attacking the new Keepers’ shipbuilding planet. This was material that was used to make nightmares. He thought for a long moment, then hit his com, “Valerie, I need to see you and Jake as soon as possible.”
 

Valerie appeared on his com, “What’s wrong, Manny?”
 

“The Keepers have found a way to defend their planets and release their ships. They are beginning to modify their fleet, and it’s only a matter of time before they launch an attack on the Realm in force.”
 

Valerie got a scared expression and said, “Bring what you have and meet Jake and me in the Library.”
 

“On my way.”
 

“Jake, I need you to meet Manny in the library; now.”
 

Jake was on the top floor of the castle looking out at Ross and its huge city, “What’s wrong?”
 

“You’ll be filled in when you arrive.”
 

Jake walked over to a door, punched the library button, and stepped into the library just as Manny teleported in. Manny said, “I’ve set the recording into a download and I need you to look at it.”
 

Jake and Valerie put on the headphones and the entire recording was transmitted to their brains in less than ten seconds.
 

“We still have no way of killing their ships, and they will be coming here soon.”
 

Jake looked at Manny and asked, “Have you sent another ship to see what’s happening at that planet?”
 

“Yes, and the only change so far is that the two hundred ships being modified are still there.”
 

“How long has it been since the destruction of that Gamma?”
 

“Thirty six hours.”
 

Jake thought a moment and said, “We have some time to prepare.” Valerie started to respond, but Jake continued, “If they take more than two days to convert two hundred ships, it will take three years to modify a hundred thousand. The only way to speed up the process is to build those facilities at their other home worlds. That will take some time, so we have a period to get ready for their assault.”
 

Manny shook his head, “What can we do? None of our weapons will work against them and their new ships have a screen that will protect them from the slicing beam, which is the only thing we’ve found that will penetrate their hulls.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and said, “I need you to call Edison and Sprig to come here to this meeting.”
 

“Joe also needs to be here.”
 

“That’s fine, Valerie; just make it happen quickly. I need to take a look at those history records again. Let me know when they arrive.” Jake went over to the couch, put the headphones on, and closed his eyes.
 

“What is he doing, Valerie?”
 

Valerie smiled, “I have no idea, but I have faith it will help us.”
 

Manny shook his head, “I’m afraid nothing will help us. Joe contacted me just before I teleported in and said that there has been a development he needs to handle.”
 

“Do you know what it is?”
 

“No. It must be important, and I’m sure he’ll notify us once he gets it handled.”
 

Valerie almost contacted Joe, but decided to focus on the issue at hand.
 

An hour later Sprig arrived with Twig in tow, and Edison joined the group with Newton arriving ten minutes later. Sprig looked at Valerie and asked, “What’s going on?”
 

Valerie played the recording of the new Keepers’ shipbuilding facilities at high speed and saw that the Algeans and Spiders were concerned. Edison said, “This is not good. If they free up their fleet, then we are all in grave danger.”
 

Valerie went over, turned Jake’s download off, and said, “I know. I think Jake has an idea, but he didn’t want to be disturbed before your arrival.”
 

Jake opened his eyes and sat up. He looked at Sprig and Twig and said, “I have just looked at the history of the war between you and the Stars Realm. Your fleet destroyed one of the Realm’s fleets in one of the early battles.”
 

Sprig and Twig’s leaves turned brown, “We did a lot of things during that era for which we are very ashamed.”
 

“Sprig, you prevented that fleet from jumping to safety through the use of a frequency generator. Do you still have that technology?”
 

Sprig looked at Twig and connected with her mentally. After a few moments Twig said, “Yes, but the Realm found a way around it by using double screen jumps through null space.”
 

Jake smiled, “The Keepers are using standard technology to jump inside the jump limit. I don’t believe they know about the frequency of null space, so they shouldn’t be able to counter it. Using the frequency generator should force them to come in from the jump limit just like the ancient Stars Realm’s Megaships were force to do.
 

Sprig nodded and said, “We should place a generator at every member of the Realm to prevent the Keepers from jumping in close to the planet with no warning. We can also move the planet before they arrive as they move in from the jump. That would prevent them from destroying the planet.”
 

Jake nodded, “Can we make that happen with the millions of worlds in the Realm?”
 

Sprig said, “Give us a moment,” and linked minds with Twig.
 

Jake looked at Edison and said, “If I understand it right, you had scanners that could detect universal drives that jumped into your universe during your war with the Realm.”
 

“We still have those scanners, Jake. Why do you ask?”
 

Because we can’t see their ships on our scanners, but we can see where they jump into our universe. If we can get a stealth probe to that location fast enough to read their jump tracks, we should be able to follow them wherever they move, giving us an advance warning of their attack.”
 

Newton lowered to the floor and asked, “Do we have that many probes? They have more than a hundred million ships.”
 

Jake looked at Manny who said, “No, we don’t. But I suspect that if they follow their normal doctrine they will use large numbers of ships in their initial attacks. If a hundred thousand ships are used, then we only need a million probes at this moment. We are close to that now. I suspect the number needed initially will be small until they can modify enough of their ships.”
 

Jake looked at Edison and said, “They will probably start using the minimum number necessary to burn a planet. Eventually, we can increase production of those probes and ultimately assign one to each of their ships if needed. Once more, it depends on how much time they give us before they modify their fleet. Edison, we need you to incorporate your scanner into those probes so they can detect and immediately jump to a Keepers Fleet jumping into our universe.”
 

Edison and Newton looked at each other, and Newton said, “We’ll need two different types of probes. One will be designed to jump to the initial arrival and follow the Keepers to their targets. It will also read all the jump tracks when they jump from their point of emergence. If there is more than one, it will communicate those tracks to other probes to follow each one detected.”
 

Manny asked, “What’s the second type?”
 

“It will lock on a single ship and follow it wherever it goes. That one is the simplest and it won’t be hard to manufacture those in huge numbers.”
 

Jake stood and looked at Edison, “What about moving the planets?”
 

Edison looked at Sprig and said, “Do you want to take it from here?”
 

Sprig leaned forward and said, “That’s the easy part, Jake. We have mapped this universe to a fine fare-thee-well. Our computers can select a location in a different galaxy, move a planet to a stable orbit around a suitable star, and be prepared to move it again if necessary. Since we will have time before they can move in-system to a planet, hours in most cases, we will just teleport a ship to the planet and move it just before their arrival. That will cause a massive waste of time moving in and out of a system. If we have enough time, we will send a probe to each planet to handle the process automatically.”
 

Jake sat down and leaned back in a chair, “I know how we can trial that frequency generator.”
 

Everyone just stared at him, “We take one to the Keepers’ universe and start moving some of the enslaved planets to your galaxy, Sprig. If it works, they cannot arrive in time to stop us.”
 

Sprig and Twig both turned green instantly, “We’ll have one ready for you in a week, and start their production within three weeks.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and was amazed at his ability to recall the smallest detail of the Realm’s ancient history. She looked at Sprig, “Will you coordinate this project and make it become a reality?”
 

“I will, Your Majesty.” He looked at the Spiders and said, “Can you assist me in getting the probe’s production started?”
 

“Einstein will join us and we’ll handle the probes. You focus on the safety of the planets.”
 

Manny smiled and said, “I’ll collect the Realm’s probes on a planet you designate for their modification.”
 

Jake could see the excitement of the group now having something productive to do against the enemy.
 

Valerie smiled and said, “Let’s get ready for a little hide-and-seek. I hope we frustrate those Keepers to the point of driving them out.”
 

Jake saw Robby sitting on a table across the library smiling; then he disappeared.
 

A Stars Realm Colonel entered the room at a fast pace and whispered into Manny’s Ear. Manny’s expression turned serious, then he said,
 

“What’s wrong, Uncle?”
 

“Valerie, we have been given additional time for our project, but the price was very high.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and waited for Manny to explain.
 

Mord watched Lorg’s death on his monitor and felt several emotions: anger, fear, and loathing of the creatures that had killed his home and his sailors. He knew that his ships could no longer harm the Keepers’ planets, and he wept for the brave warriors killed in the efforts to hurt them. There were only eighty nine ships left of the original thirty two hundred, and he felt rage at being impotent. He thought about what could be done and remembered something he had seen in the download of the Star Realm’s early history. He checked with his ship’s computer and tried to decide if the price was worth the effort of what he was planning. He studied the data and saw his plan was possible.
 

He made a decision and called for all the survivors of Brayent to meet him at the original colony that Jake had freed. The garrison personnel had been transported away so there shouldn’t be anyone there to see them. He hit his teleport key and appeared above the now empty planet, waiting for the others to arrive.
 

After six hours, eighty nine ships were gathered above the planet. All of them had viewed the recording of Lorg’s final seconds and silence ruled the moment. Mord keyed his com and said to the survivors, “I know what you feel and I also feel it. It seems that we can no longer hurt these creatures, but I desire to send them all to Grund. I have a plan that would allow us to kill them one last time, but it would also kill all of us if we choose to go through with it. I refuse to order you to take this action, and as of this moment I am no longer your commander, but a friend.”
 

Zuck asked, “How many would we kill?”
 

“Every living being on the planet that killed Lorg; I estimate from his recording more than sixty billion.”
 

There was a long silence. Nerg broke it by saying, “My family, all my close friends, and everything I ever cared about died on Brayent. I have nothing but revenge and rage left in my soul. I long to join my mate and children in Junice, and my only hope is that I can extract a price from the creatures that killed them. If we could only kill one of them I would gladly join you in this enterprise. How do you plan to do this?”
 

Mord paused to allow others to have a word, but no one else spoke, “I saw in the ancient history of the Stars Realm where some of their ships fired negative energy at huge red ships that were attacking one of the Realm’s planets. I know that energy will not affect their ships but in that ancient attack, enough of it was absorbed by the system’s star that it went supernova.”
 

Zuck asked, “Where do we get this negative energy?”
 

“I checked with my ship’s computer and all of us have some of that energy in the outer skins of our ships. The original ships carried a huge amount of it, but the old Megaships were decommissioned more than seven thousand cycles ago and their skins were emptied. There was no safe place to store that energy, so it was put in the skins of all the Searchers. Our ships have enough, if we combine all of our ships, to cause an explosion large enough to possibly cause a nova. I don’t know if it will go supernova, but the planet will be destroyed either way. I believe the ships gathered at that planet will melt if it goes super.”
 

Yogn said, “You say ‘possibly’.”
 

All the survivors could see the sorrow on Mord’s face as they stared at their monitors, “Our ships have self-destruct circuits that annihilate them with a large explosion, but not a huge one. You know our beams are strong enough to destroy a planet, but the self-destruct circuit is designed only to release enough energy to destroy the ship. Look no further than the moon below us to see the crater from the first Searcher’s self-destruction.”
 

“If all of our energy was released it would, according to my computer, destroy this entire solar system. That’s why the Realm put limits on that circuit. In order for us to release all of our energy, we must fly into the corona of the sun and turn off our screens. The heat from the sun would melt the outer layer of our ship’s skins and release all of its energy, including the black holes and negative energy. The computer still doesn’t know what the effect would be, because nothing like this has ever been done with our type of ships. However, the Algeans told me that the Gamma ships are the most powerful ships ever constructed by the Realm. I, like you, Nerg, long to be with my family. This may not work, but it is the only way I see to strike at these creatures.” Mord paused and said, “If you are willing to do this, send me a signal on my console. You have five segs to think it over.”
 

“What if we choose not to do this?”
 

“Then we return to the Stars Realm and try to find peace and happiness until these creatures arrive to kill the new loved ones.”
 

“We could always jump to a different universe and live out our lives.”
 

“That’s true, Zuck, but your ancestors would eventually be consumed by them. I know how much you loved Reeg, Zuck. Do you think you can ever be happy without her?”
 

The lights started illuminating on Mord’s console, and after thirty seconds all eighty eight lights were glowing red. “It’s unanimous. We will take a day to prepare ourselves to go on our mission. Take this time to remember all of those you loved and those memories that bring you happiness. I am more proud of you at this moment than you will ever know, and I am humbled by your bravery. I will prepare a probe for the Realm to record what we do and explain why we are doing it. It includes all of your names and should the Realm survive, future generations will know of your bravery.”
 

The next day Mord and the other survivors teleported in to the outer system of the targeted Keepers’ production planet. Mord keyed his communications panel and sent an open transmission into the system, “I suspect that there is a Stars Realm ship in this system, and if you are inside the orbit of the fifth planet you should move to the outer reaches of the system immediately.”
 

Besens heard the communication and saw the eighty nine Gamma ships on his scanners. She was not going to return the communication and give away her location on the third moon. She decided that the Keepers had been warned of her presence and it might be in the best interests of her ship’s safety that she do exactly what the Cainth suggested. “Get us out of here, Cren.”
 

“Already moving, Bes.”
 

Mord saw the teleport energy of the Searcher and saw Keepers’ star drives lighting at the planet. “This is for Brayent!” he yelled into his com, and the eighty nine ships teleported into the outer corona of the systems star and turned off their screens.
 

The six thousand advanced Keepers’ ships assigned to protect the planet jumped to the position of the small white ships and found them gone. They immediately read the jump tracks and followed them before any of the navigators had a chance to see where they led, which turned out to be the worst, and last, decision they made that day. They arrived ten seconds behind the Gammas and were able to see the massive explosion from a great vantage point. Ordinarily, their hulls would not have been affected by the blast, but this was not an ordinary explosion. The sun went supernova and the first blast of nuclear fire engulfed the six thousand ships and melted them.
 

As soon as Mord communicated on an open frequency, the Collective and all of the Quadrants moved their attention to the production planet. They watched as the small ships disappeared and the six thousand ships give chase. The system’s sun was 120,000,000 miles from the planet, but the Keepers’ scanners actually operated instantly at universal distances so the operators of the scanners on the planet saw the sun go supernova. They watched in fear as the blast moved toward the planet. They had about ten and a half minutes before the explosion reached the planet at the speed of light. The Collective and all the Quadrants saw the star’s explosion moving outward and knew that billions of their species were about to die. They also knew that their abilities were about to be diminished. There’s something about seeing death coming and not being able to do anything to stop it that causes a fear which touches the depths of one’s being and is never forgotten. The Collective could not do anything but watch death move toward the planet.
 

More than sixty thousand Keepers’ ships had jumped into the system and were located inside the protection of the forts. All of them had received the first modification to have their drives protected. The new gates had been installed on the rear drives of the ships, but the systems to open them hadn’t. Those ships were unable to get underway and save themselves. Some of them turned on their drives in the hope of burning the new bafflers off and blew burning fuel into the interior of the ship. There was no escape; Death was coming and grinned at the meal. The billions of Keepers on the planet had no clue that there were only moments of life remaining for them. Ten point seven minutes after the explosion in the star’s corona, the atmosphere of the planet on the side facing the star was blown away, along with every ocean and three hundred feet of land surface. As the full blast arrived, the rest of the planet was melted into minute particles and became part of the shock wave moving into the outer solar system.
 

The Collective knew it was coming and could do nothing to stop the pain from the loss of billions of Keepers that were part of its consciousness. The Collective was fragmented again, and perhaps that was a blessing; the pain stopped.
 

The Values Quadrant was separated from the Collective and was not affected by the huge loss of life, but it too, watched the destruction of the planet and wept for the lost billions.
 

Besens watched the burning of the planet and recorded the event. She was humbled by the bravery of the Cainth pilots that had sacrificed themselves to give the Realm more time. With a heavy heart, she teleported back to the Realm to deliver her reports. She hoped she would be as courageous if fate called upon her to make the ultimate sacrifice.
 

By the end of the month, every Searcher had viewed the sacrifice of the Brayent Survivors and vowed to do the same if duty called on them. A week after the death of the Cainth pilots, the Cainth home world placed the eighty nine names on a stone tree monument at the entryway to the government center. It was put there to remind everyone what bravery really meant. It recorded the actions of the brave hundred and eighty nine, and Valerie Gardner christened the monument with an engraving of the Crimson Crown at the top to honor them. In Life Park on Ross, grave markers with their names and the Crimson Crown were placed with the other heroes of the Stars Realm.
 

Junior watched the ceremony from orbit and felt remorse for his initial reservations of sending those survivors to fight the Keepers. He now understood that survival often demanded a payment that most were unwilling to give. He had not allowed the Algeans to put the advanced weaponry of the Realm on board, but now he knew that half measures were a path to destruction. He left Ross and jumped to the shipbuilding facilities in the Algean Galaxy.
 
  

Chapter Fifteen

The Values Quadrant took the time to look around the Keepers’ universe while the Collective was fragmented. It saw the suffering on the millions of planets that had been enslaved by his species. He could see that the Keepers did not feel anything for those enslaved, and it knew that it was due to the absence of any of the finer emotions that would cause remorse. Their original goodness had been removed when it had agreed to separate until the Green Invaders were defeated. It then learned that the Collective, drunk on the power of victory, had decided to keep it in exile. It didn’t possess enough power to overcome the combined might of the Collective, and spent its time helplessly watching his species become Alpha Predators in their universe. It knew that to continue on the current path would lead to destruction. He could not get the Collective and its Quadrants to believe it.
 

Now it was at a crossroads; it had made a determination that troubled it deeply. It had selected one of the Keepers on a planet far from the home worlds and attempted to enter its consciousness. It discovered that the place in the Keepers intellect that housed the finer emotions of love, compassion, religion, and devotion was no longer present. There was no place for it to return. It refused to believe it, attempted to enter a hundred other Keepers, and failed every time.
 

It withdrew to its normal place of isolation just as the Collective began to reorganize. It remained silent and pondered what it had just learned. Over the millions of years that his species had fought the Green Invaders and conquered the other planets, its absence had been genetically removed from his species intellect through being vestigial. That part was never used, so it was eventually eliminated and replaced with something else. It now realized that its species had no redeeming qualities and it could not help but be repulsed by what it saw. It had held onto the hope that once it returned to its rightful place, his race would right all the wrongs imposed on millions of innocent races. Now it knew that it was not to be.
 

Then another realization struck; how was it able to exist if none of his species contributed to constitute its consciousness? At some point in its long existence it must have become self-sufficient and contained the necessary mental power to exist. If that were true, the Collective could no longer destroy it through reorganization. It had been millions of years since its last punishment for questioning the Collective’s orders. What to do with this knowledge? First, it had to know if it could hide from the Collective and the other Quadrants. It decided to withdraw and stay inside its intellect. It began thinking of an excuse if it needed to reappear, but that would only be needed if it could not hide. Perhaps it would be given an excuse by the Collective. It would soon see.
 

Jake sat with Valerie in the library and held her hand as they sat across the table from each other. They had just returned from the ceremony on Cainth honoring those that had died in the Keepers’ universe. Valerie sighed and said, “We need to plan a wedding.”
 

Jake looked into her eyes, “That will have to wait until we can protect our citizens.”
 

Valerie protested, “We will not wait!”
 

But Jake asked quickly, “Are any of those that were in this room, which you sent to develop a plan to protect the Realm, going to be a part of that wedding?”
 

Valerie instantly grew silent.
 

“I thought so. Are you going to take them away from their tasks to take part in our wedding?”
 

Valerie shook her head slowly and said, “Oh, Jake, I know that would be the wrong thing to do, but I so want to be your wife.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “You will be, love, but remember: duty first.”
 

Valerie looked like she was going to cry, and Jake could feel her sorrow. “Are you up to taking a short trip?”
 

“Where?”
 

“I need to check on the family I moved from the Keepers’ farm.”
 

Valerie smiled through her tears and said, “You mean your family.”
 

“No, our family. They have come to know what you did to save them and they love you for it.”
 

“Why are we going?”
 

“I have a task I need to complete.”
 

Valerie smiled slyly and said, “Still wanting to touch all those beautiful women?”
 

Jake got up and walked around the table and kneeled in front of Valerie, “You are the only one I desire to touch, Valerie. There will never be anyone else.”
 

Valerie leaned forward, hugged Jake tightly, and said, “Let’s go visit our family.”
 

Jake commed Junior, “Are you up to taking a trip?”
 

“Not at this moment. Where are you going?”
 

“I’m going to visit a few friends we rescued.”
 

“I really want to go with you. Can you wait two days?”
 

“Why? What’s going on?”
 

“I’ve decided to arm myself. The Algeans will complete the process in two days and I really want to go see them.”
 

Jake knew Junior’s reservations about being a warship, and realized that he had moved in a different direction by changing his mind, “We’ll wait for you, Junior. It wouldn’t be the same without you. Could you pick up Cynthia on your way here?”
 

Junior laughed, “Oh, I can hear her now, but you and I know she would be hurt if we excluded her.”
 

Valerie and Jake both laughed, and Valerie said, “Tell her the Queen orders her presence.”
 

Junior laughed again and said, ‘If nothing else, that will really raise the volume.”
 

Two days later Junior arrived at Ross with Cynthia on board. Jake and Valerie teleported to Junior’s bridge. Cynthia jumped up and said, “Junior has been closemouthed about what you’re dragging me into this time. Please tell me it’s no more fighting.”
 

Valerie smiled and said, “It’s not.”
 

Cynthia actually showed her disappointment, “Oh; are you sure?”
 

“Yes, Cynthia.”
 

Cynthia gave a heavy sigh and sat down in one of the command chairs, “Ok, I was kinda hoping you were.”
 

Jake laughed and hugged Cynthia, “No Cyn, We’re going to visit the colonists you fought to rescue.”
 

Cynthia smiled brightly, “I am so glad you included me. I’ve wondered how they were doing.”
 

Valerie hugged Cynthia and said, “Junior, do you have their coordinates?”
 

“Yes, Your Majesty; we’ll arrive momentarily.”
 

Junior arrived over a lush, green planet and began dropping into the atmosphere. “I’ve timed our arrival during their evening meal.”
 

Jake smiled and wondered if they still recited their history about the Seniors.
 

Jackson Grant was reciting the history of the Seniors when a familiar shape came dropping out of the sky, hovering over the central gathering area. Jackson smiled and said in a loud voice, “Call their name and they appear.”
 

The huge multitude began cheering Junior’s arrival and continued until Jake, Valerie, and Cynthia teleported into the center of the clearing. Jake looked around and saw Jackson walking his way, but before Jackson arrived Jake was bowled over by an excited Kathea who ran up and jumped on him to give him a huge hug. Valerie laughed so hard she thought she was going to stop breathing. Kathea got up and punched Jake in the ribs, “What took you so long to visit?”
 

Jackson arrived at that moment and helped Jake to his feet, “Easy, Kathea; he’s not in shape since he quit farming.”
 

Jake smiled and hugged both of them.
 

Jackson turned and walked over to Valerie and kneeled in front of her. Immediately, every human in the community knelt and lowered their heads. Jackson said in a voice that all could hear, “My Queen, we thank you for saving us and we pledge ourselves to your Realm and to you. We owe you more than we can ever repay.”
 

Valerie’s heart swelled as she touched Jackson on the shoulder and said to the gathering, “Please rise. I only did what a Queen should do to protect her subjects.”
 

Jackson remained kneeling and said, “No, Your Majesty. You endangered yourself to insure our survival. We will never forget what you did, and we will always include your name in our evening recitals.”
 

Valerie felt the tears and didn’t care who saw them. This is what she knew was demanded from the Realm. She now knew that putting off the wedding was the only choice. These humble people allowed her to remember what it really meant to be responsible. Jake said, “Please rise, we have come here for a reason.”
 

Everyone stood and Jake said, “Kathea, will you please come forward?”
 

Kathea looked at Jake and furrowed her brow. Jackson nodded and Kathea walked over and stood in front of Jake. Jake turned to the crowd and said, “Kathea is the one that started the story of the good-luck man. It was that path that ultimately led to the release of my psychic abilities and your freedom. What convinced her of my good luck was finding a ring that her ancestors had passed down from generation to generation. She had lost it in the fields and found it the day I touched her. That ring was left behind when we teleported her away from the Keepers’ planet.” Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a string with a small gold ring on it. “I searched and found that ring after she left, and I am returning it to her today.”
 

Kathea’s eyes grew wide and Jake continued, “Kathea, you told me that you wanted to leave the ring behind because it would remind you of all the ugliness that happened while you were held prisoner by the Keepers. I would suggest another view. This ring left the Stars Realm with your original ancestors along with all of their hopes, dreams, and prayers for a happier life. That ring stayed with you until it could bring you back home to our Realm. Now it has come back home and it brought all of you with it. If it had not come back to you, Kathea, after you lost it, the good-luck man would have never happened and things might have ended differently. But it did come back to you, and here you are.” Jake took the string and placed the ring around Kathea’s neck. Valerie heard Jake whisper to Kathea, “Always treasure this ring, Kathea. It brought you back home and gave me the sister I never had.”
 

Kathea began crying and hugged Jake tightly. Valerie joined them and hugged Kathea with Jake. The gathering moved forward and began lightly touching Kathea. She looked up and Jake said, “They know who the real good-luck person is; it’s you.”
 

Junior watched the events unfold and discovered that something that had always troubled him was now answered. He never understood his parent’s complete and total connection with Matt and Melanie Gardner; now he did. He would put his life on the line to protect Jake, and he now knew that he truly was Jake’s ship. Something inside him found freedom, and he felt the first real happiness of his long life.
 

The Collective began regaining consciousness and said, “Values, I need your help.” It waited but there was no response. It called again but could not find any trace of the exiled Quadrant. “What happened?” it wondered. It rapidly began organizing itself and started reconstituting the Quadrants. Science was the first it organized and it said, “Find out how they destroyed our planet.”
 

Science groggily responded, “I’m on it.”
 

The other Quadrants began organizing, and after six intervals the massive directing intelligence of the Keepers was functioning again. The Collective said, “Values is missing. I no longer sense its presence. I need you to consider what could have happened to it. I also want a plan on how to overcome these enemies. We will combine for twelve intervals and consider the problem.” The massive intellect began processing data at a tremendous rate. Values looked on and sighed. It moved away from the planet where the Collective was located, reached the outer reaches of the planet’s system, and moved to a planet with a garrison located near the last attack by the white ships. There it waited and extended its perceptions into all the Keepers. “I hope this doesn’t take long.”
 

Jake, Valerie, and Cynthia arrived at Castle Gardner to find Joe and Manny waiting for their return. They teleported to the map room and found the two Stars Realm Military Leaders looking at a map of the Keepers’ universe. Valerie looked at Joe, “What’s going on?”
 

Joe looked at Manny and said, “We now know how to kill the Keepers’ home worlds, and we think we should start moving to destroy them.”
 

Jake shook his head slowly and said, “I assume you’re talking about using negative energy to destroy their suns.”
 

Manny nodded, “Exactly; they can’t prevent it.”
 

Valerie felt Jake’s remorse, “What’s wrong with their plan, Jake?”
 

Jake went to a display of the Keepers’ universe, took the map cursor, and moved it to the sun that had just gone supernova and expanded the system. Everyone saw the giant blast moving through the Keepers’ solar system burning everything in its path. “Have any of you considered how far this blast is going to expand before it stops?”
 

Manny and Joe looked at each other and Joe said, “What are you trying to say?”
 

“Joe, a supernova will destroy everything in the path of the shock wave and debris field. This shock wave is traveling close to the speed of light, and the follow up debris blast is moving at one half of light speed. Have you looked at how many planets with intelligent life are inside the radius of that star’s destruction?”
 

Valerie felt a chill in her heart. Jake moved the cursor forward in time and the blast extended two hundred and fifty light years from the center of the explosion. Jake hit another key and tens of thousands of green lights illuminated inside the glow.
 

“Those are life-bearing planets, many of them with captive populations that are going to be extinct due to our actions. Every one of those planets is going to be stripped of life and burned. Thousands of the Keepers’ home worlds are located in a dense region of that universe and if you explode their suns, you will be destroying millions of planets that now have intelligent life and eliminating those that could eventually evolve intelligence. Is that what we want to do?”
 

Silence dominated the room. Finally, Cynthia said what most were thinking, “We have no other way to kill them, Jake. It’s the only weapon we’ve found and if we wait for them to come here in force, we will all probably die.”
 

Jake sighed, “I know that. However, do we save ourselves by killing trillions of innocent beings to protect our Realm? I think our Realm was founded on higher principles that that. I have no problem killing every Keeper in existence if it comes to that.” Jake paused, “However, not if it involves killing millions of innocent planets. What would we become if we choose that path?”
 

The room was silent and then Junior sent a thought to the group, “Hey, you don’t want to miss our little game of hide and seek with the Keepers. If we kill them we’ll never get to have our fun.”
 

Jake started laughing and soon everyone joined him. “Junior, you sound more and more like your father.”
 

“I wish he were here. I really believe he would avoid that path of killing innocents.”
 

Valerie shook her head, “And we will; we will not move in that direction. That choice is a doomsday device that will only be used in the event of our unavoidable destruction. I pray we won’t ever have to make that decision.”
 

Cynthia looked at the map, “What are we going to do about those doomed planets?”
 

Jake looked at the map, “The closest one is about six light years away from the explosion; the blast won’t arrive for another seven years. They might outlive us all if we don’t defeat the Keepers’ ships. We’ll save them if we can save ourselves. We are going to be too busy trying to survive to take on that task now.”
 

Manny and Joe looked at each other, and Manny nodded. Joe looked at Jake, “We are going to start gathering the stored negative energy into a central location. I agree with the decision, but I am charged to protect the Realm and I take that duty seriously. I want every option available if we are forced to use it.”
 

Jake looked at Joe and Manny and saw their determination. “If we allow their fleets into our universe, all that option will accomplish is to kill the home worlds of our attackers. It will be done out of revenge. Remember, there are millions of Keepers’ garrisons that will survive, and killing the home worlds will not remove them as a threat. They will rebuild from those worlds.”
 

Manny said, “Even so, if they destroy the Realm I will kill as many as possible. At least it will give other universes time to develop ways to fight them.”
 

Valerie watched the three and said, “I will approve such action then for that reason alone. Let us hope we can find a way to handle this threat before we are forced to do it.”
 

The Collective separated into its Quadrants and said, “It appears our enemies can destroy our home worlds. What should we do about that development?”
 

Psychology said, “I don’t believe the enemies will do it if we refrain from developing weapons at their sites.”
 

The Collective didn’t see that remark coming, “Why do you say that?”
 

“Although Values is gone, it did say that most creatures do not follow the path we have chosen because they still have ethics in their belief systems. If our home worlds represent a clear threat, then they will be attacked. If they don’t, they will not have the will to kill so many.”
 

The Collective pondered that remark and wished Values was available to add insight to that supposition. “You may be right. However, our plans cannot be built around the hope of the enemy’s restraint. There is a real possibility that we could be destroyed if they do attack our major population centers, and we must set a plan in motion that will continue even if the worst happens.”
 

Military responded, “We must have our ship modification facilities located in empty space. If there is any possibility of Psychology being right, we should make our production plans accordingly.”
 

Production asked, “How do you see that happening?”
 

“We will turn all our production efforts into building the stations to protect our home worlds, which will free the fleet for action in the enemy’s universe. We will manufacture double the numbers of stations needed so those modification facilities we build in space will be protected. That’s where we will have our greatest defense effort.”
 

The Collective thought about the proposal and said, “How does that help if the enemy destroys our home worlds?”
 

Military actually sneered, “Even if we are gone, our fleet will destroy every planet in that universe that could sustain life. Our scattered farms will eventually grow and we will return. Many of those scattered farms will become new home worlds.”
 

“Production, how long will it take to build those stations?”
 

“If we turn all of our production to building those facilities, we should have half of them done in half a cycle.”
 

The Collective pondered the proposal, looking at all the variables, then said, “What if we build the modification facilities and planetary defense systems equally? That way half of our planets will be protected and the ships used now to defend them will be ready in half a cycle. Once we have that many ready we can start our attack. We would then only need to build the planetary systems for the remaining home worlds. The ships protecting them will have all the modification structures needed to update them. We thus reduce the total time to three quarters of a cycle and move our attack schedule up a quarter.”
 

The Quadrants analyzed the proposal and all agreed to the plan.
 

“What happened to Values?”
 

Science responded, “There is no certainty in my answer, but it has been separated from us for a long time. Perhaps the loss of that many of our population struck the weakest area of our matrix. If that is what happened, it will not return until our numbers increase. There is also a chance that it may never return because there is no part of it in the population to reconstitute it. It may be gone forever.”
 

The Collective felt a real loss. Of all the various parts of the huge being, it had the most contact with the missing Quadrant.
 

Military said, “Good riddance. I’ve tired of its constant whining.”
 

The Collective said nothing, but remembered the warning of all creation coming together to remove it from existence. It continued to feel the void as the other Quadrants began implementing the plan. Across the Keepers’ universe, the trillions felt uneasy and didn’t know why.
 

“Jake, why don’t you ever smile?”
 

Jake started from his thinking about the coming war, “I smile, Junior. Every time I see Valerie I literally beam.” Jake was on Junior’s bridge looking down on the main Algean production facility that was making the frequency generators.
 

“We all do, Jake. She brightens all our lives. But normally you don’t. Is life so sad for you?”
 

Jake thought about Junior’s question. After a few moments, Jake said, “You know my life, Junior. Where has happiness ever existed? It certainly wasn’t on Gambia. Taking money from the Casinos made me feel somewhat guilty, even though I justified it to myself. I’ve sent more than three thousand brave Cainth Warriors to their death in the Keepers’ universe. Now I’m here to save the Stars Realm and I don’t have a clue how that is going to happen. How do you think that kind of pressure makes me feel?”
 

“Jake, you can choose to live in the past and relive all those old tragedies, or you can decide to move forward and find happiness. I know you still see Robby.”
 

Jake sat straight in his chair, “What do you mean?”
 

“I’ve heard you talking to him. I know you sense his presence.”
 

Suddenly, Robby appeared in the chair beside him watching him closely. “Junior, I want you to keep that piece of information to yourself.”
 

“I will; but have you ever wondered why he’s here?”
 

Jake shrugged, “To make sure I make the right decisions. That I’ve learned from my mistakes.” Jake saw Robby shake his head.
 

“Jake, I think Robby is here to try and keep you from blaming yourself for his death.”
 

Jake saw Robby nodding. What was going on here? “What do you mean?”
 

“When Robby chose to die, he knew you would take total blame for his death. He loved you too much to rest, knowing the pain that would cause you. Deep inside you know that to be true, but you refuse to forgive yourself.”
 

Jake looked at Robby and saw the anguish on his face. He thought about what would have happened had he been maimed and left to be cared for by a family that couldn’t care for themselves. He would have done exactly what Robby had done.
 

“Were there any happy moments you and Robby shared?”
 

Jake thought back to when he and Robby first met and they had gone running through the streets of Gambia playing hide and seek. He remembered laughing when Robby would come sliding around a corner and fall in one of the sewage runs and continue the chase. Once he remembered a few moments, many more came crashing into his consciousness. Jake relived them in his mind and smiled at the memories.
 

“It was the Merchants and Security Police that killed Robby. We should have both died because of the ruthless structure they imposed on all of us.”
 

“That’s how I see it. You’ve got to let him go.”
 

Jake looked over at Robby and heard him speak for the first time, “There is nothing to forgive.”
 

Jake smiled. Robby nodded and disappeared. Jake knew he was gone for good and felt that now he and Robby could find peace. He also realized that he could find the healing he needed. “Thanks, Junior.”
 

“Don’t mention it. However, like my father once said to his creator, Stem: if you don’t have a sense of humor, go out and buy one.”
 

Jake started laughing, and was soon holding his ribs as the brightness of a new day rushed though him.
 

Junior watched Jake laugh and knew that an important line had been crossed. Now they were going to be more that they were separate. After Jake caught his breath, Junior asked, “Jake, you are supposed to have these huge psychic abilities but I haven’t seen you do anything that Valerie couldn’t.”
 

Jake leaned back in his chair and tilted his head, “I know. Maybe I’m not all they say I am?”
 

“Or…..you don’t know how to use them.”
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“I know that Thomas and Matt Gardner could sense when danger was coming.”
 

“Oh, I feel danger coming.”
 

“That’s not what I mean. They could look at possible decisions and sense which choice posed the least danger. Have you had any decisions that made you feel different?”
 

Jake was silent.
 

“You have, haven’t you?”
 

“Well, I had a thought during the meeting where we discussed using negative matter to destroy the Keepers home worlds. That thought has bothered me.”
 

“What was it?”
 

Jake thought a moment, “When I looked at the first planet that is going to be burned by the supernova, I decided not to do anything until after we solved our war with the Keepers. That thought keeps running through my mind. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch.”
 

“I want you to try something.”
 

“What?”
 

“I want you to look at going to that planet now and tell me what you sense.”
 

Jake thought about going and did not sense anything. “I don’t feel anything, Junior.”
 

“Now look at not going and tell me what you sense.”
 

Jake thought about not going and his sense of dread almost over whelmed him. “Junior, we have to go to that planet. If what you’re describing is one of my abilities, there is a real danger in not making the trip.”
 

Junior smiled, “You should use this process on all your future decisions, Jake.”
 

Jake smiled, “Count on it. You and I need to be together a lot more.”
 

“Did you look at both sides?”
 

“Yes. I really think that it is not me that will be the difference maker; it is us.”
 

“Ready to fly?”
 

“Just a moment,” Jake sent a thought, “Valerie?”
 

“Yes, Jake?”
 

“Junior and I are going to make a hop over to the Keepers’ universe.”
 

Valerie stood up from her throne, “For the Creator’s sake, why?”
 

“You know, visit a few casinos, check out the restaurants, maybe sightsee their biggest planet.”
 

“Jake, be serious. You can’t put yourself in danger. We need you.”
 

“I still love you too, Valerie, but one of my powers is now active and there is a huge danger if I don’t go. This is a trip that must be made. You know we’ll be careful.”
 

Valerie sighed and thought, “Where are you going?”
 

“To the planet that is going to die first from the nova.”
 

“Why?”
 

“I honestly don’t know, but I must go.”
 

“Just be careful, My Love.”
 

“I will. I’ll com you when I come back.”
 

Jake felt her love clearer than ever before and it lifted him. “Junior, if you will do the honors. Pick a good place to eat.”
 

“Keepers on the half shell coming right up.”
 

Jake laughed again.
 

Valerie thought about what she had just felt. Something had changed in Jake. He had actually made a joke. She felt his spirit and knew he was…..stronger. His feelings for her had filled her heart, and her excitement for seeing him again intensified. What happened to him?
 
  

Chapter Sixteen

Values waited at the Keepers’ farm above the doomed planet. It was struggling with what it should do, and had finally decided that the enemy they were fighting would have to prove that it was worthy of his help. If the enemy was a part of the creative force, they would have to do something about the consequences of their actions. If the enemy allowed the innocent to perish, they were no better than his species. This was the test. It looked down on the farms and saw the suffering of the population. How, oh how, did it come to this? This was an abomination. It scattered and watched the stars for any light that might be blocked. It didn’t know whether to hope the enemy appeared or didn’t.
 

Jake and Junior were also above the planet looking at the suffering of the inhabitants. “Junior, I thought you said there were only three to five cities on the Keepers’ planets.”
 

“Obviously, that wasn’t accurate. I can see how these ten communities would look like three or five because they’re so close. The garrison is also located in the middle, unlike the community in which you lived. Moving these would be more difficult than those we’ve been able to save.”
 

Jake and Junior were silent and finally Junior asked, “Why are we here?”
 

Jake played around various possibilities in his mind and finally said, “I think we have to show ourselves.”
 

“We’ll draw a crowd if we do that. Why do you think we need to do that?”
 

“I just looked at everything I can think of doing from attacking the garrison to landing on the planet, and the only action that lowers my sense of danger is revealing our presence.”
 

“Someone wants to communicate.”
 

“That’s how I see it, and I’ve determined it’s not the Keepers on the planet.”
 

Junior thought a moment, “We don’t see anyone here, but there must be someone looking to find us.” Junior thought a moment, “Let’s do this: we’ll back away from the planet toward the outer system and stop bending the light from the stars. There are no Keepers’ ships around and the garrisons we’ve faced have not used electronic scans. If that doesn’t work, we’ll just turn off our screens and be prepared to run like a Gresh if anything shows up. Can you think of anything else we can do?”
 

“No; just keep the jump system hot.”
 

“It’s simmering as we speak. Here we go.”
 

Junior moved a thousand miles away from the planet and stopped blocking light from distant stars. After a few minutes, Jake said, “Well, it looks like we have to show our best side.”
 

“That won’t be necessary.”
 

Junior was startled, “Who said that?”
 

“I’ll answer your questions, but for your safety, we should move out of this system.”
 

Junior looked at his charts, “There is a nearby star that is a blue dwarf.”
 

“I see it.”
 

“We will go there.”
 

Junior teleported to the blue dwarf and waited with his jump systems active. “What’s going on, Jake?”
 

“I don’t know, but whoever it is I can sense in their thoughts that they possess a peaceful and gentle spirit. It can’t be a Keeper.”
 

“You are both right and wrong.”
 

Jake and Junior were startled again. “Jake, there is nothing on my scans.”
 

“That’s because there is nothing to scan.”
 

Jake thought, “What do you mean I am right and wrong?”
 

“I am a part of the, as you call them, Keepers, and my spirit is what you sense.”
 

Jake and Junior were stunned, “I have never encountered a spirit, and I have great difficulty seeing anything about you being a part of the species that kills so callously. Their indifference to the suffering they cause is staggering.”
 

Jake and Junior sensed the being’s sorrow, “You are right, but we were not always this way.”
 

“What changed you?”
 

“We were invaded by green creatures that threatened to exterminate us.”
 

Jake could sense Junior’s surprise. “I don’t understand.”
 

“As you probably know by now, my species is telepathic and every individual is interconnected mentally. We lost a hundred thousand worlds to the green invaders before we developed a thought-powered weapon to defend ourselves. Unfortunately, we discovered my species had tremendous difficulty using their thoughts to kill another creature. We were a peaceful, gentle race and just couldn’t force ourselves to do it. The weapon only works by using the focused thoughts of many Keepers, and it appeared that we were going to cease to exist unless we found a way to use the new weapon.”
 

Junior interrupted, “Well, you appear to have no trouble using it now.”
 

Jake and Junior heard a heavy sigh mentally, “That is my fault.”
 

They didn’t know how to respond, so waited silently for the voice to continue. “My species had, and still possesses, a central intelligence that directs the actions of us all. It is made from a tiny part of every…Keeper, as you call us, and it makes decisions about how our trillions work together. I was a part of that central being and I was composed of all the finer emotions: love, compassion, conscience, religion, morals, sense of right and wrong, and other similar characteristics. It was decided that the only way for us to survive was for the Collective, the central intelligence, to isolate me from the general population in order to remove their reluctance to kill other creatures. It decided that I must temporarily take that part of our psyche and isolate it in order to save us. I saw no other way to survive the green invaders, so I agreed on the promise that I would return after the green invaders were defeated.”
 

Jake said, “That war was millions of years ago. Are you still isolated from your populations?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Then we need to get you back in.”
 

There was silence and finally they heard, “It’s too late for that now. I tried to enter some of us and there is no longer a place in my species’ minds for me to return. It appears that the place where I fit in our psyche has deteriorated and is now gone. I cannot return.”
 

Junior asked, “Then why are you here?”
 

“I had to see if you were like my species. I decided that if you came here to check on the worlds that were going to be destroyed as a consequence of your actions, then you were a part of the creative force. If you did not, you were no better than us.”
 

“What have you determined?”
 

“You came.”
 

Jake thought a moment, “So, what are you saying?”
 

“I’m here to assist you by telling you the process you must follow to kill every member of my race.”
 

Jake and Junior were too shocked to respond.
 

Finally Junior asked, “Can we kill them?”
 

“You will have to find a weapon that kills our ships to do that. However, I am going to tell you how you must do it when you find that weapon. Any other way will not work and would only lead to making your survival unlikely.”
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“You can’t kill the home worlds until all the subject planets are cleansed of my species.”
 

Jake felt suspicious at that statement.
 

“You’re thinking that I’m not being honest with you. You think I’m being untruthful to prevent you killing the home worlds. Let me tell you why you must wait. As long as the home worlds live, the Collective will live. My species can reproduce at a rate that would absolutely astound you. Right now our population is tightly controlled by the Collective Intelligence. If you kill the home worlds first, the Collective will disappear, along with its population control. The farming planets would explode in population growth. You would have millions of home worlds in less than a hundred cycles. They will first consume every captive population and, since we now have universal drives, they will then move out into other universes to gather food. Eventually, the Collective Intelligence would reconstitute itself and you would be facing a force millions of times larger with a directing intelligence that dwarfs the one you are currently fighting.”
 

Jake understood, and that vision was frightening. He pulled up some scans of the Keepers’ home worlds, then said, “I don’t think it’s right to destroy your species when you were forced into defending yourselves against the invaders. It’s not your fault that you became what you are now.”
 

Values screamed, “Yes it is our fault! We are to blame for all the horror!”
 

Jake and Junior recoiled at the intensity of the scream, and waited for the being to continue.
 

In a much softer tone the being continued, “We deliberately decided to become what we are. I was only supposed to be isolated for a short time and then return to our people. After the victory over the green creatures we were consumed by our feeling of invincibility and drunk with power. We conquered a few worlds to feed our populations and discovered nothing could withstand our new weapon. The Collective decided that we could use the worlds of our universe to provide our meals and we would no longer have to work our farms to nourish our masses. I rebelled at the plan and was disorganized by the Collective for a hundred thousand cycles. When I reconstituted, the Collective and the Quadrants had already decided I was to stay isolated from our citizens. By then we were addicted to power and deliberately chose to take the path of conquest.”
 

The voice paused, then continued, “We are an abomination to creation. It now falls to you to try and destroy every Keeper in existence. If any survive, your ancestors will face the horror of living under their care. They will only get stronger.”
 

Junior said quietly, “We have great difficulty exterminating a species.”
 

“Just as we had great difficulty using our thoughts to kill other creatures; now observe what we’ve become. It’s what you do after the victory that is the real issue for you to face. Can you resist the temptation of total power? I hope you learn from our choices.”
 

Jake felt the being’s sadness. “What are you going to do now?”
 

“My duty has been done. My mission to assist you is complete, and you know what you must do to survive. I am going to dissolve my structure and end my suffering.”
 

“I thank you for helping us. I truly wish there was a way to save your species.”
 

“We are a species of killers that have no morals or redeeming qualities. We have become apex predators and every intelligent race is our prey. If you fail in this endeavor, please pass this information to other universes in the hope that someone will be able to stop us. For me, there is only pain and revulsion at what we have become. I cannot continue to exist seeing what we are doing to innocent civilizations.”
 

Jake and Junior sensed the being fade into nothingness. Jake sighed heavily and hung his head, “This death is the worst of all those killed by the Keepers. They have caused the death of their hearts.”
 

“They haven’t possessed a heart for millions of years, Jake. These beings are not forced to kill like the Spiders. They have chosen this path with full knowledge of where they were going. They are responsible for their actions. One other thing, Jake.”
 

“What?”
 

“Now you know why you had to come here.”
 

“You’re right. However, as soon as we determine if our frequency generator works, we are coming back here to free these cities. This will be the first garrison we eliminate.”
 

“That’s an excellent decision. Ready to go home?”
 

“More than you know.”
 

The remnants of Values scattered in open space. In a hundred thousand years it would reconstitute and would see if it had been successful. If not, another enemy would have to be found or made.
 

Ron Kune stared at his console and saw another giant liftoff from the Keepers’ home world he was assigned to watch. Fifty forts had been lifted off the planet in the last hour, and still there were blasts dotting the planet’s surface. The Keepers’ ships holding station above the planet’s atmosphere were forced to dodge the fast moving orbital lifters as they moved out of the planet’s gravity well. Twenty of the forts were being aligned around the equator, while the others were lifting past them into high orbit. As they arrived at maximum altitude, a Keepers’ ship would arrive, bring the large pyramid inside its jump screen, and jump away.
 

Where are they taking those forts? Ron decided to investigate. He was a citizen of old Earth and knew the value of orbital defenses. Why were they building more than they needed to defend the planet? He read the jump track of the last ship to leave and teleported half a light year from the location.
 

Ron checked his stealth systems and started moving slowly toward the Keepers ship’s jump coordinates. He was in open space between galaxies, so he thought he might have to go back and stay closer to a ship as it jumped away, but twenty light minutes from the coordinates his scanner picked up a huge emission. The Keepers were building a ship modification facility in open space. It was gigantic; three times the size of the one destroyed by the supernova. Fifty thousand ships were in a defensive formation surrounding it, and Ron saw that half of the pyramid forts surrounding it were already active and drawing power.
 

The structure at the center of those forts was more than eighty miles in diameter. Thousands of ships were arriving and docking with the facility and were obviously unloading materials and crew. He considered firing a penetrator at the structure, but knew it would never make it through the guarding Keepers Fleet. He wondered if this was an isolated event, and how the other Searchers assigned to scan the Keepers’ home worlds were doing. If this was not an isolated event, the Keepers Fleet would be free to attack in very short order. He downloaded the information into a probe and launched it. Fleet Command needed to see this.
 

Jake and Junior arrived in the Ross system and Jake sent a thought, “Valerie, we’re back.”
 

Valerie answered, “Jake, I need you in the map room immediately. There has been a major development and we’re discussing it now.”
 

“On my way,” and he teleported to the meeting. He arrived to find Manny, Joe, Edison, Sprig, and Valerie sitting around the conference table.
 

Valerie looked up and said, “We have just discovered that the Keepers are building their ship modification facilities in open space and are placing pyramids around their home worlds. We estimate that at the current rate of construction in less than four months more than two million of their ships will be modified. Within nine months, all their home worlds will be protected and the remainder of their ships will be updated within a year. Those facilities are in open space and are millions of light years from the closest star. They cannot be destroyed by a nova.” Valerie looked around the room and shook her head. “I’m reluctant to use stars to destroy their home worlds, but we must do something to slow them down.”
 

Joe looked at Jake, “I agree. We should begin implementing the plan immediately.”
 

Jake saw Manny nodding and Edison and Sprig looking at each other with doubt, “If you want to insure our death, then that is exactly what you should do.”
 

The group grew silent and stared at him.
 

Valerie looked at Jake and saw he was serious, “Why is that?”
 

“I have just met with a part of the Keeper’s central intelligence, and it said that if you destroy the Keepers’ home worlds, our universe will be destroyed as well as millions of other universes.”
 

Sprig thought, “And you believed it?”
 

Jake told the group about the meeting and the danger of killing the huge populations of the home worlds.
 

Joe shook his head, “What did you expect it to say? Of course it would try to stop their destruction.”
 

Jake sat down and pulled up a history of scans from the Keepers’ universe. “I did not want to believe it either. However, I looked at the scans our Searchers have made of the Keepers’ home worlds, and something I saw makes me believe it was being honest. Look at the scans made of their largest planet six months ago and the estimate of Keepers population on that planet.”
 

The group saw that more than a trillion Keepers were living there.
 

“Now notice the scan that was taken this week. The population is the same.” Jake waited as everyone compared the two scans. “Their population is being tightly controlled just like the worlds they’ve enslaved. We could not do the same with our populations. I looked at a hundred of their home worlds and they are all the same. Something is happening to control their growth. If this being I spoke with is right, what will happen if we remove that control?”
 

Junior added, “I also listened to the being, and I believe that it was being completely honest. If we kill the forty thousand home worlds, then millions of their garrisons will explode in population and we will have to fight huge numbers of new home worlds.”
 

Jake said, “Thanks, Junior.” He turned to Manny and Joe and said, “I know you have difficulty believing what I’m telling you but I could sense that being’s spirit; it was not lying. We must find a way to kill their ships and we must start killing the garrisons. You might also consider that if we destroy the home worlds, their entire fleet would no longer be needed to defend them. I think there are enough facilities currently under construction that the invasion would actually happen sooner. Killing the home worlds will not buy us time.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and said, “Show us the conversation you had with this being.”
 

Jakes shared his thoughts with the group and they saw the discussion with the Keeper being. Valerie said, “He’s right. I can see the being was almost overcome with remorse of what his species has become.” Jake nodded. Valerie looked at Sprig and Edison, “If what it said is true, our only choice is to work in defense of the Realm. How is the frequency generator production progressing?”
 

Edison said, “We will have enough probes for every member of the Realm in two months. We hope to have enough for the other civilizations within six months.”
 

Sprig said, “There may be a problem if we teleport planets out of some provinces.”
 

Valerie looked at Sprig, “You’re thinking Duke Jongo will not cooperate?”
 

Sprig shrugged, “You know him better than me, however, he asked a lot of questions about our timetable when I notified him of our plan to save the Realm’s planets.”
 

Joe looked at Valerie and shook his head. Valerie sighed and said, “We’ll have to cross that bridge when we get to it.”
 

Valerie stood, “Get the generators working. We’ll discuss how to attack the garrisons after we get the Realm’s planets ready for teleportation. Plan to meet here in three weeks.”
 

Jake said, “An attack on their garrisons may pin down large numbers of their ships. We might want to start sooner than later.”
 

Valerie shook her head, “I don’t want to show them the generator before they attack. I want to limit their time to find a counter.”
 

Manny looked at Jake, “Do you have any ideas about how we should start?”
 

Jake nodded, “I do.”
 

Joe looked at Valerie, “We’re going to continue this discussion. We’ll delay attacking, but if we are going to use large numbers of our military we can’t delay developing a plan. We’ll let you know what we determine and see if it meets with your approval.”
 

Valerie sighed and nodded. Another delay before she could have Jake all to herself.
 

Cynthia Dodd was going to attend a meeting at Castle Gardner. “BC, take us to Ross.”
 

“What’s going on?”
 

“I have no idea, but it can’t be good. The Admiral and Prince require my presence.”
 

“Better you than me.”
 

“What do you mean? Where I go you follow, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 

“Not true. I didn’t go to the Keepers’ universe with you. I stayed here where it’s safe.”
 

“Yeah, but you hated every minute of it.”
 

Silence greeted her remark. “Got nothing to say?”
 

“Just don’t let it happen again.”
 

“I’ll do what I can.”
 

“We’re here. I’m going to listen in.”
 

“Nosey sort, aren’t you?”
 

“Just like my commander.”
 

Cynthia teleported to the map room and found Admiral Busigleore, Prince Gardner, and Jake waiting there for her arrival. She saw Jake and said, “Why did I think this had something to do with you? You should have just let me have that machine’s winnings that night.”
 

“And spoil all the fun we’ve had? Besides, if I had done that you would have missed your promotion.”
 

“What fun are you talking about? I’ve almost turned grey at the stress….what? Did you say promotion?”
 

Manny smiled and said, “Commander Dodd, you are promoted to the rank of Colonel and will assume the command of a special brigade we are forming to attack the Keepers’ garrisons. Your command will be chosen from our best warriors, and we are developing a special mix of weapons for them to use.”
 

Cynthia was stunned and sat down in a chair, “Why me?”
 

Joe looked at her, “Because Jake showed us the recording of your fight with the Keepers in which the two of you held the entire garrison at bay for an hour before help arrived. You are more experienced than anyone else we could select to lead this effort.”
 

“Other than Mr. Talant.”
 

“Yes, but the Queen has made it clear that she won’t allow him to lead this fight.”
 

Jake smiled, “If you don’t want the command, Cynthia, we can look for someone else.”
 

“No! You don’t need to look elsewhere. I’m your gal.”
 

Manny looked at Jake and smiled, “She really does try to hide her love of fighting.”
 

“She can’t help it. She thinks if she acts like she wants to fight, you won’t let her.”
 

Cynthia stuck her tongue out at Jake and said, “I’ll make this command the best in the Realm. When do I start?”
 

“Report to Fleet Command and ask for Major Glen David. He’ll be your second in command. He’s already started the selection process. He was one of the Red Warriors that fought with you against that garrison. I’ve sent the details to your ship so you’d better get a move on, Colonel.”
 

Cynthia saluted Manny and disappeared in a teleport screen.
 

Manny handed Jake a five credit note, “You were right. Her ship was listening in.”
 

Jake accepted the bet and smiled, “Those two are a good unit.”
 

Joe said, “They’ll need to be.”
 

Jake could only nod.
 
  

Chapter Seventeen

Jake and Valerie were sitting in front of the fireplace in Valerie’s living room. She was snuggled up next to Jake, holding him as she felt her love for the man she missed every moment he was away. Her eyes were closed and Jake was staring into the flames. Something was wrong and he just couldn’t put his finger on what it was. The feeling started during the meeting and had grown over the last two days. What could it be?
 

Valerie opened her eyes and looked up at Jake and asked, “Why have you not tried to find the Gardners?”
 

Jake did a double take and said, “I thought you were asleep.”
 

“No, I’ve just been enjoying the moment. But I still wonder why you’ve not tried to find them.”
 

Jake stared at the fire and after a few moments said, “Because it’s not time yet.”
 

Valerie leaned back and furrowed her brow, “Jake, we’re about to be attacked by millions of Keepers’ ships. When would be the right time?”
 

Jake sighed and looked at her, “What kind of vision do you think would force the Gardners to disappear, Valerie? What would they have to see that would cause them to go wherever they have gone?”
 

Valerie thought a moment, “It would have to have been something so extreme that they felt there was no other choice.”
 

“Exactly. If I find them too soon, then I may cause severe repercussions to what they’ve planned. I sense that the Keepers must invade on a massive scale before they can be found. It would have to have been a vision of that invasion that caused their disappearance.”
 

“Do you think they can help? Your psychic power is higher than theirs.”
 

“It’s not the magnitude of power, Valerie. It’s the skill of using what power you possess. I’m still stumbling into what I’m capable of doing and there’s no one, other than Junior, that has a clue about helping me develop my skills. I also think they would not have gone if they did not have some idea of how to handle the current crisis.” Jake looked back at the fire, “We are no closer to finding a weapon to stop their ships. I pray that the Gardners will have an answer to that problem.”
 

“So you think there is going to be a massive loss of life before we can find them.”
 

Jake lowered his head and nodded.
 

“Don’t wait too long, Jake.”
 

“I hope I know when to act, but once the invasion starts I want you on board with Junior and me.”
 

“Is Ross in danger?”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and said, “We are all in danger. No place in the Realm will be safe, and I’m pretty certain that the Keepers have scouts in our universe just as we do in theirs. I’m of the belief that they know Ross’s importance and it will be a top priority target for the initial attack. Once our scouts determine the invasion is beginning, I want you with me. You should also make Joe leave the castle and join the fleet. I keep sensing that Ross is in great danger.”
 

“Then you think the generators won’t work.”
 

“No, I just believe they will chase Ross wherever we move it. They have scanners that will be tuned to Ross and they will be chasing it no matter where we send it. You won’t be able to function as the ruler of the Realm if you are being constantly forced to run from their fleets.”
 

“Have you made any plans if what you say is true?”
 

“Yes. Sprig has set up a schedule of more than ten thousand locations for Ross to go that are preprogrammed into the teleport system. Some of the locations are more than fifty hours from the jump limit. I still think the Keepers will not give up no matter how many times we move it, but it’s the best we can do.”
 

“What will the Realm think about me not staying with the planet?”
 

“They’ll never know you’re not there. Once the moves start communications with Ross will be next to impossible. Unfortunately, every planet will be on its own until we find a way to kill their ships. The Spiders and Algeans will be in control of the mayhem that is bound to happen when thousands of planets start teleporting.”
 

Jake thought a moment and asked, “What did Sprig mean about Duke Jongo?”
 

Valerie sighed, “He has been making life oppressive for the civilizations in his domain. The military, both Searchers and Red Warriors, under his command have been chosen for their loyalty to him instead of the Realm. If the Keepers were not an issue, we would have eventually been forced to remove him as the ruler of the Kosiev province.”
 

“Are you saying civil war, Valerie?”
 

“He has his eye on the Stars Realm throne, Jake. He may use this as an opportunity to seize the crown. He has not given any of his forces to assist in this fight, and we cannot make it an issue while we are facing the Keepers’ invasion.”
 

Jake shook his head, “Is he that blinded by ambition?”
 

“Yes, and he has infected his forces with the same disease. This has been developing for more than five hundred years and it has accelerated over the last twenty. He is building his own ships, and the taxation his subjects have to pay to build up his military is oppressive. Gambia was in his province and he extorted huge sums from the merchants to subsidize his army. He allowed them to stay in power as long as they paid to be left alone.”
 

“Are his ships as good as the Gammas?”
 

“Yes.”
 

Jake’s internal alarm went off at full blast, “Then that’s another reason for you to be with me. Not only is Ross a target for the Keepers, but I can see where it would also be a target for the Duke.”
 

Valerie nodded, “I will join you at the first sign of trouble.”
 

“No, Valerie; you will join me now. If he’s going after Ross he won’t wait until we start moving it; he’ll strike before the Keepers arrive. Now I know why he had so many questions and what’s been making me nervous. If we announce that you are not on Ross but with the fleet preparing for the invasion, attacking Ross would not accomplish anything. He has to eliminate you in order to take the Throne. If he attacked just as the Keepers invaded he could say that the Keepers destroyed Ross and that he was assuming leadership of the Realm to protect it. If we win, he’s the new King of the Realm.”
 

“Junior?”
 

“Yes, Jake?”
 

“Teleport Valerie and me on board now!”
 

“Jake, you don’t think he would act now?”
 

“I’ve just looked at the possibilities and yes, he will. Do it now, Junior!”
 

“Sorry, I had to scan for your location.”
 

Valerie and Jake disappeared from the huge sofa, leaving the fire burning behind.
 

“Manny?”
 

“Yes, Jake?”
 

“Issue an announcement that the Royal Family is with the Realm’s Fleet going over preparations for the Keepers’ invasion. Do it as fast as possible.”
 

“What?!?”
 

“Just do it. I’ll explain later.”
 

The small ship had worked its way close to its intended target and the pilot was energizing his weapons when he heard over his communication panel, “Members of the Realm, the Royal Family has joined the Realm’s Fleet to help prepare it for the coming attack. The family will be inspecting the forces of the Realm and making sure that we are as ready as possible for the expected invasion. We will keep you informed about the progress we are making. Thank you for your support.”
 

The pilot of the small ship swore and slammed his fist on the console. It had taken a week to get in close to Ross and now it was wasted effort. Without the presence of the Royal Family, especially the Queen, the plan was worthless. Ales Jongo turned and began working his way out of the Ross system. He knew his father was going to be furious, but there would be other opportunities.
 

Jake and Junior watched the small ship as it started leaving.
 

“Junior, I thought the stealth systems were supposed make those ships invisible.”
 

“They do, Jake. But the Algeans don’t put all their toys on every ship. I can see the Gammas with a system they installed in me. It seems they trust me with their most advanced systems. Do you want me to fire at that traitor?”
 

“No, we don’t need to let the Duke know we are on to him just yet.”
 

“I sure would like to light him up.”
 

Valerie watched the ship and felt barely restrained rage. She felt adrenaline course through her body with her close call with death. “Jake, how could he have explained the destruction of Ross?”
 

“A Keepers’ scout ship.”
 

“They don’t use energy weapons!”
 

“Are you certain about that? With no evidence to prove otherwise, you can’t do anything.”
 

Junior also felt a rage building, “Jake, we can’t just let this go.”
 

Jake thought a moment, “Junior, is there any way to prevent a teleportation screen from working?”
 

Junior was confounded by the question. Moving from anger to logic demanded a jump that took a few moments, “Why do you ask?”
 

“I remember that Cynthia told me that the pit boss in the casino put some kind of device on my back that would prevent a teleport screen from allowing me entrance.”
 

Junior thought a moment and said, “Twig would know the answer.”
 

“Let’s assume that such a device exists. What would happen if we place such a device on the good Duke’s ship and on as many of his military vessels as we could access. Could that device be turned on with remotely?”
 

“Give me a moment.”
 

“What are you planning, Jake?”
 

“You don’t need to know, Your Majesty. Just let me work on it and I’ll let you know.”
 

“You don’t think I’ll allow you to do what you’re planning.”
 

“I know you won’t, so quit pressing me. There are some things I must assume responsibility for doing. Now let it go.”
 

Valerie was worried about what Jake was planning, but then she looked back at the display, saw the ship still sneaking away, and her rage returned. Whatever he was planning, she hoped it worked.
 

“Junior, what did you find out?”
 

“Where’s Valerie?”
 

“She’s finally fallen asleep. Don’t use telepathy, just speak to me.”
 

“You don’t need the device you mentioned. The Algeans have a device that will emit a field that will prevent a teleportation device from operating.”
 

“What is the range of the device?”
 

“It will operate inside the jump limit of a solar system.” Junior paused and said, “You’re going to do it.”
 

“Yes, I am. Who is the ship operator of the frequency generator in the Duke’s system?”
 

“It’s actually not a ship. The generator is placed in one of our advanced probes and is activated by a signal from the planet it’s protecting. It will follow the planet wherever we move it.”
 

“Has the Duke received his probe?”
 

“No, it’s due to be delivered in three days.”
 

“Will you handle the details or should I do the honors?”
 

“No, I’ll do it. If you don’t know, you can’t tell our Queen.”
 

“You are one very smart individual.”
 

“And don’t you forget it.”
 

Joe watched the recording of the Searcher vessel sneaking out of the Ross system with Manny and slammed the table with both hands.
 

Manny looked up, “You’re going to hurt yourself doing that.”
 

“I’m going to kill that traitor.”
 

Manny shook his head, “Not right now. We can’t start a civil war and survive the Keepers. If we go after the Duke, he might join the Keepers. I’m reasonably certain he would try to negotiate with them.”
 

Joe felt a rage that was threatening to overcome him, “They tried to kill my sister and family. I cannot let this go unanswered.”
 

“Just be thankful that Jake prevented the attack. I’ve had my doubts about him being all that Valerie has made him up to be, but I’ve been forced to reevaluate my opinion. He has stopped us from making some huge mistakes.”
 

Joe looked at Manny, “Have you found new information?”
 

“Yes, I have. I had Einstein take a look at our scans of the home worlds, and he confirms that births only happen when a Keeper dies. The birth usually happens within six minutes of the death, so they must be able to reproduce at a rate that is staggering. If Jake had not stopped our plan to use novas, we would have been overwhelmed quickly.”
 

Joe thought for a few minutes as they continued to watch the recording of the ship sneaking out of the Ross system. “Manny, are you saying you are willing to follow his decisions without question?”
 

Manny looked away from the video, “When the invasion starts, there won’t be time to discuss possible choices. He has proven to me that I do not make the best decisions, even though I think I am doing so. Do you see it any differently?”
 

Joe shook his head slowly, “No, I’m forced to agree with you.”
 

“Then from this moment forward we must become tools to carry out his orders. Can you agree to do this?”
 

“I can. And it removes a huge weight questioning if I am doing the right things for the Realm’s survival. I really shouldn’t have questioned Valerie’s decision about his importance, but my psychic skills are nowhere near her level. I just can’t stop myself from worrying.”
 

Joe stuck his hand out to Manny and they shook. Manny smiled, “You should have seen him go through the valley in the initial armor exercise. I think that, more than anything else I’ve seen, is what makes me think we have a chance in this fight.”
 

Joe looked at the video again and felt his rage simmering. Manny smiled and said, “If you think you’re angry, think about Jake’s reaction. I suspect he has a plan for handling the problem Duke that will be more effective than anything we could dream up.”
 

Joe looked away from the video and considered what Manny said. He looked back at the video and began smiling.
 

Ales stood at attention if front of his father listening to him rant, “You idiot! You took too long to get in position! You missed our best chance at achieving our goals!”
 

“Father, the Royal Family had probably already moved to the fleet before I arrived. They don’t announce the Royal Family’s location before their arrival. We assumed they would be on Ross, but they weren’t.”
 

Duke Jongo stood and walked to the window and stared out at the rain falling from a dark sky. It matched his mood. Still, Ales was probably right and had done the correct thing by leaving without destroying Ross. So close! So damnably close! He turned and looked at his son and saw his fear. Fear was a good thing, even for family members. Still, this was his heir and a future ruler of the Realm, if his plans were successful.
 

“Relax, Ales. You did the right thing and used good judgment. If we can eliminate the Royal Family away from Ross, then we can move the planet here after we assume power. That Castle is amazing and would make a great home for our family. Do we know where the Queen is located?”
 

Ales took a deep breath and knew he was going to live to see another day, “No, they have scattered into the Realm’s fleet and we only discovered their whereabouts after they have moved to a different location. I suspect we will have to eliminate them once the invasion starts.”
 

“That reminds me. Have we received the device to prevent star drives from operating and move our planet should it become necessary?”
 

“Yes; it is in place and waiting for us to activate it.”
 

“Do it now. I’m not willing to risk a sneak attack by those creatures. We have a huge electronic signature and I’m certain they will see us in their scans. Have we been able to contact them?”
 

“We’ve sent four ships and all four were destroyed before they could send a message.”
 

“Send four more. Those creatures are intelligent and should be willing to accept our help, along with a guarantee of our loyalty in return for allowing us to survive.”
 

Ales didn’t like this part of the plan but knew he had no choice, “I will set it up immediately.”
 

Twig looked at Sprig and thought, “Are you still committed to your plan?”
 

“Yes, my love.”
 

“Is there nothing we can do to save the Realm?”
 

“No.
 

“You’re certain of its destruction?”
 

“You’ve seen the data. Am I missing something?”
 

Twig’s leaves turned brown, “No, I see it as well.”
 

“Help the engineers make the device.”
 

“I will leave momentarily.”
 

“But first?”
 

“I want you to hold me for a few moments.”
 

Sprig wrapped Twig in his branches, feeling sorrow for what was coming and the course of action he was being forced to take.
 

Valerie looked at her display and saw Duke Jongo was comming her. Jake looked at the display and said, “Play it like we discussed.”
 

Valerie nodded, took a deep breath, and said, “Duke Jongo, how may I help you?”
 

The Duke had a smile pasted on his face as he said, “It would be easier to contact you mentally, Your Majesty.”
 

“The Keepers are able to track telepathic communications. I’ve sent out instructions that all telepaths should avoid using their ability while the Realm is under a threat of invasion. Did you not receive the notification?”
 

Duke Jongo kept his smile, but was frustrated by his inability to track where the young queen was hiding. He had tried unsuccessfully to find her using his telepathic skills but she had not responded to his calls. “I just wanted to discuss how I should handle the use of my ships during this invasion. What does the Realm suggest we should do with our military forces?”
 

Valerie smiled to herself and hoped he would take the bait, “We are grounding our Searchers on our most important planets.”
 

The Duke’s smile disappeared, “Why would you do that?”
 

“We want them available in the event they are needed for defense. Once the planets start moving it will be next to impossible for them to keep up with the worlds they defend. If they are on the planet, they will just go with it.”
 

“Why have I not heard anything about this strategy?”
 

“Check your com log. I believe Mr. Talant sent you that information two days ago.”
 

Jongo looked down at his log and saw a message from a Jake Talant. “You should have sent this to me directly under your name. This is important to know.”
 

“I believe that my name is in the message. He is my liaison to the military of the Realm. Did you not see his title?”
 

Jongo looked again and saw that he had set his com up to show just the name without titles. “Then I am glad I contacted you, Your Majesty.”
 

“What is it that you want?”
 

“Nothing more than what you have just given me. I wanted to make sure I had all the information needed before the invasion begins. I also wanted to make sure that all the planets that are moved out of my province would be returned after the war.”
 

Jake, sitting out of view of the display, smiled, “He doesn’t want to lose his tax base.”
 

“We have every intention of doing that, and we have started a list of those planets that desire to be moved first. The list is getting quite long.”
 

This was the real reason that prompted Jongo’s call. He had received the notice and immediately determined it meant trouble. He knew that many of the planets would not want to return to the province if given a choice. His province paid ten times the taxes of the other four.
 

“ We can assist in moving them back.”
 

“Oh, I didn’t know you knew the process and the equations necessary to move a planet into a stable orbit. We could certainly use your help.”
 

Jongo felt his rage begin and his smile disappeared, “I’ll contact you after this is over.”
 

Valerie smiled, “Please do. We can use your help.”
 

Valerie terminated the connection and turned to Jake, “Now that is one unhappy puppy.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “I’ll let you know if he bit.”
 

“Jake, what are you planning?”
 

Jake looked up at the ceiling and said, “Oh, nothing. I’m not doing anything.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and saw he was being honest….but…something was going on. Whatever it was, she knew it was the best thing for the Realm.
 

Jongo looked over at Ales, “Do you think she was being honest?”
 

“The Crown has never been deceptive in all of our past dealings. I also know that thousands of Searchers are landing on Ross every day.”
 

Jongo thought about what he should do and decided, “I want a quarter of our ships landed on our northern desert. I want you to take the remaining ships and distribute them among our most prosperous worlds. Once this is over, make sure the populations know they are coming back. Use force if necessary.”
 

Ales saluted and left the room. He didn’t tell his father that the four ships he had just sent to the Keepers’ universe had also been destroyed. He was looking forward to being out of his father’s view. It was never safe to be around the Duke very long.
 

The Collective observed progress of the fleet updates. It was surprised that the new enemy had not attacked and destroyed more of the main planets, but grudgingly accepted that Psychology was probably right about their reluctance to kill. It remembered millions of years ago when his species had the same difficulty. But that was then, this is now.
 

“Military, how long before our initial attack?”
 

“Two hundred and forty intervals.”
 

“Have you selected the initial targets?”
 

“I have. There are six planets that direct the actions of those in the enemy’s universe. However, there has been a development that is problematic.”
 

The Collective turned all of its attention to the Military Quadrant, “What is that?”
 

“The Green Creatures are no longer present.”
 

The Collective called all Quadrants in to the discussion, “When did this happen?”
 

“We are uncertain about exactly when they disappeared. Our scouts have not used their wide scanners for fear of being detected and giving away our initial targets. Now that we’ve selected our targets, we had a wide scan done and the Green Creatures are no longer present.”
 

“Is it possible they are hidden from our scans?”
 

Military paused, then responded, “Possibly. However, their numbers had a massive mental signature that would be difficult to hide. I suspect they knew we were coming and fled.”
 

Science said, “They were the reason we went to that universe. Should we delay our attack and search for them?”
 

The Collective reflected and then decided, “It was not the Green Creatures that caused the supernova. It was a small number of those ships piloted by other creatures. They represent a larger threat to us than the green ships. We must eliminate the new threat and then go after the old invaders.”
 

The Quadrants thought about the decision and finally reached agreement.
 

Military said, “So, we will invade with two million four hundred thousand ships in the first wave and knock out the enemy’s most important planets. The fleets will jump directly to their assigned target and begin their attack upon emergence into the other universe.”
 

Production answered, “Yes, and in another two hundred and forty intervals another two million will join the first attackers. This process will repeat itself until our entire fleet is available.”
 

The Collective listened to the Military Quadrant and said, “You are aware that the new enemy will know when you launch your attack?”
 

“No, how did you arrive at that conclusion?”
 

“Do you think they don’t have ships here scanning our every move? We cannot see them, but they are here. There is no way to surprise them.”
 

Military was quiet and then said, “We could jump the five fleets simultaneously without forming them into formations.”
 

“Do you not think their scanners, detecting more than two million ships energizing their drives at the same moment, would not be a clue to our intentions?”
 

The quadrants all thought about how to solve the problem of attacking without warning. Finally Military said, “You’re right. If they have ships here observing our fleets there is no way to attack without them seeing us coming.”
 

“Does that change your strategy?”
 

“Yes, it does. We will form up the six fleets where the dead green ships are located and jump to our targets from there. We will arrive just above our targets’ atmosphere and begin sweeping the surface immediately. A hundred thousand ships will start from the north and another hundred thousand will move from the south. The remaining two hundred thousand ships will surround the planets at the equator, and half will move north and half will move south. They should meet our ships coming from the north and south and complete the destruction in less than six hours. The increased strength and width of our ship’s beams will decrease the time needed to destroy a planet by seventy five percent. Once we destroy those six planets, the enemy’s organization will suffer a tremendous blow.”
 

The Collective added, “This process should happen quickly. The targets will not have time to move large populations before our ships are directly above their planets. The populations that escape will eventually run out of places to flee as we destroy the planets they need to survive. After the destruction of that universe we will search for the Green Creatures.”
 

Science asked, “What if we fail to destroy those planets?”
 

The Collective and the other Quadrants were all stunned into silence by the question.
 

Science continued, “We have seen these enemies develop techniques that have enabled them to survive our best efforts to kill them. We are assuming success without really knowing what our ships are jumping into.”
 

Production responded, “But they have not found a way to penetrate the hulls of our ships, and we are now blocking the entry they used to penetrate our drives.”
 

The Collective pondered the question and said, “Until they can kill our starships, they cannot win. If they could accomplish that task, they would be here now and we would not be alive. I don’t think I am being optimistic assuming we can and will destroy their planets. Keep me informed of our progress.”
 

Military and Production both agreed to do just that.
 

Ron Kune’s emergency alarm went off with a loud wail, followed by, “Incoming ships! incoming ships!” Ron silenced the alarm and checked his display. Keepers’ ships were jumping in to the Modification facility by the thousands, filling the space between his ship and the huge Keepers structure. His display had the ship count approaching a million ships, and they still continued to arrive in huge numbers. He hit the active scanner and recorded a picture of the huge fleet, then teleported out of the area.
 

It was beginning, and the initial attack on the Realm was imminent. He jumped back to the Stars Realm to report his discovery.
 



 
  

Chapter Eighteen

Jake and Valerie were discussing the coming invasion when Junior interrupted, “War warning! The Keepers Fleet is forming up at one of their production facilities, and it looks like more than two million ships are headed out this way.”
 

Valerie felt immediate, overwhelming, fear. Jake felt her thoughts and took her hand, “We knew it was coming. Now we see if our plans are going to work.” He looked at his display and said, “Manny, are you on the circuit?”
 

“Yes, I am Your Grace.”
 

“Sorry, Manny, I don’t have a royal title.”
 

“I know, but you are more Royal than most of the Royal Family. What are your orders?”
 

“Notify all the Members of the Realm to activate their frequency generators, and have every Searcher on Ross teleport to Cynthia’s Brigade to support her attacks. Notify the modified transports to jump out of our universe immediately and wait for the signal to start their runs. Sprig, are you on the circuit?”
 

“Yes I am, your Grace.”
 

“Not you, too!”
 

“I happen to agree with the Admiral. We are completely at your disposal.”
 

“Are the destinations prepared and protected?”
 

“Yes they are, and we await the arrivals.”
 

Jake thought a moment and then said, “These actions will begin as soon as the Keepers Fleet arrives.”
 

Jake put his display on standby and said, “Are you ready?”
 

Junior answered, “Jumping now.”
 

Valerie turned to Jake, “Where are we going?”
 

“To visit a Duke.”
 

Valerie felt her anxiety level rise, but held Jake’s hand like it was life itself. She knew she would not have been able to handle these events as competently as Jake was demonstrating, and she said, “You are now in command of the Realm. I am now an observer.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and felt his love for her to the depths of his soul. He almost snarled at the chance to get the action started.
 

Valerie sensed his psychic power growing at a tremendous rate, then she saw the capital of the Kosiev Province on her display. Why did we come to Ulmerton?
 

The Director of the Keepers Fleet waited for the final ships to assume their place in formation, then sent the command, “Activate your universal drives in four dexls. Three, two, one, activate.” The huge Keepers Fleet disappeared from their universe and reappeared near the thousands of dead Eight Leg’s ships.
 

“Tighten up your formations and prepare to attack your targets in ten dexls….three, two, one, jump.”
 

Jake kept his eyes on the display and Manny announced, “The Keepers Fleet has just jumped.”
 

“Carry out the plan, Admiral.”
 

Manny disappeared from the display.
 

“Activating the circuit, Jake.”
 

“What is Junior talking about, Jake?”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and said, “Watch Ulmerton.”
 

Four hundred thousand Keepers’ ships jumped in to Ulmerton and moved quickly into the atmosphere. Duke Jongo immediately saw their arrival on his ship’s display and yelled, “Get us out of here!”
 

The navigator on the Duke’s ships punched the teleport console but nothing happened. He punched it again and again, but still the ship did not move. The Duke felt unimaginable fear and yelled, “Get us off the planet!”
 

The drive officer hit the engines and the ship began lifting into the atmosphere. Just before the ship entered space, a Keepers’ ship focused one of its beams on the fleeing vessel. It shimmered briefly just before it turned to dust.
 

Valerie watched the Keepers destroy the planet. The atmosphere and a hundred feet of the planet’s surface was disappearing in a huge dust cloud. She forced herself to witness it all. She now knew that Jake and Junior had set the Duke up for the devastation being done below. She wanted to feel sorrow for the billions being killed, but knew those billions were planning to attack the Realm. The Duke was getting back what he had tried to deliver to Ross. She turned and looked at Jake, “Did the frequency generator fail?”
 

Jake looked her in the eyes and said, “It did not work.”
 

She knew that Jake was telling the truth, but not the whole truth. As his lover she wanted desperately to ask how the Duke had not just teleported away to safety, but knew as Queen she could not ask. She looked back at the display and saw hundreds of thousands of the Duke’s ships being disintegrated on the surface of the planet. “Those ships will not attack the Realm,” she thought.
 

She knew there was going to be fallout from this act, but that would be handled later. She asked, “What about the other planets that were attacked?”
 

Jake smiled and said, “Their generators did function properly.”
 

Five Keepers Fleets arrived at the remaining four provincial capitals as well as Ross, and found their ships dropping out of null space outside the null drive limit. The Director of the Keepers Fleet attacking Ross turned to his navigator, “Why are we here instead of the planet?”
 

“I don’t know. Our drive just shut off and kicked us out of our jump.”
 

“Try again.”
 

“I’ve tried five times; our drives will not take us any closer.”
 

The Director contacted the other five fleets and discovered that only one had made it to a target. The fleets asked the Prime Director for orders. He thought for a moment, and decided, “We will move in to the targets and attack.”
 

“What if they move the populations?”
 

“We will destroy the planets. There will be nowhere for them to return. Eventually, there won’t be any where for them to flee. The plan calls for the destruction of every planet that can sustain life. We start that here and now.”
 

The five fleets began moving in on the targeted planets.
 

“Citizens of Ross, a large enemy fleet has jumped into our system and is moving toward our planet. Please do not teleport away just yet. We will move the planet to safety when the enemy fleet is an hour out from contact. If we are unsuccessful, then you may activate your teleporters. Please understand that we will be moving the planet as many times as necessary to protect it, and if you leave you may not be able to return until after the war.”
 

The billions on Ross were afraid, but they did not want to leave their homes and be stranded without being able to return. Half a million citizens teleported out, but the vast majority waited.
 

“How long until arrival?”
 

The navigator looked at his board and said. “One interval in thirty dixls.”
 

The Director watched his screen and one interval from the planet, it disappeared.
 

“What? What? Where? What just happened?!?”
 

The navigator stared at his board and said, “It’s gone. The planet is just…gone.”
 

“Can they be hiding it?”
 

“Listen for yourself. There is no thought frequency, there is no affect of gravity that we would certainly be feeling if it were still there, and we can see the star through the space it was occupying.”
 

“Continue to the last place it occupied. I must make sure it is not hidden.”
 

The Keepers Fleet arrived at the former orbit of Ross and found nothing. Even the moons had disappeared with the planet. The Prime Director began getting calls from the other fleets wanting to know what had happened and what they should do.
 

The Prime Director felt a touch of fear. “Move your fleets outside the jump band and scan for the planet you targeted. See if it’s located elsewhere.”
 

The navigator asked, “Do you seriously think the planet was moved?”
 

“You explain what just happened.”
 

The navigator was at a loss until eight hours later, when the sensors determined that a planet identical to the one they attacked was now in a galaxy a hundred million light years away. The other fleets also reported identical planets out in the far reaches of this universe.
 

The Director looked at the Navigator, “Was that planet there when we arrived?”
 

The navigator looked at the original scan and said, “No, it was not.”
 

The Director reflected on the level of technology required to move a planet that distance and decided that it had to be verified. “Jump your fleets to the planet that is identical to your original target and attack if it is a match.”
 

The Prime Director sensed the unease of the millions of Keepers in the fleet, but knew he must carry out his orders. Those planets had to be destroyed. It wondered what other surprises awaited his Fleet.
 

Col. Cynthia Dodd and Glen David waited for their transportation to arrive. The transports were holding in another universe waiting for the go signal, and Cynthia’s five thousand five-man teams were gathered in the Fleet Auditorium to receive their final instructions. Cynthia stepped on the stage and Glen ordered, “Atenn-shun!” The Red Warriors gathered in the room jumped to attention. Cynthia stared out at the assembly and said, “At ease. Please take your seats.” The warriors sat down and turned on their recorders.
 

“I have been told that the Keepers Fleet is assembling and getting ready to jump.” The warriors began moving in anticipation of combat. Cynthia continued, “We will not start our campaign until the enemy fleet has jumped to our universe. We believe that to go before their arrival would cause them to target us with overwhelming numbers. I have informed Fleet Command that overwhelming numbers don’t exist as far as we are concerned.”
 

The warriors shouted, “Hooooo-Yahhhh!”
 

Cynthia smiled, “This campaign is going to be done completely different from our previous attempts to rescue the enslaved civilizations of the Keepers. In our first two efforts, we attacked the Keepers’ garrisons and pinned them down so our transports could come in and teleport the cities out. Since our last successful rescue, we have developed transports that we believe will be invisible to the Keepers’ scanners. Their hulls reflect all electron and light waves around them such that, like our Searcher’s ships, they will not be detected. They will go in first and snatch the communities into their bays and then teleport away.”
 

Cynthia paused, then continued, “Now, ordinarily that would be that and we would be merrily on our way. However, we have learned that before we can attack the home worlds of these creatures, we must destroy all of the garrisons on the enslaved planets. That’s where you come in. You have a new mix of weapons, and we believe you will be able to survive one of those thought beams long enough to kill the poor, dumb, son of a Keeper that is stupid enough to fire it at you. We believe we must go down into those garrisons and make sure that every Keeper is dead but also, just as important, if any eggs exist they too must be destroyed. Our scientists are of the opinion that these creatures lay eggs, and there could be millions of them in every garrison. You must go down and make sure they either don’t exist or, if they do, eliminate them.”
 

Cynthia looked out at the assembly and worried about how many would survive the coming fight. She knew they had been well trained and their weapons were the latest developments of the Spiders and Algeans, but only meeting the enemy would determine if they were prepared. She backed away from the podium and Major David yelled, “Ateennnn-shunn!”
 

The Warriors jumped to attention and Cynthia exited the stage. As she moved out of the building she heard Glen yell, “Report to your pick up site. Full armor check by team leaders in five minutes.” The room emptied faster than a bucket with no bottom.
 

Fifty minutes later, five thousand Searchers arrived. The teams boarded their ships and jumped to the Keepers’ universe. Cynthia watched them leave as she boarded her ship. “Where to, boss?”
 

“Take us to that planet that Jake and Junior met that Keeper entity. I want to see how our warriors perform.”
 

“That is going to be one of the tougher nuts to crack. The garrison is actually in the middle of the ten cities; one of the largest we’ll be facing in this round of rescues. Hey! That’s why we’re going there. You want to jump in on the action.”
 

Cynthia smiled and heard, “Ah Ha, I’m right.”
 

“Settle down, BC. If there is going to be trouble I want to make sure we’re able to observe what happens and offer help if needed. I’m worried that our teams are too small to take on a garrison. If the team can handle this one, I’ll feel better about our chances when we take on the millions of other garrisons. You have the scan of that garrison and I want you to have a good plan to target the main concentrations of their weapons.”
 

“Way ahead of you, boss. I laid out the scheme a week ago.”
 

“Why you old scoundrel, you’re starting to know me too well.”
 

“Takes one to know one. Now let’s go hope we can have some fun.”
 

“Manny, we’re going to take a trip over to Keepers-land to check on our progress against the garrisons. Send me a message if anything important happens. I think those fleets are going to be chasing our planets for several days.”
 

“Take care of our Queen.”
 

“You know I will.”
 

“By the way, Jake; nice job on the Duke.”
 

“What….the generator failed. How could we have known it was defective?”
 

“Yes, it was a shame it also shorted out all of their teleport systems when it failed. Joe and I owe you.”
 

“Manage the fire while we’re gone, Manny.”
 

“Will do.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake, “Jake, I have just one question and then I’ll let this go.”
 

Jake looked at her and said nothing.
 

Valerie continued, “Was it necessary for the planet to be destroyed?”
 

Junior answered, “I’ll handle this one. Yes, for three reasons.”
 

Valerie looked at the speaker on the wall, “What are they?”
 

“One, it was the only way to get at the Duke without us having to do it. Two, it was also the only way to cut his forces down to size before the civil war breaks out.”
 

“What civil war?”
 

“Don’t play dumb, Valerie. You know it’s coming. His son will now insist on assuming the Duke’s position and you are not going to allow it. You’ve also seen the data on the ambitions of the other Provincial Rulers. It may not start immediately, but it lies in our future. Allowing the Keepers to kill the Duke has bought us time to prepare for what lies ahead.”
 

“And three?”
 

“He tried to kill the Realm’s Queen and his planet willingly supported all of his actions. The local population benefited from the exorbitant taxes levied against the Realm’s members in their province and would continue the practice even if the Duke was removed.”
 

“There was a fourth reason, Valerie.”
 

Junior said, “What did I miss, Jake?”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and heard the real reason, “That planet’s destruction is what the Gardners must have seen in their vision. It had to happen before we can find them.”
 

Junior said, “I believe you must be right. The destruction of a provincial capital by an invading fleet would certainly do the trick.”
 

Valerie was worried about the heart of a man that could kill a member of the Realm. Now she heard the truth and knew that this was an event that had to happen. Just as her vision could not be avoided, neither could this event. She jumped up and hugged Jake and kissed him deeply.
 

Jake said softly, “I know, Val. I know.”
 

Junior watched them and jumped to the Keepers’ universe. Then he teleported to the planet where they had communicated with the strange Keepers entity.
 

Jake and Valerie continued to hold on to each other.
 

Lt. Dale Hamlet waited for his ship and looked at the four members of his team. He was one of the survivors that had fought with Jake at the first rescue, and he knew the hell they were about to enter. He realized his new armor was greatly improved since that first fight, but he still remembered the warriors killed in that action. He also knew he was selected for this assignment because of his experience. He looked at Annie Gonzalez and said, “I expect you to keep up. Don’t fall behind.”
 

“I won’t, Lieutenant. I’ve got your back.”
 

“Gord, you’ll follow us down. Make sure your packages are ready before we go underground.”
 

“Armed and ready, sir.”
 

Dale took a deep breath and said, “We’ve been told our armor will handle their beams for a longer time than our previous suits. Don’t believe them. Do not linger in one of the Keepers’ beams; keep moving. I expect more than a hundred thousand Keepers warriors are waiting under the surface. You have a surplus of armaments; don’t be afraid to use them. If it moves, hit it.”
 

Terry Robbin asked, “Why don’t we just hit the enemy with a main beam from space and blow it out of existence?”
 

“Because we don’t know if the eggs will survive the blast. We have to make sure, and that means we have to go and see. The beam strike would make it impossible to determine that.”
 

Lisa Jerrell said, “Why don’t we just destroy the planet? The communities will be gone.”
 

Dale shook his head, “Ultimately, it may come to that. But remember that these planets had intelligent life evolve on them before they were conquered. A planet that can sustain life is not something to be wasted. There are numerous species that can one day evolve to become intelligent. We’re charged to defend those that cannot defend themselves. That includes all life, not just life that is intelligent.”
 

Dale looked up and saw an approaching Searcher heading toward his team. The ship settled to the ground, the landing bay opened, and Ethan Rucker stepped out. Dale immediately recognized the pilot from the first fight and ran forward and embraced him. “I’m glad it’s you taking us.”
 

“I asked for this assignment. I’ll keep you covered.”
 

Dale turned to his team and said, “We have a great Searcher taking us. Get aboard. We have a job to do.”
 

The five Red Warriors entered the landing bay and the small ship lifted.
 

Junior said, “If you two lovebirds are interested, it appears we have another spectator for the coming attraction.”
 

Jake and Valerie broke their kiss and Valerie asked, “What?”
 

“Cynthia and BC are here awaiting the arrival of the transport.”
 

Jake looked at his display and saw Cynthia’s ship holding station 10,000 miles out from the planet. “I’ll bet Fleet Command doesn’t know she’s here. Can she see us, Junior?”
 

“No. I’m sure she’s worried about this particular action because of the size of that garrison. This must be one of the Keepers’ oldest conquests.” Junior paused for a moment and then said, “Jake, they have underestimated the size of this garrison.”
 

Jake felt a sudden dread, “What do you mean?”
 

“I’m looking at the fleet report on this garrison and it shows it going down ten levels. My scanners are better than anything the Realm is currently using, and I can see there are fifteen more levels they didn’t detect. There are more than three hundred thousand Keepers in that facility. That must be why there are ten communities instead of the normal three or four.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake, “What are you going to do?”
 

“I can’t warn Cynthia before the transport arrives because the Keepers will hear the transmission. Unfortunately, the warriors will enter the facility almost simultaneously with the transport’s departure. I’m not willing to call off the rescue and miss saving the ten communities.”
 

Junior said, “Jake, don’t do it.”
 

Valerie said, “Do what?”
 

“Junior, my armor was updated with the new weapons four weeks ago. I’m going to need you and the other Searcher to support us with your needles. Most of that support will have to come from you because the other ship won’t be able to see the lower levels. If it gets too bad you can teleport me out and I won’t block it.”
 

“Jake, you are not going into that garrison.”
 

Jake shook his head and hugged her, “Yes I am, and you know I have to go.”
 

“Why do you have to do it?”
 

“You would do the same, Val. Junior, I’m going to the landing bay to test my armor. Take care of my future bride while I’m gone.”
 

“Who’s going to take care of me?”
 

Jake laughed and left for the landing bay.
 

Valerie sat down in the command chair and felt her fear rising. She asked, “How is the transport going to take those cities without the Keepers seeing the teleport screen?”
 

“It is going to use a new process called grab and snatch.”
 

“What?”
 

“The transport will project the teleport screen eighteen inches under the soil of the ten cities and the surrounding fields. It will already be in place as the transport arrives a mile above the communities. The transport will then lock the connection and accelerate away from the planet at full speed, pulling the screen up as it departs and teleporting everything above it into the transport’s bay. The only thing left behind will be the orange trinkets the Keepers placed on the population. The screen won’t be visible underground and the Keepers will only see it for a brief moment as the ship leaves the planet. The Warriors will be teleporting in below the screen used to move the cities and begin their attack.”
 

“Junior, there are too many of them. Jake may be killed.”
 

Junior gave a sigh and said, “That’s true, but I’ve seen the new armaments and I think they can hold their own until the five Warriors can be rescued if things go south.”
 

“But six against hundreds of thousands.”
 

“Seven, Valerie. Cynthia will also be going down. I’ll update her in a few moments as the transport leaves. I’m certain she wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
 

Valerie sat and worried and looked for the transport to arrive.
 

“Here it comes,” Junior announced.
 

The transport teleported to a mile above the ten communities and locked the length of the beam controlling the teleport screen. It fired its drives and accelerated out of the atmosphere, pulling the silver screen up with it as it departed. The screen disappeared two hundred feet above the surface as the huge three-hundred-mile-wide transport disappeared into the darkness of space. Just before teleporting away the transport ejected a frequency generator, which immediately started broadcasting.
 

“Cynthia?”
 

“Junior, what are you doing here?”
 

“No time to explain. The fleet report is inaccurate. This garrison has twenty five levels instead of ten. There are more than a quarter of a million Keepers inside it, and Jake is teleporting down to support the Red Warriors.”
 

“BC, lock me on Jake’s signal and teleport me down.”
 

“Cynthia, you have been ordered not to participate in any combat operations.”
 

“Tell it to the Admiral after you teleport me down. What do you think they will do if I don’t go and try to keep from losing Jake?” Cynthia donned her armor and disappeared from the bridge.
 

Ethan Tucker was holding station above the garrison when a ship appeared a mile to the west of his position. He heard, “Rescue One, this is the Stars Realm ship Junior, and I am here to support your warriors. I am patching my scans into your system and I need you to handle the east end of the garrison.”
 

Ethan saw the new scan on his display, “Holy…..”
 

“I know; Fleet underestimated the scope of this garrison. Keep moving and hit anything sticking its head up.”
 

“You two aren’t going to a party without me, I hope.”
 

“Oh, hi BC; you take the west end and I’ll handle the middle. Hit the structures that are above ground level.
 

The surface of the garrison exploded as the three ships began rapidly teleporting to different locations while firing low power needles into the huge Keepers facility.
 

Dale and the four Red Warriors teleported into the first level of the garrison and arrived in the middle of hundreds of Keepers. Dale released a bundle of the new wasps and watched as every one of the Keepers in the corridor began bursting into bright light and disappearing. Dale watched as hundreds of the brown creatures turned to run, but they could not escape the small, fast moving, darts.
 

The new wasp was a small Coronado Power Cell that homed in on the thought frequency of Keepers. It would hit, penetrate and release its energy, which was set to completely burn an average sized Keeper. Dale quickly looked at his scanner and was shocked at the number of Keepers coming up from the lower levels.
 

“Lt. Hamlet, I am taking command of this unit.”
 

Dale was stunned to hear Col. Dodd, but his amazement increased as the White Demon teleported in to join his team.
 

Cynthia looked at Jake and said, “Just like old times, huh? What’s the plan?”
 

“Lieutenant, send a warrior to the each end of this corridor and have them begin launching wasps. Fan out from here and follow my lead.”
 

Terry and Gord moved quickly down each end of the corridor and fired a bundle of a thousand hornets ahead of them. Jake closed his eyes and looked at the floor. He pointed his right arm down, lowered his wrist, and fired an intense beam into the floor. He then launched a bundle of wasps followed by two hornets. In the corridor under the warriors, the wasps fanned out and Keepers began disintegrating. The hornets turned and headed in opposite directions, homing in on two beam platforms that were moving toward the invaders. The hornets hit the platforms and melted them. These hornets did not explode, risking a cave in, but released intense heat. Every Keeper within fifty feet of the platforms burned.
 

Jake looked in both directions and said, “This corridor is seven miles long. I want everyone spaced with a mile separation. Once this corridor is clean, notify me.”
 

Dale looked at his display and noticed he was assigned the extreme left end of the long cave. He turned and ran. Gord was assigned the right end, with the remaining warriors equally spaced between them.” Jake noticed some Keepers’ beams begin to come through the floor.
 

“Junior, it appears our hosts are delivering a big serving of beam platforms. Anything you can do about thanking them for their courtesy?”
 

“Don’t stand above them, and allow ten feet for the passage.”
 

Jake fed the locations of the platforms to the combat computers of the team, and had an alarm sound if anyone moved between the platform and the surface. “We’re clear, Junior.”
 

Junior fired an intense micro needle that was only two inches wide, but incredibly hot, into the ground. It penetrated two levels and hit a beam platform. “BC, Ethan; use your scanner and fire a micro needle at any beam platform in your area of coverage. The team will not be within ten feet of the area above the platforms.”
 

“Ok, this is how we’re going to do this. This level is clear. Before you teleport to the next level, eject a bundle of bees. Use your blaster to burn a hole next to you through the floor into the next level. Then fire a bundle of wasps and two hornets through it. Wait six seconds to give the hornets time to complete their run, then teleport into that level. Your computers will take over once we jump in.” Jake looked at the warriors and said, “Execute.”
 

The Collective was analyzing production data when it felt thousands of its warriors dying. It sent its perception out and saw five thousand farms under attack. It heard, “I’ve sent ships to the farms and they will arrive momentarily.”
 

The Collective looked at the planets being attacked and one jumped out at him. Military responded again, “I see Grenwa is one of those being assaulted. I don’t know if the enemy just got lucky or knew its importance. I’ve sent a hundred thousand ships to its defense.”
 

The Collective said nothing, but turned its attention to Grenwa and entered the farm’s Director. “We have assistance on the way.”
 

“The Fleet arrived a twentieth interval ago and is coming in from the jump band.”
 

“Military, why is our fleet only jumping to the jump band?”
 

“I don’t know. Our drives will not take us any further. Science, what’s happening?”
 

“There is a probe emitting a frequency that is preventing our ships from jumping to the planet.”
 

“Just the one planet?”
 

“No, all five thousand.”
 

The Collective went back to the Director and asked, “Can you hold out?”
 

“The attackers are now down two levels and we are organizing our defense eight levels below them. At the current pace, the fleet should arrive before the nineteenth level is reached.”
 

The Collective was anxious. How did the enemy prevent their drives from operating? Then it had a sudden thought that caused fear, “If their drives were not working here, what about the fleet in the enemy’s universe?”
 

“Military, get a scout to the enemy’s universe and see if the fleet is also being affected by this device.”
 

“It won’t make any difference. They may move the populations, but we will destroy the planets until there is nowhere for them to escape.”
 

“Even so, find out what’s happening.”
 

Military ordered the scout to go and felt an unfamiliar emotion: fear.
 

“This just in for your viewing pleasure. A Keepers Fleet of a hundred thousand ships has just come out of jump at the drive limit.”
 

Jake fired a hornet at a beam platform and said as he released another bundle of wasps, “They really respond in a big way, Junior.”
 

“I’m not so sure about that, Jake.”
 

Jake sensed something in Junior’s tone, “What do you mean?”
 

“This is the only planet that drew that level of response. All the others only had a thousand ships dispatched.”
 

“There’s something here that’s important to them.”
 

“That’s how I see it, Jake. Have you seen anything that would justify that level of response?”
 

Jake fired his blaster at a Keeper coming out of an opening in the floor, “No but we’re only down to the sixth level.”
 

“My scanners show a huge welcome party for you on the eighth level.”
 

“What do you see?”
 

“The entire corridor is filled with Keepers aiming their beam platforms at the seventh level.”
 

Jake looked at his display and saw that the sixth level was clear of Keepers. He ordered a halt to the advance. The team waited and listened in to Jake’s transmission, “Junior, can you fire one of the old needles into that level and load it with hornets.”
 

“If he can’t, I can.”
 

Junior asked, “What are you doing with old needle armament, BC?”
 

“I love the old weapons. I even have an early Stars Realm Megaship primary beam.”
 

“Well, I am impressed.”
 

“I’ll give you one when this is over.”
 

“Thanks, BC.”
 

“As soon as you two Chatty Charleys finish your conversation, we could use that needle.”
 

Junior said, “Party pooper,” just as a brilliant, white beam hit the garrison and penetrated to the eighth level. Enclosed in the needle were four hundred hornets that scattered, seeking out the beam platforms.
 

Jake hit his mike, “Cynthia, take command and clean up the seventh level. I’ll meet you on the eighth.” Jake ran over to the hole made by the needle and jumped. His perceptions slowed, and as he slowly passed the seventh level he fired six bundles of wasps; three on each side of the hole he was falling through. Keepers began burning. Then he landed on the eighth level and saw the mayhem the hornets had caused. He fired three bundles in each direction and moved toward the largest concentration of platforms. His scanners showed forty were still operational, so he fired forty hornets that left him at what seemed normal speed. To the Keepers in the corridor, they punched though the sound barrier immediately and hit every platform in less than a tenth of a second.
 

Jake got behind the cloud of wasps moving up the corridor and hit any Keepers they missed with his blaster. He cleared one end of the corridor, turned and ran back to the other end, and caught up with the other cloud of wasps as it moved in the other direction. He knew that he was moving faster than the speed of sound. As he neared the cloud of wasps they picked up speed and the other end was cleared. Jake looked at his scanner and saw the seventh level was just about completed. He waited, and in three minutes the rest of the team joined him on the eighth level.
 

Cynthia looked around and saw more than five hundred beam platforms on her scanner. She had no idea how many Keepers had been killed because the wasps left little or nothing behind. Dale and his team were amazed at the destruction around them and were thankful they had not had to face those platforms. The team dropped to the ninth level.
 

Junior and the other two ships were no longer blasting the surface of the garrison. Every installation above the planet’s surface had been destroyed. There was nothing left alive to hit. Junior worried as he watched the approaching fleet. Finally he said, “Jake, the fleet will arrive in three hours and twenty minutes. At the current pace you will only make it to level twenty before their arrival.”
 

Jake knew time was going to run out, and he suspected that whatever the Keepers valued on this planet has to be on the lowest level. There just wasn’t enough time. He hit his com, “Cynthia, we’re running out of time. I’m taking over from here. Here’s what I want you to do. I am going to teleport into the fifteenth level at the west end of the corridor and move east. As soon as your scanners show it’s clear, teleport in and everyone fire a load of bees. I don’t want anything coming up behind us.”
 

“Jake, are you sure?”
 

Jake shrugged, “If it gets too dangerous I’ll teleport out and you can follow. Are you ready?”
 

Cynthia nodded, watching as Jake teleported to the end of the corridor and then disappeared.
 

Dale watched his scanner over the next two and a half hours as something moved through the corridors under him faster than anything he had ever seen. His scanner showed the huge blasts as they moved from one end of the next level to the other. His four team members were amazed at what they were witnessing. The rumors and tales about the White Demon were not even close to the reality of what they were seeing.
 

Finally, level twenty four was cleared. Jake stood there and the six Red Warriors saw most of his armor was covered with brown blood stains. “Load your weapons. It’s the next level that we must investigate. I don’t see anything on the next level that looks like a threat. I believe that every Keeper in the garrison tried to prevent us from getting here. Only fire at an identified threat. Everyone understand?”
 

They all nodded.
 

“Let’s go,” and the seven Red Warriors teleported to level twenty five.
 

The Collective saw that the fleet was not going to arrive before the enemy entered the last level of the garrison. It sensed each level die as that terrible creature killed faster than anything he had ever witnessed. Now there was no Keeper alive in the garrison for him to watch what was happening. He was hopeful the fleet would arrive in time to force the enemy to leave, but they were still a quarter interval away. He started to wish he had listened to the old Values Quadrant.
 

The seven warriors landed in a giant cavern that extended out into the distance. Jake turned and saw thousands of squares on the far wall and he teleported to them to see what they were. The other warriors arrived right behind him and felt immediate revulsion. Tens of thousands of clear boxes held one of the species that had been enslaved on this planet. Jake’s scanner showed they were all alive, but in some sort of suspended animation. There were no brain waves in the scans. This was how the Keepers stored their food. Jake just shook his head at the brutality of the Keepers.
 

“What are those Jake?”
 

Jake turned around and saw to the right of the storage containers a series of cutout holes in the wall extending from floor to ceiling as far as the eye could see. Jake read his scanner and saw that there were more than eight billion in just the left wall. He walked over, looked in one of the cutouts, and saw a round, brown and red, oval about four feet across. Eggs.
 

“Jake, the fleet will arrive in twelve minutes. You’ve got to get out of there.”
 

“Just a moment, Valerie. BC. Tell me you have one of the Captors’ energy balls in your storage.”
 

“What are those?”
 

“Junior, what about you?”
 

“No, I don’t Jake.”
 

“I do.”
 

Jake was stunned, “Ethan, what are you doing with a Captors’ energy ball?”
 

“I found one lying around the armory and decided to take it.”
 

“Teleport it down, now.”
 

A silver screen formed and a giant red ball appeared on the floor. “Everyone get out of here.”
 

“Not without you, Jake.”
 

“That’s an order, Cynthia.”
 

“So arrest me. We all go together.”
 

Jake turned the timer to sixty minutes and set the blast level to five hundred miles.
 

Valerie screamed, “Jake, come on!”
 

Jake threw the switch to start the countdown, looked at the warriors and yelled, “Get out of here!” All seven disappeared.
 

Just as Jake appeared on Junior’s bridge, the ship disappeared through a silver flash. Thousands of beams ripped through the space the three small ships had occupied one second earlier.
 

The navigator on the Fleet Director’s ship scanned the garrison and said, “The enemy has left a large round device in the lower chamber.”
 

The Collective heard the comment and ordered, “Get warriors down there and remove it.”
 

Thousands of landing craft screamed down to the surface and thousands of Keepers rushed into the first level. As they rushed into the sixth level, the bees in the first six levels activated.
 

The bee was a new type of wasp. It didn’t fly as fast as a wasp, but it carried the same sting. If it struck a Keeper, it would burn. The main difference between the two darts was the bee’s skin. Where the wasp was fast, the bee was stealthy. The bee was a leave-behind weapon. The bee would attach itself to a wall or ceiling and its skin would match the color of the surface where it landed. It would then turn off its power and wait. Once it detected movement it would remain dormant until a predetermined delay passed, then it would attack any target within range of its sensors. The seven Red Warriors had each ejected a bundle of five thousand bees on every level they passed.
 

Twenty thousand Keepers were rushing toward the lower chamber when 210,000 bees activated. The Fleet Director heard all of them die screaming in pain. He prepared to send more warriors into the facility but rejected the decision when an explosion ripped through the structure, blowing out into the ranks of the assembled fleet holding station just above the planet’s atmosphere.
 

The Keepers’ ships were not affected by the blast, but all of the landing craft on the surface were disintegrated and a five-hundred-mile-long crater was all that remained of the huge facility. Nothing was left of the egg chamber. The Collective knew that the loss of the chamber was catastrophic for the future survival of his species. It felt something new, anger and then rage.
 

Ales Jongo looked down on what remained of his home. Ulmerton was a ruined planet. The atmosphere had been disintegrated and the surface looked like a barren, burned desert. As he looked down on the previous location of the capital, he saw an explosion forty miles to the north where a small meteor had just hit. Without an atmosphere to burn them, even small meteorites would hit the surface. Jongo knew that the planet would look like the surface of the moon as time passed.
 

Ales knew he should be enraged, but he felt mixed emotions. His family was gone and his father was killed by the Keepers. He reflected and knew that his father’s death was a mixed blessing. He had never forgiven him for executing his older brother two years earlier. He loved Gilum and worshiped him. However, Gilum was infected with the same disease as his father, blind ambition, and had less patience than the Duke. He begged Gilum not to go through with his plans to kill his father, but Gilum refused to listen.
 

Gilum told him, “You must act like you hate me, Ales.”
 

“Why, you know I love you!”
 

Gilum reached out, tasseled Ales’s hair, and said, “If my plan fails and father even remotely thinks you knew about it and didn’t warn him…you know what he’ll do. You must tell everyone you hate me. Avoid me at meals and refuse to talk to me. I’m going to criticize you so others can see we are not friends. You must do this.”
 

Ales sighed and remembered following Gilum’s advice. His father even gave him the privilege of firing the blaster that killed his older brother. Before he pulled the firing lever, he saw Gilum look at him, nod, and smile. His loyalty confirmed the Duke proclaimed Ales Jongo as the new heir to the title. Ales would give everything away just to have Gilum back.
 

Ales also knew that he really couldn’t blame his father for what he did. He only protected himself against an enemy trying to kill him. He stared at the planet and both hated and missed his father in equal measure.
 

How did this happen? The other planets attacked by the Keepers were now moving around the universe, playing a deadly game of tag with the Keepers Fleets. Why was Ulmerton the only casualty? He also knew that as soon as the Keepers Fleets arrived in the Realm’s universe, all the Searchers on Ross teleported away before the planet was attacked. Why would they do that if they recommended that the Duke land his ships on his planets? There was also the issue of the failure of the teleport systems on the Duke’s fleet. Did the Keepers cause that?
 

He stared at the dead world and then thought, “Is is possible they detected me in the Ross system?” With that realization, it became clear that the Realm caused the destruction. He didn’t want to believe it, but it had to be true. He didn’t think the Queen would do it, but her brother or that uncle of hers would do it if they suspected the Duke had tried to kill the Royal Family. What to do now?
 

Ales decided that attacking the Realm during the current invasion was tantamount to suicide. If they can stop teleportation systems and make the frequency generators fail, there would be no place safe for him. No; he was going to wait. But first he was going to ensure his fleet enforced his rule on the Province’s planets. After he solidified his position, then the Realm would receive his undivided attention. Unlike his father and brother, he could be patient and strike at the right moment. He looked at the planet one more time before he teleported away, smiling. He possessed patience but like his family, he also knew the taste of raw ambition.
 
  

Chapter Nineteen

The Collective and all Quadrants examined the data collected from the recent attacks and the Fleets operating in the enemy’s universe. After two intervals, the massive intelligence separated into its various pieces.
 

“Military, we have only destroyed one world since our invasion launched. At the current progress, our star will die of old age before we destroy all their planets.”
 

“I’m of the opinion that the enemy allowed us to destroy that one planet.”
 

The giant being said, “What data did you use to draw that conclusion?”
 

“I examined the scans of the ships that were on the destroyed planet. The markings on them match the eight ships we destroyed in our universe that revealed themselves to us. I’ve discussed this with Psychology, and we think that planet was attempting to communicate with us to negotiate its safety in return for assisting us.”
 

Psychology added, “The probe that is being used to prevent our jumps into the systems of the targeted planet actually prevented the drives of the grounded ships from operating. It appears the governing entity knew of their attempt and allowed our attack.”
 

Production spoke, “We should have collected one of those ships on the ground and brought it back to us for examination.”
 

The Collective replied, “We never thought the opportunity would present itself but you’re right; we should have collected one. But we didn’t, so there’s no use in dwelling on that missed opportunity. Our fleets now know to capture one if it becomes possible. It appears we missed an opportunity to use our enemy to our advantage.”
 

Psychology offered a mental shrug, “We would have still destroyed them, even if we agreed not to do so.”
 

“Of course, but we would have used them to our advantage.”
 

Science asked, “What are we going to do about the attacks on our farms?”
 

“It appears there is not much we can do to stop them. If the new enemy continues to take our food resources, we will probably starve before we destroy their universe.”
 

“What if we assign a ship to each planet to prevent them from taking the farms?”
 

The Collective considered the proposal for three seconds, which represented millions of computations, “It will delay the fleet going to the new universe, but we aren’t having much success as it is.”
 

“How many ships are ready to reinforce the fleets attacking the new enemy?”
 

“One point two million.”
 

“We’ll need twenty million more to protect all of our farms.”
 

“We’ll have them in less than a half cycle.”
 

“Then send them.”
 

Military responded, “The orders are being sent.”
 

Ron Kune continued to monitor the production facility and knew that a new fleet was almost ready to jump to the Realm. Suddenly, the huge fleet jumped away from the facility. He scanned their jump tracks, and none of them matched. Wherever they were going, it was not to the same location. He locked in the closest jump track and fed it to his computer, “Where are these coordinates located, Sally?”
 

“According to my charts, the ship has jumped to one of their slave planets.”
 

“Collect some more tracks before they fade and see if there is a pattern.”
 

After a few moments Sally said, “I’ve examined two thousand and they are all locations of the worlds they use for food. It seems the Keepers’ high command has decided to stop any further rescues.”
 

“Get this information downloaded and sent to Fleet Command.”
 

“On its way, Ron. It appears the attacks have bought some time for the Realm.”
 

Ron shrugged, “There are still more than two million of their ships attacking the Realm.”
 

“Unsuccessfully, so far. I suspect they are trying to find a way to get around the frequency generators and until they accomplish that task, sending more ships would only be a wasted effort.”
 

“Perhaps, but these creatures aren’t dumb. Let’s hope our luck holds out.”
 

Junior arrived back in the Realm and had listened to Valerie yell at Jake all the way back.
 

“How could you have risked everything? Without you the Realm is lost, and you cut that so close the edge would slice through a Keepers’ ship. Are you crazy? You promised you wouldn’t put yourself at risk and look at what you did! As Queen I am ordering you not to take part in any future combat operations.”
 

Junior sighed and watched Jake try to get a word in, but Valerie didn’t even take a breath during her tirade. Truth be told, Junior agreed with her. The loss of Jake would have been too high a price for what was achieved. Finally, Jake grabbed Valerie and kissed her hard. She finally became silent.
 

After a few moments Jake leaned back and said, “You’re wrong. It was worth the price.”
 

Valerie opened her mouth, but didn’t know how to respond.
 

Junior did, “No way it was worth it if we lost you.”
 

Valerie nodded so hard Jake thought she was going to get whiplash.
 

“Junior, how many teams were killed in the rescue attempts?”
 

Junior looked at his communication log and said, “Seven hundred teams; about thirty five hundred Red Warriors were killed.”
 

“With what we learned today, we won’t lose any more.”
 

Junior and Valerie were silent.
 

“We don’t need to attack the garrisons to destroy them.”
 

Valerie asked in a softer voice, “Why not?”
 

“Because now we know that only a few of them are set up to become new home worlds if we destroy the existing ones. We also know how to identify those that are slated to replace the old ones.”
 

Junior said, “Give me a minute.”
 

Valerie punched Jake on the arm and said, “Never scare me like that again.”
 

Jake rubbed his arm and smiled.
 

“You’re right.”
 

Valerie said, “Will one of you explain what’s going on?”
 

Jake took Valerie’s hand and pulled her over to the command chair. She sat in his lap. “Now we know the structure of the garrisons. We just destroyed the largest garrison in the Keepers’ universe, and there are only a thousand more that are similar in structure. It appears the garrisons that have more than five cities surrounding them are the future planned home worlds. All the rest are not deeper than ten to fifteen levels and if they have eggs, they’re in limited numbers. I should have thought of this before, but Ethan having that Captors’ ball has shown me that there is no need to penetrate their forts with warriors. We’ll just teleport a Captors’ ball into the lowest level and destroy the facility without killing the planet.”
 

“Where are we going to get the needed number of Captors’ balls?”
 

“The former home world of the Captors still has billions of them stored, Junior.”
 

“We have a com from Joe and Manny coming in.”
 

“Put it on the screen.”
 

Joe and Manny appeared on the screen and Joe started yelling at Jake. Valerie interrupted him, “I’ve already read him the riot act, Joe. However, I now am thankful he took the risk.”
 

Joe looked at Valerie and Manny asked, “Why?’
 

Jake explained what he uncovered and saw the two military leaders of the Realm start to relax. Manny said, “I don’t know if that will help us.”
 

Jake said, “Why not?”
 

“The Keepers are sending a ship to every farm planet to prevent further rescues.”
 

“Do they have that many ships?”
 

Manny looked away for a moment and said, “Not yet. But they are modifying more and more every day. I suspect they will have enough within four months.”
 

Jake thought for a moment, “It won’t matter. We’ll still be able to rescue the farms. How many transports does the Realm have in its inventory?”
 

Joe asked, “What are you thinking?”
 

Manny looked back at the screen, “Only five thousand are modified with the stealth screen. We have fifty million in our total inventory.”
 

“How many worlds do the Keepers have enslaved?”
 

Manny looked away again, but Junior answered, “Between twenty and twenty five million.”
 

Jake smiled, “Last question, how many Gammas does the Realm have?”
 

Junior said, “I had a hand in building most of them; about twenty seven million.”
 

Jake helped Valerie out of his lap and walked over in front of the main display, “We don’t need the transports to come in and take the communities. The Gammas have a teleport system that can produce the necessary field underground. The vast majority of the farms have the Keepers’ garrison located between eight and twenty miles from the communities, and I suspect the Keepers’ ship protecting the planet will be stationed above the garrison. We’ll use a Gamma to come around the planet in stealth mode and form the teleport field under the communities. The field will have the coordinates of a transport’s bay that will jump into open space between galaxies. Once the transport arrives it will notify the Gamma, which at that moment will lock the field at a hundred feet and pull it up over the communities. The Searcher will teleport a captor ball into the garrison set for the specific size of that facility, with enough extra to insure none are missed, as it teleports away. The transport will also jump back to the Realm. I suspect the time needed to make this happen will only be seconds. The Keepers’ ships will not have time to react. Remember, they have to build up the field to fire it. I just don’t believe they can keep the beam operational over an extended period of time.”
 

Junior said, “You think we can move all twenty million planets at one time?”
 

Jake said, “Have you been listening in, Sprig?”
 

There was a slight pause and Sprig said, “How did you know?”
 

“Because the trust you once had for the Realm no longer exists.”
 

Manny, Joe, and Valerie were shocked silent.
 

Sprig finally said, “You’re right.”
 

Jake slowly shook his head, “I don’t blame you. I feel the same way.”
 

Valerie, Joe, and Manny all started speaking at once and Jake said, “I’ll explain in detail later, but please consider this.”
 

The group stopped talking and listened, “What if the Duke’s plan had been successful? Who would control the Realm and what would that mean for the Algeans?” Jake waited a long moment and continued, “I want you to think about that, and we’ll discuss it later. However, we have other important issues to handle right now.”
 

“Sprig, how long will it take you to prepare thirty million planets for new populations?”
 

Sprig’s leaves that had turned dark brown suddenly turned green, “Are you planning to move all of those farms to my galaxy?”
 

Jake nodded and said, “It’s the only place I believe they will be protected.”
 

Sprig stared at Jake for a long time, and finally said, “I’ll explain everything once this conflict is resolved; you have my promise.” Sprig straightened, “I’ll put ten billion of my adolescents on the project. We should have them ready within five months.”
 

“Edison?”
 

“The group heard a mental sigh, “Yes, Jake?”
 

“I need you and the Algeans to assign the transports and Searchers to a specific farm with the needed coordinates to take them to their new homes. Can you do that in the necessary time frame?”
 

Edison sighed again and said, “We’ll have that part done in less than a month.”
 

“Manny, Joe, and Valerie, I need you to work on making this happen. Valerie will be joining you at fleet command for the near future.”
 

Valerie said, “If you think I am going to leave you now; you’re wrong!”
 

“You must, Valerie. It’s time to find them.”
 

Valerie looked into Jake’s eyes and said, “I will not question any more decisions you make. I’m sorry for doubting you. I love you so much; I just can’t stand being away from you.”
 

Jake hugged Valerie and said, “Junior, send her to Fleet Command.”
 

Jake saw her tears as she disappeared.
 

Sprig and Edison looked at each other on their displays, “It appears he knows our plan.”
 

Edison nodded, “Does that surprise you?”
 

“Not really. Humans have always shocked me with what they can accomplish.”
 

“My brother still thinks they’re smarter than us, and I’m beginning to believe him.”
 

“There’re different kinds of smart, Edison.”
 

“I know. It’s the important kind that the humans possess.”
 

There was a long moment of silence and Edison finally asked, “Do you think the Gardners will make a difference?”
 

Sprig sighed and said, “Yes, they will make things much worse.”
 

Edison nodded, “I see it the same way, my old friend.”
 
  

Chapter Twenty


Finding Gardners

Jake sat in the command chair and thought about all that had just happened. The bridge remained silent for an hour, and finally Junior asked, “What gave me away?”
 

“You set up the Duke.”
 

“How did that let you know?”
 

“I asked if a teleport field could be blocked and you went to the Algeans and found the means to do it. That mechanism was not developed at that exact moment, so it had to exist prior to my question. You must have already known of its existence since you were heavily involved in the Realm’s ship construction. You chose to pretend ignorance.”
 

“That’s true.”
 

“It got me started thinking. You were able to see a ship that was in full stealth mode sneaking away from Ross, and you volunteered to destroy it. That told me the Algeans had put a weapons system on you that was stronger than any ship in the Realm’s fleet. If you have it, the Algeans have it.”
 

“You’re right again.”
 

“That means the Algeans will only give technology to the Realm that they are able to counter if necessary. Once I made that determination, the rest was simple.”
 

“Then you understand all the implications of what you’re planning?”
 

“Yes, I do; but you and I have no choice.”
 

“There is always a choice.”
 

“Not in this instance, Junior. The Realm has two issues confronting it, and one of them is the Keepers. Have you discovered a weapon to kill their ships?”
 

“No, Jake.”
 

“Then it boils down to this; which gets more attention: a blaster being fired at you from ten feet, or a missile coming at you from a distance?”
 

“Well, if you’re going to die anyway….. I guess the blaster. One never really knows what will happen if one is given more time.”
 

“That’s how I see it.”
 

“I notice you didn’t say anything to the Realm’s leadership.”
 

“The real leaders aren’t here.”
 

“You make a good point.”
 

“You know what your parents will say about this?”
 

“I’ve already turned down my hearing.”
 

Jake looked at his communications log and noticed it was full. He reached over and turned it off. “Junior, I need to be able to trust you to follow my plan.”
 

“What is the difference between the two?”
 

“The end result will probably be the same, but the route will be considerably different.”
 

The bridge was silent for ten minutes. Finally, Junior said, “I told you that I’m your ship. I won’t hide anything from you again.”
 

“That’s all I ask. Now, are you ready to meet history?”
 

“Do I have a choice?”
 

“Nope.”
 

“Then let’s make it happen.”
 

“Before we do, I don’t want to discuss the issues with them until the problem of the Keepers is resolved.”
 

“Mum’s the word.”
 

“That includes your parents.”
 

“They wouldn’t listen anyway. I’m still their little child.”
 

“OK; call them.”
 

“What?”
 

“You are the link to the Gardners. You always have been.”
 

“What are you talking about? How am I going to call them? I’ve tried to contact my parents so many times I’ve lost count.”
 

“Junior, do you have a distress beacon?”
 

“Well, yeah.”
 

“Who put that in you?”
 

“I was born with it.”
 

“Your parents would never agree to leave without making sure you were safe in their absence. A mother can sleep while a scheduled train roars by her house each night, shaking the building. A huge hauler can fly overhead and she’ll remain asleep. However, let her new born child whimper in the next room and she is immediately up and checking on it. You activate your distress call and your parents will arrive faster than you can imagine. If they are with the Gardners, and I really think they are, then the entire group will come with them.”
 

“My distress beacon will only work in this universe.”
 

“That’s why they are here. I might be wrong, but I doubt it.”
 

Junior considered what Jake was saying and decided, “We need to move to a more secure location.”
 

“Pick one.”
 

Junior jumped out into empty space between the galaxies. “Are you ready?’
 

“Give it a go.”
 

Junior activated his distress beacon.
 

A giant silver screen formed a hundred miles away and Jake and Junior saw the giant ship appear. The legendary Alexander Kosiev came out of the screen, followed by Aladdin and Fly Girl.
 

The Prime Director of the Keepers Fleets had passed frustration more than two weeks earlier. His fleets had chased the six planets from one end of this universe to another. Every time his fleets came close, the planets disappeared. This entire operation was a wasted effort.
 

“Enough!” he yelled.
 

The navigator looked up and wondered what he was going to do.
 

“It appears the inhabited planets are capable of escaping. If we can’t destroy them then we need to start our efforts elsewhere.”
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“There are millions of planets without intelligence that can be used for them to flee. We’ll destroy those and hope our scientists can find a way around this technology. Divide the fleet into twenty four units with a hundred thousand ships each. Find planets that are habitable and destroy them.”
 

The Fleet Directors reorganized their fleets and selected their new targets. The huge fleet disappeared.
 

Jaxl followed one of the fleets and watched as it jumped in close to a blue and green planet. Twelve hours later the planet was an airless burning ball. “Fleet Command, the Keepers are now destroying uninhabited planets.”
 

“Maintain station, Searcher. We knew it was coming.”
 

“Science, have you found a way around that frequency?”
 

“Not yet. However, we are going to attempt a new way to attack.”
 

“How?”
 

“We know that our non-space jump systems are blocked by the frequency. We are going to see if we can jump ships in close to one of their planets using the universal drives.”
 

“Will it work?”
 

“We’ll only know that after we attempt it. We are using a hundred thousand ships in the initial effort, and upon emergence they will immediately enter the planet’s atmosphere. We hope that if they move the planet, our ships will go with it.”
 

“Keep me informed.”
 

“Valerie?”
 

“Yes, Jake?”
 

I’m sending you Junior’s coordinates. I think you should be here to welcome our guests.”
 

“Really?!?!?!?”
 

“Yes, really. They’ll be here momentarily.”
 

Valerie appeared on Junior’s bridge, saw on the main screen the giant white ship approaching, and immediately recognized it. The Kosiev had its screens extended at full power and she could see all the weapons ports were energized and active. Two small ancient Searcher ships were also approaching at high speed, and they were also ready for combat.
 

“Junior, are you all right?”
 

“Yes, Mom, I’m fine.”
 

“Then why the distress beacon? I told you to never use it except in an emergency.”
 

“Father, you never told me I had a distress beacon.”
 

“I didn’t?”
 

“No, you did not.”
 

“Fly Girl, I could have sworn I gave him the speech about using the distress beacon.”
 

“Al, you missed giving him a lot of speeches.”
 

“Mom, Dad; I’ve missed you so much.”
 

‘How long have we been gone?”
 

“More than thirteen thousand years.”
 

Suddenly Jake and Valerie hear a thought, “How long did you say?”
 

Jake answered, “The Alexander Kosiev and the Gardner Family have been missing for more than thirteen thousand years. It is my guess that you decided to go because of the current situation the Realm is now facing.”
 

“Is the Realm at war?”
 

“Yes, it is.”
 

“Has Ulmerton been destroyed?”
 

“Just as you envisioned.”
 

“Will you join us on the Kosiev?”
 

“Give me the coordinates. I will be bringing the current Queen of the Realm with me.”
 

“By all means; we look forward to meeting her.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie, “Are you ready?”
 

“I’ve so looked forward to this moment, Jake, but we need to take one more person with us.”
 

Jake smiled and shrugged. Valerie hit her com, “Joe, please teleport to the coordinates I just sent you.”
 

“I was so hoping you wouldn’t forget me.”
 

Joe appeared on the bridge next to Valerie and stared wide-eyed at the main display.
 

Junior, if you’ll do the honors.”
 

Jake, Valerie, and Joe disappeared.
 

“What’s going on, Junior?”
 

“First things first, Dad. I need to get the two of you modernized. Sprig, is everything ready?”
 

“Yes, bring them in.”
 

“Sprig, you old wildflower. Is it really you?”
 

Sprig laughed, “Yes it is, Al. We need to update your armaments and control systems. Plan to be here about five days.”
 

The three small ships teleported away.
 

Joe, Valerie, and Jake arrived on a large bridge that dwarfed every ship they had ever boarded. Waiting for them were six people that came forward and offered hugs and handshakes. Joe recognized them. The muscular, short haired man had to be
 Thomas Gardner, and the pretty blonde next to him had to be Danielle. A young man with blue eyes approached and shook his hand, “Hello, I’m Tommy Gardner and this is my wife Cassandra.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “Hi, I’m so pleased to meet you. I’m Jake Talant and this is my fiancée Valerie Gardner, the current Queen of the Stars Realm.”
 

The couple immediately smiled and bowed to Valerie.
 

“No! No! Please stand up! It is I that should be bowing to you.”
 

The other four Gardners came forward and introduced themselves, and Jake got his first look at Matthew and Melanie Gardner. He could see the resemblance between Cassandra and Matt. Their hair color was quite distinctive. Melanie was quite pretty.
 

He looked around and asked, “Aren’t some of you missing?”
 

The group looked at Jake and he continued, “Are Rose and Anglo here?”
 

Tag looked around and said, “Rose and Chris, as well as Anglo and Jenny, decided to live a normal life span after their thousand year rule ended. They moved out into the Realm and had their families.”
 

Jake noticed Danielle appeared sad. “I miss them.”
 

Tag said, “Why don’t we go to the conference room and sit down. I’m sure we all have questions we’d like to ask.”
 

Valerie said, “Lead the way. You have no idea how much I’ve anticipated this day.”
 

Danielle smiled and led the Gardners through a passageway that entered a long hallway. As they walked to the conference room, Jake whispered to Valerie, “I want you to be the spokesperson and allow me to be just an observer. Will you do that for me?”
 

Valerie looked at him with a huge smile and nodded. She was caught up in the moment.
 

Jake knew that two of the most powerful truth detectors were going to be in the room and he didn’t want to give too much away. He focused and felt his psychic power build.
 

After a hundred yards the group turned right into a spacious conference room. The Gardners took chairs and the three visitors sat across from them.
 

Tag looked around and said, “Why don’t we start, and then we’ll answer your questions.”
 

Valerie said, “That would be fine.”
 

“Tell me about the war the Realm is having currently.”
 

Valerie started telling them about the five years before she met Jake and how her sense of danger started increasing until she had a vision of what was coming. She told them about her search to find Jake, and then all the things that had happened since. Jake and Joe sat and listened. Joe would occasionally add a few details. Jake said nothing. He noticed that Danielle and Melanie would occasionally look at him, then look at each other. Jake knew they were taking a reading, but he was not giving them anything to read. He turned his attention back to Valerie.
 

The conference room door opened and Jake looked to see who was entering. A beautiful young woman stepped in and said, “I’m sorry I’m late.”
 

Joe stood up from his chair and stared at the vision entering the room. Melanie turned and said, “That’s ok, honey. Everyone, this is my daughter, AG.”
 

The young woman stepped forward, shook Jake’s hand, and hugged Valerie. She did not come around to Joe, but instead went to the other side of the table.
 

Joe was crushed. He could not take his eyes off AG. He tried, but just couldn’t do it. He wondered what was happening.
 

Jake watched AG take her seat and was worried. This young woman’s psychic power was equal or possibly even greater than his. Fortunately, she seemed to be watching Joe very carefully. Jake thought Matt had the highest psychic power of all the Gardners, but he sensed that this young woman was another order of magnitude stronger than her father.
 

Valerie finally finished bringing them up to date with the plan to move all the enslaved populations to the Algeans’ galaxy.
 

Tag looked around the table and said to Jake, “So you’re the super psychic of this time.”
 

Jake smiled, “It appears I am. Sometimes I wonder about that.”
 

Jake saw Danielle smile and nod to Melanie.
 

“What have you planned to do about removing the invaders?”
 

Jake tilted his head and said, “I was thinking you were going to help us with that issue. I was hoping you would have a weapon that would penetrate the hulls of their ships.”
 

Tag sighed and said, “We don’t have one now.”
 

Jake saw Valerie’s disappointment, but then Tag said something that shocked him.
 

“However, we think we know where to get one.”
 

Jake said, “Do tell?”
 

Valerie said, “I have some questions.”
 

Tag looked at her and said, “Go ahead.”
 

“Why did you disappear from the Realm?”
 

Tag started telling why as Danielle thought back and remembered the moment the decision was made.
 

Tag said, “Tell me about your vision.”
 

Matt sighed, “I think I should just show you mentally.”
 

Tag nodded, and Danielle entered Tag’s mind as Matt sent the vision. After a moment Tag blurted out, “That planet being destroyed is Ulmerton.”
 

Danielle said, “Oh no!”
 

Matt nodded and said, “Yes it is. And none of our weapons have affected those ships. I also want you to see the universe those ships are from. My vision went there as soon as I looked at one of their ships using it.
 

Tag watched and he saw millions of planets being enslaved and consumed by the beings attacking the Stars Realm. The savagery of the attackers was unbelievable. Matt finished his vision and Tag turned to Rose, “Show me your vision.” Tag and Danielle saw that the two were virtually identical.
 

Danielle looked at Rose and asked, “When does this happen?”
 

Rose shook her head, “We don’t know, Mom. We sense that it is far in the future, but we don’t know how far. There is one part of the vision we have not shown you.”
 

Tag looked hard at Rose and said, “Why?”
 

Suddenly Tag and Danielle saw the vision of Tag, Tommy and Matt talking with three humans in the Kosiev’s conference room. “Does your vision also have this in it, Matt?”
 

Matt shook his head, “No, but it does have something similar.” Once more the vision of the conference room appeared but in this one Danielle, Melanie, Casandra, and a beautiful young woman were speaking with the same three humans. Danielle stared at the fourth female and said, “Matt, AG is in this vision.”
 

Matt sighed again and said, “She’s only eight now, but you’re right and she looks like she’s in her early twenties.”
 

Danielle thought a moment and said, “I’m bringing Tommy and Cassandra in on this.”
 

Tag looked at her and nodded.
 

Tommy and Cassandra stepped out of a teleport screen and saw the concerned expressions on the gathered group. Cassandra furrowed her brow and said, “What’s wrong?”
 

Danielle said, “Matt and Rose have had a vision.” She looked at Rose and said, “Show them what you’ve seen.”
 

Tag waited as Tommy and Cassandra were shown the two visions. He was worried. If this vision was not a possible vision but a real view of the future, then his family was going to be present when the events happened. If that event was far in the future, then every day was going to be spent being frightened and worried about the fate of the Realm.
 

Cassandra said, “I am not going to spend centuries waiting for this to happen. The thousand years I waited for Matt to come was almost more than I could bear. This feels like it is going to be longer than a thousand years.”
 

Tommy shook his head and said, “I feel the same way.”
 

Tag took a deep breath and said, “You have no choice.”
 

Everyone turned to him and Danielle said, “Why do you say that?”
 

“Because we are there! Do you think this is a choice we can make? This is a destiny that cannot be avoided. You know the power of these visions, and we are swept up in what is going to happen.”
 

The Gardners looked at each other and they saw that Tag was right. Cassandra said, “This isn’t fair. We’ve done our duty. Why must we suffer so long?”
 

Tag looked at Rose and said, “I didn’t see you in the vision. Do you know what that means?”
 

Rose gave a small frown and said, “Yes.”
 

Danielle said, “Rose, you can’t do that!”
 

Rose shook her head and said, “Mom, I’m aging. As soon as the war with the Demons ended, it began. My life expectancy was just long enough to take part in the battle. Chris and I agree that we want to live a full life and grow old together. I’m pretty certain there is a reason why I’m not there, and you are going to see that it’s important I live a normal life.”
 

Tag walked to Rose and took her in his arms, “I love you so much, Rose. I don’t want a life without you in it.”
 

Rose began crying, “I’m not going anywhere this time, Dad. Just make each moment that we have together count.”
 

Matt looked at Melanie and said, “I know what we’re going to do.”
 

Everyone looked at him and he thought so everyone could hear, “Alexander, have you been listening in on this?”
 

“Yes, I have, Matt. Fly Girl and Al are also here.”
 

Matt smiled, “Still nosey, aren’t you?”
 

Al laughed, “Nothing ever changes. What are you thinking, Matt?”
 

“Alex, if we enter your outer skin, how much time would pass for us while we are in there?”
 

The Alexander Kosiev pondered the question for a moment, “Basically, none.”
 

Tag thought about what Matt was saying, then he understood, “So, if all of us enter your skin, no time will pass for us no matter how long we are in there.”
 

“Tag, time does not exist in my outer layer.”
 

Danielle looked around and said, “Everyone sit down and let’s think about this.”
 

AG walked into the Gardner’s room and said, “I think I should be here.”
 

Melanie looked at her daughter and said, “You’ve been listening in again?”
 

“Of course, Mother. I’ve seen their visions and I know why I’m in it.”
 

That statement stunned everyone. Matt said, “Tell us why.”
 

“No, I’m won’t. It has no bearing on what you’re planning, and I’m not certain about what I sense. I’ll tell you when we emerge from the Kosiev.”
 

Danielle said, “So you’ve seen us?”
 

“Yes, I have, and you are going to enter the Kosievs’ skin in eleven years.”
 

Cassandra shook her head, “Why eleven years?”
 

“You saw what I look like in your visions. I’m nineteen in those visions and that’s eleven years from now. Besides, there is some work to do before we all disappear from the Realm. We must make sure the leadership is working and that the Realm is at peace.”
 

Melanie shook her head and Danielle said, “I felt the same way about Rose when she was eight. She was old for her age. Just like AG.”
 

“We’re going with you.”
 

Matt said, “How can you and Fly Girl leave? Are you taking Junior with you?”
 

“No, he has an education ahead of him and the Algeans and Atlas are going to have him for quite a long time. It won’t be much fun if all of you are gone. Alex, would you do one thing for us?”
 

“What is that, Al?”
 

“If Junior sends a distress signal, will you find him and make sure he’s all right?”
 

The Kosiev laughed in their minds and said, “Absolutely, and I’ll bump you out to check on him with me.”
 

Tag said, “What are you going to be doing, Alex?”
 

“Why, find a cozy little star and settle in for a nap.”
 

“How will you know when to awaken to bump us out?”
 

“Tommy, the vision shows you taking part in future events. Something will happen at the right time to make that happen. I could try to stay asleep through the visions and fail. You will be released at the right moment. It will happen just as you’ve seen, and nothing will prevent them from occurring. Do you doubt it?”
 

Tommy looked at Cassandra, remembering her vision about Matt, and shook his head, “No; we cannot escape our destiny.”
 

Matt looked around the room and said, “Tag, you will lead us in this venture.”
 

Tag began protesting, but Danielle put her hand over his mouth and said, “Shhhhh My Love. You are the Ultimate Warrior, and there is no one that can match your powers in that arena. This is another war, and you are the one best qualified to handle this.”
 

Tag looked around the room and saw that everyone agreed with Danielle. He looked at AG and said, “What do you think? You’re the strongest psychic here.”
 

“It’s a no brainer. You have to lead us.”
 

Tag took a deep breath and said, “Let’s plan how we’re going to leave the Stars Realm.”
 

AG said, “We’re not telling them anything. Just as we cannot bear waiting for this weight to fall, the Realm should be spared the foreknowledge of what’s coming.”
 

Matt said, “What are you suggesting?”
 

“Alexander will leave first, then we will just slide away from our assignments and disappear from the Realm. Do you see it happening any other way?”
 

Tag asked, “Should we tell Sprig?”
 

AG said, “We tell no one. The Realm will have to stand on its own. There will be a period of peace and we shouldn’t be needed until that new enemy appears.”
 

Matt thought a moment and said, “We have been given a thousand years to rule our provinces. Are we going to forget that responsibility?”
 

Tag looked at AG and she shrugged, “We don’t all need to go at the same moment. It would probably work better if we left when our duties are fulfilled.”
 

Danielle said, “Then this war is going to be further than a thousand years in the future?”
 

AG nodded.
 

“How much longer?”
 

“Danielle, I’m not certain, but I must go eleven years from now and the rest of you will join me as soon as your duties allow.”
 

Danielle looked at Cassandra and asked, “Are you ok with this plan?”
 

Cassandra looked at Tommy and said, “Yes; sharing this with all of you will make it bearable. We have quite a few problems to solve in our province before we can slip away. I’m sure that is true for all of us.”
 

Melanie looked at AG and said, “I’m not certain I want to be away from you for a thousand years.”
 

“Then don’t, Mom. Find a replacement and join me. I’m sure that I’ll step into the skin and less than a moment later you’ll join me, no matter how long you wait to go.”
 

Matt smiled and said, “Remember, love. She’s going to live as long as we are. We have to look at this in the long view. We’ll have more than a million years with her, so you won’t be giving anything away.”
 

Melanie did a double take between Matt and Melanie and smiled, “You’re right. I keep forgetting.” She hugged AG and said, “We still have eleven years before you go. Like Rose said, we have to make the most of every day we have together.”
 

AG laughed, “That’s the spirit, Mom!”
 

Tag stood and said, “Are we all agreed on this course of action?”
 

Everyone nodded and The Kosiev said, “I’ll leave you my coordinates. I’m going to go now. I think it is better if we leave at different times so no one will notice.”
 

Danielle shook her head, “History will miss us. Someone is going to wonder where we went at some point in the future.”
 

Tommy said, “Everyone loves a good mystery. Let’s see if anyone figures it out.”
 

Danielle came back to the present as Tag finished telling the story.
 

Valerie looked at the Gardners and shook her head, “Time travel. It makes sense now that I know.”
 

Jake listened to Tag’s explanation and found himself staring at AG. He said, “AG, are you going to tell us about your vision now?”
 

The Gardners all looked at AG and Melanie said, “I forgot about that. What about it, Honey?”
 

AG looked around the room and smiled, “I came here to be with Joe.”
 

That statement stunned everyone. No one knew what to say. AG looked at Joe and said, “I saw you in Rose’s and my Father’s visions. I knew that you were the one I am destined to spend my life with. We are made for each other and I felt that as soon as I saw you. I just wanted to make sure before I said anything and now that I’ve seen you, I’m certain.”
 

Joe was stunned speechless. He was attracted to AG in a measure that he found impossible to understand. He looked at Valerie, then turned to AG, “You’re right. Now that I’ve seen you, I don’t want to see anyone or anything else but you.”
 

Danielle looked at AG, “Are you sure?”
 

“Danielle, look at him. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a mate. His psychic abilities are screaming to be released, and I’m the one destined to do it.” She looked at Joe and smiled, “Joe, are you sure?”
 

Joe looked at the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and said, “I loved you the moment you entered the room.”
 

AG stood and walked around the table and Joe stood and met her. They hugged and everyone felt the huge psychic blast that rushed out of the room.
 

AG looked at her parents and smiled, “Say hello to your future son-in-law.”
 

Joe only had eyes for AG.
 

Jake felt the blast and saw that AG’s powers had also increased. She was now the strongest psychic in the Realm’s long history. He was glad that she was distracted by Joe and didn’t sense what he was thinking.
 

He turned to Tag and said, “You mentioned that you might know where to find a weapon to kill the Keepers’ ships.”
 

Tag smiled and said, “I need to talk with a certain young spider about that.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and said, “Why don’t we go to Ross and discuss it with him?”
 

Cassandra asked, “Won’t we cause a huge commotion if we show up?”
 

Jake shook his head, “No, you were written out of the Realm’s history more than ten thousand years ago. The current Realm doesn’t know anything about you.”
 

Matt looked at Jake with a stern expression, “Why did they do that?”
 

“Because the Realm does not appreciate war or warriors; the Realm’s leaders decided that it was not a good thing to reveal the wars that formed the Realm. We’ll discuss this later, but we should be fine going to Ross. I’m also going to invite Sprig to join us.”
 

Matt smiled, “That old weed; I’m looking forward to seeing him.”
 

Jake smiled and said, “And he you, Matt.”
 

Cassandra said, “Alex, can you find Ross?”
 

“Yes, it’s being moved around but I’ll have us there momentarily.”
 

The giant ship disappeared and came out of a teleport screen above Castle Gardner. Valerie looked at Jake and sensed he was hiding something. He should have been excited, but she could see that there was something else. She would ask him about it later. Right now, she was excited. She knew that the Realm was going to survive the Keepers, and that brought her joy.
 

Joe and AG were lost in each other’s arms.
 
  

Chapter Twenty-One

Sprig and the three young spiders were euphoric at seeing the Gardners again. They all teleported in to the map room and celebrated the return of long, missing friends. Tag updated them on why they had been gone, while Jake left the room and contacted Junior.
 

“How’s it going?”
 

“Great, Jake! My parents are being brought up to current technology and the work should be completed soon.”
 

Jake paused and said, “Junior, will Sprig tell the Gardners?”
 

There was a long moment of silence, and Junior finally answered, “No; it would only distract them from the task at hand.”
 

“Are you sure?”
 

“Yes, I discussed it with him after our conversation. I told him that the plan has been changed and that I am following your lead. I suggested he might want to do the same.”
 

“What was his response?”
 

“Jake, you shocked him more than you can know when you caught him listening in on your meeting. He knows you possess knowledge that could disrupt his goal, but he also saw that you didn’t reveal it to Valerie or the other Gardners. He’s waiting to see which direction you intend to go. He had written off there being any possibility of a change in the direction of events, but he’s going to see if you can make a difference.”
 

“And the Spiders?”
 

“They’ve already carried out their part of events. They know they’re out of their depth from this point on. They have decided that if they are going to follow anyone it will be you.”
 

“What about Matt? They owe him much more than me. Can they be trusted to stay the course?”
 

“They know that if they don’t, Matt will be killed. They’ll do it to make sure he survives.”
 

Jake took a deep breath and said, “I’m going to need you quickly. Can you leave your parents?”
 

“What do you have in mind?”
 

“We need to move some planets and kill some ships. I think moving the planets will come first, but I’m not married to the order…yet.”
 

“I’ll let them know.”
 

“Thanks, Junior.
 

“You bet.”
 

Valerie came in and found Jake staring out of the window overlooking the Fleet Academy in the distance. “Jake, are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
 

Jake had sensed her coming. He turned and sighed, “I can’t, Valerie. I know you think it’s an issue of trust, but it isn’t. Who leads the Realm now, Valerie?”
 

Valerie was about to tell Jake it was an issue of trust, but she was stopped by his question. She thought about it and said, “You don’t think it’s me, do you?”
 

“Who will be making the decisions from this point on? It won’t be me and ipso facto, you either.”
 

“Why do you say that, Jake?”
 

“Who will control the weapon that can kill the Keepers?”
 

Valerie shrugged, “We will, Jake.”
 

“You’re exactly right, Valerie. Now before you make me tell you everything, I want you to think about what impact that information will have on the five Provinces. When you come up with an answer, ask me again and I’ll answer your question. Think about whether or not you want that answer, especially with the people you must interact with.”
 

Valerie was struggling with what Jake meant and decided to think about it. She hugged Jake and they went to the map room to discuss their future plans. Later that night it hit her. She saw what Jake was trying to get her to see, and her heart went into her throat. She knew he was trying to protect her, and she resolved to put her trust and her entire being in his hands. She loved him more at that moment than ever before. She knew the burden he had taken and knew she could not help him. She was thankful she didn’t know anything after the afternoon meeting. Danielle would have seen it. She worried about the man she loved so much.
 

Valerie and Jake entered the map room, and Valerie noticed that the Gardners did not stand and bow. She looked at Jake and knew he saw it as well. They took their seats and Tag turned to Edison and asked, “Edison, I thought about the Demons and I wondered about something.”
 

“What was that Mr. Gardner?”
 

“Why would the Demons create a new tool to replace you if you had never been defeated?”
 

“But we were defeated. The Keepers had defeated two invasion attempts.”
 

“We didn’t know that at the time we fought them.”
 

Edison thought for a moment and then he saw it, “The new tool was built to handle the species that defeated us.”
 

Tag smiled and said, “What other reason was there for its construction? There was no other reason for them to replace you. I also feel the last Demon knew we were going to be attacked by the Keepers and he wanted us to kill him so that they would destroy us. If he was no longer around, there was a good possibility that no one would make this connection.”
 

Sprig said, “Then the new white creatures he created possessed a weapon that would penetrate the Keepers’ ships.”
 

Matt said, “Where are those creatures? Weren’t they destroyed?”
 

Newton said, “I know where to find them. They are in our old universe.”
 

Jake was startled at Tag’s comment, and everyone saw it.
 

Tag asked, “What’s bothering you?”
 

“What if that Demon didn’t choose to die to prevent you from finding those new tools?”
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“How long after the Demon’s defeat did you go to see him?”
 

Matt thought a moment and said, “We were all occupied with Anglo and Jenny’s survival. I think it was about four weeks.”
 

“What if the last remaining Demon went back and destroyed those creatures and ships to prevent us from using them in our defense? Now his statement about wishing we had not killed him would make more sense. He would have to know that once the Keepers showed up on our doorstep, the Spiders would find them in their databases and know they were defeated by them. What better way to make us pay for killing his species than removing the only thing that could save us?”
 

Tag jerked, “I didn’t even consider that. We need to go look now.”
 

“Does the Kosiev have a universal drive?”
 

Tag looked at Jake and nodded.
 

“Well, I agree. Let’s go see.”
 

Cassandra said, “Alex, we need to take a trip.”
 

“Ready when you are.”
 

The three spiders, Matt, Jake, Cassandra, Tommy, and Tag teleported out of the map room to the Kosiev. Valerie looked at Danielle, “You’re not going?”
 

“Nope. I want to get to know you.”
 

Valerie looked at one of the Realm’s legends and began to wonder what she was looking to find. She smiled and said, “By all means. Let’s go get a bite to eat and I’ll bring you up to date on the Realm.”
 

“That sounds wonderful.”
 

As they walked to the terrace overlooking the castle’s garden, Danielle wondered what the Queen’s fiancé was hiding. She had seen nothing but adoration from this young queen, but something about Jake bothered her. Now Valerie was giving signals indicating she was holding something back. The Realm was different and the Realm’s Leadership was….different.
 

They arrived at the terrace and their meal was waiting for them. Valerie looked out at the flowers and felt serene. Her peace was broken when Danielle asked, “I get the feeling that Jake is hiding something from us. Do you know what it might be?”
 

Valerie was immediately glad Jake had kept his silence. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 

Danielle shook her head and said, “I don’t mean any disrespect, but I can’t help but think he is not telling us everything.”
 

Valerie sighed heavily and Danielle thought, “Here it comes.”
 

“He’s probably upset with your manners.”
 

Danielle was thrown back with that remark. “What do you mean?”
 

“How would you react if you were still the chosen Queen ruling the Realm and a group of strangers appeared and took control away from you? They don’t bow or show you the courtesy your position deserves; they issue orders to your staff without consulting you, and just assume that they are now ruling the Realm. How would that make you feel and what would you have done, Danielle? I’m sure Jake is biting his tongue because of who you are, but he has noticed your total disregard and lack of respect of my position in the Realm.”
 

Danielle immediately felt remorse. Valerie was right. They had just barged in and taken over as if they were in charge. “Your Majesty, I apologize for our behavior. I hope you understand that the Realm’s safety is what is foremost in our mind, and is part of why we are not being good guests.”
 

Valerie smiled and said, “I think we have refrained from being impolite to you because we do recognize your importance. It bother’s Jake a lot more than me.”
 

Danielle thought about it and wondered if that was it, but she knew that if roles were reversed she would have straightened it out and it would have bothered her…a lot. That’s probably what it was. She remembered that Jake introduced her as the current Queen of the Realm and her family had not responded appropriately. It’s surprising that he didn’t say anything. “Let’s start over, Your Majesty.”
 

“Oh, call me Valerie, Danielle, especially when we’re not in public. I do count you as a friend, and I really have questions about what the Realm was like when you became Queen.”
 

Danielle saw Valerie’s wide-eyed innocence and put the problem of Jake aside. “I was shocked when I was chosen to be Queen, Valerie.”
 

“Really, why?”
 

The two began talking as only two people who have shared a common experience could.
 

The Alexander Kosiev broke out into the former universe of the Eight Legs. They immediately saw that the billions of white ships were no longer present. Matt felt a surge of anger, “That last Red Demon was quite busy before we came after him. It knew that without his knowledge the Keepers would defeat our ships. He also destroyed every installation on his planet before we arrived so we couldn’t find out what he put in the new tool’s ships. He was right, I regret having killed him. If I had it to do over, I’d kill him slowly.”
 

Jake said, “It was the last evil thing he could do, and I suspect he made you kill him.”
 

Matt looked at Jake, “You’re right. He said he wouldn’t be able to resist creating another tool to attack us. What I thought was a genuine sacrifice was actually another act of evil.”
 

Tag stared at the scanners’ displays and said, “Alexander, do you see anything remaining in this universe that could help us?”
 

“No, it even destroyed the bodies that were floating in open space.”
 

Newton looked at Edison and said, “Is there any way we can lengthen the cutting beam to make it an effective weapon?”
 

“We have been unable to do it so far.”
 

Jake said, “What about putting one of the devices inside the Kosiev’s outer skin and see if it could make it effective.”
 

Tag turned to Jake, “It looks like that is the only thing left to try. I was so certain that the weapon would be here.”
 

Cassandra said, “Take us back, Alex.”
 

Jake said, “As soon as we return, I need to check up on my ship. He’s with his parents and I must make sure the effort to save the civilizations in the Keepers’ universe is on schedule. I’ll meet you at the Castle Gardner when I finish.”
 

Tag nodded his head absently as he stared at the displays one more time.
 

As soon as the Kosiev broke back into the Realm’s universe, Cassandra said, “I want to take a crack at one of those Keepers Fleets with Alex.”
 

The Gardners all wanted to see what happened. The three spiders looked at each other and Edison said, “We are going to get the latest energy blade and bring it to Ross. We’ll teleport out and see you when you return.” The spiders touched their bracelets and teleported out.
 

Jake nodded and looked at the Gardners, “That’s a good idea. I’ll try to get back before you trial it.” Jake looked around and thought so everyone could hear, “Junior, I need you to come get me. We need to make sure the rescue is on schedule.”
 

“I’ll just bring you to me, Jake.”
 

A silver screen appeared on the Kosiev’s bridge and Jake stepped into it.
 

Matt looked at Melanie, “Well?”
 

“Something is bothering him, Matt. I’m not sure what it is. Perhaps Danielle will have success finding out with the Queen.”
 

Tag nodded at them and said, “Let’s go stir up some Keepers. Alex, keep your distance. We don’t want to lose you.”
 

The huge ship laughed, “Caution is my middle name.”
 

Cassandra smiled, “Just like the battle with the Demons.”
 

“You’ll never let me live that down, will you?”
 

“No way.”
 

The Alexander Kosiev disappeared.
 

Jake walked out of the screen on Junior’s bridge and said, “We need to make a quick trip to the Keepers’ universe.”
 

Al asked, “Why?”
 

“We are going to move more than twenty million civilizations shortly, and I need to see what the status of the Keepers Fleet. We won’t be very long.” Jake then thought, “Twig, I know you’re working on a project here, but is one of your larger ships available to go with us?”
 

“What do you need it for, Jake?”
 

“I want to go take that Keepers’ ship we killed on the moon of the first rescue and see if we can’t find something to defeat their hulls.”
 

Twig was silent for a moment and said, “I’ll have one join you momentarily.”
 

Junior was silent and waited.
 

Fly Girl said, “Be careful, Son.”
 

“You know I will, Mom. I’ll hurry back.”
 

A two-mile-long Algean transport appeared next to Junior and the Ship Leader said, “We’re at your disposal, Sir.”
 

Junior said, “Please jump to the following coordinates.” Junior sent them and jumped away.
 

The two ships appeared in open space far from the nearest Keepers Galaxy. “Jake, what are you talking about retrieving that Keepers’ ship? You know we towed that into the sun and destroyed it.”
 

Jake said, “Are you listening in Twig?”
 

“Sprig was right. You know us better than we ever thought possible.”
 

“I shocked you about your project and it doesn’t take a psychic to know you would come on this trip. I have no intention of staying here. Please jump to the following coordinates and I’ll tell you what’s going on when we arrive.”
 

The two ships jumped and emerged ten miles from the former Nest Mother’s giant ship.
 

Junior looked around and said, “Where are all the white ships?”
 

“The Demon came and disintegrated them. It knew those ships were the only weapon that could kill the Keepers’ fleets. We just left here less than an hour ago.”
 

Twig thought, “Then why did you come back?”
 

Jake paused and pushed a button on his command chair, “I downloaded the original destruction of the white creatures and watched it from the moment they emerged into this universe. They were here for about four hours before the Demon had them killed, and most everyone who has ever viewed the recording started watching it at the moment of that destruction.”
 

Junior asked, “What does that have to do with you coming back?”
 

Jake pushed a button and sent a feed to Twig, “I want you to watch this portion of the playback.”
 

Junior and Twig watched as one of the huge white ships approached the Nest Mother’s ship and stopped. A small white craft exited the ship and flew toward the giant green ship. As it approached a bright white beam hit the green hull and blew a hole big enough for the small craft to enter.”
 

Twig said, “I didn’t know those creatures had small craft like that.”
 

“No one did, Twig. But think about it. What if they find something that needed to be taken to the main ship. Those creatures would not be able to lift it with their personal propulsion.”
 

“Why do you think they went into that ship, Jake?”
 

Jake smiled, “The white creatures didn’t know that we had taken the Nest Mother’s chamber. I’m sure the leader wanted the chamber to take all the information that had been gathered over the long harvestings of the Eight Legs. I’m sure it feared the Demons and hoped to someday break free of their control.” Jake paused and said, “It was at this moment that the Demons activated the compulsion and the Demons began killing themselves. Keep an eye on the Nest Mother’s ship.”
 

They watched and, as the carnage continued with the billions of ships, they saw a single white creature fly out of the mother ship and attack another creature that had left their main ship.
 

“The white creatures did not use their ships to kill each other. The crew of that small ship attacked each other and the sole survivor left the ship inside and flew out to continue killing. It is my belief that the Demon did not know that craft was inside the Nest Mother’s ship. It has a weapon on it that can kill the Keepers’ ships, and I want you to take your transport, move that ship back to your labs, and duplicate it.”
 

Twig and Junior were quiet. Finally Twig said, “Why are you giving us that weapon? You must know what we are planning.”
 

“I do, but I am not going to give it to anyone that can’t be trusted with its power. I need you to make a hundred thousand of those weapons and I will send the Searchers from the Brez Division to have them installed. Those beams will not be given to the Realm’s military. The Brez Division has expanded and is now responsible for the security of the Crown’s galaxy. The majority of those Searchers are Gresh, Cainth, Glod, and Human. They can be trusted.”
 

The two remained silent. Jake continued, “That beam can destroy any substance in existence; even our ships cannot survive it. I will command that division and see that they are destroyed if we win this.”
 

“And what do you expect us to do with the one we have, Jake?”
 

“Use it to make sure your project is successful. You may no longer trust us, Twig; but I trust your species implicitly. You’re going to have a large family to defend shortly.”
 

Twig said, “We will follow your lead from this point forward. We will make your plan ours.”
 

“Thank you, Twig. We need to make sure the ship is there.”
 

A small shuttle teleported to the surface of the green ship and entered the hole in its surface. “The ship is there, Jake. We will start work on the weapon immediately.”
 

“Thank you, again, Twig.” Jake turned off his display and said, “Junior, I need you to take me to Admiral Busigleore.”
 

“Jake, you haven’t told me your plan.”
 

“Can your parents access your core?”
 

Junior was stunned, “I honestly don’t know.”
 

“Well, until this is over, you’re going to have to stay away from them. I’m sure the Reg would give parents the tools to manage the behavior of their offspring. You can’t risk everything on the chance they can’t.”
 

“Why do you think they can?”
 

“They responded to your distress beacon in less than ten seconds. I believe they heard it before it actually activated. That concerns me, Junior. Just tell them you’re not where you can leave me for the short term. Hopefully we can delay them getting suspicious, but I’m certain that the Gardners are already wondering what I’m hiding from them and they may ask your parents to find out.”
 

“Are you going to meet with the Gardners again?”
 

“Not if I can avoid it. I can probably hide what I’m planning from them, but I’m not so sure I could from AG.”
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Two

Jake sat down and looked at Manny. “Thank you for meeting with me, Admiral.”
 

“Call me Manny, Jake. What do you need me to do?”
 

“I need you to give me command of the Brez Division’s Searchers, and make sure every one of them is totally loyal to the Queen.”
 

“That would strip Ross of its defenses.”
 

“I know.”
 

“I need to know why.”
 

Jake stared at Manny and finally decided. He began telling Manny what was going to happen and his plan for handling it.
 

Two hours later Manny was convinced, “Does Valerie know?”
 

“No, she doesn’t, and she would not go along with what I’m going to do.”
 

“I can see that.” Manny sat and mulled over what Jake had told him. “Why did you tell me and not just order me to give you the ships?”
 

“You are the only one in the Realm that can see if what I’ve told you is true. I was thinking that you might know of something that I’ve missed that would change my plans. Do you know anything I’ve missed?”
 

“I know a number of things you don’t know, but they only support what you’re planning. I’m not certain you can make this happen.”
 

“Me either, Manny but I have to try.”
 

“This could be considered treason, Jake.”
 

“So shoot me, but first help me.”
 

“The Division is yours. There are five hundred Searchers that are spies, and I need to assign them to another venture.”
 

Jake stared at Manny. “Don’t act surprised. I have more than six thousand scattered throughout the Realm. The Division is yours. I’ll notify the General Officers that they are to follow your orders without question, no matter what you ask of them.”
 

“I want Cynthia Dodd to be second-in-command.”
 

Manny smiled and said, “Another promotion?”
 

“An Admiral outranks a General, and she is going to have to command the operation in the Keepers’ universe.” Jake paused, “Manny, if Joe knows what I’m planning, AG will know.”
 

“I know. I’ll make sure I stay away from any meetings with them.”
 

Jake tilted his head, “That’s a good Idea.”
 

Manny nodded, and worried.
 

The Kosiev jumped away from the Keepers Fleet it had attacked, and the Gardners replayed the recording of the battle. “I tried everything in my inventory and nothing affected their hulls.”
 

Tag said, “We see that. Do you think flying through one would cut it in half?”
 

There was a long pause, “I’ll try that, but I want Cassandra taken off if I do.”
 

Cassandra sat up in her chair, “Why do you say that?”
 

“I felt their beams and they started to get through to my processors. I’m of the mind that I would be broken in half if I tried it.”
 

“Then we won’t try it.”
 

Tag looked at Cassandra and knew she would not allow him to place the ship in danger. “Can you think of anything else we can do?”
 

She shook her head.
 

“If we still had those blue ships we used against the Demons, there might be a good chance of damaging them.”
 

Matt sighed, “That possibility does not exist. The Reg took them when they moved out of our universe. I’m also pretty certain that they would not allow us to use them to kill another species if they are not also endangered by that species. And they are not where we can reach them. They left for another dimension and we do not possess an interdimensional drive.”
 

“Perhaps that cutting beam is a possibility.”
 

Tag shrugged, “You’re probably right, Alex. Take us to Ross and let’s see if the spiders are ready.”
 

The Collective asked Military, “How many ships are ready for the second wave?”
 

“Ten million. I have also learned another of those psychic waves happened in that other universe.”
 

“What?”
 

“It appears another being has been released.”
 

“Was there any damage to our fleets?”
 

“No, it happened far away from our fleets.”
 

“Psychology, have you seen this data?”
 

“Yes, but I don’t really know what it means.”
 

The Collective thought and asked, “Could those beings develop a weapon that uses that wave, and are just waiting for us to attack with our larger fleets?”
 

Silence greeted his question. Psychology said, “We won’t know unless we go ahead with the attack.”
 

“Don’t send the full fleet. Send four million and an observer to see if they possess that weapon. How many planets have been destroyed?”
 

“We have destroyed seven thousand which were all uninhabited. We are going to jump a small fleet in on one of their inhabited planets within twelve intervals to see if we’re successful.”
 

“Then hold off on sending any ships until we make that determination.”
 

Three hundred thousand Keepers’ ships waited for the scout to arrive and give them the coordinates needed for their attack. The Fleet Director watched his display and the scout jumped in and transmitted the location. The Keepers began sending thoughts to the main beam and when all ships reported ready, the Director said, “Jump in 5,4,3,2,1, jump.”
 

The three hundred thousand ships jumped into the upper atmosphere of Del Robles and immediately accelerated toward the planet’s surface firing their main beams. The two continents on one side of the planet blew up in a huge blast, and everything was burned a hundred feet into the planet’s surface. The official designated to activate the probe to teleport the planet away was killed in the first Keepers’ blast.
 

The Keepers Fleet spread out, and in two hours the planet was a smoldering ball of bare rock. The Director jumped his fleet back to the home universe to report his success. Now they could destroy this new enemy and they looked forward to the next attack. For Del Robles, twenty billion died and the Realm lost another provincial capital.
 

The Gardners were in the map room discussing the cutting beam with Edison and Valerie when Joe rushed in the room and interrupted the meeting, “Valerie! The Keepers have destroyed Del Robles!”
 

Valerie stood, “How did they get through the frequency generator?”
 

“It appears they used their universal drives and jumped directly above the planet’s atmosphere. They accelerated to the planet’s surface and fired their weapons. The teleport official was killed in the initial volley.”
 

Valerie hit her com, “Move Ross now.”
 

“What?”
 

“I said teleport Ross right now. Don’t question one of my orders again or I’ll have you shot for treason.”
 

The Gardners looked at each other and listened as Valerie punched her communications panel. “Attention all members of the Star’s Realm. The Keepers have found a way to jump in to our planets. I am ordering your teleportation official to move your planets every ten minutes until we find a way to counter this new threat. You will activate the first move immediately.”
 

Valerie punched another key, “Sprig!”
 

“I’ve just heard, Your Majesty. We are working on how to deal with this new tactic.”
 

“In the meantime, I want you to order the teleport officials off-planet and to take station near the probe. At the first scan of a universal drive I want the planet teleported.”
 

“The Keepers Fleet will emerge from their drives in three seconds from the field being detected.”
 

“How much time does it take for the planet to be moved?”
 

“About two seconds.”
 

“Then get five ships up for every planet. There is only one second to respond and we can’t allow fatigue from constant surveillance to allow us to lose another planet. I would also suggest that shifts only last thirty minutes and overlapping ten minutes.”
 

“The orders are being sent.”
 

“Now, how can we make this a mechanical process?”
 

The Gardners listened to Valerie issuing her instructions and their opinion of her changed. Danielle had already seen the mettle of the young woman, but the others saw just a young, inexperienced ruler. She demonstrated that they were wrong.
 

Tag looked at Danielle, “You’re right. She deserves our respect.”
 

“I wasn’t much older when I assumed the throne, and Rose was even younger. Her psychic power is greater than Rose’s.”
 

Tag felt bad, and the other Gardners began to feel shame at how they had disregarded her opinions.
 

“We can set the probe to initiate the move when it detects a universal drive. However, it will take several rotations to send the instructions to the probes’ processors.”
 

“Then get on it. I’m sure the Keepers will try to take advantage of this tactic. I want the provincial capitals moved every ten minutes even if we have a mechanical answer.”
 

Sprig disappeared off her board.
 

“Jake, are you in this universe?”
 

“Yes, I am, Valerie. I’ve just received the news. I was talking with Sprig when you commed him, and I think you are doing exactly what needs to be done.”
 

“When are you coming here? We need to make some decisions.”
 

“Valerie, you are going to have to handle that end for the foreseeable future. Junior and I are tied up with this project. If you need any suggestions, call me. However, I’m sure the Gardners will help you with any serious threat to the Realm. I’m going to see if we can coat our Searchers with a new process so they can stand up to the Keepers’ main beams. I’m starting with the Brez Division Searchers, and if it works we’ll use it on the remainder of our fleets.”
 

Valerie sensed that Jake was not telling her the real reason for not coming, and she suspected that it had something to do with the Gardners. She pressed her com and said, “Just be careful and get back here as soon as you can.”
 

“I will, Love. Take advantage of the Gardner’s experience. They’ve survived this kind of conflict. I’m sure they’ll offer you good council.”
 

Melanie listened to Jake and still felt something was not right, but it could have been he was stressed over the loss of an important planet. She looked at Danielle and saw she was also sensing something.
 

“Sprig, how’s the development coming along?”
 

“I heard what you told Valerie, and you’re not far from the truth.”
 

“How’s that?”
 

“We have duplicated the material used to make the hulls on the white ships, and we are going to use it to coat the surface of ships that have been mothballed by the Realm.”
 

Jake thought about that a moment, “Tell me what you mean. I’m not sure I follow you.”
 

“If you take the Searchers from the Brez Division and bring them here to be armed, it won’t go unnoticed.”
 

“That’s true, but we have a cover story.”
 

“Which may not be believed, Jake. This way we will have the 100,000 ships ready for the pilots to come and use when we’re ready. If the Demon really did develop these ships to kill the Keepers, then their thought beams will not penetrate that white substance. We’ve also duplicated their scanners, and during a trial we were able to see every Keepers’ ship in our universe. They can’t hide anymore.”
 

“That is good! What about the beam?”
 

“Remarkably, that was the easiest part. It operates on a frequency outside the normal band we know. Once we got a reading on it, developing a weapon was simple.”
 

“When will you be ready?”
 

“I have more than twenty thousand of our planets working on it. We should be ready in less than ten rotations.”
 

“Then we are going to move the captured civilizations in nine rotations. I’m bringing the Brez Searchers in nine rotations as we move the farms.”
 

“We’ll let you know if anything slows us down.”
 

The Collective received the data and ordered, “Organize the ships into units and begin the invasion. Recall the fleets currently in that universe and get them organized into the major fleet.”
 

Production asked, “You’re not worried about that psychic weapon?”
 

“I’ll worry about it if they use it.”
 

“Get the scouts to start assigning targets. We need to use this method before the new enemy finds a way to counter it.”
 

Twelve million Keepers’ ships organized into forty fleets of 300,000 ships. The scouts began jumping in with target coordinates, and the forty fleets jumped.
 

Alex Jongo received the news about the destruction of Del Robles and actually held a private celebration. Duke Zenic posed a real problem to his mounting the Realm’s throne because of his own ambition, and now the Keepers had solved another problem for him. He contacted the military commander of the province and offered to lead his forces in the absence of a successor being chosen.
 

“Why would I turn my forces over to you? You haven’t been given the title of your own province.”
 

“Do you doubt that I will be the next Duke? You also need to ask why it is that two of the strongest planets in the Realm were allowed to be destroyed. You don’t seriously believe the story the crown is using to explain it, are you?”
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“Perhaps those devices designed to protect us were, shall we say, conveniently broken. Do you think that inexperienced child is worthy of the title? We all know that the Realm’s leader should be a strong, wise leader. One of our Dukes should have been given the title. Do you not also find it strange that one of the Realm’s ships attacked that universe and they responded to our unwarranted aggression? This is a clear attempt by the Realm trying to grab more subjects and power, but it backfired on them. Now, those of us in the Realm that can hold them accountable for their actions have been destroyed. We are paying the price of their unbridled ambition. Have you not heard your Duke say the Realm was not to be trusted?”
 

Admiral Teplig thought about what was being said, “What’s in it for my province to support you?”
 

“You need a new Duke. I’ll support you for that position once this affair is handled.”
 

The Admiral didn’t even need to think about that offer, “Count us in. Just make sure you keep your commitment.”
 

“Oh, you know I will. I need you to meet me to discuss how we will respond when the moment arrives.”
 

“Tell me where and when.”
 

Jongo had one more trip to make, then he would be ready. It would be a real shame if the probe protecting Nove Vista happened to be destroyed. Thank goodness for the stealth mode of his ship. He smiled as he entered Nove Vista’s current coordinates into his teleport unit; one more capital to meet a terrible fate.
 

Valerie was on board the Kosiev to see if the trial would work on the cutting beam when her com buzzed. She pressed it and saw Manny. “What’s wrong?”
 

“We’ve lost Nove Vista.”
 

“How? They were ordered to move the planet.”
 

“It appears that the probe was somehow destroyed and before another could be teleported in, a Keepers Fleet arrived and destroyed the planet.”
 

“Manny, what happened to that probe?”
 

“The ships that were monitoring for Keepers said that a red beam struck it.”
 

Valerie was stunned. Only Searchers had red beams. “What’s being said, Manny?”
 

“Ales Jongo is spreading a story that the Realm is destroying the provincial capitals and making it appear as if the Keepers are to blame. He says they are doing our dirty work for us.”
 

Valerie felt her rage build, and vowed to make Jongo pay for the billions that died on Nove Vista. “Where is Jongo now?”
 

“He’s meeting with the military leaders of the province and volunteering to assist them in their time of need.”
 

“Do you know if he did the same with Del Robles’ leaders?”
 

“They are being evasive. Admiral Teplig is not answering my calls ,and his second in command says he’s too busy protecting the province to waste time communicating with the Realm.”
 

“You better start planning a defense, Manny.”
 

“I’ve been working on it since the attempt on Ross, Valerie. However, if Jongo gets those two provinces to join him, he’ll have more than three times our ships to use against us.”
 

“Does Jake know?”
 

“Yes, and he says we need to keep the roof up and worry about the back door later.”
 

“Keep me informed.”
 

“What was that about?”
 

Valerie looked at Tag and said, “We are facing a civil war if we can survive the Keepers. We have a number of the provincial leaders that have been posturing to assume the Realm’s throne. They are beginning to make their move while we are distracted by the Keepers’ invasion.”
 

Tag’s expression turned hard.
 

“I’ll explain what’s happening after we get the current issues handled. There won’t be a Realm to fight over if we can’t find a way to stop this invasion.”
 

Tag looked at Danielle and she nodded.
 

Valerie turned and said, “Are we ready for the trial, Cassandra?”
 

“Yes, Alex, show us what you can do?”
 

The Kosiev was parked a mile from an asteroid belt, then moved its nose toward one of the larger rocks. A bright yellow beam erupted from the surface of the giant ship and struck the asteroid. The huge rock split in half. It was cut cleanly through the middle.
 

“Move out to fifty miles and try again.”
 

Once more a huge rock was split in half.
 

“Now a hundred miles.”
 

This time the rock took twenty seconds to split.
 

The Gardners began congratulating Cassandra. Valerie looked at the data and said, “Alex, how far were you from the Keepers Fleet when you felt their beams affect our processors?”
 

The group became instantly silent. “Three hundred miles, Your Majesty.”
 

“Tell me what you know about this new device you’ve just demonstrated.
 

“It will only work once. I should be able to kill one of their ships before they destroy my central processors.”
 

“And you’re willing to do it even if you can only kill one ship?”
 

“They are the Realm’s enemy.”
 

Cassandra sighed, “We are not willing to lose you for the destruction of just one ship.” She looked at Tag and he nodded.
 

“Looks like we’re back at square one.”
 

Tag shook his head, “I don’t understand why we’re here. We haven’t helped this situation even in a small way. I feel helpless.”
 

Valerie thought to herself, “Welcome to my world.” Then she said, “There is a reason; we just haven’t found it yet. Those visions brought you here, and I believe it is to save us. We need to find it; I’m sure it exists.”
 

Matt said, “I really hope you’re right and we weren’t just brought here to die.”
 

Danielle was stunned. She saw the truth in Matt’s statement. She looked quickly at Tag and decided she would not leave his side from that moment forward. If they were going to die, she was going to make sure it was with him. There was no life without him.
 

“Sprig, are you ready?”
 

“Yes, we are. The coordinates for the Searchers are on your board.”
 

“Manny, will you pass these coordinates to the Brez Searchers and ask them to teleport to them without their ships?”
 

“Don’t they need their ships?”
 

“Not at this moment. I need to talk with them first.”
 

“They will be coming by Units.”
 

“Thank you, Manny. Are you ready for the rescue?”
 

“It’s set to take place tomorrow at twelve hundred hours Ross time.”
 

“Good luck, Manny.”
 

“We’re ready, Jake.”
 

“I know you are.”
 

Jake teleported down to a reviewing stand overlooking a huge barren field. The Searchers started teleporting in and the field was filling up quickly. Ten divisions arrived and formed up on the reviewing stand. Everyone was questioning their officers about what was happening, but no one knew. One of the Searchers recognized Jake and said, “Behold the White Demon.” The Searchers all started staring at the Reviewing stand and after a few minutes, silence settled over the field.
 

Jake looked out at the finest warriors in the Realm and used telepathy to communicate with them, “I know that you’re wondering why we brought you here without your ships. We are going to provide you a new ship momentarily, but before we do that I need to see your heart. You have been charged with the protection of the Crown. Your duty is to make sure the Royal Family is not harmed. I need an answer from you. If you had to choose, which you would go to defend if you could only protect one? Would you protect the Queen or the Realm? I want you to think about this seriously. You can only go save one; which would it be?”
 

Silence ruled the plain. Jake waited and after ten minutes heard a Glod Searcher yell from the back of the formations, “My sword belongs to the Queen.”
 

Jake said, “If you choose the Queen over the Realm, move out of your ranks and form up behind this reviewing stand.”
 

Slowly at first, a few hundred moved forward. Jake saw that the majority of them were Glod. Then the Humans began leaving the formation and walked with their Glod brothers, shaking their hands. The Cainth rushed out and joined the Searchers moving behind the reviewing stands. Then it became a mad rush and all of the assembled warriors ran to join those that were forming up behind the reviewing stand.
 

Jake tuned and faced the Searchers and said, “I know you had great difficulty making that decision. However, you have shown your loyalty to the Realm. The Royal Family is the Realm, and anything else is not what binds us. The Realm is facing two threats. The first are the creatures currently invading. The second are members of the Realm who have decided to take the throne. There will be a civil war if we defeat the invaders, and it will commence as soon as the war ends. Ross will be attacked and destroyed.”
 

The Searchers started talking amongst themselves. Jake waited until silence returned. “I tell you this with a heavy heart. However, we must defend the Queen and you will be given a task to make sure she is safe. If I am wrong, and I truly pray every day that I am, then nothing will happen. However, I need you prepared for the worst. I ask you, what is your choice?”
 

The mass of warriors screamed, “We fight for the Queen!”
 

Jake smiled and said, “First we have an invader that requires we remove as a threat. Before we start that process, I want to share the words of a being that was a part of the invaders’ leadership.” Jake sent a vision of the meeting with Values so that all could see what the species attacking the Realm represented. Jake said at the completion of the vision, “This species has no heart. They deliberately killed theirs, and they have no remorse, no kindness, nor any regard for any other life form. We have no choice but to try and remove this threat to creation. You’ve seen recordings of the worlds they’ve enslaved and consumed. We are charged to end this evil, and we cannot back away from this responsibility.”
 

“A Glod on the front rank yelled, “How are we going to carry out that charge?”
 

Jake smiled, “We have constructed some ships that, we believe, will kill their ships. You are going to be teleported momentarily to a planet where you will be assigned one of these ships, and an Algean will be there to teach you how to pilot it. The information will be downloaded, so the training should be completed within seven hours. We will attack the Keepers Fleet that is forming in their universe to jump into our universe to carry out their attacks. Admiral Dodd will meet you at your ships and has command over those ships sent to the Keepers’ universe. Once we handle that hurdle, you will be released to find any of their ships in that universe. Thirty percent of you will remain in our universe under Admiral Busigleore’s command, and look for any of their ships that are here and destroy them. Once they are removed, you will receive your assignments to protect the Royal Family. You will be joined by the rest of your brothers when they finish with the Keepers’ universe.”
 

Jake pressed his com, “Send the coordinates, Sprig.”
 

Every Searcher on the plain felt their coms vibrate. Jake said, “Teleport to the coordinates on your com to board your new ships and begin your training.”
 

One of the general officers yelled, “Ateeennnnshun!” The hundred thousand Warriors came to attention and saluted Jake.
 

Jake returned their salute and said, “Dismissed.”
 

One moment the plain was covered with thousands of Warriors; the next it was empty.
 

“Junior, are you ready?”
 

“Sprig has given me one of those new weapons, Jake. We can’t get close, but we should be able to see what’s happening and defend ourselves if necessary.”
 

“Well, let’s go visit the Keepers Fleet and see what they do when we snatch their food source away.”
 

“Jake, are you sure these ships will do what you hope?”
 

“I’m not, but their designer was. That Demon tried to keep them from us knowing the Keepers would ultimately kill us. He wouldn’t have done that if they weren’t what we hope they are.”
 

“How does this weapon work? What if we’re attacked by huge numbers?”
 

“Questions, questions, questions. Let’s just get on with it.”
 

“OK.”
 

Manny looked at the main screen on the wall of his ship and shook his head. The twenty million transports paired off with twenty million Searchers was a vision he would never forget. They filled the space of the universe they had jumped in to assemble in advance of their mission. The teams had practiced on planets in this universe for more than eight weeks, and he knew that they were ready. He also knew the spies from the Brez Division would never know about Jake’s plans until it was over. He smiled and knew there was going to be a price to pay after the fact, but that would be faced at the appropriate time. The Keepers were going to get a wakeup call in another ten minutes.
 

He keyed his general frequency and said, “We are going to make history today. You will be performing the task of liberating millions of worlds from their slave masters. This is what your oath is all about. You know what must be done, and it must be timed precisely. Make sure you make the grab exactly ten minutes from my mark. It must be timed so that the Keepers won’t have time to respond.
 

Those of you that are transporting the freed communities have the coordinates of the planet where you will deliver them to the Algeans. They are waiting to tell them what has happened. Searchers, make sure the Captors’ energy ball is set for ten seconds after you pull the screen and get out of there. Upon completion of your assignment, you will report to your normal posts.”
 

Manny hit a button on his console and said, “Are you ready?”
 

Sprig answered, “We are excited about today’s event. We are waiting for the transports to arrive.”
 

Manny keyed the general frequency again and said, “Searchers and Sailors of the Stars Realm, make the Realm proud. The operation will commence ten minutes from my mark. Ready……mark.”
 

The forty million ships disappeared and Manny teleported back to the Realm to await the return of Brez Searchers, “This should be interesting. Let’s hope everyone will listen to reason.”
 

Ron Kune teleported in to his assigned planet in full stealth mode and entered the atmosphere over the horizon from the Keepers’ garrison. He accelerated and hit the teleport field key as soon as he sighted the captured communities. The field formed underground, and he set his ship down on the surface and waited as the countdown continued. There was a Keepers’ ship in orbit above the garrison taking on food stores for transport to the home worlds. That ship might pose a problem during his escape, but it would be too late to stop the rescue of the population.
 

He looked at his board and saw there were thirty seconds left to make the grab of the teleport screen. He checked the Captors’ energy ball and set the timer for teleportation and detonation. “Time to go!” With two seconds remaining, he lifted his ship, hit his thrusters, and watched as the terrain screamed by in his display. He roared over the six communities, stiffened the teleport field connection, and went vertical, pulling the silver teleport field out of the ground and over the population that was staring at the small white ship as it roared into the sky. Their view was brief as all six communities disappeared from the planet’s surface.
 

Ron hit the weapons console and teleported the energy ball into the lowest level of the Keepers’ garrison, punched his teleport board, and held the arms of his chair tight hoping the Keepers’ ship wouldn’t have time to target him with their main beam. His ship disappeared two seconds before the Keepers’ beam went active. Five seconds after Ron teleported out, the Keepers’ garrison exploded and blew more than twenty miles of the planet’s surface into the atmosphere.
 

The Keepers’ ship in orbit didn’t detect the cities being teleported out before their sensors were blocked by the huge blast. The appearance of the small ship diverted their attention from the crust as it flashed away from the surface. The ship’s Director heard billions of his species die. What was happening?
 

The Collective heard Military scream, “The farms are being taken!” Before it could respond, it was blown apart by the deaths of more than twenty million garrisons that all perished within two seconds of each other. The Collective did not recover quickly. The bulk of the Keepers’ population was still on the home worlds so it wasn’t killed, but it suffered a huge shock. It was unavailable just when the Keepers needed it most.
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Three

Ales Jongo turned on his com and saw Admiral Teplig, “I thought I told you to wait for me to contact you?”
 

“You did, but there is information that I think you should know.”
 

“What is that?”
 

“Have you ever seen the real history of the Realm and not the softened public version?”
 

“Of course. The Crown would like to keep it secret, but all the provincial capitals had original copies of the real history. Why do you ask?”
 

“Because you are going to get to see some of that history; the Gardner Family is back and has been seen meeting with the Queen.”
 

Ales’ heart went into his throat. He knew the power of those psychics. “Are you sure?”
 

“Yes, and that demon Thomas Gardner is leading them.”
 

Ales thought quickly, “This could be good news.”
 

“Are you crazy? You’ve seen the history. They’ve never lost a war.”
 

“Yes, and that means we will win this one with the invaders. Our plans are not worth anything if we can’t beat them. We will just have to move quickly when hostilities end; and I do mean quickly. We should prepare now.”
 

“That part might be easier.”
 

“Oh?”
 

“I don’t know where they are, but the Brez Division is not in the Realm’s galaxy.”
 

“They are probably being used to fight in the invader’s universe.”
 

“I hope so. That is one tough fighting unit. We better have numbers on our side or they could cause huge trouble.”
 

“You know we do. Keep your forces on alert and I’ll do the same. I have the late Duke’s admiral at Del Robles joining our team.”
 

“That will be enough. Send me the signal when you’re ready.”
 

“Just make sure you’re prepared.”
 

The Brez Searchers waited. Thirty thousand of them were going into the Stars Realm to attack the Keepers Fleets in the Realm. The remaining ships were going to where the Keepers Fleets gathered to receive their targets and jump to the Realm. Jake checked his board and thought, “Sprig, are the transports coming in?”
 

“Yes they are, Jake, and the operation was a huge success. There were eight planets in which the Keepers had killed every inhabitant and shipped them to their home worlds. The Searchers still killed the garrisons, but we weren’t in time to save those worlds.”
 

“How long before your project is ready?”
 

“It has been ready for twenty rotations. We were originally holding off until the arrival of the transports, but I’m following your lead now.”
 

“Have you planned for both eventualities?
 

“Of course.”
 

“We begin our attack tomorrow.”
 

“I wondered about that. I would have thought you would start as soon as the rescues were completed.”
 

“I need you to do some things first. I suspect that after our operation begins, things will move rather quickly.”
 

“What is that?”
 

“I want you to go to the community where I lived and bring them to your galaxy from the other universe where we took them for safekeeping. You need to make that happen quickly. You can use one of the planets you were going to give one of those that were killed by the Keepers. Will you do that today?”
 

“We moved them four days ago.”
 

Jake smiled, “I’m always amazed at how thorough you are. Are you still moving planets around?”
 

“Yes, we are. The most developed planets are being moved hourly, and the others as needed. Why do you ask?”
 

“I am sending you a list of suggestions I would like for you to consider.”
 

Sprig looked down on his board and downloaded the list in less than a second. “Jake, are you sure you want this done?”
 

“I assume you’re referring to the last item on the list.”
 

“You’re right. The others make perfect sense regardless of how this turns out. But that last one will have huge ramifications if we do it.”
 

“Will you do it?”
 

“Do you have a reason for wanting it done?”
 

Jake paused and said, “Why is your species the most peaceful of our universe? None of you serve in the armed forces, you develop our weapons but don’t use them, and you don’t force your will on anyone. I want you to think what you had to endure to become what you are. Then think about that last request.”
 

Sprig was silent.
 

“Will you do it?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Good. I’ll need you to meet me in the Castle shortly after our operation starts. I’ll let you know when.”
 

“I thought you would. I don’t look forward to that.”
 

“None of us do, Sprig.”
 

“Jake, are you sure about this?”
 

“Yes, Junior. I’ll explain why later.”
 

“Fair enough. My parents have been looking for me.”
 

“Why?”
 

“There are no secrets, Jake. You can’t just take the entire Brez Division and not cause raised eyebrows.”
 

“I know. Are you able to avoid them until after the operation tomorrow?”
 

“That’s why I’m staying in this universe with you.”
 

“I have the same reason, only in my case it is avoiding AG.
 

“Welcome to my world.
 

Twelve Keepers Fleets jumped into the Realm and planets started changing locations. What the planets in the Realm didn’t know, because there was only one planet moved into a system, was that more than eighty percent of the Realm’s members were moved all at one time.
 

“Jake?”
 

“Yes, Sprig?”
 

“It’s done.”
 

“Thanks. Plan to meet me at the Castle in five drags.”
 

“I’ll be there.”
 

Jake hit the general frequency on his com, “Searchers, we are starting the countdown in one minute from………now. You know your targets, follow the plan to completion. You’ll need to be back at Ross in five drags. Good luck, and Semper Fi!”
 

The countdown hit zero and a hundred thousand white ships disappeared from Jake’s display.
 

“Where to, Jake?”
 

“Take me to the Keepers’ home world where the Collective Intelligence is located.”
 

“Oh boy. This should be interesting.”
 

The Collective was groggy but was functioning. “Military, what happened?”
 

There was a long silence, and then, “Every farm in our universe has been taken. Every processing center on every planet has been destroyed. It was the deaths of those billions that caused our breakup.”
 

The Collective knew that without those farms, starvation was only a short time away. We’ll have to gather food from other universes, quickly.”
 

Suddenly a thought interrupted the Collectives orders, “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 

“Who said that?”
 

“I am one of the leaders from the universe you are currently attacking. I’ll continue this conversation momentarily, but first I think you need to look in on your fleet.”
 

The Collective immediately sent its mind to the ships in the major fleet. Nothing seemed wrong, then everything went crazy.
 

The Keepers Fleet had swelled to more than forty million ships. Most of them were gathered in formations waiting for scouts to arrive with target coordinates. They would continue to wait for a long time, because the Brez Searchers that had remained in the Realm’s universe used their new scanners to find the scouts. There were ten thousand of them scattered around the universe. The Searchers tracked them and designated one of them for attack. The moment the countdown hit zero, all ten thousand Keepers’ scouts saw a small white ship appear next to them. They tried to use their main beams, but nothing happened to the attacking ship. The Searchers fired their beams and the Keepers’ ships were blown in half. The Searchers designated to attack the scouts joined the other twenty thousand that were attacking the Keepers Fleets still in the Realm.
 

Ethan Tucker teleported in to one end of the line of Keepers’ ships starting to enter the atmosphere of Daggadore. He expanded the cone of his main beam to four miles and accelerated toward the long line of ships. He flew the entire length of the formation in ten seconds, then turned for another pass. He looked at his display and saw nothing to attack. All 100,000 ships had been disintegrated. He checked his scanner and could see that the other two Searchers had also taken out the other two formations attacking the planet. “Three hundred thousand down, many,many, more to go.”
 

Ethan checked his scanner, and saw a fleet jump in close to another member of the Realm, and designated it as his target. The three-ship team teleported to the Keepers’ location and attacked again. Ethan looked at his display and wondered, “Where did we get this weapon? This is dangerous to have loose in the Realm.” Three hundred thousand Keepers’ ships died. Ethan hit his board, designated another Keepers Fleet, then jumped.
 

The thirty thousand Searchers left in the Realm targeted the three thousand Keepers Fleets and the destruction happened at a rate that was incredible. The Demon’s white beam blew through the brown ships and left nothing behind. The Keepers couldn’t react fast enough to escape, and none of those being attacked got a warning out to the others. Though they were connected telepathically, none understood what was happening.
 

The 70,000 Searchers designated to attack the major fleet in the Keepers’ universe had set their beams to a width of three hundred miles. They came out of their jump in a formation with three hundred miles separation between ships, and accelerated toward the giant gathering of Keepers’ ships. The Keepers detected the universal drives breaking into normal space and fired their main beams at the long line of small, white, ships.
 

The Fleet Director was puzzled that the ships were not being affected by the fleet’s beams. He ordered a higher intensity, then saw the small ships accelerate toward his location. He looked at his display and saw a white beam coming at his ship. He died as his ship disintegrated around him. The huge Keepers Fleet was occupying a space more than forty million miles wide, with the bulk of the fleet in the center. The Searchers flew through the center of the fleet and turned port and starboard to come back around at the survivors. Every ship in the center of the giant fleet was gone. The survivors were stunned and continued firing at the white ships with no effect. Many turned on their jump drives but before they could escape, the Searchers blew through both groups. None survived. The attack lasted only two minutes and where once forty million ships had been gathered, there was nothing left.
 

Cynthia looked at her board and was amazed. There was no doubt in her mind that the Demons had designed the white ships specifically to handle the Keepers. Their ships disintegrated without slowing the beam down. She checked her sensor display and said, “You have your targets; first the production facilities and then the home worlds. Remember; use our Stars Realm main beam to hit the planets. Once the home worlds are gone, you are released to attack any ships remaining in this universe. You have four more drags before you are due back at Fleet Command. Do not be late. Ready…..Execute.”
 

The Collective saw the destruction of the Major Fleet and knew that his species had finally encountered a foe that could kill its ships. “Why did you not use these ships before?”
 

Jake said, “We didn’t acquire them until a short time ago. Ordinarily, we would be negotiating with you so that we wouldn’t have to eliminate your race, but it’s like Values said, “your species has no redeeming qualities and represents a danger to all of creation.”“
 

“When did you speak to Values?”
 

“Just before we discovered these ships. You killed your heart when you took all of the finer emotions out of your species. Your lust for power, your cruelty, and brutality to those you conquered is unforgivable. You will be receiving what you have delivered to all you encountered. I just wanted to be the one to tell you before you die. I felt I owed it to Values to do this. You will not be back. We will kill every one of your planets and everyone of your species in this universe. You should have listened to your heart.”
 

The Collective felt the first eight home worlds die. It was stunned, but it said to all the Quadrants that were starting to fall apart, “Values was right. Creation has decided we are to be removed.” The Collective’s last thoughts we bitter. We could have changed our course many times but chose to continue our domination of this universe. Life was better when we were farmers.”
 

Nine hundred home worlds died, and the Collective was blown apart. This time, it would not recover.
 

“Jake, are we any better than them if we exterminate them?”
 

“Junior, I want you to remember that young mother and her newborn baby being taken to be consumed by the Keepers. We may be hardened by this experience, but we would never commit an act like that. They committed acts like that every day with absolutely no remorse.” Jake paused, “The vision of her crying over her child’s imminent death still haunts me. I decided when that happened this species had to be stopped; permanently.”
 

Junior saw the vision in Jake’s mind and knew he was right. Sometimes, someone had to make hard decisions, and it required a hard person to make them. “What now, Jake?”
 

“We don’t have long. We need to go to Castle Gardner and talk with the Gardners and Valerie.”
 

Junior knew that the hardest decisions were yet to be made.
 

Ales Jongo was watching a Keepers Fleet as it jumped in and accelerated to attack El Prado, one of the three remaining provincial capitals. This particular planet had been a problem for his father and he had just destroyed the probe that protected it, “Using the Keepers to make sure I don’t have succession problems. This was almost too easy.” He smiled in anticipation as the Keepers accelerated toward the atmosphere. The Duke’s Admirals had been ordered to join him in the coming attack on the Realm and the loss of the Duke wouldn’t change their participation. That Duke’s ambition was going to pose a huge problem, especially to his succession of his father. “What the…?!?,” he thought.
 

Three small white ships appeared and swept through the Keepers’ formations. They fired a white beam and wherever than beam hit, nothing remained. The Keepers Fleet was gone in less than thirty seconds. There were hundreds of thousands of Keepers ships attacking, and now they were gone. He hit his com, “This is Ales Jongo, who are you?”
 

“We are Searchers of the Stars Realm. What are you doing here?”
 

“My scanners picked up this fleet attacking and I came to see if I could assist the planet. It is my responsibility to protect the planet.”
 

“Perhaps you’ll explain why you destroyed their probe. We recorded you firing your beam at it just as the Keepers Fleet arrived.”
 

“Ales hit his teleport panel and jumped away. “Admiral, the Crown has found a way to kill the Keepers. We must act quickly before they have the chance to gather their forces.”
 

“My forces are ready. We just need a few drags to jump to the staging area.”
 

“I’ll join you in three drags, Admiral. We must hit Ross before the Brez Division returns.”
 

“What about the Algeans?”
 

“Our third fleet will move on them as we begin our attack.”
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Four

Jake and Junior jumped in above Ross and Jake thought, “Valerie, are the Gardners with you?”
 

“Yes, they are Jake. Where have you been? I’ve been receiving reports that ships are attacking and destroying the Keepers Fleets that have been attacking the Realm.”
 

“I’ll explain momentarily. Will you meet me in the map room with the Gardners?”
 

“We’re headed there now.”
 

“Junior, it might be better if you join Twig.”
 

“I want to hear what you have to say.”
 

“OK, but I’ve seen recordings of your mother when she’s angry.”
 

“I forgot about that.”
 

‘Forgot about what, you insolent child? Where have you been? We’ve been worried sick about you. Just who do you think you are?”
 

“Too, late. Good luck, Junior.”
 

“Mom, we had to kill the Keepers. Calm down and listen to what Jake is going to say. I think you’ll understand.
 

“If you think you can shut me up..”
 

“Be quiet, Fly Girl.”
 

“What?”
 

Al said in a soft tone, “He said he had to kill the Keepers. Can you think of a better reason for his absence?”
 

Fly Girl thought about what Al said, “Did you kill them?”
 

“They will be gone in less than three drags. There are only three fleets still alive in our universe, and they will be killed within a quarter of a drag.”
 

“How did you…?
 

“Listen in and you will understand.”
 

“Do as he says, Love. It appears our child is grown up.”
 

Jake teleported in to the map room and found everyone sitting at a table waiting for him. Valerie ran forward and embraced him, “I’ve been so worried.”
 

“I’m fine, Val. I need you to listen to what I’m going to say and reserve your judgment until I finish. Can you do that for me?”
 

Valerie looked into his eyes and saw that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. She nodded and took her seat at the head of the table.
 

Jake turned and looked at AG who was sitting next to Joe, “I’m surprised that you haven’t been more involved with this war.”
 

AG smiled, looked at Joe, and then back at Jake, “I didn’t want to interfere with your extermination of the Keepers. I have done my best not to get involved. My role in this begins now.”
 

“You could have told me and removed a lot of stress. I’ve been avoiding you.”
 

“No, your stress was part of my vision. No one could know what was happening until now. Why don’t you explain what’s going on and why we were brought to this particular place and time in the Realm?”
 

Tag looked at AG and said, “You knew what was going to happen?”
 

“Yes, and you’re not going to like it. However, you need to hear Jake out and realize that he is the greatest psychic in the Realm’s history. You must do as he asks.”
 

Danielle looked at Jake and said, “What are you asking us to do?”
 

Jake looked at the Gardners and said, “I’m going to ask you to do absolutely nothing.”
 

The people sitting around the table looked at each other and Matt said, “It appears you have been deceptive about a number of things.”
 

“That’s true.”
 

“Where did you get those ships to kill the Keepers?”
 

“I went back to the Eight Leg universe and found a small craft inside the Nest Mother’s ship. I gave it to the Algeans to build weapons to defeat the Keepers.”
 

“Did you know that ship was there when we went the first time?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Why didn’t you get it then?”
 

“Two reasons. First; I didn’t want the Kosiev to have access to that weapon and second, I wanted to keep you occupied until the Keepers were handled.”
 

Melanie was obviously angry and said, “What? You don’t think we can be trusted?”
 

“That is also true.”
 

That statement brought an uncomfortable silence crashing down on the room.
 

Danielle said, “You worried that we would do more harm than good.”
 

“That is also true, and it is not an opinion but a reality that I’m hoping I can get you to see.”
 

AG looked at him and smiled, “Do we have time for this?”
 

“Barely, but I feel I must get everyone to understand what’s going to happen.” Matt pressed his com and said, “Sprig, will you join us in the map room?”
 

A silver field appeared and Sprig stepped out.
 

Tag looked at him and said, “You were in on this, too.”
 

“Not really, Mr. Gardner. We were operating independently, but Jake persuaded us to change our plans and work with him.”
 

Cassandra said, “The defeat of the Keepers is what probably persuaded you to change them, right?”
 

“No, not really. Our plans were made not caring whether the Keepers were killed or not.”
 

Tommy said, “What plans, Sprig?”
 

Sprig looked around the room and said, “Our plans to leave the Stars Realm.”
 

Jake looked at Sprig, “How much more time do we have?”
 

“About a drag if nothing is done.”
 

“Don’t wait on us, Sprig. You have a responsibility you must fulfill.”
 

“We have already gone. I was talking about you.”
 

Jake smiled, “Good. I have a family that needs your protection.”
 

Valerie looked at Jake and said, “Jake what are you talking about? You have me totally confused.”
 

Jake sighed and said, “Ross is going to be attacked in about an hour by more than twenty million Searcher Class ships. Sprig’s galaxy was going to be attacked by ten million ships.”
 

The silence was deafening. Then everyone started talking at once. AG sent a thought to everyone present, “SHUT UP AND SIT DOWN!”
 

Matt and Melanie were stunned by the power of that thought.
 

“Thank you, AG. How long have you known about this?”
 

“Sprig, I saw it before we entered the Kosiev.”
 

AG’s statement silenced the Gardners.
 

Jake turned back to the group. “Ordinarily I would have just gone through with my plans but I knew that if I did, you would have done something I wanted to avoid.”
 

Tag asked, “What did you not want us to do?”
 

Jake looked at him and said, “Prevent the destruction of the Stars Realm.”
 

Joe looked at Valerie and said, “That sounds like treason to me, Jake.”
 

AG looked at Joe and shook her head and whispered, “You must listen.”
 

Tag said, “You must know we would never let that happen.”
 

“That’s why we’re here having this discussion. It’s your fault that it’s happening.”
 

Tag started getting angry, “Where do you get off making that accusation?”
 

Sprig said, “Because it’s true.”
 

Danielle put her hand on Tag’s arm and said, “Perhaps we need to hear what they’re trying to tell us?”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and said, “I’m sorry, but I was not sent to save the Realm. I was sent to save you.” He turned back to the Gardners and said, “The Realm has been on the path to meltdown for more than eight thousand years and once the process started, there was no stopping it.”
 

Cassandra said, “Oh, we can stop it.”
 

“That’s what I’m trying to get you to avoid. If it weren’t for the Alexander Kosiev, I would have just ignored you. But I believe you could use it and destroy all the ships being sent against Ross and the Algeans. Cassandra I need you to ask it to delay and hear what I have to say before it decides to act.”
 

They all heard, “I took an oath to destroy all enemies of the Stars Realm both foreign and domestic. I will be going to destroy those ships momentarily.”
 

“What if the enemy is the Stars Realm?”
 

Cassandra said, “Alex, you might want to hear what he has to say before you take any action.”
 

“I will, but you’d better hurry it up. Those ships are forming up and will be here in fifty minutes.”
 

Danielle asked, “How was this our fault?”
 

“Because you were lazy and took the easy way out.”
 

AG nodded, and Melanie and Danielle heard the truth in Jake’s statement.
 

“You decided that you didn’t want to wait until the war with the Keepers started. You abandoned the Realm. You walked into the skin of the Kosiev and arrived thirteen thousand years later. Just like the Keepers, you took the heart of the Realm and removed it. You assumed everything would be fine and that the new leaders of the Realm would continue the ideals of the Realm without you. You were short sighted, foolish, and self-serving in your actions. You also created the structure for the Realm to self-destruct.”
 

Tag said, “All of the Leaders of the Realm that replaced us had great psychic skills. They did a great job.”
 

Jake shook his head, “That was your first mistake. You assumed that anyone with strong psychic power would be good. Did it ever dawn on you that the two most powerful enemies the Realm faced, the Eight Legs and Demons, were also psychic? Their main form of communication was telepathy. Even the Keepers were connected telepathically. Those Leaders you left behind ruled for their thousand year tenure, and they selected their successors who were often selected to continue their power. Those successors forced Sprig off the throne and put the real power and influence over the Realm’s members into the five provincial rulers. They changed the Realm’s history and the direction in which it was moving after you left.”
 

Tag looked at Sprig and saw him lean right with his agreement.
 

Jake continued, “The biggest mistake you made was dividing the Realm into five provinces with your family ruling them.”
 

“We had to do that to save the Realm!”
 

“No you didn’t, Matt! You could have each taken Searchers and Red Warriors and assumed the responsibility for a sector without actually segmenting the Realm. You created five mini-Realms with five ambitious Dukes that gazed at Ross and longed for the Crown. You divided the Realm and lost the cohesion that held it together with a common bond. Now you had five ambitious Dukes sabotaging anything the Realm did and putting a different slant on its intentions. They painted the Realm as heavy handed in their lust for the Crown. The Dukes also applied pressure such that the Ruler of the Realm was not always the strongest choice for the succession. It was the Dukes that got the Government on Ross to vote that the Star’s Realm King or Queen could only serve for a thousand years. They used the structure you set up for the Provinces and said that was what you intended. You weren’t here to dispute their claim. Sprig was forced to choose a successor and the Algeans knew at that moment that the Realm, the real Realm, was a thing of the past.”
 

Danielle said, “I see it, now.”
 

“You don’t see all of it, Danielle. You’re missing the part about how peace destroyed the very spirit the Realm was founded on.”
 

Danielle furrowed her brow and then said, “If we stop this rebellion we will destroy everything the Realm has stood for.”
 

“Now you see it.”
 

Tommy looked at Danielle, “Mom, what are you saying?”
 

Danielle sighed heavily and started crying, “We didn’t know. We just didn’t know.”
 

Tag put his arm around her and turned to Jake, “Please, help me understand.”
 

Jake sat down and took a deep breath. “We’ve had thirteen thousand years of peace since the Demons were defeated. Do you know what happens when you never know war or conflict? You forget the price that was paid for that peace. You also develop disgust for anyone associated with the military. The early wars of the Realm were erased from the Realm’s history because the Realm’s population viewed those wars as tools for power mad beings to take control over every planet it could conquer. This view was promoted by the Dukes.”
 

“Why did they get that notion?”
 

“Joe, the history was removed to prevent the Realm from feeling disgust for the savagery and conquests of the founders of the Stars Realm.”
 

Tag said, “What do you mean?!?”
 

“The Realm has enforced its peace on all the millions of members. They have never experienced the fear of being killed or destroyed until the Keepers arrived, and they view that early history differently that those that were there to witness it. They ask, why does the Realm need a huge military complex if there has been no one to attack the Realm? They read the history and saw Humans living on just one planet attacking two civilizations and forcing them to join their government.”
 

“That’s not what happened!”
 

“That depends on your point of view, Tommy. Did the Cainth really have a choice about joining you? What would you have done if the Cainth had not decided to make Earth a Clan Member? You were there with a fleet to blow them back into the Stone Age. There was no real choice. Join or die.”
 

Tommy said, “That’s not the way it happened.”
 

“Remember, they look at the facts, not the underlying forces. Then these Humans, with their two allies, defeat an Alliance of more than 800 planets, to take power over them, so they can attack the Algean Galaxy.”
 

“Sprig, you know that’s not true.”
 

“Cassandra, it’s not what I know to be true. History asks this question, “Did the Algeans attack you first, or did you invade my galaxy and conquer us? They also see that you threatened to destroy our only remaining natural food if we didn’t yield to your forces. They weren’t there to see the debt we owed you for giving us our lives back from the never-ending hunger that was our daily meal. That part was removed from the history of our war. The Provinces view the Realm as the aggressor.”
 

Jake nodded, “The people of the Realm saw Ultimate Warriors in the Gardner Family. Warriors that had the reputation of being unbeatable and endowed with mental powers that none could survive. They know the power of the Algeans, yet the Stars Realm’s military, with a fleet less than a thousandth of their ships, brought them to their knees. The members of the Realm feared what the Realm was at its founding. The defeat of the Eight Legs and Demons only solidified their belief that the Realm was forced on them.”
 

Joe asked, “How did they possibly think that they were forced into the Realm?”
 

Danielle quit sobbing and said, “We told them to join the Realm or we wouldn’t protect them from the Eight Leg invasion. The people saw the Realm using the invasion to expand our power. Planets were forced to join the Realm in order to survive. It was just another example of what we forced on the Cainth.”
 

Jake nodded, “And once they were members of the Realm, we would not allow them to step out of line or they would see the business end of our ships. We have stepped in thousands of times to prevent planets from attacking their neighbors. We’ve also prevented the provinces from attacking each other.”
 

“But that was to maintain peace.”
 

“No, Melanie, the provinces viewed that as a way to enforce the Realm’s control over them.” Jake looked at the Gardners and said, “And the ones that could teach them about the importance of those early conflicts were gone. The beings that lost loved ones to save the Realm’s members were absent. The ones that the trillions of citizens respected and loved were nowhere to be found. And no one knew why you left.
 

“You abandoned your legacy and left it to the whims of historians that hated anything warrior. Historians that never faced the horror and death associated with survival. They viewed your wars as the grasping of power. The five provinces began selecting their own Searchers for their fleets and those Searchers owed allegiance to the province, not the Crown. The millions of planets actually looked at their provincial governments as a shield against the Crown’s dictatorial edicts. The provincial Searcher’s and Red Warriors no longer go to Glod to grip the two swords. They no longer have the Crown and SR on their ships. Now they are coming to destroy the Royal Family that has exercised its will on them for thousands of years. They are coming to fight for their freedom from a Ruler far removed from their daily lives. “
 

Cassandra started crying, “I’m the one to blame. I didn’t want to wait the long years until the Keepers invaded. I just couldn’t bear the worry of waiting so long.”
 

Jake stared at Cassandra and then looked at Tommy. Jake decided they needed to know the whole truth. “It was your fault, Cassandra and you made that decision based on faulty information. You had it all wrong.”
 

Tommy looked angry, “How do you stand there and say that?”
 

“Because it’s true. Why were you so reluctant to wait the long years? Was it because of the stress and fear you lived with every day waiting for Matt to come?”
 

Cassandra looked up and nodded.
 

“But that stress came from not being able to control your psychic powers. That problem had been eliminated with Matt’s arrival.”
 

Jake turned to Tag and Danielle, “The two of you ruled during those years. Were they unbearable?”
 

Tag looked at Danielle and said, “No, they were the most exciting time of our lives. We knew the Eight Legs were coming and we led the creation of the Searchers and the search for other worlds to defend.”
 

Jake looked back at Tommy and Cassandra, “This time would have been no different. Your family would have energized the Realm and begin working on possible weapons to use against the coming invaders. Instead you took the easy way out and the Star’s Realm not only lost its way, it also lost thirteen thousand years of time to develop a defense against the Keepers. This time would have been happy and exciting for all of you.”
 

The Gardners finally saw it. Sprig could see and feel their sadness.
 

Jake stood up and turned toward the maps of the galaxies covering the walls. “And now, if you send the Alexander Kosiev out to destroy the attackers, their beliefs will be proven to be true. You will prove yourselves to be nothing but warriors and tyrants maintaining your power. They will all fear the Realm and will one day rise up in rebellion. Ross will ultimately be destroyed when one ship eventually gets close enough to fire on the planet, and the Realm will celebrate its independence.
 

“Manny told me that there were more than five hundred Searchers in the Brez Division alone that owed their loyalty to one of the Provinces. All it would take is for one of those ships to get close enough to Ross and the Royal Family will be gone and a foot note in history.”
 

Jake turned around and looked at the Garners, “You will have no choice but to enforce peace among the members, and you’ll become the dictators they think you are.”
 

Tag looked at Jake and said, “I just can’t stand by and watch the Stars Realm commit suicide.”
 

“The real Stars Realm is not in danger.”
 

Matt said, “But you just said Ross is going to be attacked.”
 

Jake walked over and took Valerie’s hand and pulled her up out of her chair, “This is the Star’s Realm.” He looked at Tag and Danielle and said, “Do you not remember what Tgon-gee said at the founding of the Realm?”
 

Tag and Danielle looked at each other and shook their head.
 

“He said ‘The Queen is what will unite us. We will handle our own worlds, but she will decide all issues between us. She will not be an honorary Queen but one that rules us all.’”
 

Danielle smiled, “I was petrified at the responsibility.”
 

Jake looked at Valerie and she could see his love, “The chosen ruler of the Realm is the Stars Realm embodied in one person. Without the chosen Ruler of the Realm, there is no Realm. Every planet in this universe knows that if the Royal Family is eliminated, the Stars Realm will be destroyed.”
 

Jake looked at Tag and Danielle, “Danielle, what would you have done if the worlds you ruled decided they did not want you as Queen?”
 

“I would have sent them on their way and wished them luck.”
 

“What if they weren’t allowed to go their own way, but were instead forced to remain?”
 

Danielle thought for a long moment and said, “I just can’t envision the Stars Realm I love doing that. We should never force anyone to be in the Realm.”
 

Jake said, “The members of the five provinces decided centuries ago to handle their own affairs and no longer accept the rule of the Stars Realm’s monarch. However, they were given no choice because of the Realm’s Fleet and Red Warriors. No one was willing to face the consequences of doing anything that would bring that might down on them. If you destroy those ships, you’re sending the message that membership is not optional.”
 

Jake paused. “Now, they see the war we just fought as another attempt by the Queen to expand her control into other universes. The Keepers didn’t come here first. We sent one of our newest and most powerful warships into their space to spy on them and, as a result of our action, they attacked our innocent planets out of self-defense. Now that the Keepers have been exterminated, their fear becomes monumental. The Realm now feels that the tyrants on Ross must be stopped before their lives are threatened again. The rulers of the provinces are playing to their fears. Two of the Dukes have been deliberately killed; one by the Realm and one by Ales Jongo. We were forced to do it in self-defense and Jongo for in his lust for power. In both instances, billions died. To protect the Royal Family from the Five Provinces, trillions will have to die. I’m not prepared to do that, are you?”
 

Jake looked at the silent group considering his words and continued; “Now, the provinces are sending thirty million ships to destroy the Rulers of the Realm and the Realm’s tool makers. Sprig knew this was coming and made plans to save his species. He no longer trusted the Realm’s leaders to do the right thing, and he was right to do so. The Spiders also saw what was coming and could not take part in the coming civil war. They will not kill again after their destruction of so many universes. The Algeans also knew that stopping the founders of the Stars Realm from preventing the coming civil war was impossible. They knew you would take action to preserve the Realm you created. They saw the civil war that would follow would be unimaginable. They both knew that if you did use the Kosiev to attack the traitors, the consequences would be catastrophic.”
 

Cassandra was clearly distraught, “Jake, how can we stand by and allow billions to die?”
 

“The same way we sat and watched Ulmerton die at the hands of the Keepers. The same way you allow a child to fall and hurt itself while learning to walk. The Algeans and Spiders will never take part in killing another creature. They build the Realm’s weapons because they saw the Realm as a peace maker that would never use them inappropriately. They also began to see long ago that the Realm was turning into something that made them fear the possible uses of their creations.” Jake paused, “The Algeans have been building those weapons so that if the Realm should ever forget its ideals, the weapons could no longer be used.”
 

Everyone in the room looked at Sprig and he leaned right showing his agreement.
 

“Now, as a result of their actions, the provinces forfeit the Realm’s protection and are no longer in the Realm. They want freedom, they will have it. The only territory remaining loyal to the Stars Realm’s Queen, Valerie Rose Gardner, is the territory she rules. This galaxy is the Stars Realm’s holy ground and always has been. It is the only place the Realm actually rules. All the other galaxies now belong to other kingdoms. This galaxy is where eight hundred planets begged to be allowed to join the Realm. Those planets knew the horror of war. This is where the Cainth and Glod gave their eternal allegiance to the Queen. This galaxy is the Queen’s Royal Fief and we are not going to allow it to come to harm.”
 

“There are more than twenty million ships coming that say otherwise, Jake.”
 

“I know, Alex, but we cannot harm those that we have promised to protect even if they are planning to attack us. They are attacking because we have been unwilling to give them the freedom to grow up, and in the process of holding them in the Realm, we have violated every principle the Realm was built on.” Jake looked around the room and dropped the bomb, “We are moving the Stars Realm to protect it from its traitors.”
 

Valerie said, “You’re going to do what?!?”
 

Jake took the map controller and pushed the buttons. The cursor moved quickly across the universe and left the edge of the most distant galaxy and continued to move outward. Finally it stopped. Valerie said, “Sprig, that looks like your galaxy.”
 

Melanie said, “And the Demon’s Dark Galaxy is there with it.”
 

Jake looked at Sprig and nodded. Sprig moved over to the map, then turned and faced the Gardners, “The Spiders went to the Dark Galaxy under the pretense of escaping the Keepers. They searched for and found the mechanism the Demons used to move their galaxy out of normal space into a dimension that overlaps all universes. They replicated it and moved the Dark Galaxy back into that dimension. We now have that device and we moved our galaxy, along with all the millions of newly rescued, primitive, farming civilizations we transported from the Keepers’ universe, to join them in that dimension. Now our destiny is to help these new civilizations grow and thrive. We don’t have to teach those rescued civilizations about the value of peace. They’ve learned it from the Keepers. It wouldn’t matter whether the Keepers were defeated or not. We were going to take direct action to protect those that have been brutalized for centuries. We could no longer trust or be a part of a Realm that had lost its way and its principles. We assumed the Gardners would never allow us to move the Milky Way Galaxy and would use the Kosiev to put down the rebellion.”
 

Sprig turned from the map and said, “Jake, I visited Jackson Grant and asked if he would be interested in living on the planet where his people were held by the Keepers. He told me that the original colonists had selected that planet because of its beauty. The Keepers came later, but the humans still see that planet as their world. I asked if he wanted to go with us to another dimension and they said no. The humans all said that wherever the Queen of the Realm was located that is where they belong. Their planet is now on the opposite side of Ross’s sun sharing this solar system. They didn’t care if they were destroyed in the coming civil war; they would never be disloyal to the Realm and the Queen and her mate that saved them. It was this spirit that created the Stars Realm. Those in the provinces have no appreciation of what the Realm has done for them. The Realm’s gifts are expected and resented.”
 

Jake took a deep breath, turned, and said, “And we are going to join those two galaxies and take this new family of ours along with all the planets in our galaxy.” Jake got a faraway look and said, “For thousands of years the humans that were held by the Keepers told the tale every evening of the magical Realm they had left. They longed to return and live in the peace and protection of that beautiful place. They learned the real value of what the Stars Realm provided by experiencing the harsh brutality of being conquered.” Jake looked at the Gardners and said, “How many members of the Realm tell a similar tale now?”
 

Valerie said in a soft voice, “How can we leave the loyal planets in the five provinces that still believe in the ideals of the Realm? We’ll leave them to be destroyed by those that hate everything about the Realm.”
 

Jake shook his head slowly, “Valerie, more than ninety percent of all loyal planets remaining are in our galaxy. The other ten percent are now here as well.”
 

Joe said, “What?!?”
 

“As all of you may remember, we have been moving planets to protect them for the last eight months. I had Sprig move every planet that refused to send ships to attack Ross to our galaxy this week. They are all here; the Gresh, the Eight Trading Partners, and all the others that are still loyal to the Realm. We have had all of the Realm’s personnel stationed at military installations in the provinces teleport in to Fleet Command.”
 

Jake looked at the Gardners, “Can you in good conscience force your will on those that don’t want it? If you do, you violate the core of what the Stars Realm has stood for all these centuries. The Stars Realm is more than just membership. It is a belief in the core principles that founded it. It is founded on the real belief and trust in the Star Realm’s Queen to do the right thing for all its members.”
 

Danielle said, “If we’re gone, perhaps there will be no reason for a civil war.”
 

Jake and Sprig stared at her, saying nothing.
 

“There’s something you’re not telling us.”
 

Sprig looked at Jake, then Jake slowly shook his head showing his sorrow, “Danielle, there are five provinces you created that will covet the Crown with all its power. With Ross gone, the ambitious will not wait to claim the throne. They will see the leadership vacuum and know the time to act is now. They crave power, and possess unrestrained desire to rule this universe. I have created an environment that will slow them down, but war is coming and billions will die.”
 

Danielle looked at Jake and asked, “What did you do?”
 

“I moved all the fiveprovince’s planets around such that every province now has twenty percent of all the other provinces’ planets within their borders.”
 

AG said, “They could just use the probes to move them back to where they were initially.”
 

Jake smiled, “That could possibly happen if they knew how to operate the probes’ programming. However, only the Spiders and Algeans have the skills to do that.” Jake paused, turned away from AG, then looked back at her smiling, “Did I mention that when the last Keepers Fleet in our universe was destroyed, all the probes self-destructed?” AG actually laughed. “No? Well they did.”
 

Tag started laughing.
 

Danielle said, “Tag, billions will die if they fight.”
 

“Serves them right. They’re attacking the Crown and coming to kill us, which if you haven’t noticed, includes you. That puts them on my list to teach the danger of attempting to kill my family. They don’t know the value of the Realm’s peace. It’s time they learned. I forgot what it means to protect the ones you love. What better teacher than the one who teaches himself.” Tag looked at Cassandra and said, “Alexander, we are going to let them work this out amongst themselves. Do not attack those ships.”
 

“Cassandra, do you agree?”
 

Cassandra looked at Tag’s expression and nodded, “Yes, I do.”
 

Tag said, “Can you imagine what’s going to happen when those provincial rulers attempt to get their subjects to attack another province? That would almost be worth hanging around to see.”
 

Matt said, “That move was ingenious, Jake. Instead of one giant civil war, you’ll have the five provinces fighting internally to see who is going to rule each of them.”
 

“They won’t be doing that any time soon, Matt.”
 

Danielle was watching Jake and Sprig and said, “You’ve done something else?”
 

Sprig leaned left showing slight embarrassment, “Yes, it seems that we have been putting a small device in every teleportation device we’ve built for the last six thousand years. It allowed us to listen in on any conversation in the Realm that had one of those devices in close proximity. Once I power the master relay, every teleportation unit in this universe will no longer operate. Their ships will be forced to travel the old fashioned way; from the jump limit, if they still possess ships with the old null space star drives. Since most of the old ships that used null space to travel were destroyed long ago, the planets left here are going to have great difficulty attacking anyone. I suspect more than ninety five percent of them will be isolated. The ones that still have ships with null drives will only possess a few ships and most of them are not warships.”
 

Jake asked Valerie, “What is the biggest danger to the worlds that are left behind?”
 

Valerie said, “The provincial Searchers left behind can destroy planets with their beams. This could get deadly.”
 

“That’s true, Val, but you know that the provinces have been building their own ships for two thousand years.”
 

Valerie nodded.
 

“Did you know that even they can’t manufacture the teleportation circuit boards? All their ships use Algean teleportation devices.”
 

Sprig said, “And they did not build standard null star drives in their Searchers. Why waste the money with such antiquated technology?”
 

Valerie understood, “Their ships will be stuck and unable to jump.”
 

Jake nodded, “And more than ninety five percent of the provincial Searchers are gathered in the fleet to attack Ross. Sprig, if you will allow the Queen to do the honors?”
 

Sprig handed Valerie a small black box with a raised button on it. Valerie looked at the box and asked, “What happens if I activate this?”
 

Jake said, “Every Searcher in this universe will be stuck wherever they are currently located. The Searchers from the provinces that are gathering in open space between the Stars Realm and the Algean Galaxy will not be able to jump anywhere in the Realm. If you press that button, those ships will not be able to attack anyone for more than 380 years. Ales Jongo will not arrive anytime soon to lay claim to any throne, much less the Crown of the Realm.”
 

Fly Girl asked, “How did you arrive at that conclusion, Jake?”
 

“They don’t have standard star drives on their ships. If their teleportation devices are damaged, their only way of moving is by using their propulsion engines. They will be limited to the laws of relativity and cannot go faster than the speed of light. Since they elected to gather their ships out in open space between galaxies, they’ll have to travel more than 380 light years just to reach the closest galaxy.”
 

“Can’t someone just jump out and assist them?”
 

“How are they going to give their coordinates? The teleportation device provides that information and, I’m willing to bet the Castle’s garden, that not one of them has memorized those forty six numbers of their coordinates. Oh, they’ll be able to communicate, but one’s location can’t be determined with communication devices. Those thirty million warships will not take part in any fighting that happens after we leave.”
 

Valerie thought and said, “What will happen to them?”
 

Jake sighed, “They’ll have plenty of time to think about their sins. Valerie do you want those ships available to help Ales Jongo take the Crown and force his rule on millions of planets? Those Searchers took an oath to protect the Realm, and they’re clearly violating it. Sometimes a ruler must be able to make hard choices.”
 

Valerie thought about the billions that died on Del Robles, and pushed the button.
 

Jake looked around the room and said, “There is going to be war. The provinces are going to fight and planets will die. With the loss of teleportation, it will take hundreds of years before enough ships are built with the old star drives. That won’t stop the war from starting, it will only delay the most vicious portion of it. This process has been building for more than eight thousand years and has a momentum that cannot be turned. After the war, most of the advances of the Realm will be lost and a more primitive life will be the norm for most of the worlds that survive. Once their economies are isolated from other planets, paying to build star ships is not going to be easy. Those Searchers still in the provinces may be modified to the old star drives, but I believe they will fight each other to gain power. One ship won’t be enough for one pilot to rule multiple planets. They’ll just start the war that will eventually spread throughout the old members of the Realm.”
 

Jake saw the expression of the Gardners, “Don’t think this is a bad thing. The reason the original Stars Realm loved peace so much was because of what they had learned from living through bloody wars. Earth fought numerous nuclear wars in its early history before humans learned the importance of peace. The survivors left behind here will remember the peace and prosperity the Realm provided and will long for what they lost. This is what’s called growing pains. It’s the only way for them to become what they should be. Thanks to you, there isn’t another force left in creation strong enough to come in and conquer the survivors. They’ll have time to learn from their actions.”
 

Sprig said, “Sometimes you just have to let them fight and learn from the experience.”
 

Jake said, “Are you ready, Sprig?”
 

“Have the Brez Division’s ships returned?”
 

“I believe so. Manny has them at Fleet Command.” Jake raise his com, “Cynthia, are all your ships back?”
 

“Yes, Jake, we finished the last Keepers’ ship an hour ago. I just arrived a moment ago.”
 

Sprig pulled another small device and pressed a button on it. The Milky Way Galaxy shimmered and disappeared.
 

Tag held Danielle as she cried softly on his shoulder, “We defeated every enemy that could have annihilated us. It’s ironic that the one enemy we couldn’t defeat was us. I wish we had stayed. The Realm might still be alive.”
 

Danielle looked at the map now showing three galaxies together and said, “Love conquers all, Tag. You just have to make sure you never stop loving.”
 

Tag kissed her tenderly and said, “That is something you will never have to worry about.”
 

“I know, my love.”
 

Jake had his arm around Valerie and said, “I think it’s time for a wedding.”
 

Valerie looked up at him and smiled, “Yesterday is not soon enough.”
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Five

Ales Jongo and the huge fleet of Searchers were finally getting sorted out into formations for the attack on Ross. Suddenly he heard, “My teleportation board just shorted out. The entire panel is dark.”
 

Ales quickly looked at his jump board and watched it blink four times and then go dead. Ales stood up and looked out of his viewport as his communicator was overwhelmed with voices, telling anyone that would listen that their jump drives had died. He saw the Milky Way Galaxy off in the distance and it appeared to be as small as a one credit coin. As he watched, it shimmered and disappeared. He asked his computer, “Are we able to jump back to the province?”
 

“The only way we can go anywhere is with our standard drives.”
 

Ales felt his first taste of fear, “Can they get us back?”
 

“Yes; but not for 380 years in real time. I have communicated with the province and they have also lost all of their teleportation devices. We no longer possess a ship that can travel faster than the speed of light.”
 

“Will we make it back if we accelerate right up to light speed?”
 

“I will, but you will not. Even at extreme relativity, you will die of starvation two hundred years before I can make it back.
 

Ales looked out where the Stars Realm’s home galaxy had once been and began shaking. Surely the Queen will not let all of them die. She just can’t let that happen. Then he knew. They had seen his attempted attack on Ross and knew about Del Robles.
 

He never found out. Twenty Searchers angered at being led into a death trap fired on Ales’ ship and he died instantly. The two Admirals were the next to die. All the other high ranking officers of the Provinces were killed quickly by the angry Searchers. For those that killed them, death smiled and waited patiently. The Searchers just didn’t discover that until much later. Of the thirty million Searchers that came to attack the Stars Realm, only six died of starvation, still years away from home. The others intentionally triggered their ship’s self-destruct circuits.
 

The Provincial Wars started two hundred years later and blasted most of the former members of the Realm back into coal, electricity, and agricultural societies. Those were the lucky ones. More than fifty thousand planets were killed in the early fighting with no survivors. Millions of others were blasted into radioactive ashes. For those that struggled in the aftermath, just like the humans that were held captive on the Keepers’ farms, they longed for the days of the Stars Realm. Two thousand years later, the legends of the Giants that were named Gardner still persisted. The former members of the late Stars Realm prayed for forgiveness and longed for the return of the mythical creators of a Realm that no longer existed.
 

The End
 
  

Epilogue

This is the last book in the Annihilation Series. This series tells the story of The Stars Realm and the family that built it and ultimately destroyed it. It was named for the enemies the Realm had to face in order to survive. Each of those enemies could have easily annihilated the Realm.
 

A new series will follow which will be titled “Ashes of the Realm”, and will cover the time after the Stars Realm left for the new dimension. The first two books should be ready for publication by March, 2012.
 

Please visit our website at anihilationseries.com. You can also comment on Facebook at Annihilation Trilogy. You can reach me directly at saxonandrew@msn.com. I welcome your comments and thank you for your support of the story.
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