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    May 1, 154927 
 
    Bri’shan System (Hadarak Territory) 
 
    Ti’shak Jumpline 
 
      
 
    Over 26,000 years had passed since the Neofan made contact with Star Force, and during that time the Human-led Empire had ascended to intergalactic notoriety when their Grand Border was completed…and held against the Hadarak surge. That brought many visitors from other galaxies to witness what was occurring, as well as an invitation to join the Bond of Resistance, which was declined. 
 
    Star Force was holding its own, and with every century that passed the Grand Border got stronger, despite Hadarak reinforcements now flowing in from other galaxies. That was what the Neofan had hoped would happen, and they had gotten their wish. House Atriark’s standing within their race had skyrocketed, due in no small part to the rest of their Houses having considerable difficulty holding onto their new galaxy. 
 
    But for Paul-024, none of that existed beyond reports he periodically got in Hadarak territory or the brief stints passing back beyond the Grand Border for repairs, refits, or crew swaps. He’d spent the past 26,000 years on naval patrol duty, hunting down Lurkers until the Hadarak stopped sending them. They were out there. He could feel it. But they were losing so many to the Borg vessels they were now only spamming lesser units and hammering the border everywhere in the hopes of breaking through at some point, and they were making larger efforts periodically at random spots, one of which he was intercepting now. 
 
    The Bri’shan System used to be a Brat’mar exclusive holding, but now it was 8 planets fully infested with Hadarak to the point that some growths were coming out of one of them and reaching well up into orbit…or they had been until Paul had knocked them down, but an assault on the planets was mostly pointless, for he couldn’t hold them even if he took them. 
 
    But that wasn’t the reason why he was here. It was just the backdrop to the naval combat taking place on the Ti’shak jumpline, for a stream of reinforcements were moving towards the Ari’tat section of the Grand Border in another of their mini-surges and Paul had found it before too many had gotten to target. Now he stood his ground, one 327-mile wide Borg vessel poaching Hadarak carriers, mainline units, and occasional Wardens as they jumped in vulnerable due to their staggering. 
 
    He’d been here 18 days, and had been fighting constantly for that duration…but not from his astromech. Right now Paul was in his personal training sanctum, holding a handstand on his knuckles in 12g as the crown-like interface glued to his forehead linked him to the ship and the ongoing battle outside that Captain Numann had well in hand. 
 
    All of the crew, including Paul, had to rotate or the constant carnage would win the battle of attrition over them, and Paul especially with his Saiyan genetics constantly bugging him to be active. Over the years he’d learned to delegate to his crew rather than spent hours linked to his astromech, which was essentially a very familiar computer system that he would use the ‘Borg’ Essence ability to extend his Core partially into, giving him a temporary add-on to his brain and computational power.  
 
    That wasn’t necessary for an ongoing battle such as this, and in truth Paul didn’t need to be here…but something told him he did. The Hadarak seemed to be out of tricks, but he couldn’t believe that. Something felt like it was going to drop on them ever since they pulled back their remaining Lurkers.  
 
    He’d expected them to start pairing up, or even in large groups, but that hadn’t happened yet. Instead the Hadarak were fighting at less than full capability, and that didn’t fit with their MO. It seemed they were waiting for something, and when it hit it could very well break the Grand Border. Paul just didn’t know what it could be. They’d already destroyed several tier 6 Wardens. What else did the Hadarak have to throw at them? 
 
    The tactic that brought down the Neofan wouldn’t work here, for Star Force territory was sparsely populated compared to the jam-packed galaxy one the Founders had formerly called their home. They had overpopulated it to the extreme, and then the Hadarak had come in and pushed it even further past the tipping point. That was off the table here, if the ‘tipping point’ truly was what the Neofan had claimed it was. Star Force had no data on the apocalypse monsters other than what was given to them, and while Paul considered that angle it didn’t feel right. The Hadarak were up to something, he just couldn’t figure out what. 
 
    So he stayed in the war zone, moving randomly from system to system and causing havoc wherever he could. Hitting these transit lines accomplished a great deal of that, but finding them prior to their reaching the Grand Border was not easy. No interstellar comm system was able to be set up in Hadarak territory, so the fog of war was the norm here.  
 
    Paul lived in it. Breathed it. And poached from it. The Hadarak had nothing that could match his Borg vessel, and there were many spread around the Grand Border…but not enough. Most of the combat was being accomplished with ‘smaller’ regular warships and drone fleets. Paul assisted with some of the larger ones near him, but most of his time was spent off the grid behind enemy lines while the rest of the galaxy was protected on the other side of the Grand Border. 
 
    Not that it was safe over there. It all depended on who you were, where you were, and what situation you were in. Many people were killed in small scale situations, and in truth everything in the universe occurred in the small scale, but when one pulled back and looked at the large scale, the two sides of the Grand Border stood in stark contrast. Paul lived in the danger side, making himself a monster among monsters and racking up a kill count so high he’d long ago deactivated the ship’s stat board.  
 
    His ship could hold millions of people if needed, but the current crew was only 12,834. That was still a lot of people, but on a ship this size it was a very lonely situation if you let it become one. Paul made sure his crew kept a well-knit bond, but it was one he didn’t share. Most of his time was spent in isolation amongst his own chambers, and other than Captain Numann he rarely saw one of the crew face to face unless there was an emergency…and this crew was so good there were no incidents. All were Clan Saber and loyal to the core, but they didn’t interact with their Clan leader other than to follow his battle prompts that came through the computer system. 
 
    After living for so long, even individuals thousands of years old seemed childish. Not because they were, but because Paul had ascended so far that interacting with them felt like replaying a movie you’d watched 50 times already. Knowing every line before it was said, with nothing ‘new’ to it. The only new things were Paul’s training as he pressed his limits in certain areas, but most of his training was maintaining what he’d already built. Even the Hadarak combat was repetitive, and whatever they were planning for the future hadn’t manifested itself yet, so Paul was left in the doldrums of doing the very badly needed work of naval combat, but without much of a personal challenge to it. 
 
    But he was the best Star Force had in naval warfare, and that wasn’t an insult to Liam-090 and Roger-009. They both acknowledged he was slightly better, but while they had pulled back from across the line duty after the Lurkers retreated, Paul had not. Something compelled him to stay…and it was fear. Fear of being elsewhere when the hammer dropped. But when he was out here, he was in the hammer’s path and could potentially intercept it before it got to the Grand Border. 
 
    Or at least that’s what his subconscious told him.  
 
    Paul kicked his legs and flipped over to a standing position, his shoes hitting the ground hard in the enhanced gravity as he walked a few steps to the left and lifted a box-weight that had built-in handles. He pulled it up over his head and held it there, fighting the 200 pound weight and the enhanced gravity as he monitored the combat outside and allowed the rest of his Sav-enhanced mind to wander elsewhere. 
 
    If he was lucky he would get a daydream, for those were the only real ‘new’ things he could experience. A lot of it was just unprocessed thoughts that gave the appearance of newness because there was no pattern associated with them until processed, but every now and then he would come across something else. It wasn’t a dream ascension trigger. He could tell the difference, plus those were all deactivated since he had all the psionics already manifested.  
 
    This was something else, and it rarely popped up…but today it did again, randomly. It felt like his path, where he needed to go, and every now and then he’d get a whiff of it…only to have it disappear.  
 
    Logic, reason, strategy….that’s what he was left with. That’s what he lived on. But this other sense was beyond them. It felt right, but he could never hold onto it for very long, and today was no different. When he lost it the buzzer on his current hold wasn’t far behind, and he dropped the weight in front of him as gently as one could in the High-G room, having it smack heavy pads with a single thud, leaving Paul staring at the walls for a moment as his mind was elsewhere in multiple places.  
 
    He’d felt lost like this before, back during the lizard war, and it’d taken Riona to snap him out of it then. But even knowing that, and having a pattern to work off of, he still couldn’t shake this numbness other than for a few fleeting seconds during his dreams. He was missing something right in front of him, but he didn’t know how to open his eyes to see it. 
 
    It wasn’t a siphon developing, unfortunately. Wilson hadn’t been able to figure out how to make them occur, but he’d managed to find a way to scan for existing ones using a process that Paul still didn’t fully understand because he’d never returned to the Jepiker System to be taught it, and it wasn’t something that could be transmitted as data. Some of his peers had, and he wanted to go there, but there was no one better at hunting Lurkers than him, and the assassins pulling back didn’t give him an opportunity to leave. It made him more worried than had they kept up their previous attacks.  
 
    The fleet had gotten good at predicting and killing them without him, for the most part. But if they started doing something new then Paul had to be here, not taking a vacation while leaving other people to guard the Grand Border from the most lethal assets the Hadarak had revealed to date. 
 
    Paul was playing Sentinel against a threat that had withdrawn, leaving him to find little ways to cause unique havoc out here, and while that should have satisfied him it didn’t. He felt like there was something more important he should be doing, and every day that passed he couldn’t find it, making him wonder what was going on. 
 
    He was blind to something, and when Kara had discovered her Siphon it had happened in a similar way. She had isolated herself to explore within, and Paul was essentially doing the same out here by accident. But whereas she had figured out a breakthrough new ability, he had nothing to show for him internal misgivings. 
 
    As for the Jinxes, there were now 4 of them…not counting Strovok. Two were Archons, one Maverick, and one an out of the blue Rammus by the name of Hyio who when he developed Essence abilities he a Siphon unlocked at the same time.  
 
    So Star Force had a grand total of 5, while House Atriark had 0. None of the Neofan had the Siphon ability themselves, and all the ‘discoveries’ were controlled by their ruling House, currently Mutavi. Star Force had requested as part of the agreement with House Atriark to return Strovok’s master and turn over any other Siphons they had captured and conscripted, but the ruling House kept those and many other assets as their exclusive property, so their recovery wasn’t within House Atriark’s ability to deliver. 
 
    They had, however, been required to give up their biological armor. Pol’so’nep was what they called them, after they’d genetically and technologically altered them for their uses, but the race’s original name was Boos’mo, and they had been all transferred to Star Force from House Atriark’s possession. The Neofan now wore mechanical armor in their place, and were more than happy to make the exchange considering they were living comfortably within three Temples while Star Force was doing the fighting against the Hadarak. 
 
    They’d been a little too accommodative of Star Force’s bargaining points, which meant they were either playing a very high level game of poker, or they were so desperate they would take any port in the storm that was destroying their home galaxy…which still was not finished, but all of House Atriark had gotten out. Once they did so they turned their back on the galaxy, not bothering to go back and rescue anyone else.  
 
    Star Force didn’t like that one bit, but the Neofan wouldn’t give them access to the Zotav. Not even for an embassy station. It and the intergalactic network were off limits, and that was one of the firm positions they had brought to the bargaining table…but it was also one that Star Force did not truly need and they knew it.  
 
    Those negotiations had gone quickly and smoothly, after which Star Force’s Essence knowledge grew exponentially as they taught the Elcee the mysteries within the Temples at the pace Star Force wished, bypassing the Temple programming, and then they even went beyond it, instructing them in techniques and basic knowledge of the Essence realm itself that few in the universe possessed. 
 
    Paul now knew much, even without going back to train for it, just by studying the reports being passed to him by occasional courier. Star Force no longer feared Essence, and their major planets were now protected against it, either with Essence shields powered by massive Magicite buried deep beneath the crust where orbital bombardment could not damage them, or by the Star Force-original line of anti-Essence technology that Tennisonne had devised, some of which baffled even the Neofan. 
 
    Paul was still proud of him for that, and it all came down to one little discovery. That being the Denogi and their Essence immunity. When one of them finally came to visit this galaxy Star Force had heavily investigated their natural state, finding one little compound in their bodies that was not found anywhere in this galaxy.  
 
    But Tennisonne had found a way to synthetically create it, and what it was was a shunt directly to the Essence realm. A one way shunt that would take whatever Essence Rush the Denogi created…if they ever learned how…and pull it away from their bodies and away from their potential use. In this way it locked the Essence in their bodies and did not allow them to move it without losing it. And with some modification it was also possible for a similar compound to fix it permanently.  
 
    That had been a Star Force discovery as well, and amounted to an injection that would render an Essence user inert until the body processed out the ‘poison’ that otherwise did no damage. That poison also acted as a mirror, locking in one’s Essence while bouncing off any loose Essence that hit it.  
 
    So now Star Force had an easy way to imprison the Vargemma who misbehaved, and Cal-com now controlled all the Temples save for the three Neofan ones. No longer was there an ongoing stalemate. He’d fully conquered their territory, and the fact that the Elcee were now stronger than the Vargemma had also calmed things down a lot. Their strength and Essence abilities remained, and were always a threat, but their populations were now annexed by Star Force, and most had responded well to indoctrination…particularly with the Neofan’s help.  
 
    The returning of the Founders to lead the fight against the Hadarak did actually happen, so Star Force didn’t have much trouble convincing the masses to join their empire…and all the Neofan had to do was a little showing off and talking, though the benefit was enormous to Star Force. 
 
    But more than that, Earth and other major worlds were now equipped with shield generators that could stop Essence attacks…and buildings and ships that could absorb it using the Petricite that Tennisonne created. It was harder to make then Yeg’gor, but worth it. The Essence attacks thrown against it simply melted away and the energy returned to the Essence Realm…at least as much as it could absorb. Too much too fast could see the Petricite fail, so it wasn’t a total immunity, but it gave Star Force back its fortress worlds and the ability to operate out of strong points rather than having to constantly be in fear. 
 
    And from those strong points the Essence-equipped ships and warriors could strike back against anyone who attacked the undefended Star Force worlds in such a manner. That deterrence was unnecessary in this galaxy, but the visitors from others took heed. Many had started to move into the Rim, coming through the Zotav, until Davis ordered it stopped. A few battles happened, then word got around that you needed to ask permission to come here and set up shop, and Davis put down some very heavy lightside rules for doing so.  
 
    Rules that the Neofan were already following. And rules that most of the Bond of Resistance found perplexing to the point that they would rather not come. But the Neofan understood, at least enough to humor Star Force into cooperation, and a few other smaller races in the Bond did as well, being given permission to establish colonies within Star Force territory in exchange for certain help given to Star Force.  
 
    And most of those that did so were footholds from major empires or refugees from fallen ones. Refugees that had enough Essence to travel on the intergalactic network that Star Force was banned from, and would remain banned from unless they chose to join the Bond of Resistance and submit to their collective decision making…which wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    Paul switched to a punching orb and upped the gravity to 34g to get a good pull on his arms as he worked up enough of a sweat that the beads were dropping off his mostly nude body like bullets. He wore only skin-tight shorts and shoes, with his blue hair cut short enough that it wasn’t flopping around into his eyes. As he punched he gave the bridge one small order to enhance their position amongst the Hadarak units surrounding them, then let them continue on their own merits as he punched with his bare hands over and over again until the very tough skin on his knuckles began to bleed.  
 
    That was his signal to stop, take a moment to use his Haemra to regrow enough of it to end the bleed, then he left the High-G chamber just as a ship emerged on another jumpline. 
 
    It was a Star Force courier, and he got the message packet delivery in the middle of a subsurface swim as he pushed his Yen’mer hard to move like a missile through the water far faster than his arms or legs could ever hope to propel him. 
 
    Then suddenly he stopped, with the friction of the water dragging him into a list as he reviewed all the data updates, but amongst them was a single message for him from Davis. 
 
    Paul, I need you to come home. Stuff to discuss. The Paradigm has changed. 
 
    That was all it said, and his first reflex was to say no. Intercepting this transit line could take months, perhaps years, depending on how many the Hadarak were sending through it and if they’d ever catch on to the fact that it was being poached. 
 
    But Captain Numann could handle the combat well enough without him, and if Davis needed him to return without saying why then it was sensitive enough information that he didn’t want to risk it in a message…despite the high security their comm system was designed for.  
 
    “Captain,” he said mentally from underwater as he accessed the ship’s comm system and synthesized his natural voice. “I’ve been recalled to Earth. How do you feel about staying here and playing with the Hadarak without me?” 
 
    “Not preferable, but you’ve trained us well. We can accomplish the mission assuming the Hadarak don’t throw anything new at us. Shall I have the courier pick you up?” 
 
    “Yes. Give me 12 hours though. I need some intense training before I’m stuck in that can for a few weeks.” 
 
    Numann chuckled. “Understood. Is it bad news?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something they didn’t want to discuss other than face to face.” 
 
    “Does that happen a lot?” 
 
    “Rare.” 
 
    “Then that’s where you need to be, not here. Perhaps the Hadarak are finally showing their hand.” 
 
    “They’d have given a warning if it was something imminent, but you could be right. 12 hours. Then I’ll be ready. Make sure the courier doesn’t get scratched on approach.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure it isn’t,” the Captain promised.  
 
    Paul diverted to the surface, then flew out of the water and headed for another training chamber…one with drone opponents that would simulate battle conditions and require Paul to get close to, or perhaps use his Saiyan mode to endure to completion.  
 
    Either way, he was going to work up more than a sweat, and when he finally boarded the courier, he was going to get a few hours of restful sleep before his Saiyan metabolism started itching again. 
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    January 4, 154928 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Paul rode into Earth orbit on a Kvash warship that had picked him up along the Grand Border and ferried him back to the Star Force capitol, and as he looked out the virtual windows in his quarters he saw that things had changed quite a bit since the last time he was here. 
 
    Everything was new…and by that he meant the architecture in orbit. The rest of the Solar System was a mix of new and old constructs, but Earth had been cleared of all that was old after the Vargemma attack and left barren for quite a long time. Now the orbital habitats, shipyards, commerce zones, etc were all rebuilt in the same fashion…that being smooth white hulls without a rough corner to them.  
 
    Those were harder to build, and didn’t offer as much internal volume as the standard box structure or perfect sphere, but Paul could see niche advantages here and there in the designs and he knew at a glance that Davis had laid all this out himself. Earth was no longer a collection of mismatched infrastructure in orbit. Everything was in sync and was interconnected by data, comm, and even some power relays that were stretching glowing filaments from point to point like a spider web. 
 
    Yet everything was built mobile. You couldn’t see the engines on the outside, but Paul could easily figure out the newer designs and what did what. Every station could move on its own, meaning nothing was pinned down and vulnerable to attack. 
 
    He could also see the traffic moving to and from Earth along only a few corridors. That was also new, and meant there was some sort of restrictions in place. Paul mentally tapped into the data network and found out where they were going…which was 9 select spaceports on the planet that were large enough to be cities in and of themselves. There was no traffic going directly to Atlantis, which was back in the Pacific Ocean where it belonged and not hiding underneath the diminutive polar ice cap.  
 
    Atmospheric regulation was obviously on, or that ice would have extended much further. And Greenland still looked green, which wouldn’t happen under normal conditions. In fact, most of the planet looked green, speckled with signs of civilization amongst it that would grow to monstrous size as his ship got closer to its parking orbit. 
 
    The defense fleet around Earth was massive, but sitting passively in various orbits waiting for a call to action, as were the numerous Sentinel defense stations that were now equipped with at least one Essence weapon in addition to their numerous conventional ones. Shield piers were everywhere, as were drone docks that could spam a warfleet in a matter of minutes when called for. 
 
    Earth wasn’t just back to its old self, it had gotten a serious upgrade while Paul was away. And while it wasn’t nearly as grand as Itaru and Wendigama had been, for it was a much smaller planetary system, its grandeur now surpassed it. Paul felt a little like the beginning of the old movie Jurassic Park when Dr. Grant first arrived to the island and saw how wondrous everything was. 
 
    The Archon was surprised at his reaction, for he knew a lot of this stuff was in the works. Why did he not know it was already here? 
 
    The answer to that belatedly hit him. Courier updates carried a massive amount of data, but they couldn’t match the constant pumping of updates across the comm grid. And even then there would be stuff that wouldn’t leave one system, planet, or city. To fully explore something you had to go there in person, and it felt odd that Paul would be exploring his home. 
 
    But that’s what was happening. The continents were different than they’d once been, reshaped by artificial means where logical to put mountain ranges along the coasts to cradle the cities further in for when the rare planetary event moved the bodies of water without asking permission. But more than that, the lakes and rivers were different, as if Davis had went around and reworked everything before letting the people come back.  
 
    Paul checked the count. Current population of Earth stood at 2 billion…which meant access was still restricted, otherwise civilians would have been moving here in the masses for the chance to live on Star Force’s capitol.  
 
    But that wasn’t the case, and the planet looked pleasantly natural and inhabited at the same time, which a stark contrast between the two that Paul knew was no accident. Nature was not your friend, usually, and it was the rival enemy of civilization. Nature would tear civilization down if not maintained, and Nature could never be permanently ended. So what one did was carve out little niches of Nature and build Civilization in it, then defend those boundaries against it to give the younglings being born a proper environment to develop within. 
 
    “Pockets of peace,” Paul said to no one in particular, but the scenery on Earth below certainly fit that description. Not that the trailblazer needed the peace, for he was trained for war at any time in any place, but after spending so long in the infested regions of the galaxy, it genuinely felt good to witness this for the first time as his warship finally settled into its parking orbit and he got an automated message from the bridge indicating he was cleared to depart.  
 
    Paul adjusted one of the windows until it was looking directly below them…and sure enough there was the floating city of Atlantis sitting out in the ocean by itself. Just a little hop to go and he’d be there…and from the looks of it the city was smaller than before. Back to the old measurements, actually, Paul guessed.  
 
    “What’s old is new, and what’s new is better,” he said, telekinetically grabbing a duffle with some personal items and slinging it over his back before leaving his quarters and heading for the hangar bay. He could have just flown down himself, but there was no rush and he felt like taking the scenic route, so he got onboard a dropship and let the winged craft carry him out into space briefly, then down into the atmosphere where it circled around and landed on top of Atlantis, then lowered its boarding ramp amidst a familiar and mildly intense sunlight as the sky didn’t have a single cloud in it. 
 
    He walked out, feeling an odd nostalgia as his current situation mirrored his first time arriving here, and sure enough even the buildings on the surface of the city were identical to the first Atlantis…except they were not built of the same material.  
 
    “Damn, Davis. You really did indulge,” Paul said as he walked off the ramp and the dropship slowly took off and left him on the massive landing runway that had a few other dropships in sight, but was otherwise empty. He looked down at the deck below him and tapped it with his shoe, feeling the normal abrasion pads that would hold up almost infinitely against wear and tear of landing craft and tiny feet such as his.  
 
    He used his Pefbar and looked deeper, seeing another layer just below it that was pure Petricite. The same material on all the surface buildings and everything within sight.  
 
    Paul flew a little Essence down into it to check, and sure enough it disappeared on contact. Davis had built the new Atlantis with a cocoon of anti-Essence armor that must have taken so much fabrication that Paul couldn’t even fathom how he’d done it. The few Petricite factories that he knew of couldn’t have crafted all of this plus the other projects he knew of.  
 
    Yet one more question for Davis when he saw him. Speaking of which, no one was here to greet him, which was odd. His arrival had to have been announced, and he wasn’t getting even a ping on his armor, which was stored away in his duffle along with some other stuff rather than him wearing it, but he was still mentally linked to it in a limited fashion. 
 
    “Well, time to look around I guess,” he said, taking off towards the nearest entrance he could see at a brisk walk.  
 
    When he got inside the scenery changed, and the hustle and bustle that was normal for Atlantis of old returned, but without the civilians. Inside were walkways and promenades full of Star Force uniforms and about a third in casual clothes for those that were off duty. Most were Human, but there was the scattering of other races here that was typical for any high end duty post. Humans may have begun the empire, but talent rose on its own merits and now most of the Monarchs were non-Humans. Even the Archons were now far outnumbered by the Mavericks, but at the highest of the high ends Humans still dominated, for they were older than the rest and had been here…many of them…from the initial creation of Star Force.  
 
    And that was experience that was hard to come by, which was why Paul was recognizing many faces…and once they started recognizing him the crowds all but stopped, looked, and then continued on with their business until one person reached out a hand and stopping the Archon by the shoulder. 
 
    “At ease, Trainee,” the taller Human said with a stern face. “Seems you’ve lost your team. Or were you just sneaking out to try and get at the restricted sections again?” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you here,” Paul said as he looked up into Wilson’s face. The man wasn’t a Page, but he’d always been taller than Paul by a good margin. “Is there trouble?” 
 
    “For once, no, there’s not trouble. No more than usual, anyway,” he said, pushing Paul back a bit as he let go. “You’ve been out there a while, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Does it show?” 
 
    The Master Trainer nodded. “Rough, calloused…everything I’d expect from a warzone life. The others rotated back, but you never did. Why?” 
 
    “Tip of the spear doesn’t work very well in the back of the formation,” Paul quipped. “Are you visiting or stationed here now?” 
 
    “Bit of both. Jepiker is still mine to run, but I’ve got some projects going on here too so I bounce back and forth as needed.” 
 
    “Uh oh. I remember some of those ‘projects.’” 
 
    “No surprise challenges today. Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you my escort?” 
 
    “Nope. Just literally bumped into you. Where you headed?” 
 
    “Got a call from Davis to head home. Said the paradigm had changed. Do you know what’s up?” 
 
    “Negative on both counts. You going to tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t know why I was called.” 
 
    “Not what I mean,” Wilson said, crossing his arms over his chest and glaring at him. 
 
    “I know it’s not telepathy. How do you do that?” 
 
    “Familiarity with the subject matter. Something’s eating at you.” 
 
    “Not a siphon. I checked. But something has been off for years. I can’t track it down.” 
 
    “Why not ask for help?” 
 
    “I didn’t expect to be coming back, and I thought I’d figure it out on my own given time.” 
 
    “Serious?” 
 
    “Curious is more the word. My proficiencies are not visibly affected. My mojo is just lacking something. Almost as if it was something I knew before but have now forgot.” 
 
    “Are you having cranial issues again?” 
 
    “Not in a long time,” Paul said, referencing the difficulties with jamming too many brain cells into a confined space. “Removing the Ensek did the trick.” 
 
    “Where you headed right now?” 
 
    “To see Davis, I guess. I was just told to come home. Not when or what to do when I got here.” 
 
    “Then let me steal you away for a few hours and run some tests.” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I’m in no hurry. Lead on.” 
 
    Wilson did as much, walking ahead of Paul a couple of steps as he led him into one of the more secure sections of the city where the visible traffic reduced down to a trickle, and then a wall with no door in it suddenly melted into an archway as Wilson approached and the pair walked through, with it resealing behind them. 
 
    “Cozy,” Paul noted as he found himself in a work area with no paperwork or physical items, but gobs of holograms all over, coming from the tables, overhead hanging orbs, and even from the walls as if they were 3D pictures hung there.  
 
    “Still can’t crack the siphon mystery,” Wilson admitted. “But I’ve narrowed it down a bit. Davis has me working on other future stuff while my team on Jepiker handles running the younglings through the established programs. Scanning station,” he said, pointing to an almost invisible booth denoted only by a couple of inches of wall sticking out around a bronze circle set into the floor. 
 
    Paul put his duffle on one of the tables and walked over, spinning around so he faced out as he felt the machinery turn on and do something to him, for his skin prickled from an unknown source. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “New type of Essence scanner, or rather Essence-enhanced. This will take a few minutes, so just hold still.” 
 
    “You’re telling a Saiyan to hold still?” Paul challenged.  
 
    “Baby Saiyan,” Wilson corrected. “You never took the other upgrades.” 
 
    “You know my reasons.” 
 
    “You’re the best naval combatant we have, Paul. But is that really where your aptitude lies?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase. Is that where your best fit is? Sitting still and directing fleets?” 
 
    “When the need arises, yes.” 
 
    “But it’s not where you are meant to be, is it?” 
 
    “It’s not something I want to give up,” Paul summarized.  
 
    “That’s what I thought. And you’re not the only one. Some of the others have been having issues as well. You guys were faced with an unlimited number of seemingly insurmountable challenges from the beginning, and you grew around that constant. Now that constant is crumbling as you have less and less to do that’s new. It’s a side-effect of victory, and you’re going to have to adapt to it.” 
 
    “By getting used to being bored?” 
 
    “By reaching for the unknown once again,” Wilson said a little too epically. “There’s going to come a day when you and the other trailblazers are going to have the leave the empire behind or you’ll lose yourselves. The tip of the spear has to break the wind for everyone else, and by doing so you become one with the wind. You can’t function without it unless you change who you are, and that is what you do not want to give up.” 
 
    Paul stood there for a good three seconds silent before he finally responded. 
 
    “You’ve summed up the problem I’ve been fumbling around with so succinctly I feel like a dumbass.” 
 
    “The others don’t fully understand it yet, but I’m starting to understand, and I’m working on it. You’ve got a war to win, so just know that I’m working on it and I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “You never have. But what exactly are you working on?” 
 
    “A future for the trailblazers beyond babysitting what you’ve built. Ah, here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your ‘mojo’ is what I’d call in well-groomed dust. Physically you’re the fittest you’ve ever been. Your psionic tissue is maxed, as is normal. But your stress markers are non-existent. That means all your workouts are improving you, but you’re not diving off the deep end and having to rework yourself to meet the challenge.” 
 
    “Other than doing something really stupid, I don’t see how I can.” 
 
    Wilson nodded. “Therein lies my challenge. I’ll find a way, but I’m fairly sure that way is not Essence-related. In fact, I have a sneaking suspicion there is a disadvantage to drawing on it, but I haven’t been able to confirm it yet.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Just a curiosity that I don’t want to comment on until I have something more to work with.” 
 
    Paul frowned at him. “Come on. Throw me a bone.” 
 
    “I would if I had one, but this is just an instinct I’m following it. But your data combined with the others will be helpful. You guys rarely come back home, so I’m glad you’re here for research purposes.” 
 
    “You’re looking at something. What?” 
 
    “A mystery. A mystery that has been staring us in the face since day one but we never saw it. I’m beginning to feel it now. Not a thought, nor an image, but a hazy outline that I can’t describe. But I’m working on it. And you, right now, are in bad need of something strenuous in a way that you aren’t already calibrated for.” 
 
    “What have you got?” 
 
    “A day off.” 
 
    Paul glared at him. “Hell no.” 
 
    Wilson raised a finger. “Not sleep. Not sitting on your ass. But some exploration. There’s a, well, it’s a park that’s been created on the seafloor. Go explore it. It’s not on any map, so when you walk in everything will be unknown. Your body might crave workouts, but your mind needs an unknown future. Take a day off from training and just explore. Never stop moving, one new view to another, and that should be enough to keep your Saiyan itch tolerable while your mind relaxes.” 
 
    “Oddly, that sounds…inviting.” 
 
    “Whatever Davis has can wait one more day. Play hooky. What’s he going to do, give you detention?” 
 
    “I sense a method to your madness.” 
 
    “As always.” 
 
    Paul sighed. “Where is this park?” 
 
    Wilson shut down the scanner, logged the data for future study, then curled a finger towards Paul indicating for him to come.  
 
    “Follow me.” 
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    Paul took an underwater transport from Atlantis down and across the seafloor until he arrived at an underwater city, crossing through a containment shield and into an underwater hangar where the submersible rose up into the pocket of air and dropped him off on the well-illuminated dock that shown with reflective ripples bouncing off the water as the transport left again just as another one was arriving. 
 
    There were a fair amount of people here, but following Wilson’s directions, Paul moved through the city to a more remote area where there was an archway leading to three small gates. They had light traffic moving in and out, and all three were marked as recreation areas. 
 
    Paul walked up to the pair of attendants operating as gate guards/help desk and winked with his left eye.  
 
    “Strange women lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government.” 
 
    “Makes more sense than voting,” the blonde woman out of the pair said with a smile, then pointed to the ground beside her. 
 
    Paul walked around behind the counter and stood on the spot her finger indicated. When she hit a hidden button the floor dropped out slowly and he descended 3 or 4 meters into a narrow hallway with a distant lit exit. 
 
    The Archon stepped off the elevator pad and let it ascend back into concealment position, leaving him bathed in darkness with only the promise of what lay beyond illuminating his path.  
 
    He didn’t know where he was or what was ahead. Wilson had said it was meant to be a surprise and new experience, so Paul did what he normally would in unfamiliar situations…and started to look through the walls to see what was where. 
 
    “Huh,” he said, finding his Pefbar wouldn’t penetrate more than an inch. “Shielded. Wilson, if this is another of your tricks then you’re a liar, and I’m gonna make you pay for it.” 
 
    Nobody answered, and nothing happened for a good 30 seconds. Paul just stayed put and stretched out with every sense he could, but nothing would penetrate the walls, and even his Essence skills couldn’t tell what was beyond if there wasn’t a person to detect, for all of the tricks and techniques he’d learned about sensing the physical world required a physical element to enhance, such as his Pefbar, and nothing was getting through. 
 
    Which meant he was blind to anything other than the narrow corridor before him. The two attendants above him were still there, and if he stretched out more he could feel the traffic going into the other areas, but nothing ahead. It was totally blank save for the air directly ahead of him and the little sliver of visibility in front of him where his array of senses would work…up until they hit a wall he couldn’t physically see. It was just a white light ahead of him. 
 
    It had been a long time since he’d been this blind to his surroundings, but he wasn’t worried. He was on Earth, probably the safest planet in the galaxy right now, and if these walls were shielded then nobody could see him either save for imbedded cameras…but those would be in the inch deep layer he could sense, and there was nothing there other than paneling. Not even an audio pickup, let alone holo. 
 
    That meant this was anonymous, as Wilson had told him it would be. There might be others in the park ahead, who had entered the same way he had with the passphrase, but no one other than the few who were invited were allowed inside. 
 
    “Something new,” Paul agreed, taking a long breath that was surprisingly welcome. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been confronted with something new. Every corridor in his Borg vessel he knew from both datafiles and experience as he’d explored all of it many times over running when the various tracks become monotonous. But this…this was totally new and he didn’t know what was ahead. 
 
    It felt like Christmas, and Paul began to realize his mojo was off more than he’d realized if a little mystery like this had a noticeable effect on his mood.  
 
    He set himself to a slow walking pace, intending to be patient rather than running like his legs wanted him to, and it took a long time to get down the hallway that seemed like it was going on forever, but in reality it was little more than half a mile long, after which he came out into the light only to see that it was a reflective wall with very bright overhead illumination. 
 
    Floor illumination too, making him squint his eyes against the brightness that seemed to be coming from everywhere. As he walked out into it he had to fully close his eyes against the insane brightness and navigate by Pefbar to the left, then the right when the left passage ended up being a dead end. 
 
    Down the right the short corridor ended in another wall, but on the floor was a tunnel 2 feet high. Paul knelt down and crawled inside, having to go a good 20 meters before the illumination diminished enough for him to crack his eyes open again, though he couldn’t see much. The tunnel walls were still glowing and the saturation that had been getting through his thin eyelids hadn’t worn off yet. 
 
    Paul kept crawling patiently rather than doing anything fancy like flying through the tunnel superman style. He had an urge to take this all low key, so that’s what he was going to do, and eventually the tunnel walls lost their glow and the intense light was left behind him though still shining down the metal ductwork ahead as the darkness became visible as green once his eyes readjusted enough to make out the ‘dimness,’ yet it was brightly lit sky that he crawled out into, with his hands pressing down on green grass as he crawled out and got to his feet.  
 
    He was in a circular garden with hedges all around, blue sky above…which had to be artificial…and three stone pillars in the center with various writings on them. 
 
    “Puzzles, huh?” Paul said, walking up to the center one and examining it while blinking away the last of the glare. The language was familiar, but it wasn’t one that Paul knew and he instinctively reached for his armor’s mental interface…which wasn’t there. He wasn’t wearing it, nor a comm interface. It was just him and his Archon uniform, for he’d left his gear in Wilson’s lab at the Master Trainer’s request. 
 
    “Klingon,” he noted. It was a language he’d reviewed before, but due to his brain size and complexity he couldn’t store every language Star Force had in its databanks, so he’d had to pick and choose. Normally he’d just interface with his armor or the Star Force comm or battlemap network to get the other information he needed, but that wasn’t available here. So he was going to have to work with what pieces of it were still in his memory…which was all of three words. None of which were on this column.  
 
    He looked at the one on the left, seeing that it was Numeor, another scifi language, and the right column was no different. It was Ancient from Stargate. That he remembered a little of, but not enough to figure out what was being said.  
 
    That meant he was stuck. And other than blasting his way through the walls he wasn’t getting out of here, for there were no exits. He’d already checked with his Pefbar, and all the walls were solid with an invisible shield over them that would blunt whatever attacks he threw at them. The ground was no different, for a couple meters down beneath the soil was the same, and the sky overhead was capped with another shield. 
 
    He was tempted to test the shield strength, for he didn’t think this park thing was designed for his level of power, but that would also be cheating. There had to be a way to get past this without knowing the languages, for they were so obscure that nobody was likely to know them. Let alone all three. 
 
    Paul did something unusual and sat down, ignoring his Saiyan itch and just stared at the columns from his cross-legged position as he rested his chin on his hand, with his elbow propped on his left knee.  
 
    “Three languages, approximately equal in length, but not exactly. They could be the same phrases, in which case there are going to be similarities. If I can match them up…” he said, cutting off as he realized he had no idea what to do. So he sat there, stumped, and resisted the urge to get up and do something…because he had nothing to do, other than go back. 
 
    Paul twisted his head around, then was mildly shocked to see the tunnel had disappeared. It was just solid wall with a mass of greenery on it, and that made him get up. He walked over and touched the plants, confirming they were real, and finding no seams in the wall behind it. 
 
    “Nice trick,” he noted. “Now I really am stuck.” 
 
    Paul walked the perimeter multiple times, not finding anything, and the top of the pillars were beyond the roof shield, so he couldn’t check the top. His Pefbar couldn’t see what was inside the pillars, so maybe there was a hidden compartment or button. 
 
    Paul spent the next hour physically feeling the raised script, looking for something…anything…but coming up empty. Eventually he went back to his seated position and just stared at the pillars. He was one of the oldest people in Star Force. A warlord with more battle experience than anyone could believe, and a brain far more advanced any regular Human.  
 
    But he was stumped, and he was beginning to wonder if there was a solution or if this was just an exercise in futility. Give him no answer and see how long and how much effort he spent looking for something that didn’t exist.  
 
    “When in doubt, shoot about,” he said, going back to old trailblazer habits when the universe seemed a lot more mysterious than it did now. He’d gone over the pillars by hand, but not the plants covering the walls and ground.  
 
    Paul started crawling on the ground and rubbing the grass, not trusting his Pefbar and trying to confirm every little bump by hand. After he finished with the grass he went over the walls, coming up with nothing. That left the upper parts of the pillars where there were no words, so he flew up and started feeling around, finding nothing at all. 
 
    But as he did so his hand pushed up into the shield by a quarter inch to make sure he actually touched all surfaces…but he felt no pressure on his hand. He moved it higher and suddenly found that the shield was not physical.  
 
    Of all the stupid… Paul thought, flying up beyond it and slamming his head into the solid shield and bouncing off it. “What the…” he said, running his hand back up the pillar the same way as before and finding it got through again. 
 
    He kept his hand going and eventually his elbow caught on the shield. He felt around, establishing that the shield had a small gap in it around the pillar. Not enough to get his body through, just his arm if he bent it at the ring angle. 
 
    Paul set his foot on one of the Klingon scripts, finding it offered just enough reach that somebody could climb the pillar and perch there without needing the ability to fly. He reached his arm up as high as he could get, which was just enough to touch the top. He ran his fingers around the edge, unable to see it with his Pefbar, and found nothing.  
 
    He pivoted from one bit of script to another, circling the pillar, until his fingers finally found something. It was a square button. He pressed it, but it did nothing. 
 
    Paul dropped down and climbed another pillar, finding another button at the top, this one a pentagon. Before pressing it he checked the other, finding a triangle.  
 
    “Three, four, five,” he guessed, pressing the triangle, then the square, and finishing with the pentagon…which resulted in an audible click, but nothing in his Pefbar showed up. 
 
    Paul dropped down and looked around, finding a small bar sticking out of the backside of the triangle column…but it disappeared before he could get to it, melting back into the structure. 
 
    “Ok,” Paul said, going back and repeating the climbing and button pressing, then jumped over to the spot where the bar appeared again. He grabbed it and pulled, with it not moving, then he spun it left, no movement, and finally right with it finally spinning. It clicked into place 90 degrees later, and then Paul was finally able to pull it out. 
 
    A T-shaped object disconnected, and when it did a doorway opened up on the wall.  
 
    Paul looked at it, then at the handle in his hand.  
 
    “I get the feeling if I leave you behind I’m going to be kicking myself later,” he said, tucking it into his right pocket and walking through the doorway, unable to see anything but blackness ahead, and of course, his Pefbar and other senses were blocked out too, which he guessed was going to be a recurring theme. 
 
    He had no idea what was up ahead, how long this would take, or what the point was. Yet he was more excited about this, and the fact that he’d gotten past the painfully obvious hidden buttons just as he had challenges in the distant past. Assumptions got you into trouble. You have to check and confirm everything. 
 
    Not a lesson he’d used lately, but it had just payed off, for he’d been feeling like he was going to be stuck in that room permanently.  
 
    He didn’t know what the darkness ahead held, but Paul welcomed it as a part of his mind came out of a long sleep. The part of him that had made him a trailblazer in the first place.  
 
    Curiosity.  
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    Paul came out of the pitch black cave system after only a few minutes. His Pefbar might not have been able to penetrate the walls, but he could still feel them. Those without it would have been lost in there for a long time, and he seemed a little depressed at solving the maze so easily, but then he finally emerged into the light and found himself pushing through a mass of green shrubs for several meters until he stopped short on the edge of a cliff. 
 
    “Whoa,” he said, looking out over a massive valley and not sure if it was real or holographic, for it was miles wide at the minimum. His Pefbar stretched as far as it could, but there was no way to get even close to feeling the other side. What he could see, other than natural splendor, was a single hologram hovering in the sky on top of a glowing pole that read ‘Exit.’  
 
    “Guess there’s too much to explore in one visit,” he said, his curiosity spiking as he wandered out along the left branch of the dirt path that ran along the edge of the cliff, finding that the dropoff was only a few meters down to another and another that stair stepped all the way to the bottom where he heard water flowing but couldn’t see anything through the canopy. 
 
    He explored a fair amount, finding more puzzles and challenges hidden everywhere. Some he figured out quickly, others stumped him for a while, but when his stomach started complaining due to it being empty the Archon reluctantly called it quits for the time being and headed for the exit beacon, finding a solitary police box sitting on the dirt, which garnered a smile from him. 
 
    Paul went up and opened the door, walking inside to find it was not any bigger than on the outside. In fact it was completely empty without so much as a button in it. He walked inside and looked around with his eyes, then closed the door on himself. Nothing happened for a moment, then there was a flash that lasted several seconds, then nothing again. 
 
    He waited for another 20 seconds, finding his Pefbar didn’t penetrate the box walls, then opened the door again…only to find that he had been moved.  
 
    Paul walked out into a standard corridor with the door swinging shut behind him on its own. He spun around just in time to see it vanish as it melted into the wall, becoming nothing more than a solid panel.  
 
    There were telepathic nodes here so Paul plugged into one to figure out his location. He was still in the park complex, but back near the hangar where he’d arrived.  
 
    “How the hell did you do that?” he whispered, addressing whoever had designed this place. Fortunately he was near a cafeteria, so he headed there and ate three plates full of foodstuffs before reluctantly leaving on a transport back to Atlantis. He wanted to stay and explore that valley, but he’d played hooky long enough…which turned out to be a whopping 13 hours once he got back in range of a telepathic clock. 
 
    He could have sworn it was no more than 4. Paul had lost track of time, something that hadn’t happened in millennia. How could something so simple be so jarring? He didn’t like miscalculating so much, and wondered if his own sense of time had been hampered by having computer access at mind’s reach constantly onboard the Excalibur, but he didn’t regret the experience. It had been freeing in a reckless way, and Paul found he had needed that. Why, he wasn’t so sure, but his mojo must have been lulled into a false state over the years, because he was flaking off rust like he’d been in stasis unable to do anything but sit and wait. 
 
    Which didn’t make sense, for he’d been constantly active onboard his ship. His Saiyan genetics wouldn’t let him be lazy, and even now he was craving a workout, but his mind was another matter. Wilson recognized something in him that Paul had missed, or at least missed the severity off.  
 
    He was off his game, and he didn’t remember slipping. Which was the most troublesome part of it. 
 
    When he got back to Atlantis he didn’t go back to Wilson to get his stuff or have a long chat. Instead he went straight to Davis’s office to check in, finding the Director sitting behind his all too familiar glass desk with his back to the panoramic window that stretched the entire perimeter of the tower-top office that gave him a view of the entire city and the ocean beyond. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Davis said, glancing up as Paul climbed the stairs and into view, but he didn’t stand up. 
 
    “Are you and Wilson in cahoots on this?” 
 
    “My recall had nothing to do with Wilson. Did you run into him already?” 
 
    “Yeah, we had a chat. What’s so important that you couldn’t put it into a message?” 
 
    “Time changes things, Paul. Yet time doesn’t actually exist. There is no past and no future, only the present. Some things change, yet others stay the same. I find myself wishing, every now and then, to be back the way things were before. Back when I wasn’t so well trained and the galaxy was full of endless potential. Is that odd?” 
 
    “Depends on the reason,” Paul said as he sat down in a chair opposite the Director. 
 
    “It’s not that I regret the path we’ve taken. Just that I miss the work that we did. Success has robbed us of it, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “I know what you mean. But the galaxy is a far better place for it.” 
 
    “True. I just find now that I have more responsibility than potential. Past projects to maintain rather than create. An empire to manage rather than one to build. Do you ever feel that way?” 
 
    “I wish I could build more starships, but we’ve kind of exhausted all design applications until we get new tech.” 
 
    Davis pointed a finger at him. “Exactly. And I keep wondering if this is the way victory is supposed to feel, or if I’m missing something I’m supposed to keep working on. I didn’t have an answer for that. Not until recently. Then the universe taught me another lesson.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “That I still can’t predict it. I’ve had a very private discussion with the Zak’de’ron. One that only a handful of people know about. I haven’t told any of the other Archons yet. You’re the first.” 
 
    “Why the secrecy?” 
 
    “We’ve struck a bargain.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “Something involving me?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I just wanted you here for a number of things, plus you needed a break from warzone duty even if you won’t admit it. You’ve been showing up Liam and Roger too much in the longevity department. I needed to level the playing field a bit.” 
 
    “A day ago I would have argued that point. What’s this bargain?” 
 
    “They’re leaving.” 
 
    Paul frowned. “To where?” 
 
    “Another galaxy. Krackel to be precise. They’ve negotiated a deal to join the Bond of Resistance and have secured permission to travel on the intergalactic network and set up camp in one of the quiet Hadarak galaxies. They’ll be back to where they were when they started the V’kit’no’sat and hunting Hadarak was a much simpler endeavor. They’re going to play it safe and rebuild, and we’re going to provide them the Essence for the journey in exchange for them playing nice on exit. We’re getting all their slave races and assets. They’re only taking their own race. They want a clean break and restart away from us, the V’kit’no’sat, and their repeated failures in this galaxy.” 
 
    “Paradigm shift indeed,” Paul said, leaning back in his chair as he thought fast. “That leaves us…just us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Davis echoed. “We’re the Vorlons now. And I need your skills out here helping to annex their baggage rather than doing the naval thing with the Hadarak. Others can handle that, even if the Lurkers return. But we’ve got a bit of a mess on our hands, even if the Zak’de’ron live up to their promise of a smooth transition.” 
 
    “What kind of mess?” 
 
    Davis activated a hologram of the galaxy with several side charts, all of which detailed the Zak’de’ron holdings…and there was more than triple of what Star Force had previously known they possessed after the reunification war resulted in them absorbing virtually all of the V’kit’no’sat that didn’t want to join Star Force, though the rouge Zen’zat had never submitted and some were still out there fighting the Zak’de’ron when and where they could.  
 
    “I know I shouldn’t be surprised, but I keep underestimating those bastards,” Davis admitted.  
 
    “That’s a third of what we have now,” Paul guestimated. “How could they have that many feelers into so many systems?” 
 
    “We’ve been doing all the hard work, so they’ve had time to be manipulative. When we didn’t conquer every single system we left more territory out there than we took, and they’ve been using that against us. Problem is without their machinations a lot of those systems are going to crumble from within…” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Paul said, seeing what he meant. “Power vacuum.” 
 
    “To put it mildly. We just got handed the majority of the galaxy, in the biggest and easiest negotiation ever, but we’re holding the bag and a lot of people are going to pay the price for it before we can clean it up sufficiently. Your thoughts?” 
 
    “We’ve been putting so much effort into the Hadarak we’ve not been monitoring our neighbors all that closely, have we?” he asked, not knowing for sure about such things, for the Monarchs handled a lot of it so they didn’t have to. 
 
    “Not nearly enough. Plus we’ve still got chunks of the galaxy unexplored…though some of the Zak’de’ron disclosure fills in some data on the map. I’m afraid we’re the parents in the room now, and part of me just wants to be a kid again kicking ass and having fun. Responsibility sucks.” 
 
    Paul smiled, knowing what he meant, as well as the fact that Davis wasn’t overlooking the huge potential here anymore than he was. “The Excalibur needs to stay in the fight. As do the other Borg vessels.  The Grand Border isn’t as secure as everyone thinks it is.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “The Hadarak are playing games with us, I just haven’t been able to figure out what they’re up to. It has me worried, to be blunt. That’s why I haven’t left until now.” 
 
    “Short term?” 
 
    “I’ve had the feeling it could be any day for the past 12,000 years.” 
 
    “We can’t wait on them to make their move,” Davis cautioned. “We have to make ours, and now is the time. Ownership and protection of the entire galaxy outside the Deep Core. We’re not ready for that scale, but a chunk of it has just been thrown in our lap and we’re going to have to play hot potato with it until we get a handle on what we’re supposed to do.” 
 
    “Standard protocol won’t work?” Paul asked. 
 
    Davis shook his head. “It’s tolerable, but I feel we need better. Any thoughts on how we upgrade the empire as a whole?” 
 
    “What’s the mission objective?” 
 
    “Breathing room without apathy. Unification without too many rules. And just more badass to the point where we don’t have to whistle through the graveyard anymore.” 
 
    “We’re missing something,” Paul admitted. “It’s like a word on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t figure it out. It’s been bugging me for years. Something is not how it should be.” 
 
    Davis steepled his fingers in front of him while resting his elbows on his desk. “Elaborate.” 
 
    “Thrawn. The original in the books. I can’t figure out his endgame. I can track it only so far, but what is the ultimate goal of conquering the galaxy? It’s not a fantasy, there’s something there. Or a void where something should be. But I can’t see it. The fog is too heavy.” 
 
    “Thrawn?” Davis mewed. “His primary focus was on ending the rebellion and returning order to a chaotic galaxy. Putting out fires. No grand plan other than…” 
 
    “Than what?” 
 
    “Bringing people together to fight a common enemy. I always thought what he did was out of fear or something deeper and darker in the unexplored regions of the galaxy than Palpatine’s Empire was. The threat was what drove him…darkside tactics aside…but I always thought there was a positive agenda mired in bad execution. He was going for the quick and easy fixes rather than the long term lightside ones.” 
 
    “But nothing other than that threat?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Are we ever clear of it?” Davis challenged. “Nature itself is the threat, and no matter how powerful we become it’s still there, ready and able to chew us up and replace us with a new generation of newbs. We are protecting the experienced and allowing them to grow to greater and greater power levels than Nature would normally allow. Every day is a progression rather than maintenance…at least that’s what I tell myself when I’m faced with dealing with newbs for the billionth time over the same damn issues regardless of what race it is.” 
 
    An epiphany hit Paul so hard he bolted out of his seat so fast he made Davis flinch. The trailblazer was standing and looking out the window behind Davis, but his eyes didn’t match his mind’s position. He was elsewhere for a long time before he heard the Director’s voice again. 
 
    “Paul? What is it?” 
 
    “Pockets of peace,” he finally said. “Damn I’ve been blind.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Victory conditions. I’ve been so focused on player versus player somehow I forgot about player versus environment. We’ve been doing so well I forgot the nature of the game.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The one we were most accustomed to when the V’kit’no’sat were razing world after world and we couldn’t stop them. That’s when you felt the most…you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but I don’t fully track.” 
 
    “Survival instinct. When it’s active, we feel the most pertinent.” 
 
    “That’s also why you stayed in the warzone for so long?” 
 
    “Possibly, but it wasn’t working. With the Lurkers gone it was too easy…or it seemed that way.” 
 
    “We’re victims of our own success? Lulled into a false sense of security? No. A false sense of having achieved victory when the game never ends?” 
 
    “We’re not playing towards a final victory. We’re playing a game of how long can we survive before the universe finally takes us out,” Paul said, with the words chilling him. “We’re not the game writers, we’re the players, but we’ve started to trick ourselves into thinking otherwise.” 
 
    “Ariel?” 
 
    “What she’s done is important, but not for the reasons she thinks. There can’t be a peaceful universe. It’s not a matter of fixing problems that exist. We have to…” Paul said, trying to find the right words.  
 
    “The lightside isn’t ever going to be standard,” Davis said, having an epiphany of his own. “It’s always going to be a rebellion against the universe. And when we fall, the galaxy reverts back to the default darkside inclination, and it can’t be rewritten.” 
 
    “If the stories of the lifesprings are accurate, any genetic reworks we do are just for those that get them. If and when they’re destroyed, they’ll be replaced by new standard lifeforms.” 
 
    “So we can’t ever fully win…” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Paul said, finally realizing what had been messing with his mojo. “To be lightside is to be a rebel, and if we win we stop being rebels and start becoming the establishment. I though our empire was the lightside version of establishment, but I was wrong. We’re just a well-organized rebellion.” 
 
    “A well-organized rebellion,” Davis repeated, with him now standing up and walking next to Paul as they both looked out the window at the distant ocean. “What’s the point of a rebellion if we can’t win?” 
 
    “We win by being true to ourselves. By being lightside. The universe will try and drag us back into its standard grind of a program. Every day we resist is a victory.” 
 
    “But it gets tiring, doesn’t it? Always fighting without an additional objective once you’ve figured out who you are?” 
 
    “I don’t feel right if not in danger,” Paul admitted. “Rest only gets you so far. I’m not meant for peace. I don’t think anyone is. Peace is a luxury for training and crafting powers to be used in the next fight. We’re all going to die at some point, and each day that goes by we add to our gamer score.” 
 
    “With the objective of getting it as high as possible before the game ends? What’s the purpose of the game then?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it, but I can feel it again. I’d lost that feeling for a long time, now it’s visceral. Earth is the safest place I can imagine other than some anonymous rock nobody could find, but I feel the danger here. The roof could collapse, the star could supernova, the air could disappear into vacuum. I’m not safe despite my abilities. And when I feel the danger…” 
 
    “You feel the purpose of life, hidden amongst it, and when things calm down you lose it.” 
 
    Paul turned to look at Davis. “Exactly.” 
 
    “So we pursue the purpose that we can’t fully identify. Chasing it however long it takes?” 
 
    “And building an empire is a tool of doing so, not the final objective.” 
 
    Davis finally turned to look at Paul. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “So the question of how to level up Star Force isn’t about building a grand utopia…” 
 
    “It’s about how to build a more robust rebellion,” the Director said with an air of steel in his voice. “We’ve been thinking we were the big fish in the pond, but we’re not. We’re the little fish in the ocean and always will be. It seems I’ve been more blind than I realized too.” 
 
    “Makes things pretty obvious now, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Indeed it does. We need to craft Star Force to fight nature itself, not the Hadarak or even the Apocalypse Monsters. And the universe had just allowed us a massive opening to do so on a level we haven’t had the luxury of before.” 
 
    “Recall the others,” Paul said firmly. “All of them.” 
 
    Davis hesitated a moment as his eyes dropped to the floor, then he raised them again. “Done.” 
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    November 22, 154928 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    The call for the trailblazers to return to Earth went out across the galaxy, and due to the distances involved many did not receive it for more than a month. After that they returned as quickly as they could, all 100 of them including Kara, and joined Paul and Davis in Atlantis…but neither of them would tell the others what this was about. Rather they had Wilson doing a lot of testing and specialized training with them until the last of them, Oni-081, arrived, at which point they were all summoned into a small amphitheater identical in location and design to the one they’d first all met in at the beginning of their Archon basic training.  
 
    That didn’t go unnoticed, and as the 101 of them sat in the seats surrounding the slightly elevated platform hearing Davis explain the deal he’d struck with the Zak’de’ron, many of the trailblazers sensed something bigger involved, and many times they would throw glances towards Paul sitting beside them, none of which he returned.  
 
    “News of this has been kept tight, and it will stay that way,” Davis continued. “We want as smooth a transition as possible, so it’s going to be the Zak’de’ron incorporating us into their command structure and making the introductions before they actually leave. The details of this are not worked out yet, but we both think that simply giving an order to their servants would not be wise. They have been bred, in many cases, to serve the Zak’de’ron, and we already ruled out lying to them and saying we’re working on their orders. This is not going to be easy for them to take, and the Zak’de’ron have agreed to take it as slow as we need. Until we get a firm grip on the situation, the public is not going to be made aware, nor our upper ranks. This has to be kept secret,” Davis said, adjusting his gaze to his left. “Paul?” 
 
    The Admiral stood up out of his seat and joined Davis on the platform, with the Director stepping aside so Paul could use the dais, but he politely scoffed at that and just leaned on the side of it with one arm. 
 
    “Alright, you know the score. We’ve got a lot of work to do, but with it comes an opportunity that Davis and I have been discussing at length before you all got here. Ever since we met in this room a long time ago in this galaxy, we’ve been fighting to keep up, catch up, and try to roll with the losses. That came to define who and what we were, but now we’re more or less victorious, even before this deal was struck, but now it really hits home. We’re uncontested in this galaxy now, other than the Hadarak. Aside from the work we have to do, we’re done. And by that I mean our trailblazing duties. We don’t have to adapt anymore, and I was having a hard time understanding this.” 
 
    “Your Kenobi-like isolation?” Jason-025 asked. 
 
    “Partially. I still think the Hadarak haven’t hit us with everything, but as someone pointed out we can’t just sit and wait for it. It will come when it comes. Until then we need to do what we need to do, but it seemed like that was nothing, and my mojo was suffering enough that Wilson noticed it immediately. That’s not the sole reason for some of his tests, and there’s a bit he refuses to tell me, but the crux of the matter is what do we do now? Does the empire even need us? Do we need to change to fit in with it? Or do we just need a swift kick in the ass? Greg, put your hand down.” 
 
    The other trailblazer frowned and lowered his hand, his sarcasm snuffed out before it had a chance to form. 
 
    “We’ve always worked from a sense of purpose, but that’s kind of been lost on us as the challenges before us were beaten. We’re not built for peace, we’re built for rising higher and adapting to the gauntlet before us. So what do we do when the gauntlet ends?” 
 
    “You said something about an opportunity?” Sara-012 noted. 
 
    “I’m getting there, but stay with me on this. There will always be threats and challenges to face, but the other Archons can mow that grass without us. We’re the ones who tackle the big challenges the others can’t handle. So what do we do when we run out of them? Our psionic tissues are all at saturation point, and while Essence appears to be unlimited the training for it is…not enough. It also feels like a cheat, especially with some of the downloading techniques we’ve gotten from the Neofan. Have any of you noticed something missing too? A show of hands please.” 
 
    About 3/4ths of the individuals in the room raised their hands, with a few latecomers being added, and Paul focused on those that were excluded. “Kiran. What’s our purpose now?” 
 
    Kiran-011 shrugged in his seat. “Same as it has always been. Kick ass, train, kick more ass, invent new weapons, write new tactical manuals, same old same old.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Find out when I get there.” 
 
    Paul pointed at him. “That’s a viewpoint I lost a while ago. Maybe it’s my naval brain playing things out well in advance…” 
 
    “Obviously,” Megan-026 said a split second before three others did.  
 
    “But I couldn’t see any purpose left. Tasks to do, yes, but purpose no. I had lost its scent a while back, and I still can’t remember when. I got it back here, talking to Davis, but it’s a tentative grasp elicited from fear. Right now threat of danger seems to be my only access to that feeling of purpose. I’m hoping you guys can do better than that.” 
 
    “What danger?” Landon-019 asked. 
 
    “A wake up call I got. Not from the Hadarak or the Founders, but from the universe itself. I thought Riona died because we lacked information on the Hadarak, and now that we have it we can predict and avoid the threats. I was beginning to think we knew too much to really be in danger that we couldn’t manage, then it dawned on me we’ve…or maybe I’ve…been lulled into a false sense of security. We can still die at any time, even with the Essence defenses we’ve added here. Could be nothing more than a big falling rock at the wrong time, or a really good assassin from a race we know nothing about. Point is we’re not safe, and never going to be. That epiphany was enough to crack the fog in my mind and let me see a glimpse of our future. We’ve been working that out while you guys were arriving, but we’re not finished. We need all of you, including Miss Add-On.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kara protested from the back row where she was sitting alone like she didn’t belong…because she kinda didn’t.  
 
    “You got here by a different path, as did Davis. There’s no replacing the time you missed, but what you’ve added since has earned your spots. And he’s not really a Monarch. You can’t be to do what he’s done. He’s a trailblazer with a unique path and a really weak body that he should be working more on,” Paul said, glancing to his right at him, “but that gives him a long road ahead to look at with plenty of challenges to overcome and our scores to dream of matching. But for me…I’m at the top of the naval ranks just like Morgan is tops in Commando, Cora in mechs…and yes, Morgan you’re tops. I don’t care what marks Ginsi has. If I hadn’t forgone the additional Saiyan upgrades I could take her. She’s fast but easy to read, and you trained her, so you know her inside and out. So let’s not kid about who’s tops, alright?” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Morgan-063 scoffed. “When was the last time you sparred with her?” 
 
    “Irrelevant,” Paul admitted. “I can see her style, and it’s AOE straight up. I can analyze a lot, and a lot faster than most of you…” 
 
    “All of us,” Logan-036 corrected. 
 
    “But I can’t analyze myself worth crap. Not into the future. Every time I try I get fog. I can’t see ahead, but I know there is some supreme purpose that I’ve always been trying to achieve. It comes and goes, I can’t quantify it in sufficient ways to hold onto it. It’s lightside, and it’s survival, and constant adaptation and growth, and a lot more descriptions but I can’t put my finger on it. The thing is, now that we’re basically getting control of everything except the Deep Core and the unexplored frontier, we have the opportunity to make things the way we want them to be in a way we’ve never done before. Not out of desperation, but by grand design. So what should that grand design be?” 
 
    Greg-073 did a double take. “I’ve never even thought about that, but you’re right. We’ve always been adapting to the threats, doing what needed to be done, but now we’ve got a clean slate to do what we want. And I have no idea what that is, but I can see the potential. Too much, actually. I don’t know where to start without some sort of mission parameters.” 
 
    “It’s small scale,” Dina-077 said. “Not big. One of us on a solo mission has it. All the little things we do or don’t do. Not something empire-wide…except when that has an effect on the small stuff. The personal stuff. That’s when I’ve always felt ‘the call,’ as I’d describe it. It never does stick, and flirts with you after harrowing experiences or flashes you for a moment during a revelation or hard workout. But it’s there, and I’ve been absent from it for a long time too. Possibly because we’ve been apart so much. I feel the jazz again just being around all of you.” 
 
    “That ends,” Davis interjected, “as of now.” 
 
    That caused a stir in the assembled Archons, with many sitting up straighter and whispering to each other…despite the fact they were all telepathic, but nobody seemed to remember that, for the social dynamic was right back to where it was when they were trainees. 
 
    “The future of us is the future of Star Force,” Paul explained, echoing Davis’s words from an earlier conversation. “The empire has grown up enough to handle everything else on its own. The big stuff is ours, and figuring out our path forward before the second gen catches up with us and figures out we don’t know where to go is our primary mission now. We have to keep laying down path for the others to follow, and we’re running really short of it right now.” 
 
    “We’ve got other stuff going on, Davis,” Blade-097 reminded him. “Some that needs us.” 
 
    “I know,” the Director said regretfully. “When will that stop?” 
 
    “Probably never,” Blade admitted. “You want us to just bite the bullet?” 
 
    “Unless it’s extreme, then yes. Let the second string handle what they can. You guys will always be a little better, but unless that better is life and death, back away from everything else. I need you here doing what you did before, only under considerably different circumstances. Is there anything you’re involved with that absolutely requires you to go back?” 
 
    Nobody answered, looking around at each other, then they started shaking their heads ‘no’ in unison. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I don’t like backing out of existing projects, but I’ve learned to delegate. I hate it, but I do it out of necessity. I’d micromanage everything if I could, but I can’t be in more than one place, and if we’ve built a proper empire then it’s a team effort. Let the rest of the team carry your current tasks if they’re able. If they’re not, make adjustments and accommodations as necessary.” 
 
    “Sounds like this is going to be for a while?” Devan-000 asked.  
 
    “It’s permanent,” Paul answered, shocking most of them. “Assume we beat the Hadarak and drive them out of this galaxy. What do we do then?” 
 
    “Pick the next galaxy,” Kip-022 said bluntly.  
 
    “This one is so large we don’t even have it all mapped out, let alone pacified,” Paul countered. “And how much do we really have our own territory pacified? How many small scale darkside situations are hiding underneath our nose, especially with our neighbors who honor the basic rules but like to keep their privacy to do bad things where we don’t notice? Do you really want to run off to another galaxy and leave those little bastards running free because we’re dealing with the big ones elsewhere?” 
 
    “Do both.” 
 
    “How?” Paul asked, genuinely. “I can’t see it.” 
 
    “Flush out the baddies,” Oni-081 said. “We’d have to really up our intelligence gathering, but if we actively try and bait them into identifying themselves we don’t really have to have eyes everywhere on the neutral worlds. Or are you referring to on Star Force ones too?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a current problem with ours, though there are always exceptions that can’t be avoided. However, I feel like our worlds are a contained time bomb set to go off if our leadership would suddenly go away. It would take a while, but the wheels would fly off with time. What we’ve built isn’t permanent, and that’s the threat that’s sobered me up. We have a temporary victory, and the universe is chomping to wreck it and return things to their anarchic normal.” 
 
    “Because the Star Force population isn’t made up of Archons and Mavericks,” Leo-072 noted, “and it never will be. They’re our wards, not our peers, and in truth not even our friends. Our light is heavily influencing them, but they don’t produce it themselves. They do reflect it, however. We are making their lives actively better, but if we stop shining the masses won’t be able to maintain it.” 
 
    “And a lot of people who shine now couldn’t before without us showing them how,” Javier-068 added. “They will sustain without us now, but they could not have found the light without us. We can, because that’s part of who we are. We crave it and search it out on our own. Others can’t or don’t, but once they find it they will actively shine the rest of their lives. Those victories are permanent, but the masses are only reflective, and not fully so. The civilian population is a far cry from those in this room, and though we always try to drag them a little higher, it’s just not going to happen as far as needed. Leo is right, they’re our wards, nothing more.” 
 
    “That is the unending task,” Paul noted, “that continually confounds me. We are shining the light on our wards because they need it, and they’re better for it. But for how long? Are we just to maintain it indefinitely? That doesn’t feel right. It feels like we need to do it temporarily in order to achieve a level upgrade, but I can’t see it.” 
 
    “I can…at least partially,” Rafa-080 said. “We, those in this room, need to find the light and shine it brightly long enough for that middle group that can’t find it themselves to absorb enough to fully convert to the lightside. They will continue to shine as long as they stay alive. So those are our immediate objectives. Like beacons in the darkness. We find and light them, then leave them behind to keep shining while we search for more. As long as the empire doesn’t fall, they’ll survive indefinitely.” 
 
    Paul sighed, not believing he couldn’t see that before. “I’m a dumbfuck.” 
 
    “Occasionally, but we all are at times,” Rafa half agreed. “We work better as a team when one of us doesn’t have to do all the trailblazing. Sometimes we get a better view from path that is already cut.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re all permanently reassigned to Basic Training 2.0…which Kara will be included in this time,” Davis said with a wink thrown at her in the back. 
 
    “And so will…Sean,” Paul said, still having occasional difficulty using his first name as old habits tended to stick. “Lord Daegan is being given the keys to the kingdom for a while to see how he handles in, during which time Sean-939221 is going to be full time with us.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Greg asked, looking at the Director. 
 
    “Is that a no?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s a welcome onboard, can’t believe we have you, newb,” Greg clarified. “You’re worse than Kara, but we’ll gladly take on the burden of indoctrinating you.” 
 
    Davis frowned. “Meaning what?” 
 
    “You’ve watched us train and fight, but you’ve never done it with us. If you’re going to be part of the team, you gotta be part of the team and not Director organizing everything. You gotta face things from our angle.” 
 
    “As long as it doesn’t involve hazing. I don’t have the strength to stop you if you tried.” 
 
    Paul frowned. “We don’t pull that crap. We never did.” 
 
    “That’s refreshing,” Davis said, easing up his demeanor a bit. “But seeing as how I had a hand in writing the definition of Archon, I’m not following on what ‘indoctrinating’ means in this situation.” 
 
    “I do,” Kara said, knowing she was probably the only one who could translate. “They have a…unique…social dynamic built off years of interaction with each other. More than just inside jokes. I’ve picked up some of it, and the best way I can describe it is the camaraderie of the gods. Only those who are worthy can interface with it…which is why I never fully could.” 
 
    “Make that two we have to indoctrinate,” Greg added.  
 
    “Agreed,” Paul said with a frown. “Batgirl doesn’t realize she’s wearing a cape.” 
 
    “She can also kick our ass at will,” Morgan reminded them. “So her holding back doesn’t feel right, just like it didn’t when she had her Vorch’nas added.” 
 
    “Guess that means we gotta beat her up team style,” Hank-075 said with an eager clap of his hands. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Greg agreed. “And we gotta show Sean that he isn’t helpless by incorporating him into the beatdown team.” 
 
    “That twig? I’ll break him on accident,” Kara said sarcastically.  
 
    “I’m afraid I agree,” Davis said, uncertain how he’d suddenly lost control of this situation…but then again maybe that was the whole point they were trying to make.  
 
    “Give him armor,” Olivia-051 said with a smirk, “and some other stuff to even things out.” 
 
    “Petricite armor, to make it interesting,” Kerrie-057 said, pointing a finger at Davis. “And don’t say it’s a waste of resources. You’re not getting out of this.” 
 
    Sean…which he knew he was going to like a whole lot less than being ‘Davis’…slowly facepalmed as he felt a wave of reckless foreboding wash over him. “Paul…” 
 
    “Bit of advice. Just dive in head first and learn to like it. That’s what you did to us, and now it’s payback time in as equally a beneficial way as we can manage.” 
 
    Sean finally looked up, first at Paul and then the others, before slowly shaking his head. “Why do I suddenly feel like Archon 00 negative 1?” 
 
    “Coined!” Jason-025 declared before the Director could take it back, and the others nodded their approval as Sean decided to take Paul’s advice and just roll with it. The regenerator would put his bones back together almost as good as new afterwards… 
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    March 3, 154929 
 
    Yian Ti Tredo System (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Neofan Outpost 
 
      
 
    The Zak’de’ron warship had entered the system alone and unstealthed, passing through the mildly heavy primitive traffic springing off of four overpopulated worlds that Star Force was trying to give some guidance to. That empire’s small ships were showing IDF markers around the 2nd planet, and a meager showing at that for the mess they were trying to clean up, but the Zak’de’ron were not here for them and did not make contact. 
 
    Instead they headed out to the very edge of the star system where there was even more traffic, but of the more advanced kind. Ships the primitives inhabiting this system couldn’t even comprehend, let alone build, and they were parked around a floating fortress many times their size sitting in about as high an orbit as you could get while still circling the central white star.  
 
    The fortress was an outpost built by the Neofan that linked to the nearby nebula where a hidden Temple was concealed. It was occupied by the Neofan and a small Star Force delegation to keep watch on their guests, but aside from those interlopers it was all Neofan possession and they had not allowed a spacial tap to be carved out of the Temple’s hull, so the only way in or out was via ships equipped with the necessary Essence drives, or through the outpost link, which also served as a sort of embassy for all travelers wishing to ply the Neofan with their myriad of unimportant requests…though judging by some of the vessels here, they might not be so unimportant, for the hulls shapes indicated extragalactic races along with the known ones, and all were parked at precise locations around the perimeter of the fortress outpost. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron ship had been invited, so when it arrived they were given priority access to dock with the fortress itself, and through an umbilical three dragons boarded the outpost on foot, trodding up an empty corridor and following the telepathic beckons through a seemingly empty station until they arrived at a receiving room with a single individual sitting on an elevated throne. 
 
    It was a Neofan, and this was the first time the Zak’de’ron had ever encountered one in person. 
 
    “You requested our presence?” Bi’noen said, with his yellow scales shining from all the reflective blue light coming off the torches ringing the circular room as well as dotting the dome-like ceiling and others hidden under glass pockets in the perfectly smooth deep black floor that seemed to suck the light in as fast as the torches produced it.  
 
    “Not I, but I am intrigued to meet you,” the Neofan said, using the V’kit’no’sat’s own language since they appeared not to know the common language of the Bond of Resistance. “I have never seen such large cowards before.” 
 
    Bi’noen huffed a bit of fire out of his nostrils as he stared into the smaller race’s eyes, but he knew the power they possessed was unrivaled, both Essence and something else contained in their wings, though no one knew what exactly, and the Neofan were not eager to share such information. 
 
    “Is there a recommendation in that statement?” 
 
    “How did you lose control of this galaxy? I have reviewed the public records, and you held an immense advantage over Star Force, and before that your own creation of the V’kit’no’sat. You have been bested twice by inferiors of your own making. Now you wish to flee to another galaxy to do what? Raise a third inferior legion so you can succumb to them for a trifecta? Perhaps we should employ you as such, given the success of your creations against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “We did not come here to spar, Neofan. Cease attempting to provoke us. What is the purpose of our summons? We were told the deal was already struck.” 
 
    “It is. But unlike your Star Force offspring, your knowledge of Essence is pathetically low, as are most new to the Bond of Resistance. Since your relocation will not be immediate, we are choosing to begin your education now. The three of you will travel to the Temple and be instructed in the true nature of galactic power. Perhaps then you will be better able to keep a handle on your servants.” 
 
    “We are taking none with us, for we want none. We will forge our own destiny from here on out. The decision has already been made.” 
 
    “Interesting. So you will not acquire new servants in your next galaxy?” 
 
    “We will not.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that is not what I would call wisdom, but I suppose it is a measure of progress. I am about to transport you to the Temple. You will not be able to return to your ship for a long period of time. Make what arrangements are necessary with them now. I do not want to answer their inquiries as to your status later.” 
 
    “None will occur. They are to wait as long as necessary for our return.” 
 
    “That will be measures in years,” the Neofan warned. “You have much to learn.” 
 
    The three Zak’de’ron exchanged glances, then the blue one silently made contact with the ship and updated them as to the situation.  
 
    “We are prepared now.” 
 
    “May fortune exceed your naivety,” the Neofan said, waving a hand theatrically as everything went dark and Bi’noen found himself alone and floating in 0g. He couldn’t sense the other two Zak’de’ron, but when he engaged his Essence senses his vision returned…and he could see the bubble he was encased within. It was thick and slowly decaying, with the wisps of the shells flaking off and disappearing back into the Essence realm as a tiny dot in the distance slowly grew. 
 
    Before long he could see that it was not a single dot, but a myriad of glowing structures intertwining into a roughly circular silhouette. This must have been the Temple spoken of by Star Force, but they had not mentioned this type of Essence travel. Bi’noen had no control whatsoever, and if he was right, he was flying free through the void of space and bypassing matter by transiting through the Essence Realm itself. Should something go wrong he would be spat back out and marooned in deep space to die, and he did not like that he’d been thrust into this situation without explanation. 
 
    But he was the inferior here, as distasteful as that thought was, and asserting dominance was not an option. The Neofan were one of the three masters of the Bond of Resistance, and conflict with them would be counterproductive. The Zak’de’ron were wise enough to know when and where to pick their fights, though the insults rendered struck their mark accurately. They had failed twice, and both failures had now risen farther than they had…but not to become part of the Bond of Resistance and access the technology and Essence wonders of that great alliance.  
 
    The Zak’de’ron should be able to exceed Star Force given time, but they could not do it in this galaxy…and the Neofan knew it. Pointing it out was either a test of their nerve or a teaching method, for the Zak’de’ron could not fail a third time. This was their chance to redo all that had been done wrong with a fresh start, and Zeno’dor was taking no chances of error in negotiating it. He’d picked the three of them personally for this unannounced mission, and if the Neofan were about to share secrets with them, they would show what gratitude was required…even if it chaffed their pride to do so, for they had no intention of remaining lessers. In time they would rise, as was their manifest destiny, but they would need help to do it, and that required a different mindset to utilize. 
 
    When the glowing filaments rushed to greater and greater size, Bi’noen suddenly hit and caught on one, then was dragged down the stem to the base where suddenly the bubble popped and he found himself being spat out a wall portal as the front half of the bubble peeled apart and the rear pushed him forward. 
 
    Mental contact with his two kin returned instantly, for they were both walking out of additional portals nearby, all of which were underground, if the information Star Force had given them was correct.  
 
    “Follow,” a floating drone spoke as it passed in front of them slowly, heading from left to right, and the three dragons with tucked wings walked on all fours in a line after it through several chambers until they came to a wide lift that could accommodate two of them at a time.  
 
    “I will wait,” Vui said, sitting on his hind legs and flexing his green wings in rhythm. 
 
    Bi’noen and Go’gien walked onboard along with the drone, then the platform raised quickly through a vertical chamber, sending them to the surface as they ended in a cave with natural light coming from the exit. They walked off the lift and it sank back down, but they did not wait for their companion, for the drone was already moving slowly towards the cave exit. 
 
    They followed it out into the daylight, where both were overwhelmed with the sight before them. They had seen holograms of it before, but being here in person was an experience not easily duplicated. The sky was blue and hazy, but beyond it where there would have been stars was far distant land…and the horizon sloped upward in all directions, making them feel like they were sitting in the bottom of a massively large bowl. And at the center of it all was one fixed artificial star providing the light for the entire construct, with enough interior space to house every starship that the Zak’de’ron and Star Force possessed combined with room to spare. 
 
    And Star Force possesses 2972 of these? Bi’noen asked telepathically to the blue-scaled dragon. 
 
    None of which they built. The Bond of Resistance constructed them all, and many more in other galaxies. We have truly aligned ourselves with a superior power. Zeno’dor’s wisdom has returned with force.   
 
    He senses a future of potential, Vui said, coming out of the cave behind them and seeing the same sights as they did as the drone continued to move slowly on, not waiting for them or speaking. The horrors of the past are being washed away, and we are all renewed by it. Take what you see before you as testament to the unwinnable fight we unwittingly chose with the Hadarak, for they have driven those that created this out of many galaxies with their endless swarms. 
 
    An uncomfortable thought, Bi’noen noted as they continued walking and caught up to the slow drone with ease as it moved down a shallow slope covered in grass towards a river. But I cannot disagree. We have been caught up in a much larger war without knowing it. At least now we are no longer naïve to the powers that surround us.  
 
    True, but if we are to survive this transition we must rely on others. And they are beyond our control, Go’gien said as he stretched out his wings and took to the air, slowly circling around the drone as it moved across the ground, and when he did so he got a better view of the near horizon, upon which there was a crystal-like city not too far off, though it was surrounded by trees and not visible from the ground. 
 
    Our destination? he asked. 
 
    Perhaps. Patience will answer, Bi’noen said as he and Vui continued to walk, though his flight instincts urged him to take to the air as well, but something told him he needed to stay very confined for the moment, though he had no reason to request it of Go’gien.  
 
    The drone eventually led them to the river itself, out of which rose a platform spilling water off the sides, and onto it the drone went, plugging in to a slot near the ‘front’ of the perfectly smooth and featureless rectangle. 
 
    “All three must board and remain in contact with the platform,” the drone said, with the blue dragon quickly landing next to his two kin, and as soon as he did a shield dome formed over them and the platform raced up into the sky so fast little traces of fire were visible from the friction with the air, but they soon disappeared as they entered the void of ‘space’ beyond the atmosphere, yet it was technically still within the massive structure of the Temple. 
 
    Once clear of the atmosphere they began moving laterally at such high speed the surface features of the temple became a blur, and only by looking far ahead could you see the rolling of the city barrier lines passing underneath them. They traveled this way for more than an hour, then with no warning the platform slowed and descended again, but not near any of the surface cities or features. They descended into what looked like a volcano, but with plants growing on the inside of the crater as if it were dormant. 
 
    Once the platform came down past the rim the Zak’de’ron could see the numerous holes in the surrounding walls, and Bi’noen knew this had to be a Neofan settlement, for they were said to be cave dwellers and not liking the direct sunlight. When the platform tracked across the trees below and slid into one of the openings, they finally were able to see multiple Neofan moving around in the nude, though they had no visible genitalia. Just pale bodies with spindly wings that were not capable of flight arching off their upper backs.  
 
    The Zak’de’ron were equally nude, save for the jewelry they wore, but they had hard scales for natural protection, yet these Neofan did not, and they did not seem to care about the presence of the much larger dragons. Were they really that powerful to not even register the Zak’de’ron as a potential threat? 
 
    The drone detached from the platform and indicated that they should continue to follow it, and the trio did as they moved deeper and deeper into the Neofan catacombs before arriving in a large chamber that still required them to duck a bit, for if they stood tall with their necks raised they were a good three times the height of the Neofan.  
 
    Inside that chamber there were 6 of the superior race, each of which wore bits and pieces of golden armor, but most of their bodies were still showing their soft and vulnerable skin. 
 
    “Welcome, Zak’de’ron,” one of the 6 said, raising both hands in a friendly gesture. “We are always glad to add a worthy race to the Bond of Resistance, and though your history is long and fraught with pain, you have survived where many others have not against the Hadarak. You have risen to a level of killing their larger monstrosities, and have broken the barrier to explore the mysteries of Essence. You have earned your place amongst us, so do not mistake my next words as insulting, but you must understand how inferior you are amongst us if we are to properly train you in what you need to learn.” 
 
    “We have come with open minds,” Bi’noen said flatly.  
 
    “It is not your minds that need to open,” another Neofan said. “But your Cores.” 
 
    Suddenly the wings on three of the Neofan flexed out into rigidity and Bi’noen lost all control of himself. His self-restraint was gone and his emotions ran wild, as if he was a hatchling again, stumbling in place as he fought to remain standing. His mind was awash in a torrent he could not fathom, let alone stand against, and by the end of it he was left blinking as he looked down at his front legs as if seeing them anew for the first time, while still possessing all memories of the past that should have made the view exceedingly normal.  
 
    “What have you done?” he asked, looking down slightly into the faces of the Neofan. 
 
    “We removed the dust that has accumulated on your Core. Essence is meant to flow, and when it does not in sufficiency a form of stagnation occurs that blinds the mind into rigidity as an unnatural barrier forms between the two, insulating one from another. We have washed those barriers away so you can see clearly once again, as you did when your lives first began.” 
 
    “What…are we to do here?” he said, having a hard time concentrating as all his senses seemed to be screaming at him in a volume he had been deaf to before. 
 
    “You are to open yourselves to the infinite possibilities of the universe, and once you put aside all preconceived notions of superiority, you can begin the long process of gaining true power. Power you will need to survive, and to help other members of the Bond of Resistance to survive. Our survival is linked, and together we will persist in the shadow of the Hadarak menace that seeks to consume all it touches. Only its fear of the Pafdreng keeps it from totally consuming galaxies, and in the gaps we operate until we can find the critical weaknesses to exploit. Those weaknesses center around Essence, and how the Hadarak do not truly know how to use it. We do, and we will show you, but we will also show you how to truly fight as a team. For without each other, none in the Bond of Resistance would have survived to reach today. We are our only hope, and it is time you learned what it is you are joining, and what we are truly up against…” 
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    Shangri-La System (Zavrex Kingdom) 
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    Lord Daegan already oversaw millions of worlds in the Zavrex Kingdom, and had become accustomed to the immense responsibility that he held while knowing that most of the work was not done by him, but by others more local to the systems and planets. His job was to ‘oversee’ them, and that word was not self-explanatory. It was very complicated, and rather than some system or routine that could be predictable, oversight was more about dealing with the unexpected and predicting problems before they occurred. 
 
    What he did nobody else knew about. The things he monitored, the orders he gave…most were not public, rather directed to the specific individuals who needed to hear them, and almost every time it happened they were shocked that the Lord of the Kingdom even knew they existed, let alone knew the details of what they were working on. 
 
    Daegan had been proud of rising to the very rare position of Monarch Lord, and while his job was technically impossible…for he couldn’t monitor even a fraction of what he needed to…he had maintained a good hold on their territory while always aware that he could be doing better. Star Force populations were well trained to do their jobs, but there were always ways to make improvements or adjustments, and finding those that others could not find was his responsibility. 
 
    Every second of every day he was at work, whether behind an array of holograms or in conferences with specialists. Personally investigating rarities or rifling through intelligence reports from remote areas where Star Force had no official presence. Even when he ‘relaxed’ or trained, his mind was still elsewhere, thinking about the puzzles he was working on constantly, meaning he never had a day off, nor a minute. He was Lord not just in title, but in fact, and no matter where he went his work went with him. 
 
    The Protovic’s blue/yellow skin glowed almost as bright as the holograms he was studying now, and was a testament to how far he had progressed within the Protovic faction as far as his individual skills. Blue/orange and blue/green where the two higher skill levels that he had never achieved, for they took an immense amount of training and focus above and beyond what he had had to go through to achieve the first rank above ‘final form,’ which for a Protovic was when they received their final psionics and achieved their pink coloration. 
 
    Daegan’s yellow indicated that he had risen above that, and few Protovic did, but his not having reached for orange had always bothered him. He hadn’t made a mistake, but being a Monarch required so much time and effort in other matters that physical training had to be limited to only a few hours a day, and that wasn’t enough for him to develop his physical skills to the level needed for another color upgrade.  
 
    There were no genetic modifications for Monarch ranks, and no other race in Star Force had applicable body transformations for such promotions. The Protovic were unique in their nearly full body glow, and wearing your status rank in your light made it clear within their Faction of who outranked who…but Daegan had gone far past his own Faction. He was Lord of the entire Zavrex Kingdom and all the races and Factions within it. Only other Lords could comprehend how large a job he had, and the never-ending nature of it. 
 
    But in recent weeks he’d had an epiphany as to what true power and responsibility were when Director Davis asked him to temporarily take over his duties for the entire Empire. He hadn’t relocated to Earth, but instead was running Star Force out of his command palace in Shangri-La with now full access to the Star Force data network. He’d thought he’d had full access before, but he was woefully wrong.  
 
    The Director made him look like a youngling given the mass of projects and watch-lists he was monitoring. He didn’t know how the Human handled it, for he couldn’t. Not as fast, at least, and Daegan knew from the beginning he was in over his head, but his time as a Lord had partially prepared him for this. He knew how to handle it…he also knew there was too much for him to handle, so he was getting behind already as he scrambled to figure out what the Director had been doing and, more importantly, how he’d been doing it. 
 
    He had notes…lots and lots of notes, and it looked like Davis had simply copied his own private records and given them to Daegan to work off of. The unfamiliarity there would diminish with time, but he now had a much greater respect…no…awe for the Director’s abilities. His mind was far superior to Daegan’s, in a way that the Protovic had not even thought was possible. 
 
    And he knew he was going to screw this up, though not by making mistakes. He was going to screw this up by not getting to everything fast enough, and according to the notes he was still trying to assimilate, Davis made it clear that even he wasn’t able to get to all of Star Force’s problems fast enough for his liking.  
 
    But it wasn’t just problems. It was upgrades. Lots and lots of conceptual upgrades, a lot of which were junk and filed as such, but with useful aspects that might be of value later, so they were saved. And one of those junk files had caught Daegan’s eye when he found it in a link to an active file on Kaetaris 19.  
 
    It was a large moon, unowned, in a system that Star Force only had a small outpost in for traffic monitoring purposes. On that moon there were odd deposits of minerals whose origin was unknown, some of which were highly valuable but delicate, and traditional mining operations would destroy them before they could be retrieved. Several nanite versions of mining tendrils had been tried, but all failed to some degree and had been shelved.  
 
    He had a project in his Kingdom in need of delicate ore extractors, but he’d never seen these before…and that was because they were failed prototypes ordered by Davis himself. They hadn’t been shared because they hadn’t worked, or at least they weren’t included in the Star Force product ‘catalog.’ They may well have been accessible through other means, but Daegan had been looking for something to use on the ice moons of Regor’nath and two of these failed prototypes might just work on the ice, given that it was more applicable to mining than rock due to the fact that it could be micro-melted rather than removed through abrasion or magnetic locking…both of which disrupted adjacent molecules in a potentially destructive fashion if the material was delicate. 
 
    Daegan copied the schematics then assigned one of Star Force’s special research teams to the task of adapting them to Regor’nath’s needs, confident that at least one would work. It wasn’t on Davis’s list of to-dos, but he’d made it clear during their brief transitional discussion that there was no limit to the Director’s duties and that everything fell under his jurisdiction. So he was encouraged to poke his nose in wherever he smelled trouble or potential upgrades. 
 
    This would be his first accomplishment if it succeeded. Everything else he’d been doing was more shuffling and approvals than course corrections. He was glad he caught this random link, and for the first time since accepting the temporary position the Lord felt he might actually be able to keep his head above water long enough for Davis to return from whatever his ‘vacation’ actually was. 
 
    Daegan stood in his workroom, which was the size of a hangar with project tables scattered all over with active lists, diagrams, maps, and whatever else he needed to work on. He found it more efficient to have them all up and active rather than have one table that he switched settings on. This way he could walk amongst them as he thought, fiddling with this or that and moving on as he visually scanned his workload.  
 
    His Kingdom stuff was now split up and delegated down to the 4 Grand Dukes that oversaw Regions of Zavrex, and while that meant their territories overlapped with his, they rarely worked on the same projects. Problems that rose up through the ranks ended when someone solved the problem, so only the really tough ones made them up to the Lords…who were skilled enough to handle them when others couldn’t, in theory. Most of what he did was finding problems that others had missed, and the Director’s position was no exception. 
 
    Overloaded as he was, he didn’t ignore that aspect of the position, so a few of the tables included stuff he’d searched for and found on his own, including a nasty traffic issue in a cluster of black holes annexed in the Core half of the empire. It had originally been controlled by the V’kit’no’sat, but since their annexation it had been managed by Star Force. As more systems converted over or linked their economies, traffic patterns changed, and Daegan recognized the escalating overlaps of jumplines and transitional lanes around the black holes themselves. He’d seen this happen before, but never this early.  
 
    Apparently the local Monarchs hadn’t seen the problem developing yet, but he could. It technically didn’t exist this soon, but the precursors were all there to see, so he’d been fiddling with a radically different commerce system for all of those black holes and wasn’t finished with it, but every now and then a modification would pop into his mind and he’d walk over to that table and add it, then come back to what he was working on before.  
 
    He wasn’t ready for this type of upgrade, but he was adapting as the days went on. His sleep was suffering for it, for he was having trouble turning his brain off with so much on his mind. He’d adjusted his training times to put them right before sleep sessions, but that had only half worked. He had so much new information before him that he couldn’t help but process it at all times. The Director’s access to the database and comm network was the best Christmas gift ever, but it was also a tiring one. He knew he had to pace himself, but the amount of work and potential before him made it difficult to do, so after another 9 hours of pacing around his lair, Lord Daegan finally made himself leave. 
 
    He headed to a private cafeteria and sat down to eat, still thinking about various projects as he shoved the foodstuffs in his mouth and chewed, unable to let go of the immense reins that had just been given to him. 
 
    “Stop,” he told himself, closing his eyes and focusing on his breathing as he tried to clear his mind. “You’re going to burn out.” 
 
    But his subconscious didn’t listen. It was in such a high energy state it was what he assumed was the equivalent of Saiyan metabolism. It literally would not slow down and had to be working on something constantly. 
 
    So if he couldn’t stop it, he’d have to redirect it onto something else.  
 
    He turned to the display cases of foodstuffs along the left wall and telekinetically opened one of them, flying out a train of various cubes and put them into an intricate dance in the air above his head. They made little trains that moved on invisible tracts, with enough rotations and turns added in that Daegan’s mind had to focus on this and this alone or some would fall out of the air.  
 
    This was random, and no more than an idea he’d had a moment ago, but it appeared to be working. He had a task before him and it was occupying his attention. Yet as he succeeded and got used to the patterns a bit of his mind was freed up to think about other stuff, but not in an obsessive way. Just some loose, casual imagination about many things that flowed like dreams, but most of his focus was on his little foodstuff trains as he would occasionally pick one car out of them and fly it into his mouth, for he was still hungry. Thinking didn’t use too many calories, but it did strain brain cells enough that they needed additional repair parts. Insufficient resources resulted in headaches, and he could feel one beginning to form before he’d gotten into the cafeteria, though it was already in the process of vanishing as his stomach processed the nutrients and sent them into his bloodstream. 
 
    And as he continued to run his trains in new directions his mind finally relaxed. Not because it stopped, but because it switched to something less stressful, and an old bit of lore made its way into his mind, with one quote being quite pertinent. 
 
    We can’t stop. We have to slow down first. 
 
    It came from a movie called ‘Spaceballs’ that was part of the basic maturia training, and while ridiculous in many ways, it was highly quotable and useful for metaphors. Simple language was insufficient for many things, but the use of metaphors was based off a common experience…in this case, viewing a movie. If two people had both view it, and remembered it, then they could speak in a more detailed way than simple language would allow. 
 
    Other stuff from that movie bounced around the free part of his mind, including Megamaid… 
 
    Suddenly all the trains stopped moving, frozen in the air as Daegan laughed. The problem on Kaetaris 19 with the delicate minerals. They hadn’t tried sucking them out, and while it was probably inefficient, he already had some ideas of how to boost that inefficiency using hyper compressed atmosphere beyond what the planet naturally had after drilling sufficient access bores for adequate surface area interface. 
 
    The trains went back to their stations, save for three cubes that diverted into the Protovic’s mouth as he got up from his chair and headed not to his quarters to sleep, but back to his lair. 
 
    Sleep would have to wait for now. He may have just solved a mystery that even Davis hadn’t figured out yet, and if that was the case, then this temporary assignment might end up being more than a babysitting operation until the real Director got back. Daegan might actually be able to tick one of the unsolved items off the list for him. 
 
    And if that was possible, he could sleep-in a few hours in the morning in compensation…or not. 
 
    Probably not. 
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    March 29, 154929 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Sean Davis had seen Archons fight nearly his entire life. He’d seen them in training, he’s seen them in combat, and he’d seen them from the inside as he trained to be an Archon as well. But the trailblazers were something else entirely, and fighting with and alongside them was far more intense and humorous than he’d ever believed possible.  
 
    Wilson had conspired with them to set up challenges that included Davis in a way that he wouldn’t be totally left behind, and today was no exception. They were in a wooded park in Atlantis made specifically for multiple team battles, currently in a 10 vs 10 scenario while the others were in other challenges hammering it out against each other. Davis’s team was a mix of others teams when he was included, but mostly they were set in their original teams from basic training on a daily basis.  
 
    Davis couldn’t keep up with that schedule, so he was down to two or three bouts a day while they were going at it almost every hour with their enhanced Saiyan metabolisms. And they took special care when Davis was involved to hit him hard. There were no kid gloves involved, because he had weaponry and armor and they did not…and they liked not having to hold back on him. 
 
    He didn’t like it so much, but the Director was starting to become less of a liability and more of an asset in these matches…and he did like that. The armor they’d made for him had both Petricite and some psionic blocking countermeasures in it, basically making him a mobile turret with a variety of stun weapons. If one of the trailblazers on the other team made a mistake, he could render them unconscious in less than a second. 
 
    But they rarely made mistakes…unless his team forced them to. 
 
    And that’s what was happening. His 9 teammates were trying to maneuver the fighting into certain areas where Davis could be used as an advantage, but even without their hair going blonde they were still far faster than him. Without his Sav-enhanced mind all he would have seen were blurs, but he could actually track their movements, punches, kicks, and dodges up until they did kick in their Saiyan modes and began to draw heavily on their ambrosia stores inside their body.  
 
    That was their Achilles heel. In long matches they’d use it up and couldn’t go into that super-fast mode, so you’d see them going blonde and back again in the blink of an eye when they needed to. Davis had no such limitation, for his stun weapons essentially had unlimited ammo, yet Wilson hadn’t given him any AOE other than for perimeter defense, citing it wouldn’t have been fair. 
 
    Yeah, it might not have been fair, but it would have been much more fun in the early days rather than getting his ass handed to him every 5 seconds. 
 
    But that wasn’t happening today. He was running alongside a creek with Sara and Greg as they headed towards an automated turret that was powered down on the enemy side of the battlefield. If they could get to it and activate it, it would come alive and work on their behalf…but the opposing team wasn’t going to let that happen, and before they got there four of them came out of the bushes so fast Davis almost missed it, for they were all in at least Saiyan 1 mode to close the gap as fast as possible. 
 
    Davis raised his forearm weapons and fired ring-like blasts that expanded slightly as they went, but only gave him a few degrees of firing arc. He missed all his shots, but they did force the attackers to dodge in certain ways…and that let Greg snare one with an Essence or psionic attack and reel Rafa into close range…only to have him drop his Ubven and freeze everything up as he turned and punched Greg in the face before dancing away as Davis lit up the area he had been standing with stun shots…barely missing Greg in the process. 
 
    Then Sara’s body came flying towards Davis, but he was quick enough to deactivate his perimeter defenses that would stun anyone that touched his armor. He half caught her body and she tried to fly herself into a stop, but then Jason came in out of nowhere and jabbed Davis in the back and knocked him face-first into the ground with him landing on Sara’s leg and pinning her in place for half a second, during which a sword tip slashed down and caught her in the head. 
 
    Swords? Where did they get a sword? Davis thought as he rolled off her, but it was too late. She was already unconscious and would be until she was revived or woke up on her own.  
 
    He rolled off her and up onto his feet, seeing Jason backtracking quickly as Davis tried to pepper him with stun blasts. Greg was nearby…and down as well. With his now five attackers all ringing him while moving erratically. In the past he’d made the mistake of thinking they were mocking him, but what they were really doing was looking for a moment of opportunity to exploit as well as keeping him where they wanted him. 
 
    Which was away from the turret. 
 
    Davis wasn’t going to play that game, and took off running towards Oni…who moved out of the way as he fired ahead to clear his path. He felt with his Pefbar them moving up behind him and made sure to turn his point defenses back on. They wouldn’t be able to physically touch him…except with the sword. Why had Wilson put one of those in this challenge? Davis was having enough trouble as it was. 
 
    He was halfway to the turret when they finally struck, throwing Kyp towards him like a missile. Davis managed to get one shot into him before he landed, but his body impacted his armor and knocked both of them to the ground, though Kyp was now unconscious.  
 
    Davis tried to push him off…but couldn’t. He must have weighed several tons, for even his armor’s powered mode couldn’t push him up. 
 
    Then he realized that while their Lachka wouldn’t work on his armor, it would work on Kyp’s body, and they were holding Davis down using him as leverage. But his arms were still free, so he started firing at what angles he could, yet his captors quickly disappeared out of his firing lines. 
 
    Then he saw Sara’s body floating past him all the way up to the turret, where Oni used her hand to activate the security pad…which only the opposing team could…then quickly claimed the override while within minimum safe distance as it began to spray shots out at the rest of them. 
 
    The pressure on Davis lessened as they had to dodge, and he finally managed to push Kyp’s body off…which he stunned again for good measure…then the turret’s agro programming got switched to target his team, and it started to pour a torrent of stun shots into him.  
 
    He just stood there and took it for a moment, for his armor soaked up stun shots, then he began running towards the turret so he could reprogram it as Jason’s sword flew through the air and shot between his legs, twisting and tripping him up before flying back into Jason’s hand. 
 
    “All too easy,” he mocked, then dodged a return shot from Davis that missed by inches as the turret continued to futilely pour shots into his grey/white armor.  
 
    The others disappeared, running off suddenly and leaving only Jason there to telekinetically fly his sword at Davis and delay him from getting to the turret controls…but this time he was able to get a hand on the sword, pinning it in place long enough to bring his other hand around and grab it on both ends, with the stun charge in it helplessly soaking into his armor. 
 
    “You were saying?” he replied as his suit continued to get hit with turret shots, then his grip on the sword yanked him off his feet and dragged him across the ground as he refused to let it go all the way up to a few meters away from Jason. Then a wash of dirt flew up from the ground and covered his helmet enough to cut out his visuals, but he could still sense with his Pefbar as Jason made a mocking thumb to nose gesture as he waved his fingers.  
 
    Davis got that a lot. Until he was able to keep up with them they would continue to hound him. It was their way of making sure his inclusion was for real and not generous, and for the life of him he didn’t know why he thought Jason couldn’t lift his entire body weight with his Lachka. And once again, he gave him the leverage to do it with a foreign object beyond his armor. 
 
    So he let go of the sword and stood up as fast as he could, running towards the Archon and attempting to punch him, but Jason wouldn’t let him get anywhere close. In order to dodge his shots they needed some distance, and within a couple meters it would be hard for Davis to not hit them even without aiming.  
 
    Then all of a sudden another blur appeared, and Jason turned to meet it with a flash of blonde to his hair. His movements were so fast now Davis’s eyes had trouble keeping up, but what he saw was two swords in play, with Paul having come in to engage him with one of his own. 
 
    Davis almost wanted to stay there and watch, for this was the highest level of swordplay in all of Star Force, and Saiyan-enhanced, but he wasn’t an observer here, he was a player and he knew an opportunity when he saw it. So he raised both arms and unloaded stun shots wide to either side, meaning they had to stay between them or they would dodge into his shots. 
 
    They didn’t move, other than to slash and parry each other, then Davis moved the shots closer and fired on both of them, with Jason trying to hide behind Paul but Paul was too quick and made sure both of them got hit. 
 
    The pair fell to the ground in unison unconscious, then Davis ran up to them and used his right gauntlet to inject Paul with a destunning serum while taking the distant turret shots on his back.  
 
    Paul blinked, then rolled a little more out of line as some of the blast wash was still hitting him. Davis gave him another shot to clear it, but left Jason laying where he was as Paul telekinetically pulled both swords to him.  
 
    “Shield me to the turret,” he said, with Davis turning and running towards it with his arms next to his sides to give Paul as much of a block as he could. It wasn’t enough, for Paul started to stumble and fall as bits of the AOE turret wash hit him, then he went down again. 
 
    “Damn,” Davis said, turning and picking him up as they both got bathed in the stun blasts…then he ran him up within the minimum distance around the turret and destunned him again there.  
 
    “Ow,” Paul said, feeling dizzy as Davis stood there and covered him, making sure nobody was moving towards them from either side or in front, with the turret blocking his back. 
 
    “Get the turret,” he told him, his eyes flicking back and forth along with his Pefbar remaining constant, not knowing why none of them were coming to stop them. If they weren’t here, they must have been somewhere else doing something more important. 
 
    “Done,” Paul said, with the turret now glowing blue to indicate that it was aligned with their team.  
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “I’ve got Jason’s sword…” he said, seeing his fellow 2’s body having disappeared, along with Sara and Greg’s, meaning Davis couldn’t revive them. “They moved them.” 
 
    “I didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “Ok, option 2. You and me head for the nexus.” 
 
    “Are they going to fall for that?” 
 
    “Probably not, but you never know. At least we’ll force them to back and the others might use that to their advantage.” 
 
    “Might? Aren’t you in battlemeld with them?” 
 
    “Jammers went up earlier. Telepathic too. We’re blind to each other now.” 
 
    “When did they get those?” 
 
    “When I went to get my sword. We’ll make them pay for it though. Follow me and watch our flanks. I’ll worry about what’s ahead.” 
 
    “Just don’t outrun me,” Davis said as they took off, with Paul literally jogging to make sure the Director could keep up.  
 
    They moved through trees, rocks, and some grasslands on the large park course, not seeing anything other than more turrets that were not yet active. Davis wanted to stop and claim them, but Paul said no. They needed to move with all speed towards the nexus, which was basically a version of capture the flag, except the nexus was a building with shields and a pair of turrets that had to be beaten down in order to win the game. Few ever did before the 30 minute timer was up, but apparently Paul was willing to go for it since he had Davis with him. 
 
    Because Davis could literally walk up to the nexus and beat it into submission with his fists while the stun blasts coming back did nothing to him.  
 
    They bypassed three more turrets within sight, and still no ambushes occurred. He didn’t know where the others were or what they were doing, but it seemed unlikely that they could get this far without being spotted…and about 280 meters away from the nexus a dodge ball came flying through the air and hit Davis in his helmet so hard it knocked him off his feet for a couple of strides, but he managed to keep his balance until more came and would have hit him…except Paul telekinetically stopped them Neo style, then threw them towards the distant nexus. 
 
    They didn’t get that far, for they were grabbed out of the air and traveled back towards the bushes where the enemy team had to be hiding. Without any weapons of their own, the only way for the trailblazers to kill the nexus was physically hitting it, but they’d get mowed down because its turrets had no minimum safe range. Instead they had to use objects from the park, and breaking down trees or uprooting rocks was against the rules…otherwise this would have turned into a much messier challenge. 
 
    “Keep going,” Paul said, holding a sword in each hand as he ran forward up until they got to 180 meters out, which was the nexus’s firing range. He stopped there and signaled for Davis to go ahead. 
 
    He cringed, but went ahead anyway. Tanking the shots as he got closer and closer, then Rafa came into view behind the nexus and threw a boulder-sized box towards him.  
 
    Davis dodged to the left, with it passing by somehow…except it suddenly switched directions behind him and moved to hit him in the ass, but his Pefbar saw it and he spun so fast he surprised himself, grabbing it before it hit…only to realize his mistake as it lifted him off his feet a couple meters before he let go. 
 
    He landed on his feet, then the box came down and drilled him into the ground a few inches as it slammed into him over and over again until it suddenly stopped and toppled on the grass beside him as one of the swords shot by like a missile and hit Rafa enough to make him lose his grip on the box. 
 
    Davis grabbed it and threw it back towards where Paul was waiting outside turret range, hoping he’d understand the gesture. His telepathy wouldn’t work either, and shouting out his plans would take too long, but he needn’t have worried. The master tactician understood, and as soon as he reeled in the box after a short tug of war with Rafa that Davis disrupted with some stun blasts that made the other Archon move for cover behind the nexus, Paul grabbed hold of it in his hands as Davis jumped up on top of the shielded nexus and put his body over top one of the two turret spouts, not allowing it to shoot anyone but him. 
 
    Paul then angled his box to block the shots from the other one as it ignored Davis and started to shoot him as he crossed the distance very quickly, only to have Rafa come out and try to intercept him…yet somehow Davis managed to land a shot of his own, more luck or intuition than active aiming, and he caught Rafa in the foot, numbing it enough that he fell, rolled, and then flew across the ground towards Paul like a missile only to get hit square in the face with a tier 4 Takbri stun pulse from Paul.  
 
    Rafa couldn’t dodge as much while flying as he could running, and apparently Paul hadn’t exhausted his biological stun psionic earlier like most of the others had. Rafa went down hard and rolled like a Rammus before flopping out on the ground while Paul continued to approach with his box now flying up towards the other turret to shield him better from the wash coming off it, for he was wobbling as he ran now.  
 
    He held it aloft as he punched the shield over and over again, and Davis knew he was vulnerable if another of the opposing team was nearby, but it was a chance worth taking. Davis put a few whacks into the shield top that he was laying on, but he couldn’t do much without sliding off, for it wasn’t completely flat up here and he had to keep wiggling to stay on it exactly over top of the first weapon.  
 
    It took forever for Paul to rack up enough hits, but eventually the shield went down and Davis dropped onto the gun itself, which he put a hand over the firing aperture as he stood up casually, watching Paul leap up while still magically controlling his floating box and press a hand on the single button in the center of the roof. 
 
    He had to hold it for 8 long seconds, but no opposition arrived to stop him. Davis wondered where the hell they were, then the challenge ending tone sounded and he couldn’t help but smile at their unexpected victory. 
 
    “See?” Paul said, tossing the stun-soaked box aside. “You can be useful. Good call with the box.” 
 
    “Figured you could use it. I assumed there was a range tug of war and a few more meters would help you win it.” 
 
    “You figured right.” 
 
    “Where is everyone else?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I bet our team delayed them from getting back here long enough to get the job done. Let’s find out,” he said as drones appeared out of the sky with one of them heading to Rafa to destun him and heal any injuries he might have sustained.  
 
    Then one and two at a time the others came running out of the park towards the captured nexus, some with smiles and others with looks of disbelief as they assembled. Davis retracted his helmet, which only came apart in sections due to the fact the Petricite couldn’t be made into nanite form, or at least not yet. That was something they were still fiddling with. 
 
    “How the fuck did you pull that off?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Roger made a bad call,” Oni said. “We thought you were making a play on the tunnel, and by the time we realized our mistake we had too many of you between us and them. Plus Rafa just sucks.” 
 
    “Hey,” he complained. “It was two on one.” 
 
    “You had the nexus turrets,” Davis chimed in for the first time, drawing some laughs from the others, for he wasn’t wrong. “And you did bring the box.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did bring the box,” he admitted. “I didn’t expect you to chuck it out of my range though.” 
 
    “I had a moment of not sucking. Rare as it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s going to get a lot less rare,” Jason added. “Eventually we’re going to have to downgrade that armor.” 
 
    “But not today,” Paul said, clapping Davis on the shoulder only to crumple to the ground unconscious as his armor’s perimeter defense stun got him on contact. 
 
    “What the…” Davis said, looking down at Paul. “I thought when I took the helmet off it auto-deactivated.” 
 
    He glanced at the others, only to see them barely holding in their laughter as one of the drones sensed Paul was unconscious and came down to revive him. 
 
    Jason walked over to his best friend and helped him up to his feet.  
 
    “Did I really just do what I think I did?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I hate that armor.” 
 
    “Sorry, Paul,” Davis apologized. “I didn’t realize it was still on.” 
 
    “I thought it turned off when your helmet retracted.” 
 
    “So did I,” Davis agreed. “Technical glitch?” 
 
    “Or you just neglected to hit the button,” Kerrie said, still smiling. “Anyway, it was worth it to see that. Thank you,” she said, throwing a glance at Paul. 
 
    “So much for brilliant strategist,” Steve added. “Death by thornmail.” 
 
    That got a snicker out of the others, who were trying to hold it in for Davis’s sake, but failing badly.  
 
    “What would happen if I let one of you wear the armor for a game?” he asked. 
 
    They all immediately began shaking their heads, with Oni finally answering in crystal clarity. 
 
    “It would be a slaughter. No thanks. You keep it until you no longer need it.” 
 
    “I’m not catching you guys. Not mathematically possible.” 
 
    “You don’t have to catch us, just get in the ballpark. Then we can go 10 vs 11 without augmentation.” 
 
    Davis cringed, thinking about taking punches from these guys in just a T-shirt and shorts. “I think I’ll hang on to the armor, thanks.” 
 
    “Now you know how we feel going up against Kara,” Paul added, poking a finger towards Davis’s shoulder but not touching until he nodded that it was safe, then the Archon tapped it twice just to make sure before leaning on the heavy suit as if it was a light pole. “It’s all about working the angles. We learn from the positions of advantage and disadvantage. And the point is we get better as we go along. Just as you did today. I couldn’t have done that without you, and you did more than stand there and take hits.” 
 
    “Good ankle shot,” Rafa added. “That won it right there.” 
 
    “Don’t expect it again,” Davis warned. “But thanks. It feels nice not to be totally helpless.” 
 
    “You up for another one?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I’m not that weak,” he scoffed. “What else have you got?” 
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    Davis walked into Wilson’s lab and sat down heavily on a chair, setting his elbows on the edge of one of the holotables and cradling his head in his hands. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” the Master Trainer said, pulling over a chair and sitting down opposite him. 
 
    “You have no idea,” he admitted, still staring at the floor as he rubbed his scalp through his short brown hair. “They really aren’t holding back on me.” 
 
    “That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Tell that to my aching body. How did we ever train such monsters?” 
 
    “How’s Kara doing?” 
 
    Davis finally looked up. “I don’t know. I rarely see her. I have to get at least 11 hours sleep or I’m worthless.” 
 
    “This is what Archon life is like. You’ve only done it part time since basic training. It’s going to take a while for you to adapt.” 
 
    “I’m starting to forget why I’m even doing this. The past is becoming a blur lost in the never-ending moment. I guess it’s supposed to be that way. I’ve just never experienced it like this.” 
 
    “That’s because when you went through basic training you already knew everything that was going happen. This is a truer test of your Archon skills.” 
 
    Davis leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling briefly. “Tell me this is paying off for you.” 
 
    “As far as data…yes. I’m getting loads of it. As for solutions…those I’m not getting. I’m finding more mysteries rather than answers.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The trailblazers are different now, and I think it has to do with Essence. It’s almost as if it’s a cheat, and they instinctively don’t like cheating. Have you noticed they rarely use it when sparring?” 
 
    “No,” Davis said flatly. “They use it all the time on each other.” 
 
    “No they don’t. Their abilities and power reserves are far deeper than they’re employing. It’s almost as if they don’t want to fight that way unless they need to. I think it has to do with the one shot problem manifesting again.” 
 
    “So they’re holding back?” 
 
    Wilson grinned. “Even when they’re holding back they are going at it hard in selective ways. I think the emergence of Essence warfare has soured their combat profiles enough that they’re having fun just doing things the old way again…with some modification. After all, who needs a sword when you can disintegrate something in less than a second?” 
 
    “My head hurts. Thinking is only going to make it worse,” Davis said, half serious. “Just lay out what you’ve found and include all the shortcuts. Please don’t make me guess. I’m half asleep already.” 
 
    Wilson leaned back and crossed his arms over his ample chest. “I think they’re chewing on problems collectively that were stumping them individually. I’ve seen them do this before, and I’m not even sure if they realize they’re doing it. When there is a challenge they can’t beat, they hit it over and over again from different angles until they find a crack. I think that’s what they’re doing now, searching for a way to get back to the standard Archon mojo that Essence abilities have wrecked.” 
 
    “Define ‘wrecked.’” 
 
    “Body strength, speed, agility, reflexes…all of these had to be earned, honed, and developed over years. Essence? Half the equation is how much your body can handle, the other half is how much is available. Magicite rings have cheated the second half of that equation, and with that cheating has allowed them to greatly increase the rate of training that using their own Essence alone would allow. The Uriti Essence is advancing them artificially fast…which is good for us…but what if someone else does the same? And if they’ve had a million years of it? Those scenarios get scary for even me to imagine. I think the trailblazers are subconsciously looking for an equalizer, or some way to return things to physical combat. And the kill Morgan made on the Nu’avi without using any Essence-only attack was the first inkling of this. But they haven’t figured it out yet. That’s clear.” 
 
    Davis sighed. “We finally get Essence figured out and now they’re trying to lose it?” 
 
    “The tissue density issue has also been grinding on them. Their existence was based on improving their skills, then when they started to hit development limits what were they supposed to do? Saiyan upgrades offered another path, as did Essence, but the basic weapon of an Archon is your body…and they can’t adapt like they used to. It’s like the game they’ve been playing nearly all their lives has been completed and they have nothing else to do now.” 
 
    “I’m so far from that it feels like that would be the promised land. You’re telling me they’re bored with it?” 
 
    “They don’t want a vacation, to sit back and relax and look back on past battles. They want to fight new ones. They have to always be on the move to feel normal, as you’re starting to understand the hard way, and frankly we don’t have much left to offer them. But like they always do, they’re tackling that problem as a challenge in and of itself and they’re chipping away at it. They might find something before I do, and their way of going about it is giving me some new ideas as well. The monsters we trained are quite good. Better than me in some respects. Hopefully together we can solve this.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” 
 
    “What happens if you make a Saiyan stand still indefinitely?” 
 
    Davis grimaced. “Their bodies tear themselves apart, I’m told.” 
 
    “Not quite that dramatic, but they take damage. They’ve been retooled so movement is the natural state rather than resting. Now standing still can be as damaging as a hard workout for a normal person. But it’s not just physical with them. The Saiyan upgrades came out of their own natural adaptations. The medtechs learned from what their bodies had already done and expanded on it. That’s why you and I cannot take the upgrades. Our bodies couldn’t handle it…yet. The possibility is always there, but your duties as Director and mine as a trainer keep our hours of training too low to even approach the physicality needed.” 
 
    “My aching muscles agree with you. Do you have any inklings of progress, or can I go take a nap now?” 
 
    “I have a feeling…that’s all.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I don’t think the trailblazers’ path forward lies in combat against the Hadarak. They’ve gotten us to the point where we can deal with it on our own. I think they have to go elsewhere to find bigger challenges beyond killing minions and Lurkers, though Paul, Roger, and Liam may still be needed for the latter if and when they come back.” 
 
    “Elsewhere?” 
 
    “I don’t have any ideas. But they need new challenges. Paul’s reaction to the maze was clear enough. Newness is what they’re lacking. What they crave. They know how to get benefit out of doing the same thing over and over again. That’s training in a nutshell. But the training is always based off of adapting to something new, and we’re in short supply of new other than standing and casting Essence abilities like some old school wizard who doesn’t need to be in shape at all, just carry a staff and have magic ability.” 
 
    “Ah. They don’t like the idea of some fat guy being able to best them using nothing but Essence abilities.” 
 
    “And being physically fit isn’t required for it, is it?” 
 
    “That makes sense. So they want another aspect of combat that can complement or supersede simple Essence use. Otherwise all the strength and speed they’ve built up will basically be wasted?” 
 
    “They haven’t said that to me, exactly, but I think it’s bothering them on some level. But they’re so geared into working the problems I don’t think they often take a step back to look at the situation and just think. They don’t see what they’ve become. They just see the next challenge. Did you know they rarely mingle with civilians?” 
 
    “I never thought to ask.” 
 
    “I did. They have trouble doing so. Some have even claimed to not be able to read them properly. That stupidity is one tactic an enemy can use against them because it’s unpredictable…but not to me. I’ve so used to dealing with people on all levels that I can predict the stupid, but I think the trailblazers are becoming so advanced they forget the way things used to be, and the way other people think. Even if they’re telepathically scanning their brains, they’ve lost the ability to be stupid. Everything has to be logical. And it creates a rift between them and everyone else. Because, face it, most of the population still thinks being stupid is how you spend time with friends.” 
 
    “Do they? Perhaps I’ve been so busy worrying about moons colliding with each other that I haven’t been mingling either.” 
 
    “You haven’t. And you’re worse than them. But you’re not on their level, so the effect isn’t the same. When they’re not together they isolate themselves and interact when needed. They don’t seek out others to spend time with. Even other Archons that are too junior they don’t like associating with, because they can’t interface with them for mutual benefit. Helping them, sure, but spending downtime is about them and not about carrying someone else. Since they’ve gotten here none of them have gone off on their own. They’re better when together, because they can move and think on the same level, and that helps them raise their game. To put it bluntly, they’ve outgrown the empire they helped build, and there is no turning back.” 
 
    “Not that I’d want them to,” Davis added. “But why are they insistent about involving me…oh. Are they…?” 
 
    “They’re looking at you like a lost brother they can add to their group, not a youngling to be trained. So don’t expect them to give you a break. Or Kara. But you’re the new find, she’s been around a while.” 
 
    “Are you saying they’re lonely?” 
 
    “No. It’s not camaraderie they need. That’s a luxury, in the physical capacity. What they need is camaraderie in the mission. Even if they’re on different planets and never see each other, they’re working on the same mission and on the same team. It’s the mission that is lacking now, because they’ve completed just about all we’ve given them or the universe has thrown at them. And the Hadarak…they can’t do much until we’ve built up enough strength. So they’re just waiting, passing time on whatever lesser missions they can get, even if those can be handled by others.” 
 
    “You’re saying this is worse than I imagined?” 
 
    “This can’t go on like this. I don’t know what will happen if it does. They won’t fall apart, but they will suffer for it. They already are. And bringing them together, as helpful as it is, won’t be enough if there isn’t another V’kit’no’sat empire for them to try and do the impossible against.” 
 
    “I take it you’re saying other galaxies aren’t going to be enough for them?” 
 
    “Not if they’re going to repeat past victories there. They need something new. The empire they helped forge can take on the repetitive stuff. We need them to do something…grand. I just don’t see what that is yet, and neither do they. But they can smell it. They can sense it exists, they just can’t find it.” 
 
    “A negative side effect of winning?” 
 
    “Did you ever celebrate in basic training with the other Archons? Or was every victory, at the most, just a sigh of relief before throwing yourself at the next mission?” 
 
    “They don’t want to bask in victory, they want more work?” 
 
    “They want to matter. And a warrior is built to fight, not to celebrate. Face it, the empire has hit a plateau. Our growth is in our size, resources, and territory. We’re replicating what has been done before, not advancing higher. At least not much. Not as much as they need.” 
 
    “Right now all I care about is getting some sleep and recharging enough for tomorrow’s challenges. Are they not fatigued enough?” 
 
    “No they’re not, because their bodies are doing stuff that is familiar. Nothing drastically new. Yours has gotten thrown in head first and is struggling to swim, so you’ve got plenty of new.” 
 
    “And the Clans?” 
 
    “A side project that has outlived its usefulness for them…while being a great asset to the empire. That’s what they do. They build stuff, they fight, and they move on. They’re not maintenance oriented. They’re…as we refer to them…trailblazers. You can’t blaze trail by walking on trail already laid down by them or others. They need to be thrown into the brush and have to hack it out on their own. I just wish I knew how to do that other than marooning them on an uninhabited planet with limited supplies and letting them fight the environment just to stay alive. It would help their mood immensely, but it would tear down their bodies too much. Face it, we lack the kind of enemy the V’kit’no’sat were. The Founders, while a problem for later, are a bunch of wizards and megaloids and their servants. Not dinosaurs.” 
 
    “I know that feeling from a different perspective. Sometimes I wish I had to build an empire from scratch all over again, but I’d just be repeating what I’ve already done with Star Force…not doing something new. Star Force is needed, which is why I created it. But it all comes down to that need. Without it we’re lost.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’re a trailblazer too, and they want you up to speed with them in the Archon realm.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s ever going to happen, but I’m at least able to interact with them better now.” 
 
    “It’s not about your power level, but your trailblazing ability. And in that regard, you’re even with them at the worst.” 
 
    Davis frowned. “No I’m not. They learn faster than I do.” 
 
    “No they don’t. You’ve just gotten stagnant from doing the Monarch thing. You’re lacking newness in that regard, but presently you’re getting plenty of it from your current fatigue. Isn’t there a part of you happier now than you can ever remember being before?” 
 
    Davis took a moment to reflect. “I hadn’t thought about it, but yeah. I’m stressed, but there’s no pressure of people’s lives at stake this time. That makes it a luxurious stress, if that makes sense. But I still badly want to sleep.” 
 
    “Get going then. We’re not going to solve this today. But I’m convinced there is a solution. We’re just blind to it, and like any other plateau, there is a way to break through it. We’re just going to have to keep them together until we do. We can’t send them back out unless the Hadarak war or something else really gets out of hand.” 
 
    “Agreed, on both fronts,” Davis said, standing up and heading for the door. “Sleep it is. Let me know when you find that crack. I’m not going to be much help. They really are working me over hard.” 
 
    He walked out, with just enough of a phantom limp testifying to how tired his legs actually were. 
 
    “That’s usually when epiphanies happen,” Wilson said to himself after the door closed behind Davis. “You may be the one to find it before they do.” 
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    Cal-com had not left the Temples in thousands of years, and his distant past in the service of the Elders now seemed like little more than a vivid dream. Star Force was his home now, and the Temples were his domain so much he had almost forgot there was a galaxy outside them. They were so massive, with so much to still explore that was ever changing as the caretaker programming had them periodically remaking entire regions into different habitats, that Cal-com had come to believe he would spend the rest of his life inside them without ever running out of things to do. 
 
    The Vargemma were still a threat, but one currently satiated with the return of the Founders. But that didn’t meant they were safe, nor could they be let outside the Temples or into the Star Force restricted sections, but a sense of normalcy had become the norms in the Temples and the number of individuals qualifying for the Varkemma had increased dramatically. Also, all new births within the Temples were now being given to Star Force maturias, meaning the number of troublemakers was now fixed and would not escalate given time. 
 
    That said, they also weren’t dying off, but they were contained and no longer trying to kill Star Force personnel. The fact that they could in the blink of an eye was ever-present in Cal-com’s mind, but in recent months his thoughts had been elsewhere as he traveled outside the temples to the Solar System at a mysterious recall order from Director Davis that did not state a reason. 
 
    He had chosen to come without an explanation, and now that he had finally arrived on the birthplace of Humanity, he felt all kinds of emotions he had forgotten he had…along with some new ones. This planet had been rendered nearly lifeless in terms of people, and in the aftermath the plants had taken over as no one was allowed to inhabit it until the Director gave the ok, and that didn’t happen until they developed a planet-scale defense against the Essence attacks that had ravaged it previously.  
 
    But now it was rebuilt, different, with less population, yet it was eerie. Almost as if everything here was built to be temporary. He didn’t get the sense of a permanent home, but rather a semi-permanent inhabitation that planned to move on after a given period of time or if a certain threat emerged. Most of the landmass was cities carved out of the vegetation, with the vegetation clearly making a statement as to it being the norm and the infrastructure the exception. 
 
    Most of the planet was ocean, and the cities on the surface or below it there were no different. All were mobile, or at least mobile capable, and connected to permanent support structures on the seafloor that looked like a spider had gotten very busy knitting an intricate web together beneath the water. And if he guessed, Cal-com would have said the majority of Earth’s population wasn’t on land, but submerged beneath the waves where the ocean would give them a decent amount of defense against conventional orbital bombardment…and Disintegration-style Essence attacks.  
 
    Cal-com’s dropship headed to one of the few cities that had a bastion on the surface of the ocean, and this was the most special in all of Star Force. It was named ‘Atlantis’ and was their capitol within a capitol within a capitol. It was the home of the Director and built entirely out of Petricite armor, ensuring that no Essence attack of any kind was going to harm those inside…in theory. There was running speculation of how one could overload it, but the exact specifications of the composition and thickness of the Petricite were a closely guarded secret that even Cal-com did not have access to. So if someone did want to attack the small city, they’d have to guess at its defensive capabilities. And that ambiguity would stop many attacks from happening, as opposed to knowing exactly what you had to face and adjusting your forces to meet that benchmark. 
 
    But he didn’t expect any attacks on Earth. The Vargemma were contained, the V’kit’no’sat were now part of the empire, the Zak’de’ron were not strong enough to mount such an assault, and the Neofan needed Star Force more than Star Force needed them. Unless some unknown threat arose Earth wasn’t going to be touched again…yet whoever designed its infrastructure clearly didn’t feel that way. This was a war-torn planet rebuilt with more war in mind. 
 
    When his dropship landed he walked out amidst a downpour of warm rain, using his Essence to create an invisible barrier over his head to keep the water off him. It collected up there rather than running off, then he casually dumped it to the side before walking inside the tarmac doors as an attendant welcomed and led him through the city to where the Director’s office was. 
 
    He walked up the staircase into the tower-top office already feeling a second familiar mind there, finding Paul leaning against the clear wall behind and to the left of the Director as he sat behind his equally clear desk. 
 
    “You summoned me?” he asked as he approached. 
 
    “That I did. Thank you for coming. I know it’s not a quick journey.” 
 
    Cal-com nodded to Paul, who said nothing, and patiently took a seat opposite Davis.  
 
    “We were unsure of your mindset, so we decided to bring you here and let you know what was happening before events start to occur. The Zak’de’ron are joining the Bond of Resistance and leaving this galaxy.” 
 
    Cal-com’s eyes widened in surprise, and he exchanged a quick glance with Paul. “Are their servants going with them?” 
 
    “No. Only the Zak’de’ron are leaving, and we are providing the Essence for their travel to the Krackel galaxy. There are no major powers there, and the Hadarak are tamely minding the Deep Core with only a few scouts into the Rim. It’s similar to the way this galaxy was before the Zak’de’ron formed the V’kit’no’sat and began pushing back on those scouts. They’re getting a chance to start over, and we’re happy to send them on their way. As for the servants, the Zak’de’ron are going to work with us and give us dominion over them. How exactly we don’t know, but it’ll be a transfer of command. Not just them disappearing and us having to step in and deal with the mess.” 
 
    “The Voku,” Cal-com said with distaste, guessing as to the reason he was called here. 
 
    “We wanted to know what your feelings were regarding them.” 
 
    “They are no longer my people. When I was cast out I became Star Force, and I have not regretted it. If I were to return, they would not fully accept me, even if the Elders themselves ordered it so. If you need it of me, I will do my duty, but another of equal skill would be better suited as a Reclaimer for them than me. A neutral entity without previous contact.” 
 
    “What do you anticipate their reaction will be when they learn the Zak’de’ron are permanently leaving?” 
 
    “They will be told?” 
 
    The Director nodded. “That’s part of the agreement. No lies. With any of their servants. They’re going to be told where they’re going and how they’re not coming back.” 
 
    “That will not be taken well, and if the other servants are as psychologically dependent on the concept of the Elders guiding their civilizations, you could see them collapse in small or total form when that unmovable pillar disappears.” 
 
    “You say that with more certainty than I expected.” 
 
    “I have experienced it,” Cal-com said, old memories long forgotten reemerging. “There will be no easy transition. It will be controlled madness at best. You need to understand, these servants are only taught to think within a set of firm boundaries. What you are going to tell them exists beyond those boundaries. The Elders are meant to be eternal. You are going to tell them they are not.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron are going to tell them, and we’ll be there when it happens.” 
 
    Cal-com closed his eyes, visions of horror inescapable from his calculating mind. “That may be worse. Hope that the Elders were still in play would sustain many if you told them and they vanished without a trace. You are about to take away all that drives them. Suicide is not our way, but I would not think it beyond any broken individual unless they have a sense of honor beyond service to the Elders.” 
 
    “And we’ve already seen what the Zak’de’ron do to those people,” Paul noted.  
 
    “That we have,” Cal-com agreed. “It is good to see you once again with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Did you think you could get summoned to Earth and I wouldn’t be here?” 
 
    “I thought you were still fighting the Hadarak on your Excalibur.”  
 
    “I was, then I got recalled,” he said, gesturing to Davis. 
 
    “We’re facing a moment in history,” the Director explained, “where there will be a great many transitions. I recalled all the trailblazers here so we could brainstorm how we are to proceed in regards to a great many things. Paul suggested we bring you here, as well other individuals of particular merit. You are the first of them to arrive, and you have the most knowledge of the Zak’de’ron servants because you were once one of them. We can’t afford to annex them in the traditional methods. That will be too costly, both for us and them. We need to have a plan in place before any of them know of the changes coming. What would you advise?” 
 
    “Bring the Bo’ja back to the Voku. Beyond that I have no immediate advice, but I can study the matter if you wish it?” 
 
    “Why the Bo’ja?” Paul asked. 
 
    “They were taken from the Voku for service to the Elders. It was a sacrifice that never should have been made. It denigrated the Voku to breeding stock, and I do not know how far their will has fallen since I was cast out. I led a mighty empire that was called upon to duty, not to endless defense while our contribution to war was reproduction.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron could have cloned as many Voku as necessary,” Paul differed. “They needed experienced individuals, so what they did to your race was more than just reproduction. They needed basic training. But I agree, it was an insult and denigration, and needs to be rectified.” 
 
    “I doubt any of my peers are still living with the Voku. Most were probably drafted into the Bo’ja, leaving those with the Voku as younglings elevated without experience of an offensive empire. And if there are some that remain, they will have had to let go of their honor or bury it deep down. I fear the Voku I left have been destroyed, and I would rather not deal with their living corpse. You can make them great again, in your own way. I could as well, but I find it…distasteful.” 
 
    “I understand…somewhat,” the Director said. “What task would you like? And that question has no boundaries.” 
 
    “I am content with my current task.” 
 
    “You don’t miss the stars?” Paul asked. 
 
    “I did not think so until I traveled here. If you are asking if the Temples are claustrophobic…” he said, a bit sarcastically, “…they are not. I have come to think of them as home, despite them being built by an enemy. I assume we still consider the Bond of Resistance as such?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “I would rather engage them in battle than have to face the scraps of my former race.” 
 
    “You view it as going backwards?” 
 
    Cal-com considered those words for a moment. “I do. Their future is not my own. You said your question was unlimited?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I have a recommendation.” 
 
    Davis leaned back in his seat and steepled his fingers. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You made me a Reclaimer to assimilate the Vargemma. I have not accomplished this task in full, but in part it is complete. To do so I have had to build a great deal, and as Dafchor I had to do the same. I also had to face a Skarron crusade that is very similar to the endless Hadarak attacks. Both were worthy tasks, but the one I felt we were destined for was building. It involved all aspects of our civilization, and our population expansion wasn’t for its own sake. It was always to accomplish a mission. There are vast regions of this galaxy’s Rim that are beyond Star Force’s influence. I believe, as long as the Grand Border holds, Star Force needs to mount a second campaign to civilize these regions…as well as the unruly neighbors within our borders.” 
 
    “Why?” Paul asked, before Davis could say anything. 
 
    “Because it doesn’t matter how big Star Force becomes and how much we accomplish if we don’t end up on your planet helping you. Those areas of the Rim probably do not even know Star Force exists, and all manner of darkness can thrive in the smallest of corners if they are overlooked. Spreading the light to those who need it is just as important as fighting the Hadarak. Perhaps more so, though the Hadarak are the necessary war. Bringing Star Force’s light to the small, dark places is an optional one. We need to take on that war in whatever measure we can manage now, and not wait until the Hadarak are driven from this galaxy.” 
 
    “And this is the task you would choose for yourself?” the Director asked. 
 
    “No. I have my task, up until you relieve me of it, and I have not completed it in full.” 
 
    “If you did, would you take on the war you suggest?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “Explain further,” Paul prompted. 
 
    “The honorable do not only fight in defense of themselves and their neighbors. They fight for everyone who needs assistance. They live for the fight, not the victory.” 
 
    Paul and Davis exchanged glances.  
 
    “Go on,” the Director urged. 
 
    “We are not meant to be stagnant. Peace is stagnant when one does not train. And one trains to be better capable of fighting the next war. Without war, without challenge, without a mission, a civilization loses its meaning. Warriors exist to go into areas where there is no peace and create it for the younglings and foundlings to take refuge in as they grow and heal. When they have done so sufficiently, they will seek out the war in a time of their choosing rather than that of the universe. The universe will throw it at you when you are not ready. Peace allows us to select our own timing, and that timing is when one embraces the path of the warrior. That path leads to the areas of the galaxy where injustice lives. We are meant to hunt it down and destroy it wherever it is, building civilization on the battlefields where we were victorious, and that civilization will be the cradle for future warriors, as well as a monument to our victory.” 
 
    “And what happens when we run out of wars to fight?” Paul asked. “When we conquer the entire galaxy and make it ‘peaceful?’” 
 
    “Then we spread our light to other galaxies.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    Cal-com frowned. “If the universe is infinite, there will be no end. Warriors do not fight towards an end. We fight because the fight itself is worthy. What we build may fall tomorrow. Nothing is permanent. There can be no ‘end’ to work towards. I do not understand your question.” 
 
    “If there is not an ‘end’ and we keep fighting the same battles over and over again, what are we accomplishing?” 
 
    “Light and darkness have an effect on people, because people adapt to their environment. Warriors are less affected, because they rise up to face and change negative environments, but most do not. They are consumed by them, or embrace them and spread more darkness. Every victory we have, every bit of light we shine, has an effect on those involved, and it changes them. The same is true of darkness. I have seen the light of Star Force, and short of memory loss I can never fully lose it now. It has permanently become part of me, and cannot be undone. If that is the ‘end’ you speak of, then we are accomplishing permanent victories with every person we affect enough to make it stick. And that occurs with repetitive experience stacks.” 
 
    “Which the universe then erases when it so casually kills those people,” the Director added. 
 
    “Do you know that?” Cal-com questioned. “When we die, are you certain there is no correlation between what we accomplish here to what occurs afterwards?” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of this, except that the Core separates from the brain where those memories are held.” 
 
    “It is more than just memories. More than just biology. I have seen it personally with brain-damaged Voku. When we healed the damage, the erased skills were not completely gone. Something in their Core had altered, and it stuck. They relearned faster the second time, and in some cases demonstrated a knowledge of things that were not present in their brain. It came across as instinct or other unfathomable but real life occurrences. Have you not had similar scenarios with the injured?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Director said. “But it’s something I’m going to look into.” 
 
    “No going back,” Paul whispered, his eyes looking past Cal-com to somewhere else. “We’re not just fighting for other people, but our own Core development.” 
 
    “Warrior is not a description of the past, but a state of being in the present.” 
 
    “Did the Zak’de’ron teach you this?” 
 
    “In a way. When they cast me out I was forced to either crumble in sorrow or analyze everything. You helped me a great deal with that, Paul. Why are my words so surprising to you when much of it originated from your own counsel?” 
 
    Paul sighed. “We have become what you might call battle numb. With the Zak’de’ron leaving, we are essentially victorious and looking at either endless carnage against the Hadarak or maintenance of what we have already built. We are having trouble finding our way forward.” 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat defined you,” Cal-com said, suddenly seeing it in his friend’s eyes. “Now you have surpassed and absorbed them. Your nemesis is gone, and not even the multi-galactic power of the Hadarak can replace it. You know how to fight, and when, but you have lost the ‘why?’” 
 
    “Not lost,” Paul slightly corrected. “Just misplaced for the moment. I used to do that with the TV remote far too much.” 
 
    “Then let me help illuminate it for you,” Cal-com said with all seriousness. “When I was lost you showed me the way, and that way is as clear now as ever, if not more so with every millennia that passes. You built this empire, so your view of it is different than mine, and I am beginning to understand how your perspective could be compromised. But your purpose remains constant. The V’kit’no’sat are not gone. Their kind continue to exist, you are just not as weak as you were before, and many people are changed because of it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Then go to those who have not seen Star Force’s light. Not in your starships behind walls and sensors. Find the dark corners and throw yourself into them with all the power you have now and did not have then. I believe the old you will return, and be grateful for the power rather than seeing it as cheating you out of a formidable challenge. A naval commander cannot become callous to the damage his fleet does by being too far afield from it. You must walk the planets you bombard to calibrate, otherwise they begin to feel meaningless. And that is something the Elders taught us. Sometimes we must steel our emotions to do what must be done, but we must not permanently lose our calibration in doing so. We must maintain a personal connection to the battlefield.” 
 
    Paul stared at the Voku for a moment. “Will you show me how to do this?” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    The trailblazer looked over at Davis. “Permission to go awol for a while?” 
 
    “I’m sure the other 100 can continue to beat me up without you,” he said, looking to Cal-com for a moment. “Fieldtrip granted. Leave now before the others volunteer to go with you.” 
 
    Paul pushed himself off the window he’d been leaning on into a brisk walk, tapping Cal-com on the shoulder. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Immediately?” the Voku asked, rising out of his chair at a more elegant speed.  
 
    “Immediately,” Paul confirmed, already heading down the stairs.  
 
    “This is more important than you know,” the Director said as Cal-com was halfway there, with him stopping and glancing back. “The future of the empire depends on it.” 
 
    “Then I will not fail,” he said firmly before turning and following Paul down the stairs.  
 
    Davis sat in his desk as the two disappeared from view, then spun his chair around so he could stare out across the city and the ocean beyond, processing everything that had been said during the conversation again and looking for any epiphanies he could find, with one thread rising to dominance over the rest. 
 
    A second warfront to ‘civilize’ the Unexplored Frontier…and their neighbors that were behaving only well enough to avoid annexation.  
 
    Davis hadn’t done that because there were always too many people to save and not enough resources to do it, so he had to pick and choose. Mandating that their neighbors allow people to leave if they want had been his way of helping those he couldn’t get to, and his scouts did a good job of monitoring whether or not people were being allowed to leave, but they couldn’t see everything or be everywhere.  
 
    A lot of those worlds needed annexed, but they were obeying the loose guidelines and that had put them as less worthy targets than others. And with the Hadarak banging on the door constantly how could he divert resources away from that overbearing threat to deal with the ‘little dark corners’ that Cal-com had mentioned.  
 
    Now that the Grand Border was complete and holding, he did have additional options. Options he’d never had before, and with the Zak’de’ron leaving he’d have even more. And it wasn’t like Star Force wasn’t expanding out there. They’d been nibbling away at the Unexplored Frontier constantly, just not very fast.  
 
    “Damn it, he’s right,” Davis said to himself. “Now I’ve gotten punch drunk from the logistics side. We can’t wait to defeat the Hadarak before helping those people. If we do the Hadarak win with a stalemate.” 
 
    He sighed, running numbers through his head and not liking what he was finding. Why did they always have to operate at their limits? Couldn’t they just, for once, take it easy enough to build up a reserve? That’s what he’d been doing recently, prepping for the invasion of the Hadarak Zone in an effort to retake it and the galaxy in full, though not knowing what kind of mess they’d get to in the Deep Core when they eventually got there. 
 
    If they got there. 
 
    “Priorities,” he mumbled, kicking himself for not seeing it sooner. This transition with the Zak’de’ron leaving and absorbing their holdings was the top priority, assuming the Grand Border held. After that it was a choice between fighting endless waves of Hadarak in a defensive action or going on offense and trying to push them back to the Deep Core. 
 
    But they couldn’t do that if they made a significant push into the Far Rim.  
 
    “The beacons are lit…” Davis said, already knowing what his eventual decision would be.  
 
      
 
    ----------- 
 
    While you wait…for the next Star Force episode, you may want to check out John Walker’s ‘Legacy War’ box set if you need some additional reading to stave off your boredom.  
 
    US Amazon Link 
 
    UK Amazon Link 
 
      
 
    Also… there is a Star Force mobile card game in early development called ‘Galactic War Empires.’  
 
    Game Crowdfunding Page 
 
    Game Facebook Page 
 
      
 
      
 
    www.aerkijyr.com 
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