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    August 18, 154929 

    Uever System (Grand Border, Oso’lon Section) 

    Kli’merack 

      

    They came in via waves, all through the same jumppoint. Hadarak mainline units clustered together into clumps for the interstellar voyage that immediately scattered upon entry to the system and braked on their own individual courses. 

    It was a new tactic the Hadarak had developed in recent years to combat the V’kit’no’sat’s ability to blockade certain lines when they had advance warning of a surge coming, and it virtually guaranteed large chunks of their invasion fleets would bypass the gauntlet waiting for them in low stellar orbit. 

    C’fad watched them pouring into the Uever System remotely, for he wasn’t onboard one of the V’kit’no’sat warships meeting them in battle. He was the planetary defense commander for Kli’merack, the largest of the 7 inhabited worlds in the system. All had Oso’lon on them, and all were lightly populated. No hatchlings were allowed in the Grand Border, and on the odd occasion where eggs were laid here, they were immediately transported back beyond the border to the safe V’kit’no’sat worlds. 

    The Oso’lon here were volunteers who knew their duty, and C’fad was no exception. The Uever System was one of many navigational points spread across a narrow barrier between Hadarak territory and Star Force territory. Too deep for the Hadarak to bypass in a single jump, but far too thin to suffer the loss of two consecutive systems. If that happened, the Hadarak could long jump through the pair, skipping over the neighboring heavily defended systems and getting into the ‘safe’ Core worlds. 

    And that was what they were trying to do. C’fad didn’t know how the Hadarak learned what they learned, for they had never been past the Grand Border since the surge began, but they knew exactly what they were doing as some of their mainline units didn’t stay to fight...rather moving around the star and jumping out the far side that would lead them to another Grand Border location. It would be the responsibility of the system defense fleet there to catch and kill them before they could move on, but there were no large numbers getting through. And certainly no Wardens, though there were plenty coming into the system. 

    They were scattered amongst the Skarron-like flow of reinforcements coming in, and so far there had been 82 show up here in the past 3 days. The Oso’lon fleet had decimated them on entry, but their Essence reserves were getting low and the call for V’kit’no’sat reinforcements from adjacent systems had not yet been answered. It was clear the defense formations in low stellar orbit were going to be insufficient, and that meant the Hadarak would either try to move through or attack the worlds here…and it appeared to be the latter. They didn’t just want to bypass the Grand Border, they wanted to break it permanently. 

    C’fad stood on a slightly elevated platform inside the planetary command deck on the surface in one of the many small cities scattered across the world as he saw 4 Wardens break through along with swarms of minions and some mainline ships as they got to the jumpline for Kli’merack. Once there they didn’t hesitate, making their slow jumps toward his planet with their arrival calculated at 13 hours from now. 

    The V’kit’no’sat fleet could move much faster than that, but they had to choose between fighting the Hadarak coming in on the jumpline when they were in a partially compromised state or chasing after the 4 Wardens that had gotten through.  

    This wasn’t the first time the V’kit’no’sat had faced a situation like this. All along the Grand Border there had been battles fought in such circumstances, and the procedure was clear. Stick with the incoming jumppoints in order to do maximum damage to the Hadarak fleets, and let the planetary defenses deal with the ones that got loose, for the enemy might be attempting to draw the defense fleet away from the jumpline intentionally. 

    Whether it was intentional or not it was still effective. The Wardens were too large to quickly kill, and the Hamob-class Avengers could not get close enough to do maximum damage when the swarms deployed into skirmisher formations. As much as Star Force had adapted to the Hadarak, the Hadarak were adapting to them as well…though not enough to get the job done. Just to make it harder, and today was going to be a hard day for Kli’merack. C’fad could feel it in the tip of his tail.  

    He calculated the arrival time of the Wardens and where the planetary rotation would fall, then gave the evacuation order for the slice of the planet that would be facing the jumpline at that time, for if they were going to ram they had to do it off an interplanetary jump, otherwise they wouldn’t have the speed needed to be effective.  

    Within seconds of his command, the small V’kit’no’sat cities in the danger zone began disconnecting from the permanent infrastructure built up around them, with the elongated diamond-shape city centers eventually activing their anti-grav and floating up out of their berthings, leaving diamond craters in the infrastructure as every person stationed there was evacuated while the bulk of the defenses stayed put, fed by subsurface power lines that didn’t rely on the city reactor cores that were now leaving the predicted impact zone. 

    Sentinel-class defense stations in orbit also repositioned, some moving out of the way while others moved into flanking positions on the jumpline. They were also diamond-shaped and completely unmanned. Massive remotely controlled weapon platforms that Star Force had developed back during the war between the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force, and now since the merging of the two former enemies and the combining of their technology and ingenuity, the Sentinel platforms had become far more deadly.  

    Ramming aside, a single Sentinel was an even slugging match with a tier 2 Warden, even when it got into grapple range. Special capacitors would dump energy into negation fields for when the Warden would wrap its tentacles around the stations and try to crush them, buying time for the weaponry to dig into the target. If it got to the Hadarak center first, the Hadarak would die and the Sentinel would win. If the capacitors were drained first, the Hadarak tentacles would crush the station and the Hadarak would win.  

    Never in the history of the independent V’kit’no’sat had there existed such a weapons platform or warship that could stand against a Warden on its own, but now they were common across this system and throughout the Grand Border. The current killcount for Star Force in this seemingly never-ending war was 2,928,217 Wardens to date, though that number would be slightly higher due to the lag effect of all the Grand Border systems communicating with each other, for all had interstellar transmitters. Big ones. Redundant ones. So information flowed rapidly around the rough ring that was the Grand Border while branching out through the Star Force Core region through Star Force systems. 

    But every single system in the Grand Border territory was owned by the V’kit’no’sat. Even the ones without planets. There was no exception. There could be no exception. So C’fad had killcounts updated regularly as the information flowed around the galaxy, but the Warden deaths that were occurring in Hadarak territory itself would not be reported until a ship came back, and there were both V’kit’no’sat fleets out there in nearby systems hunting down Hadarak fleets as they tried to assemble large numbers to launch against individual systems, as well as High Guard fleets roaming further out.  

    Those fleets rarely lost ships, for they were not supposed to fight hard battles. They were supposed to poach moments of opportunity while preserving their numbers. Numbers that were growing to the point where Star Force could finally launch an invasion of Hadarak territory itself…but they couldn’t do that until they had the High Guard numbers so large they could take the fight to the Hadarak without the V’kit’no’sat…who had to stand guard on the Grand Border with most of their fleets. 

    That’s why the High Guard was only assisting and thinning the enemy numbers before they slammed into the Grand Border. It was the V’kit’no’sat’s job to take the hits and stop any breakthroughs from occurring, no matter what the cost.  

    Retreat was not an option…but neither was needless deaths. That’s why every city was mobile, and the planetary defenses were configured to do their job with little to no maintenance crews. This planet had been designed to fight and, if necessary, die to stop the Hadarak. In 12,793 years that C’fad had been stationed here, there had been three Hadarak incursions into this system that had gotten beyond the system defense fleet. None had breached the planetary shields, and a piece of the corpse of one of the dead Wardens from those assaults still orbited the planet waiting for Clan Kai’sa to come and strip it of the remaining Yeg’gor for use in their Zedas. 

    They had been here and left before using it all, and as disgusting as it was tearing apart a corpse, it was necessary. Yeg’gor was so valuable it couldn’t be wasted, though C’fad found the continuing carnage in the way the Hadarak fought distasteful. There was no honor, no professionality, no skill. It was all visceral lashing out at the enemy with a little strategy thrown in. Their ‘ships’ were living, and expected to die. The Oso’lon often wondered what their mission was, beyond these units here. What were the Spice Lords that controlled them trying for? Purge the galaxy of all life for what reason? They didn’t value their own lives, not the way they fought, so what was their purpose in all this?  

    It could be a basic self-preservation directive, killing everyone else before they had a chance to kill you. He’d seen that in many primitive races, and not because they were necessarily bad people, but because it had been encoded into their genetic blueprints as default instructions that they had never ascended beyond. But for a race as powerful as the Hadarak, he couldn’t see them being that mentally primitive.  

    C’fad had wracked his brain many times trying to figure out a possible mindset for them, but he hadn’t come up with anything that matched the way they fought. It was almost mindless violence for violence sake, with no respect for the sovereignty of the individual. He’d been told the V’kit’no’sat had been like that once, at least in part, but that was before he’d been hatched. He’d been born into the Star Force V’kit’no’sat, developed in one of their maturias, then had taken the call of duty upon himself and transferred to the Grand Border, putting himself into danger as he continued his training here, on this very planet, and eventually rose to become planetary defense commander while many of his peers transferred to other systems. 

    But this was his home, and right now there were not one, but four Wardens coming his way, and he doubted he had the ability to stop them all…but his forces weren’t helpless.  

    The tract of the Hadarak on approach put them a few minutes apart from one another, and before the first one arrived minions came through, decelerating as best they could, but they smashed into the planetary shields and killed themselves instantly…save for those that were clinging to the sides of the mainline units that had the engine power to fully decelerate into the overlapping firepower of C’fad’s planetary defense fleet, which was backed up by 34 of his 93 Sentinels that were now in firing range of the jumpline. 

    He’d ordered no Essence weaponry to be used until the Wardens arrived, but other than that he let his people do their job without micromanaging. They knew the stakes and how to combat this assault, so he watched and waited for some alteration that he needed to order, but every single one of the incoming ‘small’ Hadarak were vaporized within seconds of their arrival into planetary orbit, with the debris spreading out into a growing cloud that the first of the Wardens punched through so fast you couldn’t see it. Suddenly there was a hole in the debris cloud with a shockwave punching outward attesting to something that had passed through, though there was nothing left to see. 

    At least not in high orbit. But in middle orbit there were large ‘sails’ of mobile dampening field emitters stretched out across the jumpline. Some 149 of them that the 220 mile wide tier 2 Hadarak hit and ripped through, then it stuck on the upper part of the planetary dampening field, which finished fully negating its momentum with little effort. Once it stopped there lances came up from the surface and down from the Sentinels, burning holes into the Hadarak through conventional means as well as Essence.  

    The Essence ones did the most damage, punching through to its core within seconds as the Hadarak couldn’t move as the dampening fields had augments that pinned it in place, but as it quickly died it released all its internal minions, pumping clouds of the living ships out as the Sentinels and planetary defense weaponry began picking them off rapidly, for none were able to get through the planetary shields that the Warden had not been able to get to.  

    Before that cleanup was over the second Warden arrived, with the ‘sails’ having barely recharged at all. They slowed it down a little, but the tier 1 Warden got further than the first did, penetrating deep into the dampening shields before it was stopped and skewered very near the dead one that was being lifted further into orbit by several Sentinels with grapple beams so the dampening shields didn’t have to hold it aloft.  

    They didn’t even have time to start moving the tier 1 when another tier 2 came slamming through, overloading the dampening field and hitting the planetary defense shield so hard the Hadarak visibly deformed, with the front of its egg-shaped body crumpling before the shield finally broke, then the massive 189 mile wide mass hit the surface and crushed two cities along with their weaponry, shield generators, and dampening emitters.  

    It also punched down into the crust, creating a huge impact crater that spawned instantaneous volcanoes around the perimeter as the 5 mile thick crust fought to keep the far larger Hadarak aloft, with it half sinking into the magma below before the latent momentum finally was negated. 

    C’fad cringed when he saw the damage to the planet, but he knew it was inconsequential compared to what was coming. The system defense fleet had kept the other Hadarak occupied, but there was still one more Warden coming in a minute and 32 seconds. And the sails, dampening field, and planetary shield were all down or at low power.  

    Which meant it was going to ram at nearly full speed.  

    “All cities take flight now!” he ordered planetwide, hoping this wasn’t going to be necessary, but fearing otherwise.  

    The seconds ticked by, during which he watched the volcanoes continue to spew lava out so high it tickled the underside of the reforming planetary defense shield supported by other cities extending their portions to cover those that were now toast. And though he didn’t order it, three of the Sentinel stations moved into the approach corridor, hoping to absorb some of the impact speed. 

    One of them disappeared in the blink of an eye, but the computers logged the collision and the speed reduction it equated. It slowed down the ramming Hadarak by 7%, but the 243 mile wide mass could not be easily stopped, and it punched down through the sails, dampening field, and planetary shield as if they were not even there. 

    Then it hit the surface and pushed through the planetary crust like a rock dropping into a pond of water.  

    C’fad didn’t breathe for a moment, hoping it was that simple, but he knew there would be a reaction from the planet…and he wasn’t wrong. A sub-surface ripple belatedly formed, causing a land tsunami as the hard rock covered with dirt and trees and cities suddenly became visibly liquid and spread outward as a huge amount of bright red magma shot out the impact zone at such bounceback speed that it easily reached orbit and kept going, rising up past the Sentinel stations and achieving escape velocity, meaning it was going so fast gravity would not be able to pull it back down again. 

    That didn’t concern C’fad, it was the surface. The ripple wasn’t slowing, moving across thousands of miles in a matter of minutes, and when it hit his cities it didn’t spare them. The surrounding infrastructure was crushed as the diamond-shaped city cores desperately tried to rise up fast enough to avoid the land wave. 

    Most made it, but he saw two get hit by the crests, bouncing the cities upward. One kept rising, but another broke apart and fell back down, landing in the chunks of crust that were moving around randomly in the backwash as magma began shooting up at random spots. 

    C’fad mentally linked into the system and found the nearest vessels and ordered them down to the site, hoping to pull some people out of that mess as he began to get reports from other cities that had just made it up before the wave hit that not everyone had been evacuated in time. Some had been in the surrounding infrastructure and could not make it back.  

    The Oso’lon smacked his tail onto the floor multiple times as he cursed himself. He hadn’t expected that much depletion of his defenses, otherwise he would have ordered more cities to evacuate. He’d calculated the shields to hold up through the third impact, but they hadn’t. Why? 

    As he organized the rescue ships and watched the land wave continue across a third of the planet’s surface, all the while causing earthquakes and volcanic activity across the rest of the planet, he studied the analytical data coming in from his people as they were already in the process of analyzing everything that had just happened…all the while the defense fleet was chasing the remaining minions from the second and third Hadarak across the planet now that the shields were down and they appeared to be going after the floating cities. 

    They could defend themselves, so C’fad wasn’t worried about that. He’d just massively screwed up and he needed to know why. 

    It wasn’t readily apparent, but some 28 minutes later someone found the reason and updated the battlemap. 

    It was the minions that had preceded the 4 Wardens. They’d essentially been a waste of resources, or so he’d mistakenly thought. Those minions had somehow destabilized the energy shield, for he’d ordered them to be let through the sails and dampening fields, for he didn’t want to waste any energy on them.  

    Analysis was coming in fast as others picked up on the discovery and added to it. Apparently those minions were not standard varieties, or at least not all of them. Mixed into the group were goo-carriers, and when they splattered against the shield they released some sort of compound that interfered with the shield…and they’d done so in the exact spot the 3rd one had hit.  

    There was nothing left to analyze, other than the third Hadarak itself, which was still alive and half buried in the planet. The Sentinels were working on it, using only conventional weapons to save as much Essence as they could. The last Warden was probably dead, but there was no way to tell. It was deep inside the planet now, beyond where sensors could see it, and telepathically the V’kit’no’sat were not picking anything up. Either that was because it was dead, too deep, or masked in some way. 

    C’fad knew he had to prepare for it showing up again, but these minions had to be addressed. There was no proof of their goo still remaining, just the limited sensor records that were not helpful other than to identify that the stuff had remained on the shields in a cloying manner rather than deflecting back up off it after collision.  

    But the shields hadn’t registered any problems with the goo on them. It was the collision that landed with more force than expected, despite speed and mass numbers, which was impossible unless those numbers were inaccurate.  

    It had to be the goo. Or did it? Was there something else going on here? 

    Whatever the case was, Kli’merack was devastated. A third of the planet’s surface was gone, reduced to rocky soup, and the rest was crumpled and bulging up into new mountain ranges while forcing the small pair of oceans into new locations, sweeping across the surface and taking the trees and wildlife with it in a water tsunami that looked pathetically small compared to the now subsided land one, but it was deadly enough on its own. 

    The Oso’lon dropped a cascade of tears from his lofty head, with them falling and splattering on the floor with tiny audible impacts as the entire command deck was deathly quiet. Whatever work was going on was being done mentally, while those that had nothing to do at the moment just stared at the orbital visuals of the devastation. 

    This had happened on other worlds in the Grand Border, though not often. And each time it happened the V’kit’no’sat worked to find countermeasures, and for the past 821 years no Warden had reached the surface of a planet in the Grand Border. 

    Two had just done so, with the second being the killshot to the planet. 

    The V’kit’no’sat had to take the hits for the rest of the galaxy, but until today C’fad had never truly understood what that meant. 

    He did now.  

    And he was still not leaving.  

    This was his home, wrecked as it was, but most of his people were still alive in the floating cities and they would rebuild. Meanwhile the system defense fleet was still fighting more Hadarak, including Wardens, in near the star. And more could be coming this way if they broke through.  

    So C’fad did what was needed, organizing the intact cities and making sure they had a workable defense shield over that part of the planet. He moved the Sentinels in position to cover it, deployed his warships into seek and destroy patrols for the remaining minions while the rescue crews pulled out a few survivors…but most of those unaccounted for were dead, though their bodies would not be recovered in the mess as the surface was still moving and swallowing up parts of the downed city, not to mention the permanent infrastructure that was in pieces everywhere in the land wave zone, assuming it hadn’t sunken down into the magma oceans forming on the surface. 

    It was a hellish world now, transformed in a matter of hours, but it was still his home. And the V’kit’no’sat were not leaving. Their duty was to hold the line, and this system could not become a foothold for the Hadarak.  

    So as long as one city remained intact on the surface, they would stay and defend it…while slowly rebuilding what was lost.  

    But it hurt. Far more than he expected. And rather than succumb to despair, he let it fuel his anger. 

    The Hadarak had to be stopped. This insanity could not be allowed to continue. 

    And the sooner the High Guard built up their forces to the number they needed the better, but it was too late for Kli’merack. This was a loss, but not a total loss as long as the rest of the system held. 

    And C’fad had to live with that loss. He would not allow himself to be reassigned now, even if they wanted him to. This was his mess, this was his home, and he was not going to abandon his duty post now. This is what it meant to be V’kit’no’sat, the bad part of it, but he accepted it.  

    He was a guardian of the galaxy, for better or worse, and he didn’t regret that. It hurt, but he wouldn’t have anyone else here in his place. He could take it. He could take it for the galaxy, for the other Oso’lon he was shielding behind the Border. 

    And for the Oso’lon that died here. If he crumpled after the loss, he would be betraying them. He would not allow the Hadarak that secondary victory. 

    “We took the hit,” he said on planetary-wide comm, “and we still own the planet. Battle is not over, and we are not defeated. We are wounded,” he said, choking up a bit. “Address the wounds, save what can be saved, and work the situation for the best secondary outcome we can manage. This is not the aftermath. This is round two, and we must take advantage of what time and resources we have. We do not surrender. We do not fold. We do not cower. We are V’kit’no’sat, and we take the hits so the rest of the galaxy can remain safe enough to build an invasion force that will wipe this scourge from the face of the galaxy once and for all! We have done our duty, and we will continue to do it. If Oso’lon cannot hold ourselves together, we cannot expect others to. We are superior in fact, not appearance. Let the galaxy judge us by the merits of how we respond to this loss, not on the fact that it occurred. No one failed their duty, we were overwhelmed. There is no shame in that, but there is pain. And we will carry this pain into the next battle and the next, but we will not become weary. We will become victorious, and today is the cost of our eventual victory, for the enemy gives us no other options than to pay it or to buckle and let the entire galaxy fall.” 

    “The galaxy shall not fall. Not under our protection. We will rise, and it will rise with us. When we get knocked down, we get up again. Today your orders are to get up again. The rest will take care of itself afterward,” C’fad said, ending the comm and getting a slew of telepathic responses from the Oso’lon around him…all of which were positive and reinforcing. They had needed that, and so did he, but the damage could not be denied, and was still ongoing as the planet tried to come to grips with the new physics of its internal alignment. 

    And almost as an afterthought, the Oso’lon noted that the planet’s orbit had slightly shifted outward, with the system navigational maps updating in response… 
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    October 18, 154929 

    Ha’ven Nu’meori System (Home Two Kingdom) 

    Ha’shavi 

      

    “And what about when you find victims you didn’t even know existed?” Paul asked Cal-com as they walked on the non-Star Force world of Ha’shavi, one of four in this system that belonged to the independent Tri’meori race.  

    “Proper foresight can eliminate many of them, though not all,” the Voku said as the pair walked in heavy robes to hide their alien physique from most casual onlookers. Ha’shavi wasn’t isolated to the point that there weren’t other races here visiting for commerce and the like, but Star Force was not popular amongst the population, so both men were trying to keep a low profile and did most of their navigating by Pefbar rather than eyesight as their hoods were draped so low they could see little more than the meter of ground in front of them. 

    “And you just ignore the remainder?” 

    Cal-com’s head turned slightly as they walked side by side down a relatively busy street that was for foot traffic only, but not so crowded that they had to walk single file.  

    “Do you truly believe we were that barbaric?” 

    “You did serve the Zak’de’ron, and when it suits them they are quite barbaric,” Paul countered. 

    “And we cannot control the universe, let alone our own fate in some circumstances. I fear you have put too much on your shoulders, and that impossible weight is clouding your judgement.” 

    “I don’t like giving up on anyone, no matter how small.” 

    “It’s not a matter of giving up,” Cal-com explained calmly. “It’s acknowledging that you cannot save them. You and I both have ascended to the point that we will never stop trying to save those in need, so those words are not going to be misdirection amongst us. To others they would be, for you know there are situations where it feels you have to will a path into existence where none appears to be possible.” 

    “I have been attempting that far too often I think…the trouble is I often succeed and cannot bear the thought of not always trying.” 

    “And there again you feel the fate of others is your responsibility. When you take on a ward, and you fail that ward, it affects you. That is why you must not mentally assume such responsibility even if your actions do not differ. You can seek to help people without being responsible for them.” 

    “I am sick of it, Cal-com,” Paul finally admitted. “I am truly sick of it.” 

    “Which part do you speak of?” 

    “Not being able to permanently save people. Every victory can be washed away, and I know that’s not true for many reasons, but in some ways it is true and I cannot shake that I am not doing something right. If people are going to die eventually, why work so hard to keep them alive another week, or year, or century? I do it out of spite, mostly, and will continue to do so because it needs to be done, but I can’t feel a purpose anymore.” 

    “A purpose or a path?” 

    “A long term purpose,” Paul corrected. “It feels like I’m buying time for no reason.” 

    “You should not have spent so many millennia in the warzone with the Hadarak.” 

    “What I did saved lives. More than anyone else could.” 

    “And who will save those a million years from now when you are gone because you didn’t attend to your own path?” 

    “Those words sound familiar. Did I say something like that previously?” 

    “You did. Why do you not apply it to yourself?” 

    Paul sighed as he sidestepped to avoid one of the taller natives whose hips were the height of his shoulders.  

    “Logically I should…but everything I do now is logic. I have no feel. Yet I sense that my logic is incomplete in some way.” 

    “It is never complete. You can only analyze based on the data you have, which is why one logical person can see something another cannot. It is not a failure in logic, but a lack of the prerequisites for a greater understanding.” 

    “What am I lacking?” 

    “It could be you have ascended to a level I have not, and my naivety is keeping my vision clear.” 

    “That doesn’t help.” 

    “What do you sense around you?” Cal-com asked, also using his Ikrid to peek into the unshielded minds of the natives and their commercial immigrants. 

    “People at the beginning of their lives who know little, and the more they learn the more hopeless they become. They think the young have it best, because that is when they see some hope. Adulthood, as they view it, is dark and dirty and full of betrayal.” 

    “What else?” 

    “They feel more than think. Their instincts drive them, and what little learning they do to take control over their lives is without wisdom and makes things worse in most cases.” 

    “Do they want to live?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “How much so?” 

    “It’s what drives them the most, though they don’t realize it.” 

    “Everyone is so eager to live, though they don’t understand why they’re here, what they’re doing, or how to go about it. The same is true on Star Force worlds, but it is amplified here because their culture is not based on truth but tradition, myth, propaganda, and many other deviants from reality. They fake most things, and when they do so they lose sight of reality, and in doing so they can’t calibrate. The lies are literally choking them to death, but they use them to gain advantage, position, or out of panic to avoid pain and punishment. They are newbs in the game of life, but they have something you lack.” 

    “And that is?” 

    “Motivation.” 

    Paul wanted to deny that, because compared to these people he was probably more motivated than the entire planet combined. “In what way?” 

    “You’re numb, and it’s because of a wound you cannot heal. The carnage of the galaxy creates such wounds, for I have seen it before, and suffered from it myself. The key to fixing your sight is by making yourself small again, and simply observing. So stop using your telepathy. Simply observe with your senses, and see if they are telling you the same things.” 

    “Will you monitor for danger?” 

    Cal-com huffed. “Why are you so afraid? They are no threat to you.” 

    “Even Goku can be taken down if attacked when he doesn’t see it coming.” 

    “That worries you?” 

    “I fear my luck will run out before I figure out what I’m supposed to be doing.” 

    “Then I will watch so you may relax. You are almost in a state of paranoia that you have probably annexed into an advantage, if I know your habits. Did you ever take a day off onboard your Excalibur?” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “You’ve never made yourself small and just disappeared into the masses,” Cal-com criticized. “You’ve been fighting with space monsters so much you’ve started to think on their level. Not everything here is trying to kill you, and with your skills you can handle what is. I will telepathically scan so you do not. Let down your ranged senses. Turn off everything else, including your Pefbar. If there is a threat I will deal with it. Just walk and observe.” 

    “While blind?” 

    “If your psionics are interfering with your navigation, perhaps your reliance on them is blinding you more than not using them.” 

    “Becoming small,” Paul said, trying to scale down his natural sensory awareness…which was not easy. 

    “No talking for a while. Just be yourself, with your sphere of responsibility ending at the boundaries of your skin. Observe but do not take responsibility for anything else. Continue this way until we come to the bridge.” 

    Paul nodded, knowing that Cal-com could see the gesture under his robe if he had his Pefbar active, which he would. He knew his friend’s psionic, combat, and Essence skills made him one of the most dangerous people in the galaxy, even if he couldn’t hold a candle to Paul’s skills. That was enough for his subconscious mind to give him permission to be reckless and let his guard down, for he knew Cal-com did not have a sense of humor about these things, and if he said he would stay alert then he would, for there was no duplicity between them, even for the sake of humor.  

    So Paul just walked beside him, unable to see more than a meter in front of his feet, and oddly his Jedi-like robe seemed comforting around him, for it blocked out all of the universe except the little patch before him. He couldn’t see out, and other than Cal-com nobody could see in. He was alone here, which was totally illogical. The fabric offered almost no armor protection at all, but as far as his basic senses told him he was safely alone inside his robe.  

    The absurdity of that made Paul think, for his senses didn’t lie. Why would he feel this way if it wasn’t true? If they were giving a false sense, that sense had to link to something real… 

    He took in a deep breath. Cal-com was right. It wasn’t his surrounding environment that he was blocked from, it was the universe. Or more accurately this galaxy, which he was responsible for.  

    But right here, right now, he was only responsible for what was inside the robe. And nobody could see inside…and what they couldn’t see they couldn’t intentionally mess with. So the lack of vision was itself a form of armor. 

    Anonymity. It was a concept Paul was well acquainted with, but for some reason he’d never… 

    Damn you, Wilson, he thought, trying to remember the last time he’d actually relaxed his guard. It was back during his original basic training, just before the Black Knight started randomly ambushing them during challenges. They’d learned quickly that there was no ‘safe’ time, and an attack could come from anywhere…particularly in ways you didn’t expect. You did your job so well I’m still on edge after all this time.  

    Realizing that, Paul made the decision to fully trust in Cal-com and truly let down his defenses. He didn’t want to. A part of him screamed no, that it was reckless and as soon as he did the bad luck monkey was sure to pop out and smack him in the head with his mallet…perhaps lethally…but Paul did anyway, closing his eyes entirely and walking by feel and sound alone for several steps until he bumped shoulders with Cal-com. 

    He opened his eyes again to right himself, resisting the habit of using his Pefbar to see where he was. Now that they had walked a ways, he literally did not know where they were…and that was refreshing. He was lost. And he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been lost.  

    He could fly up above the city streets and have a look around, but that would defeat the point. He didn’t know where they were now, exactly. He knew there was a bridge ahead, but he didn’t know how close they were, which stores they were passing by, or what was ahead of him on the street, or what was coming up from behind. 

    Paul’s head hurt, but in a good way, as if a pressure was being released from it, and he thought he finally understood what Cal-com meant by becoming ‘small.’  

    He walked in silence, watching his footsteps and the bit of Cal-com’s robe that he could see off his right foot for guidance, and just trusted his friend to take him where they needed and to keep him safe…which was something he hadn’t done in a very, very long time. 

    “We’re here,” Cal-com said, walking up to a railing and stopping. “Raise your hood and look.” 

    Paul did as ordered, coming out of his fabric cave a bit and seeing the river ahead of him with all manner of lights traveling on it as small boats moved up and down it like a highway. The fuel they used produced a not so pleasant smell, and Paul’s nose cringed as he got a whiff of it from one passing directly underneath the bridge, but he didn’t move. He just stood there and looked, feeling his personal universe had just extended greatly…but nothing he saw he was responsible for. He was simply watching and soaking it in. 

    “It looks different now.” 

    “How?” Cal-com asked. 

    “I see more detail. Little things I wouldn’t have cared to notice before because they weren’t relevant. The colors of the boats. The way the light shimmers off the water, daring you to connect the various colors to their sources.” 

    “You don’t see that in Pefbar.” 

    “You’re right. I think I’ve been relying on it more than my eyes.” 

    “And Pefbar allows you to touch everything, establishing a quasi-physical connection. But your eyes, and ears, and nose are simply receivers for emissions. You’re not down there on those boats, but you can see them. Sight without connection.” 

    “You didn’t have Pefbar with the Voku. So how did you have this problem?” 

    “We didn’t. Ours was a different problem. A problem of not caring enough because of lack of data. We were taught we needed to feel the galaxy in person to know how best to interact with it. Analyzing holograms and graphs and numbers are not sufficient to develop a feel, and it is our feelings that most likely are tied to our Core in some way. The Elders did not say that, exactly, but I have made a tentative connection since then. Our instincts are not wholly genetic memory.” 

    “So why do they not respond to our psionics? Why do I need this disconnect…which by the way I do. You were right. I just don’t understand why, though I can feel it.” 

    “And it’s that feeling you have been lacking?” 

    “I seem to have reversed myself,” Paul admitted.  

    “Two different points of view that one needs to be able to switch back and forth between to get a better calibration to reality.” 

    “And on the bridge of a flagship you can only get one perspective.” 

    “Indeed. I thought Archons understood this, given your 5 different military disciplines.” 

    “I’ve maintained all five onboard the ship, so I thought I had plenty of perspective,” Paul said sarcastically.  

    “As complex as the universe is, I don’t think you can ever have enough perspectives.” 

    “Wise words to remember. I don’t understand them, but I know they’re important.” 

    “What else concerns you?” 

    “I feel right for a reason I cannot understand, and it’s as if I must turn off my logic and experience to get that feeling.” 

    “That only means your logic is limited, and in order to match it to your feeling it must advance. Until then it is limiting you.” 

    “Do you know why?” 

    “You are wiser than me, so unfortunately I do not.” 

    Paul raised one of his hands up enough that his fingertips poked out of the long sleeves enough for him to look at his fingernails. He used to bite them, a long time ago, but had kicked the habit when he chewed a little too deeply once and they started to bleed. The Archon raised his hand to his mouth and rubbed his teeth on his index finger, not biting but filing one down a bit, with the sensation kicking in some old memories he’d thought were long gone.  

    “I went too deep out of a need to help others,” he said some minutes later as they both stood and watched the boat traffic pass underneath them. “Because I thought helping save as many lives as possible was the top priority. My logic says it still is, but my instincts say no.” 

    “That I can help you with. Would you murder an individual if that death would save 10 million?” 

    “No.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “Because it’s wrong.” 

    “Then your top priority is not to save the most lives. If it was, you would have gone darkside a long time ago in order to achieve that mission. All invariably do, for saving the most lives requires making sacrifices. It requires betrayal, for you must trade some for others.” 

    “But you don’t own them, which means they’re not yours to trade.” 

    “If saving lives was the top priority, it wouldn’t matter. Only what you had the power to do or not do.” 

    “Are you familiar with a vaccine?” Paul asked as an old memory resurfaced. 

    “No. What is it?” 

    “Something Earth used to use before Star Force. They would deliberately infect you with a virus, theoretically in a weakened state, so your body would fight it and win and create antibodies to make you immune to the virus later.” 

    “But there is no such thing as immunity to an errant virus unless the transmission method is blocked.” 

    “Yeah, but they didn’t know that back then. Or at least they didn’t tell us that. I learned later, through Star Force records, that the vaccines were maiming and killing a lot of people, but the governments covered it up and protected the vaccine makers because they felt the benefit to the populace outweighed the losses. They were willing to betray a few thousand to save a few million…or potentially save.” 

    “Did Star Force stop them?” 

    “Eventually. But I remember them saying on the news…back when it was more propaganda than actual facts…that the highest priority was in saving lives, and that no cost was too great to do so. I guess I had somehow taken the same notion with a caveat. Saving the most lives while maintaining your honor. And it’s dishonorable to kill a few to save millions…especially when those millions aren’t actually saved. But even if they were, and it was guaranteed they’d live forever, it still wouldn’t be right.” 

    “So the top priority is not to save lives, it’s to do the right thing?” Cal-com asked. “Didn’t Earth’s Klingons have a few words on that subject?” 

    “Death before dishonor, which they often noted when faced with a situation that seemed to force them to do something cowardly or die with the words ‘today is a good day to die.’” 

    “They turned the logic trap around on those attempting to leverage them into doing bad things for the sake of saving lives?” 

    “The Klingons didn’t actually exist. You know that, right?” 

    “I do, but the way you have spoken of them before they seemed important enough to have been real.” 

    “They weren’t big on saving lives. More about saving face. But they didn’t back down from a hard fight. They preferred it to stagnation….or actually they just preferred it period.” 

    “And you admire that?” 

    “When you grow up amongst a culture of weaklings, liars, and manipulators, sometimes it’s refreshing just to be able to punch a person in the face as a way of saying ‘hi’ rather than it being a crime. Things were really messed up back then, and I didn’t even realize most of it at the time.” 

    “You’ve never spoken of that before.” 

    “Problems solved and gone,” Paul said with a shrug. “Davis showed us a worthy path when he created Star Force. I guess I still owe him for that, though I’d forgotten. I’ve forgotten a lot, it seems.” 

    “If you lose your way, it is wise to backtrack until you find your proper path again, then follow it where it leads.” 

    “Is that why you brought me here? Because this planet is in bad shape.” 

    “We’re warriors. We go where the need is, and there is need here. We don’t think well when problems are theoretical. We need to feel them out.” 

    “There’s nothing here that can’t be solved with some annexation.” 

    “So why don’t you?” 

    “Good question. Now that I’m here I’m wondering why we haven’t myself, though I know the logistical reasons.” 

    “And that is why we must go to where the orbital bombardment will hit rather than relying on scouting reports.” 

    “We don’t need to bombard them to take over, you know?” 

    “Same principle. You just found better ways of doing it.” 

    “But if we annex this place, and the problems are solved, we will lose our purpose…or that’s how it felt before. Now I’m not so sure.” 

    “It’s because you’re here rather than onboard your ship imagining it. Imagination is limited to what you know. Exploration has no such limitations.” 

    “Then let’s keep exploring, if you’ll be my eyes so I don’t trip over anything. These robes are horrible for situational awareness.” 

    “But good for concealment. No one has noticed you are Human. And they don’t even know what a Voku is.” 

    “Let’s keep it that way. Lead on, my friend…” 
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    October 18, 154929 

    Bo’vu’ma’shu System (Hadarak territory) 

    8th planet 

      

    A brilliant topaz beam shot down from the sky, momentarily blinding Esna-58321JOR-18 as her helmet faceplate switched to an alternate view that showed silhouettes of the enemy minions in the valley below for a split second before switching back to normal when the beam was gone. 

    It landed farther up the valley, disintegrating a tunnel entrance where a stream of Hadarak minions were pouring out…but it didn’t stay destroyed, for within seconds more pushed their way up through the ashes of their kin and into the valley as they charged with the others towards the defense line surrounding one of Clan Kai’sa’s 4 mining sites on the enemy-held planet.  

    Esna was standing on the defense wall along with thousands of her troops, but she wasn’t leading them. There were Archons here that were handling that, and they were far more skilled than her. She’d learned early on to defer to them in almost everything while she planned out their conquests and considered the myriad of ideas being sent to her for upgrades and new ways of fighting the enemy. 

    None of that had to do with her being on the planet. She was here to fight rather than sit in one of the three Zedas in orbit…which is where the topaz beams were coming from as they provided cover fire for the mining site. The weapon itself, a Zotark, was specifically designed to fight biological enemies and not energy shields. It was one of many specializations Clan Kai’sa had made in their equipment that gave them an advantage over the Hadarak that would be a disadvantage against other opponents. 

    But there were no other opponents here. This entire system was owned by the Hadarak, though Esna’s troops had done a great deal of damage to them since arriving some 8 months ago. They’d wiped out their naval forces, cleared the orbit of all planets of their infestation constructions, and toppled those rising up from the planets…yet they were not in a position to cleanse them of all Hadarak, especially those burrowed deep into the planet. That was not their mission here, for the assault to reclaim the galaxy from these monsters had not yet begun.  

    What Esna was doing was growing her Clan, and doing it by utilizing the rich resources on the planets that had once been held by others and were now completely consumed by the Hadarak. This planet had formerly been home to a primitive race that had no idea of the Corovon deposits buried in the planet, but others had noticed it and tried to take it from them previously. A lot of history later and some interventions by stronger races had seen the system still in the hands of the primitives when the Hadarak arrived, and now the natives were extinct. None had been evacuated. They had all died, with no means of interstellar travel to get even one of them out of the warzone. 

    The Hadarak were consuming the Corovon, and Esna was both denying some of it to them as well as claiming it for her own. But to get it out she had to put mining stations on the planet and defend them from the Hadarak armies who were not going to tolerate their presence. Hence the defense wall and the super-sized moon hovering in the sky above them that was continuing to fire down near the mining infrastructure at the enemy troops continually gaining in number. 

    Same old, same old. They were not going to stop, and they had no reinforcements that were different than before. It was just endless carnage that had to be fought, and the rewards were the Corovon deposits that would help build addition weapons, armor, and more Zedas. So the longer they held here, the more they would get, and even as the hundreds of thousands of minions surrounded the circular perimeter, occasional dropships were coming and going from the site as any flying minions were downed by the anti-air turrets before they could get within 8 miles of the wall.  

    They weren’t trying that approach much, and were sticking with the overland version. Esna was here with rifle in hand along with a lot of Commandos from many races, all of which were now in the purple/deep gray armor of Clan Kai’sa as they waited for the next wave to get within firing range. 

    The wall turrets opened up before then, for they had better range, and began blasting into the biological enemies and creating bloody explosions that left orange, red, green, and purple mist clouds based on the type of minion that was being killed. The Hadarak had many different varieties, and it was assumed they had been created from other races that were either absorbed and reformed, or genetic coding that was taken and used as inspiration for new minion forms. 

    They came in bipeds, quadrupeds, hexpeds, hoppers, runners, plodders, and crawlers, with more versions than the Paladin could ever hope to dream of. But they were all the same in design. Biological, no technology, no shields. Just claws, teeth, poison, acid, a few biological energy weapons, and sheer muscle. They were deadly in a very primitive way, but their coordination was not primitive. They operated both individually and with a partial hive mind as certain individuals acted as leaders. Taking those out could help somewhat, but there were none that were critical to the battle. Everything was redundant and expected to die, so the only way to beat them was to engage in the carnage and kill them faster than they could kill you. 

    And as many as the wall turrets killed, more ran by their dead kin heading for the wall and began taking shots from Esna and the others, who were peppering them with tiny Dre’mo’don blobs that absolutely wrecked their bodies when they hit those without armor. Some tore straight through and came out the other side with energy to spare, but the minions that had biological armor on them cracked and puffed disintegrated material when the shots hit, creating a cloud that obscured those behind…but the targets themselves kept moving forward and were clearly visible up until they fell and were run over by those behind them. 

    Beside Esna several Commandos pulled out rocket launchers from their back racks and started popping slow moving globs of pink energy out in an arc to land amongst the leaders, not even needing to hit them as the ‘easter eggs’ hit the ground and detonated, creating concussion waves that knocked the minions away from the epicenters so much they toppled like bowling pins, but most didn’t die. It was more disruption unless they were weak versions, or they took a direct hit, and the ‘Egg Poppers’ were one of many specialized Commando weapons that had proven effective at disrupting the horde in the past. 

    Esna took aim at one that was momentarily on the ground, putting 7 shots into it before it leapt forward onto its feet and ran a few steps before collapsing and getting tramped by those coming up from behind. She switched her aim to one of them and repeated the process until her rifle ran out of ammo, then she grabbed an extra clip from her pack and reloaded in about 3 seconds. After that she was back to firing again as a few of the lucky minions made it all the way up to the wall and swung at it with their limbs, some firing acid, but none of it got past the energy shield covering the physical wall. 

    They didn’t last long, with the troops focusing on them while the wall cannons kept their fire further away to disrupt the waves coming in rather than getting caught fighting at pointblank range. That had happened before, and Esna had quickly updated her Clan’s fighting profile to prefer breaking up the attacking waves rather than obsessing over shooting the closest enemies. 

    Those closer enemies swelled a bit, and some climbed on each other to jump up to the top of the wall only to get swatted down by dampening fields, Archons using their psionics, specialized weapons, etc. But once there were too many, and the wall itself was at risk of being overtopped, one of the Archons signaled the cease fire and Esna pulled back from the wall as the Hadarak continued to jump up towards them. 

    But the energy field covering the wall now extended up well into the air, stopping the jumpers but also stopping the Star Force troops from firing back, including the cannons that were now covered with the shield as well. A few seconds later Esna could hear the charge building as the energy field grew more and more opaque, almost to the point of not being able to see what was on the other side, then it discharged, pushing outwards as a solid wall and throwing all the minions and their corpses back some 340 meters where they piled up, dead and alive alike, and the shield dropped back down to cover only the physical wall as it began to store up enough charge to repeat the process again.  

    When it dropped Esna pulled her rifle back up and over the edge of the wall, leaning it on the top rim to give her better aim than free handing it. She fired, over and over again, doing her small part along with everyone else without leading. She was in charge of the entire Clan, but in this battle she was just another Commando. One with basic psionics, but nowhere near the skill level of the Archons and Mavericks here.  

    She would not being going back to leading from afar. And if she died there were others who could easily take her place. Esna wasn’t exactly expendable, but her loss wouldn’t kill the Clan and that gave her a sense of peace at putting herself on the front lines. She’d tried the ‘lead from afar’ thing, but it’s not what she was cut out for. Monarchs could do that, and Admirals, but even the Archons couldn’t really stand to be away from the hardest fights for too long. Those who were the strongest needed to be on the front lines. That was the Star Force way, and it always would be. 

    But it was more than that for Esna. Her indoctrination into Star Force had been in battle, on the run from the V’kit’no’sat with Rammak and just trying to stay alive. After living through that, she knew she didn’t belong anywhere else. Esna had been weak and nearly helpless then, but no longer. She wasn’t the strongest or the faster, but she was capable now, and her place was helping those that were weak and helpless, as Rammak had helped her, and there was 2/3rds of the galaxy full of helpless people that these monsters were trying to get to and kill. 

    And every one of these bastards she killed was one that wasn’t going to do that. Yes, they could grow more and spam more than she could kill, but they were not infinite. She knew that systems like this would slowly develop into Hadarak strongholds and begin producing other varieties of minion. Stronger ones that would then be sent forward to batter the better defended worlds. Scouts were continually bringing information back from those worlds first conquered in this purge, and the images were truly grotesque.  

    The planets were no longer spheres, with huge arms and webs growing out of them while others had been wiped clean of all surface features and left bare. No Hadarak were on them, and Esna knew that was because the enemy didn’t want to risk overpopulating this galaxy and bringing the Pafdreng down on them. But the Hadarak weren’t going to let anyone else have them either, and they were so far behind enemy lines no one knew they existed, for the space lanes were so full of naval Hadarak only the strongest and faster ships in the galaxy could make it through to scout the area. 

    To many it seemed that Esna’s Clan was fighting a pointless war, but it wasn’t. To the contrary, it was essential. Every victory made her Clan stronger, and they were good enough to know when they were in over their head and back off, so they rarely lost any of their people, and today was not going to be an exception. Esna and the others kept mowing down the Hadarak minions, then the defense wall would push them back over and over again, forming a mountain of dead that would eventually bottleneck the approaching swarms…then the Zeda overhead would raze them as they were bunched up, killing far more than the infantry could ever hope to. 

    All the while the mining crews continued to work below the surface, monitoring for Hadarak tunnels trying to dig underneath. Esna had her own little ‘moles’ to intercept and destroy them, so the battle was taking place both on the surface and below it. It wasn’t a battle to conquer the planet, and if Esna tried to do that she’d lose. The Hadarak had too many lairs here, and she didn’t have the personnel necessary to go after all of them. So when one fell they’d spawn more at others and you’d be fighting forever until you brought in enough troops to hit them all at once. 

    Clan Kai’sa would be doing that later, when the High Guard fleets were making the space lanes their own, but right now they didn’t have enough ships, so Esna had to focus on building her Clan until then, and her path to do that was in battle, taking resources from the enemy, and even their corpses in some cases. It was messy and ugly, but once they were dead they were just floating trash in space anyway, and the Yeg’gor was too valuable to pass up and just throw into a star along with the rest of their corpses.  

    That was the reality of this war, and if you let it consume you it was easy to lose your way, but Clan Kai’sa was not in jeopardy of that. Their homes were literally above their heads, and when they got battle fatigue from so much carnage they were recalled to the sanctuaries within the Zedas and were reacquainted with what civilization truly was. There you could recharge and denumb your senses before going back down again. Esna refused to become the enemy, and if carnage was what was necessary, then honorable carnage would be their way forward.  

    No Hadarak was going to be tortured. No Hadarak was going to be harvested before it was completely and long term dead. No Hadarak would be killed if it surrendered…though to date none ever had. She was not going to ‘farm’ the Hadarak. She was simply picking up resources off the battlefield from the dead, and she made sure her Clan understood that as they were constantly having to face these monsters down day in and day out. 

    And today was no exception. Esna ran out of ammo 9 times, meaning her pack was fully empty, and she had to be resupplied by couriers carrying ammunition up to the wall guard. Many were Rammus, but other smaller races that were not good at fighting the Hadarak directly had become part of her Clan to play support roles, and they were damn effective. Esna didn’t have to leave the wall up until the assault was over, after which drones were moved out to remove the dead Hadarak back away from the wall many miles to keep the firing lines clear. 

    As they did Esna retreated to one of the barracks in the mining site along with part of the Commandos while others took their place on the wall or near it, waiting for the next assault, some of which happened 3 or 4 times a day…and sometimes there would be a lag of a week between attacks.  

    Esna didn’t take part in all of them, nor did any of the others. They all had to rotate or risk getting burnt or flabby. They still needed to train, and standing on a wall shooting wasn’t improving anything other than their aim. So once this assault was over she took her leave and got out of her armor inside the well-shielded barracks as well as her clothes, dumping them in a sweaty pile at the foot of a shower tube in a row along with many others. No one was shy here, for this was field work and they weren’t going to build individual quarters for everyone, so there were a lot of naked Commandos getting cleaned up, but she could make the shower tube opaque if she wanted. 

    Esna climbed up on top and sat down, sliding her feet into the warm water as she was about to slide off the edge and go in all the way as she paused and sniffed both her armpits before she washed the sweat off. 

    Neutral watery smell, which meant her body was operating normally. With that quick, regular check done, she slid over the edge and dunked herself below the top of the shower tube water level, slicking her 3 inch long hair back as her head came back up and floated with her feet a few inches off the floor of the tube. She held on to the side and just soaked as her mind was still caught up with the rigors of battle, but slowly her body slowed down, then her mind followed some time later. The other Commandos were not much different, and the shower tubes served as both cleansing units as well as mini refuges from the carnage outside.  

    They allowed them to drop their guard and relax, and after all these millennia of repeated battles Esna had it down to a science. After only 18 minutes she was refreshed and drained the tube before climbing out and resetting it for someone else to use.  

    After grabbing a fresh uniform she headed over to the mining site command center and started working on her strategy stuff, linked into the orbiting Zedas so she could get information from all over the planet as the other Commandos sought out training or another round on the defense wall.  

    She couldn’t be out there all the time, for she was the Clan leader and it was her responsibility to put the Clan in a position to one day rid the galaxy of these monsters.  

    And to do that she needed more than a rifle and a good firing line.  

    She needed an army, and hers was growing by the year in size, experience, and technology…but it wasn’t ready yet, and Esna had to get it there before the High Guard had their fleet maxed. 

    When that happened, Star Force would push back. Until then, she’d play the carnage game and do it better than the Hadarak since they wouldn’t allow anything else. 

    For if one succumbed to the carnage, and forgot who and what they were, then the enemy won whether you died or lived, because if you lived you would become the enemy. Esna would never do that. Never could do that. Her path had made her immune to it, but she still had to deal with the stress. 

    Carnage was the jungle she had been born into, and while she would not become the jungle, she knew well how to exist within it. And how to do so honorably.  

    Once Clan Kai’sa grew large enough, the Hadarak weren’t going to stand a chance. 

    It was just a matter of time and a lot of hard work to get to that point.  

    But it was coming. And every day and every battle that passed brought her a little closer to it.  
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    October 18, 154929 

    Ha’ven Nu’meori System (Home Two Kingdom) 

    Ha’shavi 

      

    Paul and Cal-com had been walking and observing for several hours with the Archon’s head feeling like it was deflating. Somehow he’d accumulated a lot of stress and had locked it in to the point he didn’t even realize it was there, but now that he was deliberately shutting off his extra senses and confining his natural ones to a sliver of vision in front of him, muffled hearing through his robe, a fully intact sense of smell that was not necessarily a good thing in some of these dirty streets, and the feel of the rough road beneath his shoes, the lockdown was cracking open and the stress was bleeding off…and a remarkable amount of it. 

    “Trouble,” Cal-com whispered, telepathically pointing ahead about 60 meters on the somewhat busy street full of pedestrians and no vehicles.  

    The crack in Paul’s mind resealed in an instant as he opened up his senses to see a scuffle happening between two of the Tri’meori as the other passersby stepped back to give them space as they beat on one another viciously, with some people tripping over each other to get out of the way as those nearest got caught up in the flailing limbs, turning over carts and spilling produce out all over the street. 

    Suddenly everything grew quiet…and still. Hundreds of people stopped moving, stopped talking, and froze like statues, including the two scuffling who backed off from one another only to stare at each other as they too froze. 

    “Is that you?” Cal-com asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    “How many are you capable of controlling?” 

    “More than this. Their minds are weak,” he said as the people started moving again in twos and threes until everyone was cautiously blinking away their confusion and going about their business again, with the two fighters no longer remembering that they were fighting after a little mental washing as both were given a priority task in opposite directions that they headed off on, forgetting about each other until they were out of sight. If they wanted to go at it again it would be after Paul and Cal-com got through the area.  

    “I knew you were powerful, but I’ve never seen that trick before. What exactly did you do?” 

    “Asserting control over their minds without taking direct control of motor functions. I let them handle that, but put very firm restrictions on what they can and can’t do. That way they stay standing without me having to do it for them,” Paul said as they walked past one of the fighters as he went up the street they were walking down. 

    “Essence use?” 

    “Didn’t need to.” 

    “That’s why I didn’t detect it.” 

    “Is it that surprising?” 

    Cal-com glanced at his friend’s hooded head. “You may be underestimating how strong you’ve gotten. I don’t know of any Vargemma or Varkemma who could do the same without Essence, and even with Essence I doubt I could replicate that feat with so many people. How do you practice Ikrid skills onboard your ship?” 

    “I don’t. At least not mind hacking. Mental interface with remote computer systems is somewhat similar, but not completely the same. I’m rusty because of that.” 

    “I’ll take your rust any day,” Cal-com said as a large number of the Tri’meori police force arrived and quickly grabbed the fighter still ahead of them…but ignored the one going the other way entirely. 

    The Voku frowned, reaching out to search their minds as well as the one going the other way. 

    “Paul.” 

    “I see them. We can slip through.” 

    “We need to intervene. It was a setup.” 

    “How so?” Paul asked, reaching out to search the minds involved as the Tri’meori who was being arrested started fighting back as if his life depended on it…for it did. 

    “This one was attacked on orders, now they’re arresting him for the scuffle. Once they get him out of view of the public, they’re going to kill him. Some sort of political assassination.” 

    “Not today,” Paul murmured as he quickly got caught up with his own mental scans and soon the entire street went still again, with him and Cal-com walking up to the police officers and the Tri’meori they were soon to kill.  

    “I’ll take him,” Cal-com offered, with his Ikrid being handed off control by Paul’s with only a split second of lag during which the 11 foot tall reptilian visibly twitched, after which he became a puppet as Cal-com remote controlled his body and got him moving through the crowd of statues until they got to the edge where there were moving people beyond looking on at the freakish occurrence…but a little mental distraction from Cal-com took their curiosity away and he was able to blend in with them as he walked behind his ward. 

    Paul hung back a bit, wiping the memories of the police officers and adding some mental conditioning against assassinations. That way the next time they were ordered to do so they wouldn’t accept it without thinking. They might still overcome his imbedded impetus, but they’d have to work at it to do it. That might put their own lives in jeopardy if their bosses didn’t like them not following through, but that was still better than them jumping someone who didn’t have a chance to fight back. 

    And while he was working on them he reviewed the orders he was given as he slowly walked away from the scene. There was quite a bit of wrong going on here, and it seemed to avoid Star Force’s rule against executions they were killing people unofficially in order to get the job done…along with a lot more unsavory stuff. 

    That angered Paul in a multitude of ways, but the most shocking of all was the fact that Star Force had set firm rules to allow them to remain independent. Generous rules that allowed a lot of crap to go on but provided individuals caught up in that crap an escape route. There was a Star Force embassy on the planet, though far from here, that would transport anyone off the planet that wished to leave. And rather than send their political enemies there to get rid of them…which many planets did…they were instead killing them, as if getting rid of them wasn’t the objective. It was almost like they wanted the sick pleasure of overriding their control of their own lives and snuffing them out. 

    It had been a very long time since Paul had sensed a mind with that level of darkside in it. The Hadarak were different, for they were just going on instinct and programming. This was by choice. It was individuals seeking out the darkside and embracing it, not being tricked into it or programmed to follow it. 

    Most of these police didn’t fall into that category, but two of them did, and it turned out they were the ones making the assassination kills while the others were either not in view or simply said nothing and did nothing as it happened.  

    But those two…they knew what they were doing was a violation. And for them that was the point. Part of it was old genetic memory, prey and predator instincts, where you went after a target because you were instructed to, and movement and even screeching enhanced the takedown urge, almost as if it were a game.  

    But in those predator instincts there was no desire to cause pain or torture. That’s still what happened, but from the predator’s perspective they didn’t understand that. They didn’t understand they were tearing apart a person, just an objective.  

    This was different because the whole point of it was to tear apart a person. They didn’t just pull them out of view and shoot them in the head. They would beat and knife them into a bloody mess before finally killing them. They wanted the torture, and reveled in it. They wanted to see their terror and feel it, as some kind of sick rush…which was why they were so useful when it came to assassinations. They weren’t doing it for money or power, they actually liked it.  

    As Paul walked off those two individuals collapsed to the ground, with specific internal organs spontaneously crushed to kill them as quickly as possible using Lachka. These two monsters were not going to be able to prey on anyone else, but there were probably many more of them out there if these assassinations were as widespread as these police seemed to think. 

    Paul continued to walk, visibly calm but with his teeth clenched. This was within Star Force’s domain, though it wasn’t their territory, and that made it even worse. The Hadarak were the greater threat, but this darkside was playing out right here, plain as day, by people with skills and powers far inferior to even the youngest of Archons. Why was this being allowed? 

    Paul knew the answers to that. Star Force couldn’t be everywhere. Star Force needed to fight the biggest enemies. Star Force had to pick and choose its battles, and in truth Paul knew of many histories that were far darker than this, but being right here and seeing it about to happen in his presence angered him in a way he hadn’t experience before in his entire life.  

    And part of that anger was him having the power to stop it, as well as many others in Star Force, and nobody had. It had just been overlooked as an unimportant planet with an escape hatch for people to leave if they needed to. 

    But they couldn’t leave if they were jumped and killed by the very police force that was supposed to be protecting people.  

    The rage burned in him as he slowly walked and caught up to Cal-com and their rescuee who was still unaware of what was happening. It was better that way, because trying to explain would leave him freaking out and drawing attention, and right now they needed to get him away from here and to the embassy. 

    They walked, using mental distraction as needed, until another group of 6 police officers…different from the first ones…spotting the Tri’meori and yelled out at him, attempting to arrest him before Paul did another quick mind wipe and sent them on their way.  

    “We’re being tracked,” Cal-com noted. 

    “I think you’re right,” Paul said, extending his Pefbar out and looking for surveillance equipment. The city streets didn’t look advanced enough to support such technology, but he found it numerous places. Tiny cameras set up where they were virtually invisible to onlookers. And through those they could see the streets and the faces of the individuals. With a little facial recognition programming they could track their guy wherever he went, with Paul wishing the Tri’meori was wearing a hood, though that wouldn’t matter if there was a continuous feed down the streets. If someone was watching they could just follow his silhouette, face showing or not. 

    “Be right back,” Paul said, wandering off in the crowd as he blacked out three of the nearest cameras using his Po’letvo, which essentially put a dark bubble around them so they couldn’t see anything. Usually it was a technique used to blind an opponent, but it worked just as well on camera technology, though not holo.  

    But they didn’t have holo, so as the nearest cameras were blacked out Paul walked over to the wall with one of them and jumped up to it, sticking to the wall with his robe covering his entire body so all anyone could see was the cloth…but he distracted those who noticed, making him essentially invisible to the nearby crowd while being quite obvious about his wall crawl. 

    He got a hand onto the camera and triggered his armored gauntlet on that arm to slither up and cover his fingers, from which he extended nanite tethers into the wiring and hacked into the cable connecting the camera to its source, for it wasn’t wireless.  

    The programming was pathetically simple, and it didn’t take more than .46 seconds for him to take control of the central hub and deactivate all the cameras within the city. How long it would take for them to unjam their systems was unknown. A good tech could do it quickly if they knew their systems, but almost all people who used computers did not understand how they worked, so Paul was guessing the system would be down until they were forced to do a full restart from factory defaults, and he and Cal-com would be out of here long before that could happen. 

    Paul dropped back down to the ground and ran to catch up, his cloak flapping in the wind of his movement as he went, but nobody around noticed as he had all the minds distracted as he passed by them within inches in some cases. 

    “Their eyes are gone,” he reported when he caught up to Cal-com. “Let’s deviate off this path in case they have the ability to follow a straight line,” Paul said, half sarcastically. 

    “Having fun?” 

    “Not today,” the Archon said icily. “But it’s a wake-up call I needed…and if we hadn’t come he’d be dead shortly. So worth on many levels.” 

    “Are you ok?” 

    “I’m ticked we let this shit happen when we have the power to stop it. Hadarak or no, we can’t let this continue. You were right.” 

    “I didn’t know that when I brought you here,” Cal-com admitted. “But I’m not surprised. The galaxy is so large there will always be corners for depravity to exist within. This is the galactic norm. Star Force is the beneficial anomaly.” 

    “Then the galaxy needs changed.” 

    “I agree. How do you want to go about doing that?” 

    Paul stared at the back of Cal-com’s hood as he trailed behind him a half step. “Are you testing me?” 

    “Life does the testing far better than I can. Are you taking responsibility on yourself?” 

    Paul checked himself. “I have to. I can’t stand by when this stuff is happening.” 

    “Then you risk burning yourself out with a load you cannot bear.” 

    “What’s my other option?” 

    “Take the same actions by choice, not responsibility. Saving people is optional, not required.” 

    “I feels required for me.” 

    “Not for me,” Cal-com differed. “I will make the same choice as you, and always intervene, but it’s because I answer the call of the lightside. Not because I’m responsible for the darkside happening out here.” 

    Paul closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “I see your point.” 

    “What are you going to do about it?” 

    “What I can do. We get this guy to safety, then I call in an invasion force. This system’s sovereignty just got revoked.” 

    “Because that’s what you have to do?” 

    “Someone has to. The need is here.” 

    “That is the call I spoke of. Warriors respond to the need. And without the need the warriors are lost. In a universe of infinite dark corners, I do not believe we will ever be without that need. We just need to learn where to look for them.” 

    “That’s not enough. This…should not exist. It should not be this way. I can’t tolerate it.” 

    “Nor should you. It’s the way you don’t tolerate that is at issue. You are inefficient because you lay part of the blame on your inaction.” 

    Paul frowned. “Inefficient?” 

    “Your targeting sensors are misaligned if you think you are at fault in any way.” 

    “If I have the power to stop it and I don’t, then someone is suffering for my inaction.” 

    “They are suffering because the universe put them in this situation,” Cal-com said, his voice growing icy. “Not you. If you are going to hate something, hate the random birthing process the universe employs. You did not create it and are not responsible for it. And you are doing much to correct its madness.” 

    “I guess a clone would have a different perspective on that.” 

    “We are born when there is a need, and only when there is a need. The universe births people in the most horrid and unwinnable of situations. I often think the universe is darkside incarnate, but then Star Force is here, and pure darkside cannot spawn lightside, so some other dynamic must be in play,” Cal-com said as they switched streets again, getting further and further away from the ambush site. 

    “I know I need to disconnect from that madness…this field trip has made that abundantly clear. But situations like this reinforce how I can’t do that without consequences to other people.” 

    “And that is one trap the darkside uses to wear us down, making us believe we are abandoning the light or burning ourselves out and leaving us vulnerable to our enemies. We must defy that trap.” 

    “I’ll work on it,” Paul promised as he remotely signaled for their cloaked ship to rendezvous with them at a park not far from here. Another half hour and they’d have their ward out of harm’s way and they’d drop him off at the embassy…after that, Paul didn’t know if he’d stick around to deal with things here or let the annexation fleet handle it. 

    Actually, this was one he was going to handle personally. Not because he thought others couldn’t handle it, because he felt he needed to. Millennia onboard a warship had kept him away from situations like this, and he was in no hurry to get back to that isolation…or to Earth. Cal-com was right. Warriors responded to the call when and where there was need. 

    And right now, that need was here, not on Earth.  

      

    





   





 

    5 

      

      

    February 28, 154930 

    Ha’ven Nu’meori System (Home Two Kingdom) 

    Ha’shavi 

      

    Four months had passed since Paul and Cal-com had gotten their rescuee to safety, and since then four Star Force warships had arrived escorting 34 cargo ships and 4 troop ships, all of which came from the Human Mainline fleet. They’d arrived 15 days ago, and since then they’d been assaulting the planet and quietly capturing the strategic strongpoints with little resistance…mainly because what the native Tri’meori considered ‘strategic’ was more symbolic than anything, such as the Governor’s palace, which held no real value as far as infrastructure went. 

    The power stations, comm centers, waterworks, spaceports, etc all held value, and Star Force was taking them under possession without having to kill a single person. The invading troops were equipped with stun weapons, shield walls, telepathic lures, and a lot of other things the natives had no idea even existed, and even those that fought back with lethal weapons were taken down quickly without any real threat to them. 

    So now, after getting the real strategic strongpoints under their possession, Paul entered the Governor’s palace along with a phalanx of armored commandos and went straight to the governor’s office, with all the security forces they could muster not even able to slow his steady walk, for they were taken down enroute as his commandos tagged and bagged the unconscious guards while he continued on to the double doored entrance that was barricaded on the other side. 

    Paul kicked at it with his shoe, for he wasn’t wearing his armor deployed, and added some Jumat energy to it, busting the doors open and throwing the furniture that had been on the far side across the spacious office and knocking down two of the 28 guards inside that had weapons trained on the doors. 

    They all opened fire on Paul as soon as they saw him standing in the doorway, but he simply raised a hand and produced a bioshield in front of him, taking all the shots on it as he passively stood still looking at them in his Archon uniform with an addition of a simple white cape added on top of it that had no hood, just some gold embroidery around the high collared neck.  

    He held his shield as they continued to fire, giving them a chance to take the hint, but when they didn’t he walked forward taking the hits on the clear blue barrier and not even needing his technological shields in his armored gauntlets, then he telekinetically crunched each of their weapons, one by one, until they were holding nothing but inoperative junk. Then he calmly lowered his hand and dropped his shield, staring at the governor hiding behind his desk as the commandos followed him into the room with their weapons now trained on the towering guards that were totally helpless against the Archon’s powers.  

    “You are not going to be harmed,” Paul said in their native language, having learned enough of it in the past months to not need a translation program. Plus he could see inside their minds as to what they meant to say if he needed any extra help, “but your days running this planet are over.” 

    The Governor slowly stood up, looking down at Paul from nearly twice the Human’s height and massing more than 4 times his weight, but it was clear the smaller individuals were in the dominant position here. 

    “What right do you have to do this?” the Tri’meori demanded. “We have followed your rules!” 

    “We gave you a chance to lead your own people, and what have you done with that chance?” Paul said firmly. “You’ve wasted it. We offered help, resources, guidance…you took none of it. Your people suffer and you do not care. But I care. And we’re going to do better by them than you have ever dreamed of.” 

    “You have no right! We are a sovereign system!” 

    “Not anymore. Your sovereignty is hereby revoked. This system is now Star Force property, and we’re already starting to clean up your mess, though it will take decades to do it properly.” 

    The Governor pounded his fists onto his desk. “You can’t do this! We didn’t break your rules!” 

    “Good men don’t need rules,” Paul said flatly. “And we won’t stand by when people are suffering because of them. But while we’re on the subject. When we said no executions, that didn’t just mean officially. Having people assassinated with plausible deniability isn’t something we tolerate.” 

    “It’s been done this way for centuries,” the Governor protested. “You never said anything about it before!” 

    “It’s a big galaxy, and we don’t see everything. The fact that you were hiding it from the embassy proves you knew it would be a violation.” 

    “But you never said we couldn’t!” he protested, looking at his guards as if for validation. 

    “Couldn’t do what?” Paul asked angrily. “Torture people to death that you don’t like? Or maybe they said something that embarrassed you, or exposed one of your lies? Do you really think that’s ok? Do you really think that’s what leadership is about?” 

    “It’s my choice as leader of this planet to do things the way I want to do them, just as you do on your worlds.” 

    “Wrong. I don’t do what I want. I do what is needed. Leadership is about responsibility far more than it is privilege. They don’t take orders from me,” Paul said, gesturing to his commandos, “because they have to. I don’t make them, don’t threaten them, don’t leverage them, don’t control them. They follow my orders by choice, and they make that choice so long as my orders are wise. If I tell them to do something stupid they won’t do it. Because they’re trained not to. They’re taught to think, not blindly obey. I only have leadership as long as I am worthy of it. You are unworthy, but your people are too scared to remove you. That, and they don’t know what to do themselves. They’d probably just end up with another version of you.” 

    “How I lead is not your business!” the Governor yelled, almost as if he sensed a possibility to maintain his position if he could win the argument.  

    “I’ve made it my business. And you want to know why? Because of all the little people out there that you don’t care about. They need help. They need rescued. They need hope…and not false hope. They need a future, they need guidance, they need a hero to save them. Nobody else was stepping up to take the job, so I am. That’s the way the lightside works. There are no ranks, no hierarchies, no appointments, no orders, no committees, no voting, no public consensus. When there is a need, we who are lightside step up and claim the mission, and make it our own. So it becomes our business, and whether we succeed or fail, we will fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. And there’s no way in hell I’m going to stand by and let you keep assassinating people when I have the power to stop it.” 

    “Why didn’t you do so before?”  

    “I was never on this world before. I came for a visit and found things a mess. So I’m taking it upon myself to clean it up. This system is going to be upgraded heavily, and become part of Star Force with all the benefits that entails. It’ll take us time to build new infrastructure, so we’ll have to use what you have in the meantime, but we can run it better than you have. It’s sad that we offered you technical assistance to upgrade the waterworks and power grid, but you turned it down. I’m curious why you did that. We asked no price in return. It was knowledge freely offered.” 

    “We don’t need your help, Star Force,” he said with so much venom that every word was as if a curse. 

    “Arrogant pride then. That’s a betrayal of the leadership position. You cast aside improvements that could help your people because you were not the one to create them. I would say that’s a newb mistake, but you don’t even qualify as a newb. You’re not a leader at all. You’re an imposter, and using your position to hurt others rather than help them. Maybe you just don’t know what you’re doing, and have not had an example to follow from the past, but still…I expect a good intentioned individual, no matter how naïve, to leave what he found in slightly better condition afterward. You have not. In fact, you have made things worse. You are unfit to lead.” 

    The Governor flew into a rage, picking up a desktop item of significant weight and threw it at the Human…only to have it stop midair as the Human simply raised a hand again. 

    “You are under arrest, and will be transported to one of the new prison facilities we are constructing. It is unlikely you will ever leave, but we always have a rehab program that, if completed, will lead to your eventual freedom. But to gain it, you have to lose all the bad habits you’ve accumulated and forsake the darkside. I doubt you will, but you’ll have the chance,” Paul said, glancing around at the other towering figures. “You all will. But right now you’re not going to be let loose to cause more harm. You can go with my troops willingly, or you can be stunned unconscious and carried out. Your choice.” 

    “I’m not going anywhere, you little piece of…” the Governor said, about to go into a long string of curses when Paul fired his left gauntlet and landed three quick stun blasts into his torso.  

    The Tri’meori fell forward unconscious, but Paul caught him telekinetically as he simultaneously put the desk ornament back in its place, then he theatrically raised his hand and floated the Governor’s body over the desk and into the waiting hands of four commandos who carried him back out the doors as four more Commandos came in to take their place behind Paul.  

    “What about the rest of you?” he asked. “Are you walking out, or being carried out?” 

    Several of them dropped the wreckage of their weapons and raised their hands up to their chest, which was how their race indicated submission as it took their hands away from their utility belts that held many items that Paul telekinetically pulled off and started to pile up on the Governor’s desk. 

    The volunteers were marched out, with the others defiantly holding their ground but not fighting. Paul gave them a little time to think it over, but when they would not move he ordered his troops telepathically and all of them were stunned and dropped to the ground…then were carried out one by one leaving Paul alone in the very large office.  

    He deactivated the tiny drone camera that was floating behind him and broadcasting to the planet what had happened without the Governor or his guards knowing it. Them getting to see his true colors would help in the coming days, as well as the display of ‘magic’ he’d just put on. Rumors could be useful or hurtful, and it was best if the populace had some solid information to work with, which meant letting them see it for themselves. 

    That’s why he’d left the Governor’s palace for last rather than going there first thing. Better to let the populace freak out over the invasion while the Governor was still there to tell them what was going on…or make shit up about what was going on…then they could see him and Paul face to face and get a firsthand look at what was going down, and how he was not in control in any way, shape, or form. 

    But also to show them that he wasn’t killed, nor were any of his guards. That was key, but it wouldn’t stop attacks from happening against Star Force personnel in the coming months. Hopefully it would reduce it during the transition period, but like many other planets before Ha’shavi, once Star Force started to actually upgrade the planet and people were personally benefited by it…that was when the real change happened. Star Force had to deliver, and they would, for promises were not enough. It had to be real for each person, and unlike so many other civilizations, Star Force wasn’t fake. They were the real deal, so they didn’t have to worry about running a propaganda machine.  

    The lightside never had to. 

    “Are you done here?” Cal-com asked, walking into the abandoned office behind Paul as the Archon was still looking out the windows behind the large desk that rose up just above Paul’s eyeline, so he couldn’t see the surface through the windows, just the top half of the buildings that were visibly swaying in the wind…attesting to how poorly constructed they were. 

    “I stopped transmitting when the last of the guards were taken out,” Paul said, turning around to face his friend. 

    “That wasn’t what I meant.” 

    Paul sighed. “With Duke Corrington here, I’m not really necessary anymore. He’s handled annexations before. So yeah, I think we’re done. Thanks for sticking around.” 

    “We’re not finished yet, so I couldn’t leave. This invasion has distracted from the purpose we came here.” 

    “Life has a way of doing that,” Paul agreed. “I was starting to decompress, but then a need arose.” 

    “Did you learn anything from that moment, or from what followed?” 

    “I can’t let go of my duty. I can’t make this impersonal. I just can’t, Cal-com. I am taking responsibility for the galaxy. I’m not sure when that started, but it’s stuck. I don’t feel right abandoning that, even if my actions end up the same…for I know they won’t be. I won’t stretch quite as much without that responsibility…and that means someone will suffer or die because I didn’t go far enough.” 

    “How do you maintain your clarity and fitness if you are inclined to overextend?” 

    “I don’t know. I guess that’s my next challenge to tackle. Do you have a suggestion?” 

    “A perspective change. If your responsibility to the galaxy remains fixed, perhaps viewing it from another angle will provide clarity. I believe I know where we need to travel to next.” 

    “But you’re not going to tell me?” 

    “Not the reason why, but you’ll know the destination once I choose it. Shall we go now?” 

    Paul looked around. “Nothing else to do here. I can hand the baton to Corrington on the way out. You lead, I follow.” 

    “That, I think, is another perspective change that you need,” Cal-com said as he turned and began to walk out with Paul trailing him a couple steps. 

    “You’re probably right about that,” he admitted, telekinetically pulling the doors closed behind him, only to have one swing back open due to the busted latch.  
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    February 28, 154930 

    Kio Nutarri Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 

    Neofan Temple #1 

      

    Count Meerkan stood on top of a building in the only Star Force city within the massive landscape of this Temple. It was here to monitor the Neofan as they continued to build more and more infrastructure on the surface and much more beneath it. The city being here was a condition of the Grand Bargain that had been struck between the two empires, so that Star Force could monitor the Neofan’s compliance with other tenants…and to date they had done so, as far as the Count could determine.  

    There were no slave races here, nor any other races save for Neofan and those within the Star Force city. Meerkan was a Bsidd Tridas, originally bred to be a warrior while smaller variants were tasked with maintenance, support, and administrative duties, but the individual born into the body did not always match the biology, and Meerkan had risen to the attention of a Bsidd Maverick, who had then redirected him into an Administrative path. 

    Meerkan was good at hand to hand combat…or in his case mandible to hand combat…but he had a unique knack for organization, and more importantly, vision of what could be rather than of what already was. Vision of what was, was called ‘awareness,’ while being able to see potential advancements and perils was known as ‘vision’ when used in this context. Monarchs had to have both in ample amounts, and once his skills had begun to show as an Administrator he was quickly plucked out of their ranks and taken to Earth to meet with the Director of Star Force. 

    After one conversation…and mental review, for the Director was telepathic…he was minted a Monarch with the rank of Baron and assigned to a planet of his own to oversee. 392 years later he was reassigned to another larger one, then three more over the course of 10,304 years before being promoted to Count and given a system of his own to run. 

    He’d been a Count ever since, even when others more junior to him were promoted to Marquis…though that wasn’t surprising. One had to pass through the Clans to become a Duke, and there were only a limited number of them. But when he’d been assigned to this post he’d had his second personal conversation with Davis, in which he told Meerkan he would never rise above the rank of Count. 

    At first the Bsidd had not liked what he was being told, but as the Director went on to explain his strengths and weaknesses, he also explained his proclivities. Meerkan was good about dealing with what was local, but the larger his domain became the less responsive he was to it. The Director had told him that a different skillset was required to manage systems with ample communications lag between them, as well as a drought of information. Meerkan was best suited for local environments where he could access information quickly, fully, and get feedback within hours, if not minutes.  

    The Director went on to explain more, all of which defined him better than he had previously understood, and when he was finished the Director summed up the situation as being a perfect fit for Meerkan at the Count rank, not because he hadn’t improved his skills, but because his skills needed to continue to develop in this pocket of the empire. Not every Monarch would one day become a Lord, and they didn’t need to be. Without the lower ranking Monarchs the Lords couldn’t do their job. It was a team effort, and they were not redundant. They had to work on different aspects of the empire, as did the Director.  

    So Meerkan was meant to be a Count permanently, and due to his developing skills and fit for the ‘local’ environment, the Director was assigning him to one of the three ‘embassy’ posts within the Neofan temples. He’d act as Monarch over the Star Force city being built there, as well as being the main conduit between the Neofan leadership and Star Force, for the head of House Atriark resided here, and it was him who Meerkan was waiting for on the rooftop after his arrival in the Star Force city had been recently announced. 

    The Bsidd stood there waiting alone, for neither leader wanted any form of ceremony. They had periodic contact with each other when necessary, and neither one of them had any interests other than conducting business. 

    Soon a barge appeared in the sky just beyond the city shield perimeter, and it was not stopped. It passed through the atmospheric dome that was filtering out some of the native allergens from the air but still allowed large objects through up until there was a security issue, then it would become a solid defense shield as soon as the correct button was pushed in the command center. 

    But that wasn’t needed today, and the barge flew straight across the city over top the highest of the smooth towers until it slowed and descended next to Meerkan, with only a single Neofan aboard. Reignor Plausious had elected to pilot the craft himself rather than bring another with him, let alone a security detail. He had no need to, even if Star Force was not trustworthy. The Neofan had enough power here to wipe out the Star Force city with ease if they wanted, and Plausious no doubt had enough Essence skill in his single body to defend himself against whatever Meerkan could order thrown at him. 

    So neither of them made any symbolic gestures, knowing the situation both were in and opting to treat each other with informed respect and meeting alone, with the Reignor stepping off the floating barge and still standing taller than the Bsidd, who typically towered over most members of Star Force, but here he was definitely the smaller…though neither of the two individuals acted as if it mattered. Without Star Force House Atriark was doomed, and without the permission of House Atriark for the Star Force city to exist in this Temple, it would be eradicated with little effort by the mostly apathetic Neofan, who seemed to think scruples were a quaint idea formulated by the naïve who did not have the knowledge or will to do what the situation required. 

    “Count,” the Reignor said in English as he walked up to him and looked down from his crown-like head ornamentation as his wings flexed slightly behind his body. “I have news from Yenoiv.” 

    “Trouble?” Meerkan asked, knowing that was the name of the Neofan’s new galaxy that they were trying to colonize as their original one of Utovi was still in the process of falling, and now completely abandoned by House Atriark.  

    “On the contrary. The Hadarak have ceased the bulk of their reinforcements and returned to normal, periodic probing for weaknesses that they do in all of our owned galaxies. They seem to have accepted our ownership of Yenoiv…yet they never do. They are redirecting the bulk of their reinforcements elsewhere. I do not know the purpose of this, nor the destination. It will take another century or two before our scouts report back, but there is a small chance those reinforcements could be coming here, though I personally doubt this. Never the less, I wanted to give you fair warning.” 

    “Where do you believe they are going?” 

    “Somewhere of greater need. The Bond of Resistance does not include all who fight the Hadarak, and Hadarak territory extends beyond our holdings in some areas. Star Force, despite your many successes, is not more powerful than the Neofan. So the Hadarak would not pull their forces away from us in order to assault you. They respond to the greater threats first and leave their secondary forces to deal with the lesser ones. They have always engaged in such warfare in an attempt to avoid letting powerful enemies grow stronger over time. I believe they are moving against someone more powerful than us, but I have no indications of them going after the Denogi or Veloqueen, nor of them arriving in any of our monitored galaxies close to here, though our inventory is not complete until all the scouts report, but I doubt they will find the destination.” 

    “Could they be attacking one of the smaller galaxies?” 

    “I do not know,” Plausious admitted, “and that concerns me. The Hadarak are creatures of habit, but they do adapt, and when their behavior changes from norms it is a sign of great warning. They do not give up, as far as I have been able to determine, in any of their campaigns. I do not believe they have the intelligence to do so. It is most likely a primary urge to conquer, or perhaps as a proactive means of self-defense. They will not stop unless stopped by others. So this redirect of reinforcements either means a lack of them to send, which cannot be true, or a higher priority target.” 

    “Are there any indications that the reinforcements coming into this galaxy have lessened?” 

    “Not at present. Our Deep Core scouts would have reported it by now if it was coinciding with what happened in Yenoiv, though even the Hadarak have to deal with communications delays. Regardless, it is something that needs to be monitored. How close are you to launching your invasion?” 

    “Not close enough. We are not going to chance losing by going too soon, and building sufficient warships and support industry does not occur quickly. The Grand Border is holding, though pressure on it has increased considerably.” 

    “How so?” 

    “Selective raids attempting to point overload system defenses. I am also told they are employing new weaponry to weaken shields and catching many systems off guard. We have suffered some heavy losses, but no system has been fully compromised. The pressure on the border has not lessened. Are you sure those reinforcements are not coming here?” 

    “Not at present. It is the future that I am uncertain of. Now that Yenoiv is more or less stable, my race will being the slow work of removing the Hadarak that already reside in it while we continue to reinforce the defenses surrounding the Gateways. Our holdings will also begin to increase in number as we expand to more systems in the Rim and bring in additional survivors from our old galaxy. My House has been barred from doing so, and our standing had now decreased with the success of House Mutavi. Their position as leadership will be cemented with this victory, so long as they can manage the removal of the Hadarak. That is a lesser challenge than attaining the Gateways, so I do not think they will fail in it.” 

    “What does that mean for House Atriark?” 

    “We are the primary challenger for leadership within our race, and because of this we will be marginalized further. They do not like the majority of our population residing here, beyond their commands, and those of us in Yenoiv are little more than guests. We are effectively exiled until House Mutavi fails and replacements are needed.” 

    “Do you consider your residing here to be a mistake in hindsight?” 

    “Not at all. Our House is secure and mostly intact. Only House Mutavi can say the same. The other Houses were forced to leave a great deal of people behind, and though there is an opportunity to bring more out every year, many do not survive long enough to make the journey…for they must continue to fight to hold the systems that are falling, or the Hadarak will sweep across the galaxy with such speed that they will conquer the galaxy before the Pafdreng can finish its work and return to the intergalactic void. Many in our fellow Houses are fighting and dying to give others a chance to escape.” 

    “I thought you previously said servant races were being moved to Yenoiv?” 

    “They are, on the orders of House Mutavi. They are electing to take the most valued of servants over fellow Neofan. It is their decision to make, but it is insulting to our Houses to be valued less than a servant race.” 

    “How did you get all your people out then?” 

    “We had permission to use other routes, the other Houses did not. They would rather die than be exiled.” 

    “Is that wise?” 

    “It is their choice. I am pleased we were able to come to a bargain that gave us a sanctioned option, even if our effective status is exile. The difference is we hold legitimacy that can be plied in a future power vacuum.” 

    “That is still your long term hope?” 

    “What other objective would you recommend?” 

    “You said there are still Neofan surviving in Utovi?” 

    “For the time being, yes. You would have us rescue them?” 

    “Why would you not wish to?” 

    “They are of other Houses. We do not have permission to bring them here.” 

    “Good men don’t need permission to do what is right.” 

    “Your philosophy of the lightside does not hold sway within our race. If we disobey the ruling House we will cease to be Neofan.” 

    “Will you?” Meerkan challenged. “Perhaps the Neofan that embrace the lightside would be strongest of all?” 

    “Normally I would dismiss such a notion as nonsense, but your ability to fight the Hadarak with…less than we possess gives you some credence. You have spoken of this before. Do you have something new to add?” 

    “House Mutavi cannot monitor your actions in this galaxy, so why not operate outside their rules if it means preserving more Neofan lives?” 

    “Sadly, our Houses are not without traitors. I could not be completely sure that word of our deceit would not reach back to them. If it did, we would be exiled at best, and those of my House within Yenoiv would be executed.” 

    “And that is why your civilization is darkside.” 

    “It is our way.” 

    “Yet you survive mostly because of our way, enhanced by your knowledge and counsel,” Meerkan added in fairness. 

    “I see no endgame that is certain for our advantage. Am I missing some aspect?” 

    “We cannot use the intergalactic network. But the Neofan can, and if I understand you correctly there are many within Utovi that could flee it by other routes but are choosing not to because they have nowhere to go. What if we arranged for them to come here independent of your agreement with us?” 

    “To what advantage would that be for you? These other Houses are not as inclined as House Atriark is to abide by your rules. They would be more trouble than they are worth when you are poised to launch an impossible invasion. You must devote all your resources to this rather than concerning yourself with the plight of those in another galaxy.” 

    “We like to help those in need, and my empire began from a group of exiles with a death mark on them. So you could say we have a certain sympathy with those who have been abandoned.” 

    “You seek to rescue those who are far superior to you. You cannot annex them as you have others. We have a mutually beneficial alliance, neither are subservient to the other. This is the only way we can interact without you being part of the Bond of Resistance. What arrangement do you think you could strike with outcasts and renegades?” 

    “The question is what arrangement could you strike with them for your benefit, and how could we be of help so it is also in our and their benefit?” 

    “You see an opportunity concurrent with your altruism?” 

    “We can multitask,” the Bsidd said pithily. 

    “And that is why I have some respect for you. You are practical despite your inclinations,” the Reignor said, looking skyward as he thought. “The only path that I see that would be beneficial is if we intentionally abandon the ruling House and those loyal to it and attempt to restart the Neofan here under our leadership. That was a possibility if House Mutavi failed to secure Yenoiv, but now that they have that path would be suicide. Once they established themselves, they would hunt us down and wage war against our new dominion. I would rather die than fight a civil war. And exiles know their roll…which is to disappear and cause no disruption to our civilization. In turn we ignore them. This is unspoken but tradition.” 

    “Cannot those who are ignored still be rescued?” 

    “Not by us.” 

    “And what of your servants? Or perhaps other races in your galaxy that did not serve you?” 

    “There were none that did not. We fully dominated our galaxy, unlike yours.” 

    “Are there no independents?” 

    “Why would we allow that?” 

    “Was it worth it to you to conquer them all? Resource wise?” 

    “In other galaxies, no. In our home galaxy, it is absolutely necessary. We cannot share such a dominion.” 

    “Is that going to be a problem here?”  

    “If we were responsible for this galaxy’s defense it would be necessary, but since you are providing the defense for us, it would be illogical for us to challenge your possession of the galaxy. For possession and dominance are not always the same thing.” 

    “Do you not desire a galaxy of your own?” 

    “We desire Yenoiv and the leadership of our own people.” 

    “And what if it was not leadership, but inclusion as the other Houses are?” 

    “We also desire this, but not at the cost of the majority of our House.” 

    “So there is some concern for your own people hidden amidst your general apathy?” 

    “Everyone must have some loyalty in some form, else a civilization will degrade into anarchy and self-destruction. I will admit that your loyalty is far superior to ours. In that you are superior. The question is whether or not that is an asset. Though it may be hard for a hive mind-based race such as yours to be anything but loyal, for you are programmed to be as such.” 

    “To be a Star Force Monarch requires that we surpass such default programming and make our bodies and minds our own. My mind is free to consider many possibilities, but all are inferior to the path of the lightside.” 

    “If you succeed in driving the Hadarak out of this galaxy I promise to devote my time to learning your philosophy so I may assimilate what usefulness is in it.” 

    “You still do not think we will be able to push them back?” 

    “Pushing them back is easy. Assaulting their fortifications in the Deep Core is hard. Taking and holding the Gateways is impossible for your empire. Though I do hope you will do so regardless. I sometimes tire of our Houses’ constant clandestine warfare against one another. I wish there was a better path, but so far I have not seen one, and I have studied the social structure of your empire intensely. I do not see it there. What I see is optimistic naivety.” 

    “Effective naivety then.” 

    “To date, yes,” the Reignor admitted. “Many have come here to study you, for you are a curiosity, but they do not find methods that they can replicate.” 

    “That’s because the lightside is not something that you can turn on and off. It’s all or nothing.” 

    “Is it? I was not aware of this.” 

    “Can one be loyal if they occasionally betray you?” 

    “If they betray you you should kill them immediately.” 

    “Forced loyalty is not true loyalty. True loyalty is choosing to be loyal when no one is monitoring you and there will be no consequences for betrayal.” 

    “If there are no consequences what is the reasoning behind the loyalty?” 

    “If you have to ask that question they you do not understand the concept.” 

    “I wonder if it is I that does not understand or you,” Plausious said honestly. “With what we have shared with you, if your lightside is truly stronger, then you should surpass us in time, correct?” 

    “In theory, yes. Though we’re quite busy with the Hadarak at the moment.” 

    “Then time will tell if you have found a superior path or not. If that proves to be true, then we will adapt to follow yours.” 

    “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “One’s motives are critical to unlocking the power of the lightside. Without unlocking your conscience, you will not be able to walk it. You will be blind to the path and stray from it for you cannot track it.” 

    “This conscience you have spoken of is your tracking mechanism?” 

    “That is one way of speaking of it. And my conscience says a galaxy full of people should not be left to die when some of them can be saved.” 

    “And my practicality says they are a lost cause and we must consolidate what we currently have in order to survive the challenges ahead.” 

    “Our Archons do not just survive challenges, they crave them. And they have guided us into a habit of looking for potential allies in all situations rather than cocooning up and ignoring all else in hope of survival.” 

    “Those who are doomed typically embrace the fearless philosophy.” 

    “Death before dishonor is our way, for we wish to be better than everyone else, not just the last to limp on in survival.” 

    “To be the last surviving is to be superior.” 

    “Or just lucky.” 

    “I find our conversations to be most curious, Count. I am almost learning from you.” 

    “Can a message be sent to Utovi?” 

    “If I wished it.” 

    “Can you direct the survivors here, even if not under your protection?” 

    “I could do that, but I will not. It will weaken you and diminish your ability to defend this galaxy. Neofan who have been exiled are rumored to be…predatory and unstable in nature. Many go mad, and if they stray into our path we must kill them before they kill us. It is also for this reason that House Atriark will not abandon our race. We must not lose who and what we are. And I will not risk becoming lost to save those who are already lost.” 

    “Would it be possible for us to acquire some of your servant races then?” 

    The Reignor studied the Bsidd closely, with his demeanor changing slightly. “You wish to maximize your odds in the coming invasion by salvaging useful tools that we have crafted and are now discarding. And in the process this works with your lightside philosophy. Multitasking indeed. It would require an amount of Essence procured by you and the use of intermediaries, for record of a transmission coming from us cannot be allowed to exist.” 

    “If the Essence amount is not extreme, we can provide it.” 

    “There are certain…items left behind in Utovi that we would like retrieved, but we were not allowed to take them with us. If these castoffs end up here possessing these items, and you take them in independent of our advice and counsel, and you were to deliver these items to us, we would have yet another mutually beneficial agreement.” 

    “Are these items living?” 

    “No. They are technological and nostalgic. Nothing that will conflict with your lightside philosophy. They are things left to be destroyed that we value.” 

    “Heirlooms?”  

    “Some. Others are more practical.” 

    “Weapons?” 

    “No. Some things more useful for our current situation.” 

    “Then let us negotiate the terms,” Count Meerkan said, feeling optimistically victorious, for rescuing anyone from the Neofan home galaxy was a mission objective the Director had given him long ago…and perhaps today was the day he found a way to make good on that particular entry on the wish list he’d been given to negotiate with the Neofan if various opportunities ever arose… 
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    April 15, 154930 

    Poolion System (Home Two Kingdom) 

    Turron 

      

    “And why did you bring me here?” Paul asked as he and Cal-com were walking the busy streets of one of the smaller cities on Turron, again wearing cloaks to disguise themselves amongst the alien traffic on a world populated by a branch of the Virri race that was widespread across this quarter of the galaxy as the Archon walked viewing the ground in front of him and little else. 

    “What do you feel differently than on Ha’shavi?” 

    “You want the list?” 

    “Give me the highlights,” the Voku said, having to walk sideways to get between a group of shorter aliens and a hovercart full of fruit as they got sandwiched between the two when the traffic flow ebbed the wrong way. 

    “Naivety, positivity, cluelessness, happiness, angst, boredom…” 

    “And in yourself?” 

    “My senses are still limited, and there’s a danger in that, but I’m less worried about the environment. I felt more open before.” 

    “You need the danger for the contrast?” 

    “I believe that would be an accurate assessment, though I’ll admit I’m mostly blind as to what’s going on inside my head right now. You didn’t answer my question.” 

    “You must find the answer yourself, or it won’t process,” Cal-com said dismissively. “The Voku never had your problem, nor did we ever have full control. We always served the Elders and trusted in their guidance and forethought. You are an Elder, so one extreme of yours is untethered. This creates imbalance if you do not have a quest to push in that direction. Without this pressure…I speculate…that you will become lost in matters of that direction. I have not noticed your leadership of others to have flagged in the least. It is your connection to the unknown that is lacking.” 

    “I can’t argue that.” 

    “But you also can’t confirm it?” 

    “Everything you’ve shown me, and we’ve discussed, nips at something I can’t put my finger on. I keep missing the obvious, and I don’t know how to open my eyes because I can’t find what’s shut down.” 

    “You said the last time you felt ‘normal’ was during the V’kit’no’sat war?” 

    “That last I can remember. Afterwards was kind of a blur.” 

    “Because the war ended or because Essence began?” 

    “Perhaps because nothing of merit occurred…at least not in comparison to what came before.” 

    “You conquered the impossible, now everything of less difficulty feels unimportant?” 

    “It feels important, but as a side mission. My primary quest is complete. The V’kit’no’sat were survived, defeated, and now absorbed. The threat is gone.” 

    “A threat that defined you?” 

    “We became who we are in spite of it. Without that spite…” 

    “You think you wouldn’t be yourself? That is utter stupidity.” 

    Paul frowned beneath his hood. “How is missing that ascension irrelevant?” 

    “Because it does not make you who you are, it allowed your true colors to show through. They were always there, perhaps dormant before, but it did not create you. If it did, there would have been a Star Force long before yours was formed. Have you ever found any pure lightside civilizations beyond your own?” 

    “No,” Paul said regretfully. “I’ve often wondered about that. You’d think there’d accidentally be one somewhere to find.” 

    “The lightside is the more difficult path. The darkside is the easier. You have made the lightside accessible to others in a way that did not exist before. How many races have you encountered that didn’t even know the lightside existed?” 

    “Too many.” 

    “Only the truly strong can hold to the lightside and defend against the darkside, for all darkside hates the lightside for what it is. So a lightside civilization will always face a galaxy of opposition, and they will not isolate themselves permanently.” 

    “They’ll stick their nose into other people’s business, expose their existence, and draw enemies to them they didn’t even know existed?” 

    “Perhaps. I think you underestimate how advanced Star Force is. You bring answers to problems others don’t even know exist.” 

    “Is that why you brought me here?” 

    “In part,” Cal-com said, referencing the slightly shorter race of natives they were pushing their way through politely as they had to fight against downstream traffic as they switched streets. “These people aren’t lightside, but they have allied themselves with it. They remain independent of Star Force, but they have learned from the wisdom and guidance you offered, unlike Ha’shavi. This world isn’t as advanced, but it’s advanced enough to provide the people with what they need. You will never have to invade here, for they’re not a threat to the Empire or to themselves. They’re good neighbors to have, and proof that not everyone in the galaxy is stupidly defiant. And if this world someday has a chance to repay Star Force for its assistance, they will in a heartbeat.” 

    “Are you sensing that in them?” 

    “Not in any particular individual. But you can see it in their culture. Gratitude is in their monuments, and in their emulation of Star Force ways…but without blatant copying. They wish to be different where there is no disadvantage. Does that bother you?” 

    “Why would it?” 

    “Because our way is better and they’re not fully using it.” 

    “Most of Star Force’s citizens don’t fully use it,” Paul pointed out as the traffic began to thin as they climbed a shallow hill on the sides of the vehicular road that held a number of hovering speeders moving so slow they were nearly stopped.  

    “What bothers you about this place? I can tell there is something.” 

    The Archon sighed. “I guess the more I advance the less impressed I am with people like these who have achieved a great deal, but they’re so far behind me I can barely talk to them without having to dumb down my thought process.” 

    “You have trouble with communication?” 

    “I phrased that wrong. I mean I wonder why I’m even bothering to try communicating to people who are so inferior. If there is a need, then that’s obvious. But I don’t feel the need. I feel…alien. Like I don’t belong here. And the more powerful I become the more that feeling grows.” 

    “And it’s grown a great deal since Essence use began?” 

    “You’ve traced my problem to that, haven’t you?” 

    “I suspect it’s linked.” 

    “Then why don’t you have a problem with it?” 

    “I’m not an Elder,” Cal-com reiterated.  

    “Please don’t start referring to me as that. I have very few peers as it is.” 

    “And you regret that?” 

    “The only way I could have more was if I slowed down my rate of advancement.” 

    “And you view doing such to be treason?” 

    “For Archons…it pretty much is.” 

    “But you wish you had peers?” 

    “I wish I had superiors to learn from instead of having to figure out everything on our own.” 

    “Have not the Neofan been this in some ways?” 

    “Superiors I can trust,” Paul amended.  

    “Have you ever had that?” Cal-com wondered. 

    “A long time ago during basic training. The Black Knight, especially.” 

    “I don’t recall him ever helping you directly?” 

    “True, he didn’t. But as an adversary he taught us more, in some ways.” 

    “And so did the V’kit’no’sat? And now they’re not around anymore? At least not in a superior fashion. You’ve caught up and exceeded them. You’ve never had a superior ally to teach you. You’ve learned everything from facing and overcoming your superior enemies.” 

    “And that ended with the V’kit’no’sat war,” Paul agreed, seeing the correlation. 

    “And after going through that, lesser paths of advancement…such as those utilized by this planet…are going backwards for you. So you don’t want to mingle with them as peers, for fear it will diminish your battle-honed edge?” 

    “It’s more like what’s the point? We’ve beaten this game long ago, why replay it now when there’s no challenge to it?” 

    “You’ve outgrown it.” 

    “Yes we have.” 

    “And this has left you without a path, because the game ended with the V’kit’no’sat?” 

    “We’ve had a lot to do since then, but somehow you’re right. I can’t say why though. The Hadarak are far more powerful than them, as are the Bond of Resistance.” 

    “But they’re not superior. The Hadarak are crude, brutish, and low skilled, short-lived slaves run by unseen masters utilizing genetic chains that cannot be easily broken. You can’t rescue them, and they don’t even want to preserve their own lives. They’re powerful primitives, but still primitives, and the fact that they’re winning so much has to be frustrating?” 

    “No, it’s not that. They’re swarm strategy, just like the lizards were, only amplified to planetary level. No, you were right earlier. It’s Essence. We’ve pursued the power, but in a way I don’t want it.” 

    “Why is that?” 

    “It doesn’t feel…warriorish. Does that make any sense?” 

    “You have to pursue the power because it’s necessary, but it doesn’t obey the physical training ascension ladder that everything prior to it did.” 

    “You can be fat and still develop Essence,” Paul said pointedly, never having phrased it like that, but now that he thought about it the sentiment became crystal clear. “There was a lore from before I was born. A group of special powered individuals, all with different powers. They were called X-men. Some of their powers could be developed with training, some greatly so, but a few just had natural abilities that were either there or not. One was called Cyclops. His eyes fired energy beams. That was his usefulness in battle.” 

    “And his power wasn’t tied to physical fitness at all?” 

    “Nor to training. He had the same output no matter how many times he used it. It didn’t change. He just showed up, pointed, and fired. He could have got extremely fat and accomplished the same task.” 

    “And you don’t like the idea of a ‘slacker’ being able to be a peer with those who had to work their way to power?” 

    “Something like that. I don’t want to undo my Essence skills. I just feel that something is off in the way we have to fight. It was worse before we had any defenses for it.” 

    “Did you feel the same way about your psionics?” 

    “No, not at all. I guess because those had to be trained and mastered.” 

    “And leveled up?” 

    Paul stopped walking as they came to a dead end, then followed Cal-com to the side as they began to climb a stone staircase.  

    “It’s not just about skill or muscle. It’s power reserves. An inferior can overwhelm a master if they have a larger reserve.” 

    “Such as the Uriti?” 

    “I don’t have a problem with them.” 

    “But you do the Neofan?” 

    “More so the Vargemma, but yes, also the Neofan. I see inferiors with greater power than me.” 

    “As if the universal constant of hard work got destroyed when Essence was introduced to your knowledge.” 

    “It hasn’t been the same since, and even refusing to use it now is making me feel better.” 

    “Perhaps Wilson was right,” Cal-com suggested as they came to the observation walkway up on top of the city’s boundary wall, with few people up there other than occasional joggers. The pair walked up to the low wall that had a security field just beyond it to prevent people from falling off and down into the distant jungle below, for the city was elevated at least 50 meters above the tree canopy.  

    “I’ve tried to confirm that, but I haven’t been able to find anything at fault. It’s more a matter of my mood.” 

    “You going back to the way things were before the end of your greatest war?” 

    “Psionics seem more honorable. Hand to hand combat more right. Essence weapons that mass destroy entire planetary populations…that’s just cheating.” 

    “And space monsters that just run into and eat chunks of planets rather than conquering them is also off?” 

    “Our not being able to talk to them is off. Not being able to argue or negotiate. Not being able to mouth off…” 

    “You’re having to fight inferiors who have superior power, and not by skill or training.” 

    “It feels like the universe is being dumbed down,” Paul said, resting his elbows on the railing and pulling up his hood so he could see the spectacular view ahead, which included no less than 6 distant waterfalls coming off a jungle-covered ridge some 15 or more miles away.  

    “Because you’re outgrowing it?” 

    “Maybe. I have so much more power now, but I don’t know how to really use it. Nothing feels equal to it.” 

    “Overkill?” 

    “Yes, in some ways. A waste of time in others, though not to the people we’re helping.” 

    “This world you’ve helped immensely through inspiration alone.” 

    “I’m meant for something more, Cal-com. This stuff is what we do on our vacations.” 

    The Voku nodded, pulling back his hood until his blue visor was visible, and he looked over at Paul’s smooth, but chiseled face. “It’s time for you to move on to greater challenges while your second gen takes over your previous work.” 

    “What greater challenges?” Paul asked, looking at him. 

    “Not the Hadarak. You learned how to beat them when you beat the lizards. Now you’re just adapting the methods to a slightly different enemy. Essence alters the equation, but you’ve made the necessary adjustments. Now it’s just a matter of naval fleet strength accumulation.” 

    “What else is left?” Paul asked, almost pleading with him for something bigger to do. 

    “Solve the mystery of the universe.” 

    The Archon looked back out at the jungle and the waterfalls. “Doesn’t that involve greater Essence knowledge?” 

    “Now I am suspecting that you don’t just dislike Essence combat, but that you somehow hate it. Explain.” 

    “We used Uriti Essence to upgrade faster,” Paul said with disgust. “We didn’t just use our own. We didn’t earn it, and someone else out there might not be earning it either and getting way ahead of us. It’s like we’re racing to see who can become the biggest battery, not the best warrior.” 

    “Essence users are not warriors,” Cal-com said pithily. 

    Paul glanced at him. “That’s exactly what I’m feeling.” 

    “And you fear the non-warriors being able to defeat you, thus making warriors obsolete unless you play the Essence game on their terms.” 

    “Don’t we have to?” 

    “So you’ve lost your main nemesis, who essentially taught you everything by trying to kill you using advanced technology, psionics, and techniques that were wasted on their darkside empire. You learned them, turned them to the lightside, became superior warriors despite the impossibility of it, and now your warrior status is superseded, potentially, by a bunch of lazy, fat living batteries that do nothing more than donate some Essence every day for a million years.” 

    “You’ve been hanging out with me so much you’re picking up some of my vocabulary tendencies. You’re losing your polish.” 

    “Am I wrong?” 

    “I can’t change the universe,” Paul said defeatedly. “I feel that it should be different, but I can’t find anything I’m missing.” 

    “The game isn’t what you originally believed it to be.” 

    “Essence ruined everything,” Paul admitted. “And yet it has given us the ability to survive the Hadarak. It’s not optional, and we can’t turn it off in our enemies. We’ve been forced to play their game or become irrelevant on the galactic level.” 

    “Why can’t you forge a superior path?” 

    “I’m trying. We all are. We have been. We can’t find one.” 

    “And you fear one doesn’t exist.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I brought you here to show you that the galaxy can take care of itself now. Even those outside your empire. You’ve succeeded enough you can let them continue the crusade, despite you always being a little better at it than them. But all of this can be destroyed by an enemy they cannot fight if you and the others do not keep advancing. You can help these people a little by being personally involved in actions that millions of Star Force personnel can accomplish. Or you can potentially save them all by growing stronger than future threats before they get here. You have to stop being Archons and become the Vanguard. You’ve been doing both your entire life, but now you’ve got others to handle the Archon duties. You need to specialize and take on the challenge of Essence sucking. Either make it your own, or find a way to surpass it.” 

    Paul’s eyes narrowed as he looked into the Voku’s blue visor that shielded his three tiny eyes. “Surpass it? Do you know something that I don’t?” 

    “Unlikely. But I recognize that you know something that I don’t. Your misgivings about Essence are obviously coming from some sense that I do not possess. You know something. You just can’t articulate it. There is an imbalance. That much is clear. Warriors will always be superior. If they are not, then there is not something wrong with the universe. There is something wrong with your perception of it.” 

    “Or our belief in warrior supremacy was wrong.” 

    “You would not have survived the V’kit’no’sat war if it was not true.” 

    That one comment seemed to settle Paul a bit. “Where do I start to track this down?” 

    “Go back and verify everything, looking for a variance. And to do that, you have to become ‘small’ before you can become ‘large’ again.” 

    “How am I doing so far?” 

    “Crude progress. You have forgotten how to relax.” 

    Paul sighed. “Any suggestions?” 

    “You must become vulnerable in a situation where there is no threat while amongst threats.” 

    Paul thought back to his high school days. “Like skinny dipping in the high school pool when the lights are out but the janitor is in the next room and could hear you if you got too noisy or if he just randomly chose to come out the side door?” 

    “I have not heard you tell that story before.” 

    “Didn’t happen to me, but I was told about a group of seniors doing it and it stuck with me.” 

    “Why were senior citizens in your school?” 

    Paul smiled. “Old Earth terms were conflicting at times. ‘Seniors’ meant our eldest class of students within the school. Not the eldest people in our civilization.” 

    “Were these seniors male or female?” 

    “Female. Cheerleaders actually.” 

    “And they were sexually desirable?” 

    “The most so in the school.” 

    “I am amazed how you Archons have risen above the base sexual desires and yet you still prioritize much on it, including memories.” 

    “When you’re not fully developed, even lazy seniors seem like the hottest thing in the universe. It’s a matter of perspective.” 

    “And now no one is more fit than you, so no females are as desirable?” 

    “Not even close. Those memories cannot be approached now.” 

    “So you cling to them because they give you a false grasp of the superior?” 

    “It was an accurate assessment at the time. I’ve just outgrown them by eons.” 

    “But you wish you had such superiors again?” 

    “Yeah, I do.” 

    “Then you do not crave mating, socializing, or peerdom. You are drawn to superiority. To leveling up. And the people on this planet are the opposite of this. You have lost your target lock on the superior and do not know how to find it again.” 

    “Any suggestions?” 

    “Not yet, but I’m working on it. Are you hungry?” 

    Paul laughed. “Actually I am. Odd, considering we haven’t done more than walk.” 

    “Come then. Food is essential and not a divergence from the path of the warrior. Pursuing it is therefore on the proper path, if only for a few steps.” 

    “Food it is then,” Paul said, pulling his hood back over his face as Cal-com did the same. “Lead on, and try to find something that won’t make us both puke. What we passed earlier was not promising…”
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    April 17, 154930 

    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 

    Earth 

      

    Taryn-047 stood in an isolation chamber inside Atlantis with nothing but herself and a pillar in front of her. It was made of blue crystal like the Responders in the Temples, but this was of Star Force design and operated a bit differently. She pointed her bare hand at it, with her first two fingers locked together like a gun barrel, and with a gentle squeeze of the muscles in her hand she triggered an Essence attack to fire a little orb of light towards it. 

    It hit…a little lower than she’d intended…and Taryn adjusted her aim, knowing the attack was more about how she released it from her fingers than where her fingers were pointed. The Essence pooled in her fingers again, gripping the air molecules around it and condensing them into a river of closely packed molecules, essentially squeezing the extra energy out of them and causing them to turn into plasma as she bound them up in Essence and launched them across the 8 meter gap to her target. 

    The Binder technique was one of many the Neofan had taught Star Force. It allowed for molecular locking, compression, and expansion on will. A more gruesome use of it was to enwrap a target and crush them down into a tenth of their normal size…or to expand them, essentially blowing them up as you pulled apart their molecules further than they could go while still locked together in the form of your body. 

    But a civilized use of it allowed you to do a lot of management actions…in this case keeping the plasma together long enough to hit the target, as well as the compression done beforehand to squeeze out the energy so that it could be delivered to the target.  

    Some of the Essence would be absorbed by the blue pillar on hit, and it would be transported down into a collection system that fed into the city’s central reservoir. It was a Magicite technology, but one linked into the planet’s defense grid. The reservoir was one of 194 on the planet that was filled by tankers coming from the Uriti, as well as small donations by the Essence users on Earth…and that Essence is what would fuel the planetary defenses, so every bit of practice Taryn got in here contributed a little more to the stored amounts. 

    Waste not, want not…so all the training equipment designed for Essence abilities was also equipped with collection technology, but you never got the same amount as you used to craft the weapon. Taryn estimated about 20%-25% was being recovered, and that was due to her sloppiness. The better one got with crafting Essence weapons, the less uncrafted energy remained.  

    But the pillar wasn’t just collecting uncrafted Essence that she was accidentally sending along with the weaponized part. It was also capable of taking crafted Essence and de-crafting it…but that required Essence use by the pillar itself, so there was no point in that when the amount collected would be less than what was used…except when you wanted to practice very damaging techniques. When the ‘safety’ setting was activated on the pillar, it would absorb all those attacks and not be destroyed itself…or the walls and the rooms beyond them. 

    Taryn’s little light show wasn’t anywhere near that damaging, and the blue crystal was too tough for a little plasma to mess with it, so she was just doing some target practice to work on her aim when Wes-049 melted the door behind her to expose the hallway through the otherwise smooth-walled egg-shaped room as he walked in. 

    “You forgot to knock,” Taryn said, ignoring him as she continued to shoot very slowly and methodically. 

    “We already have bioplasma that is far more accurate. What are you trying to achieve?” 

    “Just a little skill work. What’s up?” 

    “Paul just conquered a star system on his vacation with Cal-com.” 

    Taryn blinked and turned around. “What? Where?” 

    “A system called Ha’ven Nu’meori.” 

    “Never heard of it.” 

    “We had an embassy there. Primitive world, didn’t care for us much, and was apparently following the rules. Paul walked into an assassination attempt, did some telepathic searching, and found out the bastards were making a habit of it. All nicely off the books so no executions were recorded.” 

    “And Paul’s called for an invasion?” 

    “Already done it. Duke Corrington is there now and Paul and Cal-com are off to somewhere else.” 

    “So Sean is right. We’ve got a problem hiding in obscurity under our collective noses.” 

    “So it would seem, unless this was an anomaly.” 

    “Fat chance of that. We’re going to need a surveillance push into all of these non-Star Force systems before we even think about going into the frontier en mass.” 

    “Yeah,” Wes agreed. “Looks like.” 

    “Did Sean say so?” 

    “Not yet. But it’s getting painfully clear we’ve let too much slide locally in the name of sovereignty. It seems we can’t catch a break.” 

    “Wrong. The Zak’de’ron leaving is a huge break.” 

    “So why doesn’t that lower our workload any?” 

    “Because the galaxy is too damn big when you’re trying to be responsible for all of it,” Taryn said, turning around and firing again…this time missing her mark by twice the previous amount. 

    “You pulled your right elbow too much,” Wes noted. “Why don’t you just point and release?” 

    “That’s not as fun,” Taryn said, pulling up both hands and firing three shots from each rapid fire into the pillar in what looked like a shotgun pattern rather than a sharpshooter’s work.  

    “If you say so,” Wes said, looking at her shoddy targeting. “Did you have any more thoughts on last night?” 

    “Yeah. I have no idea what Wilson is talking about.” 

    “Me neither. I can’t find any disadvantage to using Essence…other than by overdrawing. But he seemed damn certain about it.” 

    “I know. But all he has is a gut instinct, and I can’t confirm it. Though I do like real guns better…except these have unlimited ammo,” Taryn said, holding up her paired fingers as if they were pistols.  

    “Any ideas on how we can confirm it?” 

    “Stop using Essence and see if something changes.” 

    “Are you volunteering?” 

    “Nope. I’ve got work to do. You?” 

    “I’ve been trying to feel any draining effect while using it, but I got nada. And Wilson didn’t suggest we stop using it. I wonder why?” 

    “Holding back isn’t how we figure things out,” Taryn said, firing another two shots before turning back to face Wes. “When in doubt, shoot about.” 

    “If there was a problem with Essence, Kara should have it more than us.” 

    “Yeah, and she’s still strong. I don’t get what he’s getting at, but it’s bugging me too. He doesn’t pull practical jokes…though this would actually be a good one.” 

    “I don’t find it funny.” 

    “It’s not. But as an idiot check, it has some merit.” 

    “You think he’s wrong?” 

    “I think I’m going to keep an open mind. If Wilson can’t pinpoint it, then it might not exist, but something is off with us. I think it’s more boredom than anything waiting on the fleet to build up before we can take it to the Hadarak. I hate waiting.” 

    “Paul didn’t come back, so I’m guessing he isn’t having much success self-analyzing either.” 

    “He’s not. He has Cal-com to help him analyze.” 

    “Even worse.” 

    Taryn sighed, then threw her hands wide in surrender. “We’re all missing something. We don’t know where to go from here other than to repeat the past. Either there is nothing else or it’s well hidden.” 

    “Or we’re all stupid and missing the obvious.” 

    “How could we be at this point?” 

    “We’ve had to deal with plateaus before. Now all we do is throw Essence at it. Maybe Wilson has a point in that.” 

    “That it’s messing with our perspective? Ok. For the next week no more Essence use. We’ll play old school rules.” 

    “No psionics either?” 

    “Not what I meant, but maybe that’s not a bad idea. We’ll need to use inhibitors or it just won’t feel right holding back.” 

    “We don’t have inhibitors for Essence...at least not any that I’m using.” 

    “True, but there’s a difference between not choosing to fly and not being able to. Psionic inhibitors while we promise not to use Essence. We can let Wilson figure up some special challenges for us on those parameters.” 

    “Put up your pistols then,” Wes said, looking at her hands. 

    Taryn fake twirled her ‘pistols’ and put them into nonexistent hip holsters. “Done. We’re going to have a lot more free time without psionics and Essence to work on.” 

    “When’s the last time you did a long run?” 

    “I did 40 miles last week.” 

    “I said long. Like 20 hours.” 

    “I haven’t done anything that long in…well, actually I can’t remember.” 

    “Up for a group run? Then communal nap time?” 

    “Sure. Are we racing this or just running?” 

    “Just running. Maybe we’ll knock someone’s brain loose enough to get an epiphany.” 

    “So we are going to run each other into the ground,” Taryn predicted. 

    “Not at first,” Wes said, shrugging. “You know how it works.” 

    “No turning blonde then. We make this legitimately old school.” 

    “Good idea. How soon?” 

    “Couple hours. See how many of the others you can grab.” 

    “On it,” Wes said, turning and walking out of the room as the doorway melted back into a wall as Taryn was about to command the pillar to retract…then stopped herself before using her telepathy. Instead she walked over and hit the physical button, then walked over to the wall and found the tiny icon there and opened the door with a finger press as the pillar sank into the floor and disappeared, as did she, walking out and leaving the chamber in powered down mode. 

      

    Paul and Cal-com were spending another day walking around a different city on Turron and just practicing being ‘small’ when they tired of the subterfuge and instead set out for the primitive regions of the planet beyond the cities.  

    They purchased supplies from the locals, with both of them hefting large backpacks over their robes as they walked out the city gates into the desert beyond. There was nothing to see except sand dunes and a few towers in the distance. Those were visual markers for the people out here to use, as well as comm towers to link the few mining sites, reclusive resorts, and other spots of civilization out here, but most of it was just empty wasteland to explore…and apparently many people did, for the line going out the gate was long and delayed, with both outgoing groups and incoming ones.  

    Some had more gear, some less, and from the look of it a few of the groups were set up for multiple weeks in the wilderness, though Paul and Cal-com only had provisions for 8 days…and with Paul’s advanced metabolism that really meant 3. 

    After passing through the gate and logging their credentials…which they’d also had to acquire with fake IDs to avoid attention…they began walking side by side in the sand as the sun baked down on top of their hooded heads. 

    “Are these supposed to be heavy?” Paul asked after they were out of earshot of the wall gate and the ingoing crowd assembled there. 

    “After a while it probably will be. Are you finding it too light?” the Voku asked. 

    “Just wondering how much my perspective has changed training in the High G chamber.” 

    “With this dry air I’m wondering if we packed enough water. Do you consume extra amounts as well as food?” 

    “Unfortunately yes. I’d wanted to take off where the others weren’t going, but we should probably hit one of the oases to top off before heading further out.” 

    “Where exactly do you want to go?” 

    “Somewhere we can be conspicuous and anonymous at the same time.” 

    “Then I recommend we head southeast, across that low ridgeline, and strike out from the New Luminance outpost. The Sand Sea is beyond that, and it has as a Triple L hazard rating. The second highest they have. Hardly anyone goes there.” 

    “What’s the hardest?”  

    Cal-com pulled out the folded up plastic map he’d been given at the supply store and checked the legend. “Skull and crossbones. Those aren’t allowed at all due to specific hazards.” 

    “Any of those close by?” 

    “Not if you want to get away from people. The ones I’m seeing are nearby establishments or popular trails.” 

    “For example?” 

    “A decommissioned fuel processing facility that has a number of hazardous chemical leaks that leeched into the sand and couldn’t be fully cleaned up.” 

    “Couldn’t be?” Paul asked. 

    “That’s what the info bubble says.” 

    “Sand sea it is then. You’re navigating, and don’t cheat.” 

    “That would be counterproductive,” Cal-com agreed, not accessing his armor shoulder blades hidden beneath his robe. He checked the map again and correlated it to the visual markers on the otherwise bland horizon that seemed to go on forever without definition as heat ripples and dunes seemed to blend together everywhere. “This way…”
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    Paul and Cal-com walked through the sand alone for the next 7 hours, following a barely visible trail of footsteps that were already disappearing before the wind kicked up. Now it was starting to get bad, and Paul was grateful to have the hooded robe to keep the sand off his face, though Cal-com didn’t have to worry about it getting into his eyes thanks to his visor. 

    Neither man used their Essence, nor their psionics, nor their armor…and it was the first time in a long time that Paul had to deal with blowing sand and wind the old fashioned way, with him starting to gain a newfound respect for the usefulness of his powers that had somehow become the norm. 

    In fact he was realizing that had happened a lot more than he’d noticed. Just walking through the sand as his feet dug in several inches with each step provided an old challenge that he hadn’t bothered to try in recent years because he had better ways of traveling. Just walking through it was inefficient, required awkward muscle movements, and his shoes were somehow still filling up with it. 

    “Maybe we should have got those boots,” he noted as he kept his left hand on the top of his hood to keep it from blowing completely across his face and blocking his vision as the wind was coming from their left. 

    “No. We would be even more sore now if we had. They were not built for our pace.” 

    “If I didn’t have a skin upgrade I’d be bleeding from the grinding on my heels by now.” 

    “That’s because you chose to wear low socks and running shoes.” 

    “For some reason I thought that wise.” 

    “And now?” 

    “I have a newfound hate for sand. Do you want to keep going in the dark?” 

    “I can with my nightvision. The question is do you want to continue?” 

    “Can you navigate if the storm gets worse?” 

    “No,” he said, stopping and pulling a 360 as he scanned the horizon as Paul stayed put and continued to shield his face with his hood. “And it’s considerably darker to the north. I estimate no more than an hour before it reaches us, and it will be nightfall before then.” 

    “Can you see any terrain within walking distance?” 

    “Nothing but shallow dunes. Where we are standing is no less desirable. Shall we make camp here?” 

    Paul responded by slipping his backpack off his shoulders and letting it ‘thump’ into the soft sand that was moving a little on the surface in the wind squirrels. “Thought you’d never ask. I hope this gear is as good as advertised.” 

    “We can always ask for a refund?” 

    Paul looked his way, then squinted as a bit of sand hit his eyes. “Was that a joke?” 

    “Perhaps some sarcasm. I have learned a great deal more from you on this trip, and you may be right about picking up on some of your tendencies.” 

    “No I like it. It suits you,” Paul said, kneeling next to his pack and pulling it in front of his robe to shield it from the flying dust as he opened it up and pulled out their tent.  

    Cal-com came over and helped him stretch it out, so it wouldn’t fly away in the wind. Unlike Star Force tents, this one was a flimsy material that resembled cloth, and would be held aloft by ridge poles. The fabric acted as a good sail, and the two of them had some difficulty spreading it out on the sand without it blowing away, but then managed without having to use any of their powers, though both of them had to stand on it with their knees to keep it in position as they began scooping sand with their hands onto the two rigid ‘wings’ that extended 4 feet out on either side.  

    They, when unfolded, made a platform at ground level, and onto that the sand was dumped for stability. They got a few inches thick covering it before they risked standing up, and seeing that it held firm, the pair began popping up the fabric dome from the inside and fixing the ridge poles in place as they fought the wind to make all the connections fit. 

    Once done they went back outside and scooped another foot of sand over top the wings to ensure it didn’t erode away enough to move the tent, then they did a little landscaping around the entrance in order to direct the newly sprouted dunes from building up in a bad place…like directly over the tent.  

    By the time they got done the sunlight was nearly gone, and not from the storm to the north. It was completely black in that direction, but a little spec of sun was still visible in the west, though it gave almost no light on Paul’s footing. A small lantern on the top of the tent gave him a waypoint to work off of, but he was basically walking around in dark footing, having to feel his way through the sand and being glad for once he had worn the thinner shoes, because boots tended to dull your connection to the environment…especially the clod hoppers that were for sale in the excursion store.  

    He turned and looked back at the splinter of sunlight fighting with the blowing sand for possession of the horizon and having to keep the hood on his right side held firm by his hand to block the wind from his face. It peppered his fingers but didn’t cut them as he starred at the sunlight as it began to dip behind a distant dune. 

    For some reason the storm and the oncoming darkness were a comfort. As if they were blocking out the rest of the galaxy and reducing him down to just himself and this spot, even with Cal-com nearby. He knew he could see through it if he turned on his Pefbar, but right now that thought wasn’t very tempting. He liked being blind to the universe, and it being blind to him, even if that wasn’t entirely true. Certain orbital sensors could find them through the storm, but not all. Thought for the moment he let himself forget all that and just go back to being a simple Human that didn’t have that much tactical knowledge.  

    Paul sighed, though he couldn’t hear it. The wind was too loud and the sand hitting his robe sounded like sleet, but he stood there and watched until the last of the sunlight disappeared, with the transition happening more rapidly than he anticipated. One moment it was there, then boom…it was gone and totally black. Not even a little glow in the sky left to mark its proximity over the horizon. 

    Paul felt very small looking out into that pitch black and seeing nothing, but feeling the wind hammering him on his robe. He turned around and saw the small orange light marking their tent and walked towards it on memory, stumbling once on a new dune that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. He caught his balance quick enough, but the surprise was shocking and refreshing, and like any good Archon he adapted to it, taking smaller steps and giving himself plenty of leverage as he did so, finding some steps sinking in more than others as he made his way around to the side that held the entrance, though he couldn’t see it until he was only 3 feet away. 

    Paul opened the zipper on the leeward side of the tent and stooped down to walk in, then spun around and zipped it back up behind him as a second brighter lantern hung in the same spot on the tent roof, inverse to the exterior one. 

    “Night is upon us,” the Human said, pulling off his robe and seeing trails of sand pouring off it onto the floor. “Nuts.” 

    “Here,” Cal-com said, handing him a brush and collection pan. “I had the same problem.” 

    “At least the vendor’s package anticipated this,” Paul said thankfully as he knelt down and cleaned up most of the sand, then unzipped the door enough to toss it outside before resealing up the interior and dampening the sound of the ever increasing wind. 

    “You sound better.” 

    “I feel better. Logically I don’t know why, and for some reason I don’t care to find out. Being ‘small’ is easier in the storm I think.” 

    “Isolation without responsibility. We have no one to protect. No one to monitor. No one that we can monitor if we wanted. Our responsibility is only in this tent and to each other. The storm and the night create a void into which we shelter from rather than fight. When was the last time you sheltered from anything?” 

    “I’ve been in ships and internal cities so long I don’t know the answer to that. I haven’t spent much time outdoors in general, except in my armor. And never a sandstorm.” 

    “Never?” 

    “Have you?” 

    “Such things were required of all Voku, as hardening for battle. We were sent to many harsh environments where we could make mistakes without it getting us killed. That way when we faced similar conditions in battle there would be less of a learning curve.” 

    “Most of Star Force’s training occurs in indoor parks where we determine the weather. I can’t recall ever being in a sandstorm training session though. Sand dunes, yes. But a storm on them…I don’t think so.” 

    “Then this is new for you?” 

    “It is, but I’ve always had this feeling in storms…though until this moment I had forgotten. I feel more alive in them.” 

    “As you also feel more connected to life in danger in general?” 

    “That may be true, but this is different. There’s no one trying to kill us. This is player versus environment. I guess I’d come to think of the Hadarak as the environment, and forgotten what the real environment was.” 

    “Your Excalibur is a poor location to spend so much time for a person of your responsibilities.” 

    Paul glared at him. “I feel obliged to defend my ship, but I’m failing to find a means.” 

    “Naval is a part-time Archon activity. Not a full-time one.” 

    “And yet the Hadarak don’t give us time off on the Grand Border.” 

    “That’s why you recruited the V’kit’no’sat. So they can guard the Border constantly, freeing up the High Guard and others to do other vital tasks.” 

    “That wasn’t the only reason. And in truth not the primary one.” 

    “You wanted to save them from themselves?” 

    “It’s a lot more complicated than that, but in doing so we destroyed the purpose that had driven us into becoming Archons.” 

    “You ended your quest by completing it.” 

    “Yeah, we did. And part of me is missing it…” Paul said, about to put a caveat there, but instead he let it hang. 

    “If you could travel through time and redo it, from the beginning, would you?” 

    “And change things?” 

    “No, just relive it. Suppose your memories were wiped and you would end up doing the exact same things again, over and over. Every time you finish the war you restart. Does that seem appealing?” 

    “Not with all the work we have to do now, and have done since.” 

    “Put that aside.” 

    Paul considered his question for another 20 seconds before answering. “Yes and no. I felt more like a warrior then, but I also feel the journey isn’t about experience, it’s about accomplishments, and when you achieve one your purpose is to move on to the next. I just ran out of nexts.” 

    “So you are not nostalgic then. You do not wish to go backwards, you are only searching the past to find a clue to your next challenge.” 

    “Aptly put,” Paul said, feeling the vagueness in his mind crystalize to match his friend’s words.  

    “You belong in the storm,” Cal-com said wistfully, almost as if he envied him. “You need to return to civilization periodically, but never to stay. In the midst of the storm is where you belong. And only there will you find your purpose.” 

    “Why does my purpose keep changing and evading me? Every time I find it I lose it again in time.” 

    “That is simple to answer,” the Voku’s voice said, returning to its normal crisp and formal tone. “The storm is not static. It is always in motion, always changing, never holding a due course. You must adapt to it, and in that adaptation you find your warrior nature at it’s most necessary. Those who are unworthy do not survive the storm…” 

    “…and only those who are worthy can guide others through it,” Paul finished the line from one of the more recent scifi classics called Hotem’ba.  

    “Star Force was in the heart of the storm before. Now it is more or less calm. You achieved that, and quadrillions of people, at the minimum, are immensely better for it.” 

    “But I have to seek another storm, for I’ll never be content in my victory.” 

    “Warriors never are, for more than a vacation or time to heal up or train. We always have to seek out the storm if it doesn’t come to us.” 

    “Why aren’t the Hadarak that storm?” 

    “The storm is relative to your skills. A storm to someone else is a stiff wind to you. The Hadarak are not the V’kit’no’sat. The V’kit’no’sat, if given the same technology as the Hadarak…” 

    “Intelligence,” Paul said, seeing the obvious. “The Hadarak are strong, but in a brutish, dumb way. Not a worthy opponent.” 

    “Especially not when you can’t even talk to them. They’re like a swarm of insects the size of this storm, rather than an assassin to fight hand to hand, skill against skill.” 

    “Skills…are wasted on the Hadarak. You defeat 100 of their minions and they just grow 1000 more to replace them. Everything I’ve worked for, except naval, is pointless against their storm.” 

    “Then perhaps they are not your type of storm. Just a worthy side quest that needs done.” 

    “A long side quest,” Paul said as he turned when he heard the zipper behind him pull down.  

    There was someone outside, and had come up on them without him realizing it because he’d shut down all of his extra senses…but the hand that reached in to pull back the flap was black as the night and mostly covered with a robe.  

    Cal-com walked in and started to reseal the flap as Paul looked back to where he’d been sitting…seeing him gone. 

    “We have a tool for the sand,” the newly arrived one said as he took off his robe and rivulets of it dropped to the floor next to Paul’s…which was still inside and not thrown out like he remembered. 

    “Where did you go?”  

    “To relieve myself,” he said, seeing the odd look on Paul’s face in the white glow of the overhead lamp. “What’s wrong?” 

    “I’ve just been sitting here having a conversation with you,” he said, opening up his full senses and searching the area with Pefbar, telepathy, and multiple Essence techniques. 

    “You were standing on the far side of the tent when I came out. I saw you in my visor and went the opposite way. I’ve only now returned.” 

    Paul pointed to the sand on the floor. “I cleaned that up too, with a brush and pan that you gave me out of your pack,” he said, sitting on the floor dumbfounded. “Search my mind to see if I hallucinated it.” 

    Cal-com walked over to him and put his hand on Paul’s forehead, bypassing the Ikrid blocks via touch and searching his recent memories.  

    “It was not me,” he said gravely. “If the sand has not moved, then it was not real. Did you sense any telepathy present?” 

    “None.” 

    “Another dream test manifesting?” 

    “Those were always when I was asleep, and we got them all. We checked the genetic coding to make sure.” 

    “Do you sense danger?” Cal-com said in all seriousness as he released Paul’s mind, having run through the conversation his doppelganger had just had with him.  

    “Not specifically. But I have no idea how that’s even possible.” 

    “Do Humans have waking dreams?” 

    “Not this one,” Paul said, looking around and outside the tent, even below and above it, with his senses and finding nothing but the storm outside and the normal contents within. “Show me the tool for the sand.” 

    Cal-com dug into his pack and pulled out a brush and pan. “Are these what you saw?” 

    “Exactly. And I’ve never laid eyes on them before.” 

    “Nor should you. They were sealed up inside the kit when we bought them, and I don’t recall seeing any unbundled ones for sale.” 

    “What is going on here?” Paul said, freaked out enough that his heart was beating heavier…and for a Saiyan that meant it was absolutely racing.  

    “There is wisdom in the words. Wisdom that exceeds my own. I had not made all those connections.” 

    “Neither had I,” Paul said, sitting crosslegged on the ground and not sure how moving would improve the situation. “What the hell just happened?” 

    “I do not know, but the insights are valuable none the less. When we sleep, we take shifts.” 

    “I don’t think I’ll be sleeping anytime soon.” 

    “Yes you will,” Cal-com said, putting his hand back on Paul’s head. “You’re exhausted.” 

    Paul blinked, then moved his arms and legs around a bit, finally noticing that his body was more than just sore from the walking. He was absolutely drained of energy. 

    “Ok, now I’m a little scared,” he admitted.  

    “As am I. Do we stay here and face it, or flee back to the settlement?” 

    That brought a little steel to Paul’s spine. “Stay. But I have a bad feeling about this.” 

    “At least your sense of humor is intact.” 

    Paul huffed, not realizing he’d quoted Han Solo. “I wasn’t trying to be funny,” he said, pulling out one of his armored gauntlets from his pack and sliding it over his right hand, through which he used the regenerator to scan his body and identify the source of his fatigue. 

    “Grab me some food.” 

    “What did you find?” 

    “My cellular energy has been depleted. As much as if I’d taken a 15 hour run and pushed it hard.” 

    “Do you want your ambrosia?” he asked, referencing what was in Paul’s pack. 

    “No, I just need food,” he said, taking a Star Force ration bar from Cal-com along with a pouch of crunchy cereal from the local market, which he then began downing rapidly.  

    “You do not hallucinate calorie loss.” 

    “I…know,” he said between bites.  

    “A malfunction in your Saiyan metabolism?” 

    “I checked…it’s…stable.” 

    “Most likely an internal manifestation, rather than an exterior intrusion?” 

    “Telepathy doesn’t deplete cellular energy, but I can’t rule anything out. I have no idea what happened.” 

    “Was the conversation beneficial to you?” 

    Paul stopped chewing as he reviewed for a moment. “Yes.” 

    “Then it either wasn’t random, or a random occurrence triggered a breakthrough that otherwise had eluded you.” 

    “Still doesn’t…explain how…it happened,” he said, continuing to eat.  

    “A mystery for us to solve then…amidst the storm.” 

    “You don’t think that’s random, do you.” 

    “I do not. But I also have no answers for you.” 

    “Do a deeper…scan,” Paul said, pointing to his head emphatically as he continued to shove food in his mouth. 
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    Paul didn’t get any sleep that night, not that he normally did. An hour, tops, would have been more than enough, but the sense that there was someone else here potentially messing with his mind kept him alert enough he couldn’t have slept if he wanted to. So after spending several hours discussing the situation with Cal-com and his friend being unable to find anything amiss with his mind, Paul stood watch while the Voku got some needed sleep. 

    By the time he woke the sun had already risen and the storm was past, but still visible on the horizon as it was kicking up enough dust in its wake to say a goodbye to those who had just weathered it as it headed elsewhere on the planet. When Paul came outside the tent he saw a pure blue sky with a hot sun rising in the east and kicking up some weird colors in the dust storm to the south, but by the time they got the tent packed up along with the rest of their supplies the storm was over the horizon and out of view, leaving a tranquil and quickly heating desert with no markings of the trail they had followed here. 

    The dunes had all shifted, and if it wasn’t for the towers in the distance they would have no visible markers to navigate by.  

    “Does your fatigue remain?” Cal-com asked as he pulled on his backpack as Paul waited a few steps away with his already on.  

    “Not sure how much is fatigue and how much is soreness from the sand. You’d think as fit as I am it wouldn’t bother me, but the muscle movements are different enough to find new inefficiencies.” 

    “You can’t calibrate to everything simultaneously. Does the morning offer any new revelations?” 

    “Are you real Cal-com or vision Cal-com?” Paul said sarcastically. 

    “Apparently the vision form is wiser,” he said as they began to walk, with Paul following Cal-com’s lead.  

    “I still can’t understand how I could see the brush before it happened if it was just a weird dream.” 

    “That does seem illogical.” 

    “But if someone was in my head, where are they and what are they?” 

    “Shall we resume our lack of senses, or do we stay alert?” 

    “I don’t know where to start, but as long as we’re walking in the broad daylight, let’s just resume the way we were until we have something to scan.” 

    “This is also an exercise in what to do when you can’t find the solution to something.” 

    “Meaning I either sit here and think until I figure something out or just blindly move on?” 

    “Those are the two prevailing strategies,” the Voku said as his foot sunk down up to his knee in a soft dune, tripping him up enough that he fell forward on his hands, pinned in place. 

    Paul offered his hand for leverage, and helped pull him out stepping backwards as they looked at their navigational options. 

    “Fine sand,” Cal-com determined. “It must have piled up from the storm. It won’t support our weight.” 

    Paul slipped off his pack and shuffled his feet around, then jumped straight up into the air several meters before falling back down in the same spot and hunching on landing to cushion his fall. 

    “The dune is only 12 or so meters wide. Quicker to go across than walk around,” he said, grabbing his pack and throwing it over the crest that was slightly taller than they were. 

    A moment later Paul jumped again, this time going lateral, and disappeared from view as Cal-com slipped off his pack and threw it over as well, but he knew he couldn’t jump that far. 

    Instead he laid down on the sand horizontally and parallel with the tract of the dune, wrapping his robe around him tight as he began to roll up the incline slowly, digging in as he did so, but with his weight spread out he was able to stay aloft without sinking in deep. 

    Inch by inch he crawled up to the peak, then plowed through it until he began rolling freely down the far side until he hit the firmer sand at the bottom. He rolled out of his cocoon and stood up with a twirl of sand coming off his robes, then retrieved his pack from Paul’s waiting hand.  

    “Jumping is preferred,” he said, a little dizzy but not letting it show in his movements. “I envy your mobility.” 

    “There are some psionics that I can’t turn off,” he said in apology. “Kex being one of them. But I liked your technique.” 

    “I dislike the sand in my collar,” Cal-com said, walking on as he tried to shake some more of it out without using his Lachka.  

    “Feel free to cheat on that.” 

    “No. If we are to remain small, we must deal with things in a small manner. Your Kex and Saiyan genetics have become a part of you, not a temporary boost. You must find your smallness within them.” 

    “Within?” 

    “You’re not a regular Human, Paul. Just as I am not a Human. I am far larger, so my steps through the sand are easier than yours. But I am ‘small’ in the same way you are despite our differences in race.” 

    “Small as in no powers, just genetic enhancements?” 

    “My entire race is a genetic enhancement. Our origins are lost to history. Perhaps the Elders know where we came from, but our biology has been either designed or designed into what it is now. We are stronger, faster, and smarter than most races, but wisdom is not something that can be encoded. The pilot inside charts the course, no matter how many incentives and diversions are involved. When we focus on only our path, in our natural state, we find our smallness. Your natural state is different than that of your birth, and that adjustment is not something I have to make. You must embrace what you have become, else you will always be holding yourself back to find your smallness…and you will fail in doing so.” 

    “Why would that guarantee failure?” 

    “Because only the large hold back. The small act with their full potential, and often it is not enough. They survive by luck and wisdom rather than brute force or racial attributes. These are both utilized, but rarely enough to survive.” 

    Paul looked around at the blankness of the desert, save for the sand ripples and needle-like towers in the distance, and put aside his pertinent mystery for a moment. “You mean we have to be the underdog again?” 

    “I am unfamiliar with that term.” 

    “The one who is not dominant.” 

    “When one is the player versus the environment, the player is never dominant.” 

    “True. And this fatigue plus the heat is draining me of water. If I run out I’ll be dead unless I can fly out of here.” 

    “Let the realness of that threat ground your mind. Thoughts of responsibility for others will diminish as you are forced to focus on your immediate needs.” 

    “My enemies might not be able to kill me in combat, but they can still starve me to death?” 

    “And only your wisdom will aid you in avoiding such a fate,” Cal-com said, pulling out a water bottle and handing it to Paul, who took a very long swig of it before passing it back.  

    The two continued to walk, navigating off the towers position, for several hours until they reached an outpost. New Luminance was the name, and most of it was below ground level, making it invisible to those moving across the desert until you came upon it. One moment there were endless sand dunes, and the next you came across the peak of one to see a dug out city some 20 meters deep in the desert with the building tops setting slightly lower than the surrounding dunes. 

    “There it is,” Paul said, shocked at its sudden arrival. “Why don’t they have some tower or light for navigation?” 

    Cal-com used his shoulder plates for a moment, mentally linking into his armor systems. “There is a signal beacon, but a visual reference would also be appropriate. The design of the building layout is also inefficient.” 

    “Yeah, it’s not based on anything we have,” Paul said, following him down to the poured stone edge walkway that had a short railing to keep people from falling off as they stumbled upon the city, though trails of sand already were pouring over the edge.  

    Paul looked down and saw a pit around the inner edge of the wall, and at the base were piles of sand with little robots scooping it up and removing it at a lethargic pace, but on the other side of the pit was a staired incline that led up to the outer buildings that appeared free of most sand, including the walkways that were also made of poured stone.  

    “There,” Cal-com said, pointing to his right.  

    Paul followed the line of his finger to where a bridge was seen descending from the railing at an angle down to level with the sunken ground.  

    “You want to stay the night or move on?” 

    “Our purpose lies beyond. We need supplies only, as well as an additional water canister at the minimum.” 

    “I think I can handle a second pack easy enough,” Paul offered. “Let’s get enough to stay out a few extra days, then get lost in the Sand Sea for a while. If I have another vision I’d prefer to not be around others when it happens.” 

    “Agreed,” Cal-com said, leading the way down into the outpost that contained several thousand inhabitants, though many were vagrants such as them, searching the stores and restaurants for the luxuries of life while out in the harsh desert. Paul did buy another pack and straps, lashing them together into what looked like a monstrous weight, but when he put it on it didn’t seem to unbalance him, though he was leaning forward a bit more than normal. 

    After two hours of shopping and a quick stay at an Inn for the use of a shower only, Paul and Cal-com headed back out, heading southeast and into the Sand Sea after crossing another ridge that allowed them to look out at the complete blankness before them from a height of a dozen meters as a bit of rocky outcropping was visible poking out of the endless sand. 

    “That looks like all soft sand,” Paul noted. 

    “For as far as I can see, even with enhancement. I do not think anyone else will be out there without a vehicle.” 

    “Can you see any of them?” 

    Cal-com did a scan with his visor, picking up something far to the left, with him pointing in the direction. 

    “One distant object moving, probably on a tract to the High Desert resort on the far side. If we head further to the south we should be where no one else has cause to go.” 

    “If this is supposed to make me feel small, it’s starting to work. Even flying this seems like it would go on forever.” 

    “As powerful as you have become, you are still a mere spec compared to a planet.” 

    “Yet the specs are fighting planet-sized Hadarak,” Paul noted as they just stood and took in the view for a moment. 

    “With wisdom, not your bodies. The small only become large when applying wisdom, and the wiser they are the greater effect they can have. But they will always be small, though they must envision the perspective of largeness in order to understand it.” 

    “Like directing a massive space battle and forgetting you are onboard one of the tiny ships?” 

    “Indeed. But Star Force doesn’t build tiny ships anymore.” 

    “I got tired of losing them,” Paul scoffed, cupping his hands over his eyes but still unable to see the vehicle Cal-com said was there. “Can you handle the jump down?” 

    “If you go first to measure the sand depth, yes.” 

    Without a word Paul hopped off the edge and fell down to the bottom, hitting feet first and toppling over from Cal-com’s point of view, with him being dragged to the ground by the weight of his pack. He slid out of its harness and stood up, walking left and right while dragging his feet in the sand until he found a deeper spot, upon which he drew an ‘X’ with his hand.  

    “Drop here,” he yelled up. 

    Cal-com took his pack off and tossed it down, with hit hitting near the X but not exactly on it. He waited until Paul pulled it out of the way before jumping with more accuracy and hitting the spot his friend had designated, with his feet sinking in almost up to his knees before his feet hit rigidity and he toppled over suddenly from the awkwardness of not being able to bend his legs forward at the knees for balance. 

    “The hard ground isn’t very deep,” Paul said, handing the Voku his pack as he stood up and dumped sand out of the folds in his robe. “I think the sand just moves around on it. That’s probably why there are no large dunes. It’s too thin to pile up very high.” 

    “Or too dry,” Cal-com amended. “The air feels different down here.” 

    “It does. Why is that?” 

    “I can’t explain it other than altitude,” he said, pulling out the map and touching a small spot to get it to reveal more data.  

    “Anything there?” 

    “It suggests the Sand Sea has no water table beneath it. A hard rock platform baking in the sun with no water from above or below.” 

    “That doesn’t explain the feel change on the edge of it. My skin is being sucked dry.” 

    “As is mine, and there are no noticeable air currents in play. Shall I check it?” 

    “Go ahead,” Paul said, giving his friend the go-ahead to cheat and scan it technologically, saving him from having to do it. Right now he felt small and didn’t want to lose the newfound poise.  

    “Magma beneath us, running along the ridgeline,” Cal-com reported a few seconds later. “Deep enough not to worry about, but the heat from it is causing the air here to rise along the edge, which draws the drier air from further out in and up.” 

    “So this is what it’s gonna feel like out there all the time,” Paul said, grimacing.  

    “Shall we choose an alternative destination?” 

    Paul looked up at the sky, seeing the sun was well into its descent past the apex. “Another type of storm, I guess. Do you want to try traveling at night instead of the day?” 

    “I am content either way.” 

    “You’re the one with the dark skin,” Paul pointed out. 

    “And the superior genetics. My robe conceals me enough, and I require less water than you do. The choice is yours.” 

    “Superior genetics my ass,” Paul said, walking ahead of him. “Mine come from Zen’zat.” 

    “Voku were the Elders’ more recent model.” 

    “I thought that was the Bo’ja?” 

    “Yours were not meant to reproduce.” 

    “Ok, you got me there. But we don’t need a visor.” 

    “Your squinting says otherwise. My race was designed for environmental hardiness. Yours was upgraded from a weak race of Ter’nat. Zen’zat or no, the base coding is in my favor. You sound like you still find pride in your Zen’zat heritage despite your surpassing them greatly. Why is that?” 

    “It’s what gave us the psionics when we weren’t supposed to have them. Yes, Humans were messed up somewhat because we were never supposed to reproduce, but we descended from superhumans. I’ve always found validation in that.” 

    “And when you encountered living Zen’zat?” 

    “They did not meet all expectations.” 

    “Then perhaps you were seeing a reflection of your inner self in what you imagined the Zen’zat to be?” 

    “And what does my inner self look like to you?” 

    “Greatness,” Cal-com said proudly. “And it uplifts all those who come into contact with you, genetics or no. The Greatness comes from your Core, Paul. Your genetics are useful tools to be thankful for so that you can manifest your internal Greatness, but they are not the source of it.” 

    “Greatness? I thought I was supposed to be small?” 

    “They are not incompatible.” 

    Paul stepped over another small dune, with his feet sinking in relatively deeper than Cal-com’s since Cal-com’s legs were longer, and it didn’t help the soreness in his legs that the sand seemed to flow too much with each step, teasing his foot as to where he would eventually get traction. It made the travel slow, but they got far enough out that they could no longer see the ridgeline past the heat ripples, leaving them in a wasteland that defied all dimension. The view was the same in all directions, and there were no comm towers this far out to visually navigate by. All they had was the position of the sun, and when it set the temperature began to fall quickly, but not enough to actually become cold.  

    Just before all light went out they stopped and set up camp, finding it a bit more difficult to pile up enough sand on the tent wings when it didn’t want to lump up, but a lot of scooping and overpiling later and they had it secured and their little orange light on top of the tent was soon joined by the stars in a very clear sky above.  

    Cal-com and Paul sat outside looking at them and talking more, eventually turning their lantern off and letting their eyes adjust to the starlight only, with the cloudless sky becoming quite vivid over time, and the ‘smallness’ within Paul increased tenfold. Right now he was just his own body siting on a rock that was sailing amongst the stars in the great ocean of the universe.  

    And looking up at it all, the fatigue finally caught up to him and he dropped off to sleep before he could even think about going inside the tent. 

      

    Cal-com noticed when Paul nodded off, expecting the nap to only last a matter of minutes, but when it stretched into better than an hour he spoke to him…with no response.  

    The Voku sat up and spoke again, louder, then crawled over and poked him gently in the arm…still no response. 

    Cal-com reached out a hand and gently placed it on Paul’s forehead…finding it hotter than usual. When he connected to his mind he was also burnt, for there was a torrent taking place inside him that was both physical and mental, and he couldn’t make contact with his mind through it.  

    He activated his armor, with the shoulder plates extending out to cover his body inside the robe, and then he extended a hand to him again, using his Regenerator to look inside his body to find out what was happening. 

    It immediately responded with a request to fix all of the ‘damage’ inside, but Cal-com didn’t allow it. There was cellular damage all over the place, but nothing major. Internal heat production was up, as was his metabolism…with him being very low on water.  

    Cal-com telekinetically grabbed a bottle out of his pack from inside the tent and flew it into his hand…where he poured it onto his armor and let the Regenerator suck it up and deposit it throughout Paul’s body where needed before the dry air stole it.  

    The odd readings inside his friend increased as the water was added, at which point Cal-com telekinetically picked up Paul’s body and flew it inside the tent where he set it down and began adding foodstuffs to the Regenerator to supplement Paul’s reserves, but not to actually force changes. Something was happening to him and he needed fuel. It wasn’t an attack, as far as he could determine, but Paul was not in good condition.  

    Cal-com either had to intervene now or let it run its course…and on instinct he chose the latter, all the while monitoring the changes and trying to figure out what was going on. 

      

    When Paul woke it was still dark, and he was inside the tent with the door half open. He didn’t remember coming in here, for the last memory he had was looking up at the stars and feeling so very, very tiny amongst them all. 

    He coughed, trying to sit up but feeling aches and pains all over…yet his body was very quiet. Deafly quiet. 

    “Paul?” Cal-com asked from beside him. 

    “Did something happen to me?” 

    “You fell asleep outside, then your body began ‘burning.’ At least that’s the best description I have. I couldn’t access your mind, and you would not wake up. I moved you in here and used my Regenerator to give you foodstuffs and water while I observed what was happening.” 

    Paul sat up, his head swirling in discomfort and his mouth dry. Cal-com saw him working it around and handed him a bottle of water, with Paul sucking it in so fast he didn’t even realize how dehydrated he was until the third gulp.  

    “What did happen?” he asked, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand trying to get some of the soreness out.  

    “You slept for 28 hours.” 

    Paul blinked twice. “That’s not possible.” 

    “None the less, it happened. And during that time, your genetic code altered.” 

    Paul glared at him, angry or afraid, he couldn’t tell. “Altered by what?” 

    “It appeared to be an internal process. I could find no source. I did not think forcibly stopping it would be wise. Do you notice a change?” 

    “I…” Paul said, suddenly feeling something missing. “My metabolism.” 

    “It is back to normal Human levels, or close to them.” 

    Paul’s eyes widened. “My Saiyan genetics are gone?” he accused, standing up so fast he actually leapt into the top of the tent and caught there like a net before he bounced back down.  

    Paul landed on his feet as everything seemed to go into slow motion, with the familiar feel of his speed returning. He goosed it to full, feeling his ambrosia nodules in his body open up and his body began to race with activity. He punched the air multiple times in a blur, then looked at Cal-com. 

    “Your hair is blonde,” he said, without even having to be asked.  

    Paul steadied himself, deactivating his Saiyan 1 mode and feeling himself fly right past the normal active ‘bottom’ that was the ever constant high metabolism that kept him from sleeping more than a few minutes regularly, and an hour or two max after an insane workout. But it never should have allowed more than that, let alone 28 straight hours with him out so hard he couldn’t remember anything. 

    But his body slowed down way past where the bottom was supposed to be, with him feeling so calm and slow, he might as well be a rock. 

    He sat down into a cross-legged pose so gently it looked natural despite the odd position of his limbs.  

    “I don’t understand it, but I’ve stabilized somehow. My metabolism isn’t stuck in overdrive. I can still go as high as before, but I can also go low, as if I wasn’t a Saiyan at all. That shouldn’t be possible. What does my coding look like now?” 

    “It doesn’t read as Human or Saiyan. The Regenerator is classifying it as an ‘unknown’ variant of your race.” 

    “I am so tired, Cal-com. I feel like sleeping again.” 

    “Perhaps you should, if this is some type of upgrade, and allow it to fully process.” 

    “An upgrade from where? All the psionics were mapped and unlocked,” Paul said, suddenly becoming lightheaded. “Oh crap. I about to pass out again.” 

    The words were barely out of his mouth before he slumped in his seated position and started to fall over.  

    Cal-com caught him and laid him back down on his bedroll mattress, then put some more water and food into him with the Regenerator, but did not allow it to make any alterations as it pinged another warning. 

    His genetic code was being altered again, source unknown… 

      

      

    ----- 

      

    This author is moving during the month of May, so the next episode of Star Force will be released on June 20th.  
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