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Foreword

[image: ]




In “The Race Against Time: Challenging the Formula of Destruction,” we reach the climactic conclusion of a trilogy that has taken readers on a breathtaking journey across the cosmos. This final installment is not merely a continuation but a culmination of a saga that intricately weaves together the destinies of diverse civilizations, the personal growth of a princess warrior, and the relentless pursuit of justice against the backdrop of an ever-expansive universe on the brink of annihilation.

From the onset, we’ve followed Princess Mila, a character whose journey from a young Nordic princess to a seasoned warrior embodies the essence of courage, leadership, and an unwavering commitment to safeguarding the cosmos. The stakes have never been higher as we embark on this last voyage, where the fabric of the universe itself is threatened by the dark designs of nefarious forces.

In this gripping finale, the narrative threads laid down in “The Hunt for the Lost Core: Uncovering the Reptilian Plot” and “The Secret of the Sword: Saving The Kronians” converge in a masterful tapestry of suspense, action, and profound character arcs. We delve deeper into the complexities of interstellar politics, the nuances of alliances and betrayals, and the eternal struggle between freedom and tyranny.

“The Race Against Time” challenges the very formula of destruction, posing existential questions about the nature of power, the responsibility of leadership, and the potential for redemption. It is a testament to the resilience of the spirit, the bonds of camaraderie, and the enduring hope for a future free from the shadows of oppression.

As we stand on the precipice of oblivion, Princess Mila and her allies face their greatest challenge yet. This story is an ode to the indomitable will to fight against overwhelming odds, a narrative that resonates with the timeless allure of epic space operas. It is a fitting conclusion to a trilogy that has captured the imagination of sci-fi enthusiasts, offering not just an escape into the realms of fantasy but a mirror to our own world’s struggles and triumphs.

Prepare to be transported once more to a universe rich with adventure, peril, and the eternal quest for peace. “The Race Against Time” invites you to witness the resolution of a cosmic saga that spans galaxies, where the final battle for survival is also a journey to the heart of what it means to be truly human.
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​Chapter 1: The Unraveling Universe
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Smeisk, the most brilliant scientist of Zetta Berolli, stood with an authoritative presence at the forefront of the Intergalactic Assembly of Planetary Alliances (IAPA) Science Research Institute meeting. His slender frame belied a formidable intellect, recognized across the known universe for its groundbreaking theoretical explorations. Hailing from the home of the Greys, his eyes, a dark black, mirrored the depth of uncharted cosmos he sought to understand through the lens of quantum models and theoretical physics. Despite the critical nature of their assembly beneath the waves of Cetaria, Smeisk was a figure of serene confidence, prepared to navigate the complexities of the universe with the elegance of pure thought.

The underwater dome, a masterpiece marrying Nommo technology with their reverence for the natural world, resonated with a tension as palpable as the vibrant life teeming beyond its translucent walls. Here, amid the soft glow of bioluminescence and the harmonious sounds of water, the crisis at hand seemed both distant and immediate.

The arrival of Draxor, the Reptilian delegate, marked a shift in the room’s dynamics. Known as the intellectual wonder of the reptilians, Draxor’s reputation for transforming scientific theory into tangible innovations preceded him. His towering figure, scales catching the ambient light, exuded a sense of purpose and practicality. In contrast to Smeisk’s theoretical elegance, Draxor embodied the empirical, hands-on approach to science. His achievements were not confined to the abstract but were evident in the advanced technologies that had come to define the Reptilian civilization.

As Smeisk prepared to address the assembly, he was acutely aware of Draxor’s scrutinizing gaze. The undercurrent of rivalry between them, a clash of ideologies and methodologies, was as present as the diverse array of species gathered to confront the universal threat.

Dispensing with the formalities, Smeisk cut straight to the heart of the matter, his voice clear and commanding as he addressed the assembly. “The phenomena on Astralis,” he began, the urgency palpable in his tone, “not only demand our immediate attention but also pose a threat of unprecedented scale.” Pausing for a moment to let his words sink in, he continued, “Whispers in the corridors of our institutes and among the circles of the most esteemed scientists speak of a possibility too grave to ignore—the potential unraveling of the very fabric of our universe.”

His hypothesis, deeply rooted in the abstract complexities of space-time distortions, was more than a mere academic pursuit. It was a beacon of hope, a testament to his unwavering belief in the power of theoretical solutions to avert real-world crises. “What we face,” Smeisk elaborated, “is not confined to distant stars or remote galaxies. The destruction, though whispered in hushed tones until now, could extend its reach to the entirety of our cosmos, challenging the very existence of all life and matter as we know it.”

With every eye in the underwater dome fixed upon him, Smeisk stood as the embodiment of calm amidst the storm of growing concern. “Today, we stand at a precipice, not just to debate theories but to confront a crisis that may well dictate the fate of our universe.”

A select few scientists from diverse corners of the universe presented their findings, each contributing a piece to the intricate puzzle that lay before them. From the Pleiadian astrophysicist who posited the influence of interdimensional flux on gravitational anomalies, to the Andromedan quantum biologist suggesting a rare cosmic pathogen affecting space-time fabric, the range of theories showcased the breadth of intellect and imagination present. 

However, the critical juncture was interrupted by a request from Draxor to speak. Reluctantly, Smeisk yielded the floor, his internal anticipation momentarily replaced by irritation. Draxor’s approach, grounded in empirical evidence and the practical application of science, stood in stark contrast to Smeisk’s theoretical frameworks. As the Reptilian began to present his findings, the assembly braced for a confrontation that transcended personal rivalry, embodying the broader debate between theoretical and applied sciences.

In this moment, beneath the serene guise of the Nommo’s architectural wonder, two of the universe’s greatest minds prepared to clash over the fate of the cosmos. The tension between Smeisk’s theoretical elegance and Draxor’s pragmatic empiricism set the stage for a debate that would shape their approach to the unfolding crisis, a reflection of the broader struggle to reconcile the realms of thought with the tangible realities of the universe.

***

[image: ]


DRAXOR’S REPTILIAN image appeared on all the displays and his voice echoed through the communication devices. “Greetings, scientists, and thank you for your insights. I am Draxor, Lead Scientist of the Reptilian race. I don’t have a theory - I know the problem. I just don’t yet know how to resolve it.”

Smeisk immediately found Draxor more dislikable and decided to interrupt him. “Delegate, please refrain from jumping to conclusions. Kindly present your theory, and may I remind you that our time is limited.”

Unfazed by Smeisk’s irritation, Draxor retaliated, “Had I not been interrupted by the Chair, I would have completed my contribution by now.” This further irritated Smeisk, but he decided to wait and debunk Draxor’s likely flawed theory once he finished presenting.

Draxor projected a table filled with figures. “The Reptilians have been researching dark matter for millennia. Look at the table; the amount of dark matter in the universe is diminishing. Before arriving here, I dispatched scientists to Astralis. They discovered that the dark matter density there is dangerously low. Something is siphoning off the dark matter from our universe, and if we don’t identify the cause soon, we’re doomed!” He turned off the displays and resumed his seat, his presentation having drawn the full attention of the other scientists. Smeisk had to restore order to the meeting.

Smeisk was taken aback; he had been unaware of the Reptilians’ intensive dark matter research. Draxor’s talk of dark matter density made him uncomfortable. The notion of measuring dark matter density seemed absurd to Smeisk, as it was universally accepted that dark matter was evenly distributed across the universe. He dismissed Draxor’s assertions as delusional.

With no more requests for presentations, Smeisk decided to share his theory. “Thank you, fellow scientists, for your presentations. Some were very insightful, while others bordered on fairy tales,” he jabbed at Draxor.

He then unveiled his theory. “Based on our quantum computing simulations, the unfortunate events were likely caused by a ripple in space-time, perhaps due to a gravitational wave. The probability of this reoccurring within the next five thousand Cosms is less than one in seven trillion.” He paused for his revelation to resonate before adding, “We can relax, we will monitor the situation but let’s move on to other matters.”

Draxor interjected without requesting to speak. “Smeisk, all you’ve offered are simulations. I provided facts. You don’t have the right to close this issue. I demand a vote!” He remained standing, awaiting a response.

Though furious, Smeisk was confident he could easily dismiss the issue and agreed to a vote. “Delegates, please prepare your Cosmic Consensus devices to cast your votes.” The Cosmic Consensus device, renowned for its advanced security features and ability to facilitate voting from diverse races via thought translation, was now put to use.

Before Smeisk could instruct the delegates to vote, a Nommo messenger approached him privately. “Three more incidents similar to the Astralis occurrence have been reported in the past six hours. These are in areas much closer than the previous events which affected the Stellarians.”

With the weight of his mistake heavy on his shoulders, Smeisk reluctantly halted the voting process. His cherished simulations, once a source of pride, now lay disproven, their flaws laid bare for all to see. The truth was undeniable, the data from Draxor resonated with a clarity he couldn’t refute. “It seems we must reconsider our stance,” he announced, his voice tinged with a rare hint of humility. “There have been further incidents. Our models failed to predict them. Draxor, your insight seems to be the closest to the truth we have. Could you elaborate on your findings for us?” His request, a concession of his own error, hung in the air, marking a turning point in the discussion.

***
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A BRIEF PAUSE FOLLOWED, during which the delegates absorbed the gravity of the situation. Then Draxor, with a demeanor that suggested a seasoned academic rather than a triumphant rival, took the stage. “Our journey into the unknown started many Cosms ago,” he began, his voice steady and informative. “We ventured deep into the study of dark matter, its properties, its distribution. What we found was akin to a cosmic mystery - dark matter, the silent architect of our universe, was not as constant as we believed. Its density, we discovered, can fluctuate, shaped by forces we are yet to fully understand. And now, we face a new reality - the density of dark matter is decreasing, a change with consequences we can barely begin to fathom.” He paused then, allowing his words to resonate with the assembly, inviting questions and contemplation.

The Pleiab delegate’s voice carried a note of urgency. “What’s the impact if our dark matter keeps disappearing?” he inquired. Smeisk painted a bleak picture in response, “Imagine galaxies beginning to come apart, stars straying from their courses, and the gravitational oddities we’re observing becoming commonplace.” Draxor’s nod underscored the seriousness of Smeisk’s words.

Then, the multi-limbed delegate from Trin, concern evident in her tone, asked, “How much time do we actually have?”

Draxor paused for a brief moment, a gesture of contemplation, before his answer materialized visually for all. He activated the display, showing the formula central to their predicament. “Let me break it down,” he offered. 

“If we take Ω (Omega) as Universe Destruction, representing the fraction of the universe’s mass drained; τ (Tau) as time, measured in cosmic months; μ (Mu) as the average mass lost per cosmic month; and Δ (Delta) as the total mass of the universe, then the formula for Universe Destruction at time τ is: Ω(τ) = (2^τ * μ) / Δ” with the formula still on display he continued. “Think of this formula as a cosmic countdown. In simpler terms, it calculates how fast we’re losing the mass of our universe—a measure of our time left before reaching a critical point.”

He made sure every eye was on the screen, ensuring the concept was clear. “Here, Ω (Omega) represents the critical threshold of universe destruction, when half of our cosmic dark matter is depleted. τ (Tau) is our time in cosmic months, μ (Mu) is the rate at which we’re losing mass each month, and Δ (Delta) stands for the total mass we started with.”

“Using this formula,” Draxor continued, his tone grave, “we can project that in about twelve cosmic months, half of our universe’s mass will be gone. That’s our tipping point.”

Smeisk interjected to underscore the dire implications, “And according to this formula, once we hit that critical loss, complete destruction follows in just one more cosmic month.” Draxor’s solemn nod confirmed the accuracy of Smeisk’s summary.

Feeling his point had been made, Draxor sat down. Smeisk had to admit that Draxor might be as brilliant as himself, perhaps even more so, though the thought was hard to swallow. However, the dire reality was clear - their biggest enemy was time. There were only a few Cosmic months left before the effects would be so severe that finding a solution would be impossible. He suggested that the issue be referred urgently to the General Assembly for decisions and resource allocation.

Expressing his appreciation for the scientists’ contributions, Smeisk asked them to remain on Cetaria for the impending General Assembly, which he intended to convene within a few days. The meeting was then adjourned.

* * *
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THERE WAS NO TIME TO arrange a physical meeting of the General Assembly. Instead an emergency meeting of the Intergalactic Assembly of Planetary Alliances was virtually constituted via secure channels.

The chairperson an elderly Andromedan declared the meeting open and moved directly to the only point on the agenda. “Total destruction of the Universe in twelve to eighteen cosmic months!”

Draxor explained the IAPA Science Research Institute’s findings. His explanation was easy to understand and to the point. He had the following recommendations; 1) Declare a universe wide emergency 2) Divert all possible resources towards the research effort to try and resolve the issue. 3) Use all available scientists from all members, jointly and independently to try and find a solution.

The mood was somber, the presentation from Draxor was demoralizing and the Chairperson almost had to plead with members to debate and finally to vote.

The vote passed without any resistance and all Draxor’s recommendations were accepted. Smeisk was to head the research effort and the Leaders who recently liberated Kron, General Kinta and Brestin from the Nordic Federation, Commander Xelorm from the Reptilians, Quentor from the Zeta Reticuli Greys and Grekryn from the Zetta Beroli Greys would form a joint committee to mobilize the military.

Princess Mila the Youth ambassador who had a non-voting seat in the assembly requested to speak. Mila defies the conventional image of royal delicacy; she is a formidable warrior, leading with valor at the vanguard of battle. Her fearless presence on the frontline has endeared her to the nation’s youth and garnered unwavering support from the Nordic Military, marking her not just as a princess, but as a beacon of youthful vigor and military prowess.

The Chair granted her request. She cut straight to the heart of the matter with unflinching directness. “IAPA has blatantly overlooked the youth during this pivotal time,” she declares, her voice resonating with conviction. “There’s been no acknowledgment of our future, nor any call for us to join the universal rescue efforts. Left to our own devices, we will take matters into our own hands.” With that, she concludes her impassioned plea, logging out abruptly, leaving a silence that speaks volumes of her resolve and the urgency of her message.

Alictra, ruling monarch of the Nordic Federation, still in shock about Draxor’s presentation felt embarrassed and wanted to respond but before she could the Chair started talking “What the Youth Ambassador is saying is true. What I see today is an assembly already defeated, a universe already destroyed. I will put my hope in the Youth.” He ignored the several delegates that suddenly wanted to respond and closed the meeting “I will monitor the reports from the Science Research Institute. If there are any positive developments I will call for another meeting. If not may our souls be absorbed by the light.”
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​Chapter 2: The Dark Matter Mystery
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After Mila ended the call with IAPA, she felt an overwhelming urge to cry. “After all we’ve been through the last two years, we’re still going to be destroyed. We fought the Reptilians for nothing! We liberated Kron for nothing! And now I won’t have the life I’ve been dreaming of with my Earthboy,” she exclaimed to herself.

It took some time for Mila to compose herself. She ignored the incoming calls from Alictra, choosing instead to call Arno on Earth. “How are you, Earthboy?” she asked, her voice trembling. Arno was excited to hear from Mila. “Hiya, Princess! What a pleasant surprise! Want to know how I’m doing? I’m miserable without you!” he replied.

As always, Arno brought a smile to Mila’s face, but this time it faded quickly. “Arno, terrible things are happening, things beyond our control,” she said, her voice choked with emotion. Arno, puzzled, asked, “What do you mean, Mila? Why are you so upset?”

Mila took a deep breath. “The universe’s destruction is imminent, and there’s nothing we can do,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. Arno paused, taking in her words. “Are you serious about this?” he asked, struggling to understand. The idea was almost too much for him to believe.

Wiping away her tears, she said, “It’s true. We only have a couple of months left, and I want to spend that time with you.” She looked heartbreakingly vulnerable.

After a lengthy conversation, the gravity of Mila’s revelation finally sank in for Arno. She meticulously outlined the Formula of Destruction of the Universe and its implications. Gazing into her tear-streaked face, Arno listened intently as she reiterated, “The worst part is, there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”

Arno held her gaze for a long moment, then spoke with conviction. “Mila, I don’t fear death. But I do fear dying without accomplishing what I should have, without expressing how much I love you, and without helping the disadvantaged. What truly terrifies me is the thought of dying alongside everyone else, knowing I didn’t do everything possible to save the universe.”

Mila straightened, resolve growing in her eyes. “Earthboy, you don’t get it. There’s nothing we can do.” Arno shook his head. “You’re deceiving yourself, Princess. I believe in ‘cause and effect’. If dark matter is depleting, there has to be a reason. At the very least, we can try to uncover why it’s disappearing.”

Mila pondered his words. Arno continued, “We don’t know what awaits us after death. I won’t face it knowing I didn’t do my best to prevent such a catastrophe. Let’s assemble the team, brainstorm, and tackle this issue. We owe it to everyone.”

Mila’s spirits lifted. “You’re right, Earthboy! If we’re going down, let’s make it count! If this is our final adventure, I want to share it with you! And if we survive, prepare for the best kiss of your life!” she teased with a wink.

Arno grinned, “Well, if that’s the case, I’m up for challenging this Formula of Destruction! I won’t miss that kiss!” They both laughed, and Mila promised to gather the team immediately. They were racing against the clock.

Meanwhile, Arno committed to updating General Hoffman, the head of the United Nations Extraterrestrial Response and Defense Agency, ensuring collaboration between Earth and the Nordic operation. He would also coordinate with Lebo, Thabo, and Caitlin—the rest of the Earth-based TerNor8 members—to get ready for the impending mission.

* * *
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ALICTRA FINALLY GOT Mila to answer her call. “Mila, I do understand that you’re upset. But our people need us now more than ever before. The story is already surfacing, and panic will soon set in,” she said, her voice the echo of a demoralized mortal.

Mila’s response was not what Alictra expected. “Sis, it’s your role to comfort the people, and mine to save them—even if it means dying trying.” The determination in her voice made it clear she had made up her mind, and Alictra couldn’t change it.

Recognizing the severity of the situation, Alictra didn’t try to dissuade Mila. “Mila, you are a free spirit. Do what you must. You might be our only hope. I’ll instruct General Brestin to provide all the support you need. May the light of the crystal shine brightly within you.” Without waiting for a reply, Alictra ended the call, tears streaming down her face.

For the first time, Alictra truly doubted her abilities. How could she prepare her people for their potential end? Nausea overcame her, and she quickly wiped away her tears, realizing that Gunnar was at the door, waiting.

Gunnar entered without a word and embraced her. They stood together, finding comfort in silence, before he whispered, “Alictra, we’ll get through this. Address the people; you are their princess. They need you now, more than ever. Give them hope.”

Alictra’s speech was broadcasted across the Nordic Federation, and other civilizations relayed it on their news channels. The message was clear: “The danger is real, but the Nordic Federation will fight to the bitter end. I, Alictra, will lead the Nordic effort to save the universe, with Princess Mila overseeing Nordic Operations.” This message of hope and determination quelled the rising panic. Yet, how long the calm would last remained uncertain.

Mila listened to the message in amazement. Alictra hadn’t even discussed it with her. Regardless, she wasn’t bothered; she had many plans in motion. She immediately contacted Elion, Theodir, and Anessa—the other Nordic members of the TerNor8 team. Next, she requested a call with Draxor and then used her charm to persuade Mekvor to come to Auriga. She also reached out to General Brestin, instructing him to bring Arno, Thabo, Lebo, and Caitlin to Auriga. With their arrival, the TerNor8 team would be complete for what might be their final mission.

* * *
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WAITING FOR EARTHLINGS from Earth and Mekvor from Zeta Beroli, Mila discussed several options with Elion, the top young scientist on Auriga. “Where is the dark matter going? It can’t just disappear!” Elion pondered for a moment before replying, “Mila, our understanding of dark matter’s properties is limited. It might transform into something else, something we aren’t yet aware of.”

Mila then inquired why the most severe damage was happening on the far edges of the known universe and not everywhere simultaneously. Elion mused, “You raise a valid point. It might be ‘flowing’ somewhere, with the effects of the drain first becoming visible at the distant edges.”

Mila confirmed that her call with Draxor was scheduled. When the communication channel opened, she was greeted by her friend Vyxorin instead of Draxor. “Hi, Vyxorin! How are the Reptilians holding up?” she asked, attempting to remain upbeat. The QE device’s built-in translator converted Vyxorin’s message. “Hello, Mila. Things are challenging, but Draxor is tirelessly seeking a solution.”

Suddenly, Draxor’s reptilian face appeared. “Greetings, Princess. I’ve had no breakthroughs yet, but I’ll keep you updated.” He looked as though he wanted to disconnect, but Mila quickly interjected, “Draxor, I know you’re swamped, but we have a few questions.” Draxor reappeared on the QE device screen. “I’m listening.”

Elion took the lead. “Hello, Draxor. Complimenting your remarkable work won’t help if we don’t find answers, so I’ll cut to the chase.” Draxor murmured something the translator couldn’t decipher.

“The Reptilians possess a device that measures dark matter density. If we deploy a thousand of these devices in a thousand directions and measure the density across these regions, wouldn’t we be able to generate a density flow diagram? This could show us where the dark matter is being siphoned off to.”

Draxor’s eyes blinked rapidly, reminiscent of a computer’s flashing lights. “Constructing such a diagram would require three-dimensional visualization, and the computational power for such a flow diagram would be immense. It’s a promising idea, but it may not be feasible.”

Mila interjected, “Draxor, we can access the Greys’ super quantum computers. It’s possible!” Draxor’s eyes blinked again, then widened in realization. “It’s worth a shot. I’ll send you the blueprints for the Dark Matter Density (DMD) meters. They’re straightforward to produce and extremely precise. Although I won’t participate in the tests since I’m preoccupied with another project, I’ll remain available for consultation.” With that, they exchanged goodbyes and ended the call.

Elion gazed at Mila, “If we can pinpoint where the dark matter is draining, perhaps, just perhaps, we can seal that breach.” Without hesitation, Mila immediately contacted the General of Defense Systems, instructing him to prepare production lines to produce at least one thousand DMD meters. For the first time since Draxor’s initial announcement, Mila felt a flicker of hope.
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​Chapter 3: A Thousand Paths to the Unknown
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Mekvor, Mila’s young Grey friend, secured full access to all super quantum computers on Zeta Berolli before he left to join Mila and the rest of the TerNor8 team on Auriga. At Elion’s request, he developed a model of regions and galaxy clusters in space that could be reached within ten Cosmic Days, including routes via wormholes. Civilizations with technology advanced enough to manufacture Dark Matter Density (DMD) meters were sent the blueprints, and their scouts would depart directly from their home planets. The objective was to get as far as possible within ten days. The ten-day limit was set due to urgency, and with time running out for the Universe, that was all they could afford.

It would have been easier if all the Dark Matter Density (DMD) meters were already available, but they had to be manufactured, which caused another delay. Several civilizations were working closely with Mila. The Zeta Berolli Greys would dispatch their fastest ships to one hundred and eighty-nine areas, the Reptilians to one hundred and twelve, Reticuli Grets to ninety-eight, Nomo to fifty-seven, and the Frelthars volunteered for sixty-two regions. This left the Nordic Federation with the task of covering four hundred and eighty-two regions.

Mekvor looked puzzled at a holographic image in front of him; his telepathic thought rang into Mila’s mind. “One gate at Beta 3, the wormhole complex has been closed for more than a thousand Cosmic years! My model wants us to open it to take measurements in a cluster called ‘El Gordo,’ but why was the gate sealed?”

Puzzled by this observation from Mekvor, she called the information assistant and historian at the Nordic information center. “Hi Gilden! This is Mila, how are you?” Remembering Mila’s weird requests a couple of months ago, Gilden was not sure whether she should laugh or cry. “Good day Princess, how can I assist?” she asked politely but dreading the request that was coming.

“Gate 491 on Beta 3 has been closed for more than a thousand years; do you know why?” she asked politely. Gilden felt relieved as she knew the answer; she studied Beta 3 only a few cosmic months earlier. “Princess, the gate was closed because it gives access to the El Gordo cluster. The most violent area known in the Universe. When the Raxians entered the atomic era, a unanimous decision was taken to close the gate, only to be reopened under extremely special circumstances.”

Mila was impressed with Gilden’s answer. “Wow Gilden, if we have you, we don’t need the Grey’s Quantum computers!” she joked. Gilden beamed with pride. “Thank you, Princess. Would you want more information about the Raxians?” she asked now full of confidence.

“Please go ahead, Gilden,” Mila asked while a plan was forming in her mind. Gilden continued to describe the Raxians as powerful and imposing, known for their might and aggression. A civilization preying on the weak. To make it more intriguing, they were not the only aggressive civilizations in El Gordo; there were many more like the Vulkari, Scarleti’s, and Krazh. The entire cluster was an evil cauldron of anger, war, and hate.

After thanking Gilden for her impressive knowledge, Mila called Alictra. “Hi Sus, how are you doing? Are you coping?” she asked with genuine concern. Alictra sighed, “Yeah Mila, I have to be strong; I have no other option,” she said, her words lacking conviction. “I need Gate 491 on Beta 3 to be opened,” she said without giving a reason. Alictra did not ask for a reason; her answer was simple. “I will see what I can do.”

Arno walked over to Mila from where he was in discussion with Elion and Mekvor about the Dark matter drainage model. “We are going there, aren’t we?” he asked, already knowing the answer. Mila nodded, “Yes, I don’t want to send someone else; I prefer to take on the difficult tasks myself.” She looked at Arno, her deep blue eyes soft. “If you would rather want to stay, I wouldn’t hold it against you.” Her words portrayed love, and Arno knew she meant it.

“Mila, I love you for your bravery, your beautiful mind, and righteousness. I will be right next to you up to the very last second,” he assured her.

After discussing, the Group agreed that Mila, Lebo, Arno, Thabo, Odina, and Torrin would use the new and improved Sapphire II, now the fastest ship in the Nordic Space Fleet, to go and take dark matter readings in El Gordo. The mission was to take the readings and leave, not to engage.

Caitlin walked shyly to Torrin. “Please be careful; I thought I would never meet someone I care about. Now that I have, everything falls apart,” she said, tears running down her face. Torrin held her against him. “I will be back, Caitlin. We will only take the readings and come back. We need you here to organize the other nine hundred and ninety-nine missions,” he joked. They stood in silence for a while, then Torrin gave her a final hug and left to join the others for departure.

The new Sapphire II was impressive; as the original Sapphire, it had a bluish color. It was equipped with two combat lasers, two Micro-Plasma Blasters, Stealth Capability, Holographic Decoy System, and most of all, a Mini-Singularity Cannon. Its shields were not as strong as combat ships but much improved from the Sapphire I. As the Alexia, the Sapphire II could manage speeds up to 25% the speed of light outside wormholes.

Oddina started the hyperdrives. The journey to the Beta 3 complex would take them just more than one cosmic day. Then there would be an unknown waiting period for the gate to open. A few hours at most through the wormhole, and then they would exit 5.6 billion light-years from Auriga into an unknown space cluster. One so violent that the stargate was closed for more than a thousand cosmic years.

* * *
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DRAXOR WAS HARD AT work in his converted dark matter laboratory. His theory was that, just like information, dark matter cannot be created or destroyed; it persists as a constant presence in the universe, influencing the cosmos through its unseen forces. What he tried to do was to find a way to fill dark matter voids with replacement dark matter to stop the dark matter rot in the universe. If the dark matter was draining to somewhere, there must be a way to ‘suck’ it back.

Vyxorin, who had become his best friend, was assisting him. Dark matter readings differ in the presence of strong magnetic fields. Draxor wanted to test what happened close to a black hole. “Do black holes absorb dark matter? Or do black holes bend spacetime in a way that dark matter behaves differently?” He looked at Vyxorin. “Will you take me to a black hole?” he asked in Reptilian, the squeaks and hisses reaching Vyxorin, surprising her. Under normal circumstances, she would have thought Draxor lost his mind, but with the universe’s destruction imminent, she just replied, “Yes, let’s go!”.

* * *
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THE READINGS FROM DIFFERENT locations in the universe were triggering in like drops of water into an empty bucket. For Elion and Mekvor, the process was far too slow. The DMD meter’s blueprints, received from Draxor, were modified by Mekvor to enable them to seamlessly connect with the Nordic’s Quantum Entanglement Communication devices. So once a dark matter reading was taken, it was instantly received by Mekvor’s Super Quantum Computer for processing. Slowly, bits and pieces were building up, showing the dark matter density in the universe. The quantum computer extrapolated in areas where no readings were taken. Slowly, a picture emerged...

The Sapphire II emerged from the wormhole in El Gordo, a massive cluster of galaxies with an enormous mass, with dark matter making up the majority of its mass. Taking DMD readings, it was clear that, as in the rest of the universe, El Gordo was also losing its black matter. Torrin looked at the readings. “It’s definitely far less than what it should be,” he said, concerned.

“The cluster is enormous; let’s try and go as fast and far as possible to get more readings,” Mila suggested. Thabo agreed, “We still have around eight cosmic days; let’s use it to the best of our ability.” Lebo looked at the screen in front of her. “The home planet of the Raxians was called Raxara. It intrigues me; could we consider a flyby?” she asked.
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