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    November 27, 154967 
 
    System 9932045 (Hadarak Territory) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    The Star Force scout ship had been to this system before, surveying the heavy infestation that existed beyond the planets. Great strands of what looked like string were visible even from this distance, and together they massed the equivalent of several planets, made from the inner cores of those existing ones that were now gutted. Many had crumbled into rubble orbiting the two stars at system’s center, while others were still inhabited, but with huge spires coming off them and forming thorny halos that orbited with the rotation of the planet. 
 
    This system was one of the many that made up the zone of heavy resistance, or as some had come to refer to it as the ‘Web Wall.’ It was similar to the Grand Border, except on the Hadarak side, and was only a few dozen systems thick, but it surrounded the entire Core keeping out those the Hadarak did not want in…and potentially to keep in those it did not want to get out. 
 
    The scout ship could not enter the system near the star safely, for it was cluttered with enemy ships and stations…all of which were alive, and they were placed along the jumplines to destroy anything that came in, or to run down anything that came in elsewhere and attempted to get through and jump to another system. 
 
    The scout ship might have been able to make it through, but the slow route was the wiser. It had come in at slow speed and braked heavily early so it arrived out of its jump far out into the system where the defenses were not. This scout ship had been here for 13 days on this trip, with the simple mission of making sure that the area was clear of enemies where the attack fleet would be coming in. 
 
    If the Hadarak thought Star Force was going to do a simple area sweep coming off the Grand Border, then they were going to be in for a shock. Already there were 18 columns reaching out across Hadarak territory and taking select systems in an ‘island hopping’ maneuver that was establishing supply routes…but not through safe systems. They had to pass through enemy territory dozens of times to get to the next safe haven, but given the fact that Star Force could protect its convoys extremely well and Wardens were so slow they couldn’t intercept them, the only real threat was from Lurkers, which was why each convoy had at least one Avenger-class warship with them. 
 
    There was a string of new bases going up in the systems they took, but if Star Force waited around the Hadarak would get the idea of what they were doing, so many attack fleets were making diversionary attacks elsewhere while some fleets skipped ahead to the primary targets…and this was one of them. Star Force was going to win this war concurrently in the Core, then backfill the rest of Hadarak territory and meet up with Clan Kai’sa that was taking and holding bits of territory around the Grand Border. But in order to get to the Core, you first had to take down the Web Wall enough to get ships through to the other side en mass. 
 
    Trouble was, some of the webs out there could use Essence like Lurkers could, though these were immobile. There was also a variety of nasty weapons not seen elsewhere on the Star Force side of the wall, making this the first big fight Star Force was going to have with the Hadarak, and if the travel times had been estimated correctly, they should be arriving any time now. 
 
    The scout ship sat just off the jumpline and kept watch with its passive sensors, sending burst transmissions out of the system on the jumpline so the incoming ships could intercept the signals just before their braking maneuvers so they could see what was ahead of them. It was one of the more important jobs for scout ships, and in a flash of highly accelerated star light being directed back inward, the first of the warships slid to a stop within visual sight range of the cloaked scout ship. 
 
    But it wasn’t the only one. More followed at tight intervals, like giant sharks congregating together as they got some minimal spacing between them while waiting for the others to come in. The scout ship just sat and watched, seeing a variety of support ships enter the system in the convoy before a fleet of Avengers arrived.  
 
    The Irondel onboard the scout ship fist pumped in unison when seeing them, ready to watch some fireworks as the Avengers moved out of the main fleet into their own hunting group while the rest of the system was probably still unaware of their arrival given how far out in the system they were emerging, but that wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    More and more regular ships arrived, holding onto their drones as the warships stacked up into rows waiting…and then something truly massive appeared. It wasn’t a Borg vessel, nor a Mach’nel. The scout ship crew didn’t know what it was until they ran it through the ship silhouette database, and just as the identification came up, a second Ysalamir entered the system, just as massive. 
 
    “I thought they were obsolete?” the scout ship Captain said, impressed but confused. 
 
    “ID tags indicate recent construction, and those are bigger than what we had in the past,” another of the crew answered, tapping on a tiny console given his 10 inch height as a third Ysalamir arrived, this one slightly different in make but still of massive size, measuring at least 1000 miles long.  
 
    “I got it,” another Irondel said, coming onto the bridge carrying boxes of popcorn kernels the size of their hands, then he froze and nearly dropped them when he saw the Ysalamir on the main display. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Bring the food,” the Captain said, getting his box and leaning back in his command chair as he raised the foot rest up out of it and settled in with everyone else doing likewise as more support ships followed the three Ysalamir out of their jumps. “Helm, keep us in good viewing range at your discretion. Our job here is done…you did send the packet?” 
 
    “As soon as the first ship arrived,” the comm officer said, referring to the detailed system scans they’d done the past two weeks.  
 
    “Good. Time for the good guys to kick some ass,” he said, biting out a huge chunk of one of the popcorn kernels. “Two steps from hell,” he mumbled as he pressed a key on his command chair, delving into his personal music stash. “Battle songs and loop…” 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Lucin stood onboard one of the regular warships manned by H’kar, despite him being a Kvash and far shorter than the exoskeleton-clad race. His body was actually the harder, and the more immobile, but his mind was sharp and he’d selected this ship to command in the mixed fleet given to him by Randy-021. Lucin had full command, and no trailblazer was here, nor senior Archon, for he knew dozens of assaults like this were happening at approximately the same time across the galaxy, branching off from what would soon be Star Force supply lines in a fashion that made these assaults impossible to predict. 
 
    This one was entirely up to the Grand Admiral, and never before had anyone in Star Force assaulted fortifications such as this. The major jumplines were covered in growths, allowing only a narrow corridor of clear space at the very center to get through them safely down to the star, forcing anyone entering at any moderate altitude to emerge into a gauntlet of living weaponry, and if his intelligence was correct, some of those growths could telekinetically rip a small ship apart at a range of several hundred thousand miles. 
 
    But not all of the growths had Essence abilities. The ones that did were the Avengers’ problem. The rest, which were dangerous for other reasons, were for the Ysalamir to tackle and remove, with the fleet covering both key weapon platforms as the Vargemma in a neighboring ship indicated they could already see Essence build up in the defenses, meaning the Hadarak knew they were here before traditional sensor bounceback could occur. 
 
    “Gravity sensors,” he mumbled to himself. They could see the silhouettes as they arrived, given the size of his ships, and only a fourth of his fleet had arrived so far, but he couldn’t wait for all of them to get here and give the Hadarak the advantage of positioning.  
 
    “Wing commanders, deploy,” he said, mentally tagging the attack vectors and assigning priority targets in the system for them to go after. “Captain, take us here…” 
 
      
 
    Four Avengers flew in formation towards the nearest ‘webs’ on the jumpline they’d entered the system on, seeing a corkscrew-shaped tree extending millions of miles with strands only a few miles thick at most. But within those strands were Essence storage wells, and the amount they were showing charging was beyond their grand total in all the Star Force ships in this system. 
 
    And that’s why they weren’t going to slug it out. The Maty had extensive records on how these growths worked, what they could and couldn’t do, and Star Force had found a critical weakness the Avengers were about to exploit.  
 
    Essence existed in the bodies of all the people in the growth, and by people that meant the structure itself, for it wasn’t one giant person, but rather a colony of them melded together into a living structure. Yet the Essence wells weren’t the bodies of these people, they were the bodies of certain ones engineered into living containers that then drew Essence from the rest slowly over time for storage.  
 
    Where they were located was impossible to determine unless you could scan with Essence, and the Avenger-class warships could, so they knew where to target. The trick was how to get there without having to slug it out. 
 
    The Hadarak fortifications were virtually impregnable against a direct assault, and they also had enough ranged weaponry to prevent people from poking them down gradually, but what they didn’t have was localized mass, for it was spread out so far across the system it had to be thin construction, at least as far as miles wide warships went.  
 
    The four Avengers finally broke apart, angling to different targets as they flew around or through minion swarms of such numbers they looked like nebula, but the knife-shaped ships lived up to their silhouettes and cut through them like butter, ramming those that got in the way and barely feeling the collisions as their Essence-enhanced shields burned through them on contact. 
 
    Each of the four ships aligned on a slightly curved trajectory to their targets, then pulsed their jump drives while pulling on nearby planets for the slightly lateral movement needed…with the first one blinking out in massive acceleration while deploying a hard light Essence battering ram over from the front of the ship ahead of the shields…the latter of which hopefully wouldn’t be needed if the calculation of the density of the web strand was in the ball park. 
 
    The Avenger sliced through the Essence well section of the strand so fast it couldn’t be seen, nor targeted for counterattack. It didn’t slow down at all, and didn’t fire a shot…merely using physics to its advantage and running into and through the target section with the speed of the collision pulling the strand out of alignment as it frayed and disintegrated, causing both sides of the breach to twist and list as they were not disconnected. 
 
    A good hit, but hardly debilitating…unless you could see Essence, for the when the body of the ‘well keeper’ was hit and destroyed, all the Essence it contained was released in a harmless explosion that blanketed the area with a tsunami of free Essence that quickly retreated to the Essence realm, but some lingered long enough for the rest of the fleets in the system to pick up small amounts of it well over a million miles away.  
 
    The other three ships were likewise successful, and none of them were damaged, though their ‘rams’ were disintegrated and they had to form new ones before going after additional wells on the same strand all the way in to the star as other Avenger groups were working on more strands elsewhere. 
 
    There were so many of them in the system the ships would have to dock and refill from the Essence tankers in the fleet multiple times, but the Hadarak had no defense against the hit and run tactics. They relied on the anonymity of the wells to protect them from targeted attacks, but you couldn’t hide such Essence stores once they began to be drawn upon for system defense. 
 
    Taking them out didn’t clip the strands of their Essence weaponry, nor the Essence currently stored in the people in the strand itself, but the majority of their power was gone, and the truly long range Essence attacks that consumed so much to gain the extra distance were now no longer an issue to worry about. 
 
    Once those ranges were determined and a safe line was established, the first of the Ysalamir were brought in, with a conventional battle having to be fought by the regular fleet ahead of it to clear the path, and the carnage of that was mind boggling. Hundreds of thousands of Star Force drones against millions of minions and Hadarak warships. If they’d waited until the fighting was over it would have taken months, so the fleet didn’t fight to win, but rather to clear the path ahead enough for the Ysalamir to get its first shot off. 
 
    The massive ship sent a stream of projectiles out in rapid sequence, looking like it was spitting a line of dots for Pacman to gobble up, and it didn’t stop. It kept going on and on until the first objects finally collided with the distant strand, hitting it and imbedding in the growth or, usually, just deflecting off it as a cascade of energy weapons on the strand tried to target the objects, and succeeded with many, but not all. Those that hit did almost no damage, nor were they supposed to, for they were merely the conduit for the weapon discharge to come.  
 
    Star Force had learned this trick from an old enemy, and the Assault Pillar-class Ysalamir summoned up its destructive energy matrix and launched it out the front of the vessel just above the projectile launcher that had not stopped its stream of releases.  
 
    The Ysalamir energy could not travel far before dissipating, but it soon found one of the moving objects and clung to it, then arced off it to the next one ahead…and the next, and the next, regathering its cohesion on each landing and launch as it made its way down the long stretch of objects that were not destroyed by it, for they had been designed to catch and release it…and nothing else. 
 
    It took nearly a minute for the blue/white energy matrix to make it all the way from the ship to the strand, and when it did it sunk into the 1.4 mile wide growth at the desired point, but it did not explode. Instead it absorbed into it, immediately turning the sickly green/grey material of the strand black with it flaking off in bits and pieces as the effect spread in both directions down the length of the crooked coil. 
 
    And it continued spreading for thousands of miles before finally expending the cascade reaction Star Force had built into it and tuned specifically for these growths, destroying so much mass that it would have taken the conventional fleet days of continuous firepower to rip apart everything that the Ysalamir had belatedly just destroyed over the course of 48 minutes.  
 
    The Bsidd commander of the Ysalamir bobbed his angular head in satisfaction at the weapon results, for it had never been tested against such a structure, only small samples, and he was relieved that the Mastertechs’ analysis had been correct. But even with that massive amount of destruction accomplished, it was a small dent in the network of growths across this system. 
 
    “Recharge weapon and deploy to second position. This is going to take a while, so get comfortable,” he told his command crew onboard the Ysalamir as the fleet continued to keep the enemy minions off them. “Time to mow the sepla grass.” 
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    December 17, 154967 
 
    System 882934 (Hadarak Territory) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 waited inside his astromech, mentally bonded to it inside the Excalibur, as the first Hadarak mainline vessels came out of their interstellar jump blind to his position. The long range Star Force weapons destroyed them before they even had a chance to flee, for Paul had accurately predicted the point on the jumpline where they would emerge…for they didn’t expect an ambush in one of their own systems. 
 
    There were four planets here filled with Hadarak, but all the naval assets were gone, destroyed by Paul as he waited here for 5 days based on the reports from the hundreds of thousands of scout ships out gathering data on Hadarak systems and the movements of their fleets, and in this case, the position of their Wardens in particular. For while other trailblazers were leading invasion fleets, Paul was back to solo hunting in his Borg vessel, but he was no longer trying to track down the remaining elusive Lurkers. 
 
    He was going after the slow traveling Wardens, and didn’t even care about the mainline units he was destroying now. The Excalibur was here because there were three Wardens soon to arrive with them, and each of those took thousands of years to grow to decent size…whereas mainline ships could reach maximum size within 4 four years. 
 
    Those could be spammed, the Wardens could not, and it was the Wardens that were the key to the Hadarak invasion, though it didn’t appear so now. Back when the V’kit’no’sat were still independent, the Wardens were the most terrifying thing in the galaxy…but only because the Hadarak hadn’t shown their other units. Lurkers were far more dangerous, and the mainline ships were far faster. The Wardens were slow, bulky, and didn’t have ranged weaponry. 
 
    But what they were, was mobile battle stations and the brains behind the swarms. 
 
    In addition to that, they were MCVs that could reproduce all of their units from resources harvested in the field starting from onboard factories rather than the small seed units the Hadarak were using to spread new colonies elsewhere. Those took a lot of time to replicate out into full blown bases, but a Warden could land and create a base in a fraction of the time, as well as processing the resources for it to be built with by extending its tentacles down in the molten core of the planet and siphoning material directly rather than having to mine it out of the crust with an army of burrowers. 
 
    Paul had learned there was a lot more to the Wardens than even that, not to mention their ability to ram planets and penetrate most defenses with their sheer mass and momentum. One aspect was Essence communication, which wasn’t found in many, but Davis had teams out looking for it and had tracked some transmissions back to some specific Wardens that appeared no different than the others.  
 
    So they not only coordinated the local units, acting like a mastermind to make them fight better, but they were also somehow linked to other Wardens across the galaxy…but not in a regular manner. The Maty had some information on this, but not enough, and Paul knew they hadn’t seen the full Hadarak playbook yet. 
 
    But his instincts told him he needed to go Warden hunting, but he couldn’t just wait on a pipeline and pick them off coming in. He needed to know where they were and where they were moving to, and thanks to the scout ships he had an updating map that he checked in with periodically at secret drop boxes within Hadarak-owned systems that the scout ships would dump their data into, then others would make patrol runs from one drop box to another, copying and carrying the data around so people like Paul had a decent idea of what was moving where given the fact there was no communications network this deep into Hadarak territory. 
 
    Paul wasn’t all the way to the Web Wall, but he was two thirds of the way to it, intent on getting the Wardens before they could get to their targets, and some truly massive ones were showing up recently. He didn’t know if they were held in reserve in the Core until now or were coming from other galaxies, but each one he picked off could not be regrown during this war. Star Force would be at the Core long before that, and once they blocked off their intergalactic reinforcements, only local growths would come into play. 
 
    At that point there would be a fixed number of Wardens, and without them all the Hadarak had was the Lurkers…which were thinned out already…and their Mainline ships with minion transports. Those Star Force knew how to handle, and even a small outpost with planetary defense shields could stop them from getting onto a friendly planet or a recently cleansed one. It was the threat of Warden ramming that made it impossible to establish strong points and lock down planets against the Hadarak save for a massive amount of resources being devoted to the task. 
 
    Others were out hunting Wardens too, but Paul was better at it because they didn’t have a full map to work with. He had bits and pieces coming in, and the ones tagged he could find easily enough, for they couldn’t go too far in any direction if Paul showed up at a system and didn’t find them. It was finding more nearby and guessing where they might be moving through the most that Paul was having to use his instincts for. 
 
    And he was getting very good at it. 
 
    But the galaxy was huge, and they could move thousands through it without Paul knowing up until they hit the Grand Border…and right now it was getting very little business, for Star Force had moved the fight into Hadarak territory and they enemy’s mobile fleets were now fighting on the defensive.  
 
    They were losing, and bad, but they had previously conquered so much territory the losses of systems were insignificant. The losses of Lurkers and Wardens were not, so while others focused on taking territory away from them and breaching the Web Wall, Paul was going for the longer lasting victories, and he was about to get another 3 as the approach vector sensors began to ping a large contact in super accelerated reflected sunlight. 
 
    Soon afterwards a Tier 4 Hadarak came out of its braking maneuver amidst a swarm of mainline ships before and after it, along with an Essence-enhanced Tar’vem’jic nailing it almost immediately and burning through the outer layers of Yeg’gor like a chainsaw, with the mainline ships running into the beam intentionally to try and protect the Warden as it began to slowly spin, dragging the constant beam away from the hole it was digging into it. 
 
    Paul flew the Excalibur closer, plowing through the minion clouds being released from the Hadarak and seeing his shields dip with the ramming, but he kept the Tar’vem’jic in line with the target hole and dug it deeper and deeper as a second Tier 4 Hadarak arrived behind it, and almost rammed it as the first one had not yet fully cleared the jumpline. 
 
    The trailblazer ignored it and stayed in position over the first, switching out Tar’vem’jic batteries as each had to periodically recharge. He had 4 of the largest ever built installed in the Excalibur specifically for this mission…along with enough Essence wells to provide him with additional firepower for months of heavy combat without having to be refilled by tanker, for he was far from any such support. He’d have to return to a secret waypoint base for supplies and Essence, which he had already done several times, and he hated leaving to do it. But each back he made came with several hundred Warden kills, and without the modifications made to the Excalibur that would have been down to 10 or 12. 
 
    Paul was having to tank a lot of damage with his ship’s shields in order to stay with the Warden, but he remained outside grapple field range, as well as tentacle range, and the Warden was not fast enough to even try and maneuver away from the Borg vessel. All it could do was spin and order its escorts to attack, but Paul had killed so many in stages as they came out of the jump they didn’t have the numbers to force him to break off, and every minute he stayed with the Warden meters and meters of Yeg’gor were disintegrated. 
 
    This Warden had thicker armor than most, and the Tar’vem’jic didn’t penetrate to the weaker inner tissue until a depth of 28 miles. That was odd for a Tier 4, and the first Paul had seen. He knew the Yeg’gor got thicker with age, like trees adding rings, but they also got larger and that required more Yeg’gor to keep the same thickness. This one had to have maintained its size and added more depth to its armor, making Paul consider the possibility that maybe this was a different breed, or maybe had a different mission prior to this purge, but that didn’t matter, for Paul eventually got through the outer layer and continued to burn down through the other miles of tissue much faster, eventually getting to the central brain using Tar’vem’jic alone as the second Hadarak tried to ram the Excalibur. 
 
    It was a good move, and he had to break off to dance around it like a slow moving snowball rolling down a shallow hill, and as it blew past him he moved the Excalibur back into position and continued to pour a tiny needle of energy down into the beast and poke into its brain. 
 
    He saw the visible twitch when it finally got there, but the beam kept going straight through, not expanding laterally, so it didn’t kill the Hadarak. This one was too big for that, and it continued to adjust its rotation to try and throw off the target lock Paul had as the view of it was so obscured by minion clouds that Paul could barely see what he was shooting at on visuals.  
 
    Now that he had the conduit burrowed through the armor, he released an Essence attack on the surrounding cloud of minions, killing all of the small ones immediately as the heart attack weapon targeted their blood pumping and shut it down. The larger ones, along with the mainline ships, were hindered momentarily, but shook it off and kept fighting as the corpses of the others were plowed aside as the Excalibur moved out of the mess, giving Paul clear shots at the remaining Hadarak ships that continued to pursue him. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to target each of them mentally, but Paul let his crew handle most of it with the smaller weapons covering the cube-shaped vessel burning through or exploding them with single shots for the most part. The mainline ships took more hits to go down, but even with the arrival of the third Hadarak, which was a smaller Tier 3, and its release of minions, the Excalibur was in good enough position to clear a conduit down to the first Warden and fire another Tar’vem’jic briefly to clear out the creep of the innards that was slowly sealing off the hole beneath the Yeg’gor. 
 
    As soon as that beam shut down a projectile was shot out from the ship which Paul flew remotely down to the Hadarak, fighting against the grapple fields and some minions that tried to block the hole and ram it aside. Neither worked, and the specialized drone bomb flew down inside the bore hole heading towards the brain at the center. 
 
    Paul kept the ship over the bore hole so he could maintain control. If his comm array moved to the side slightly the bulk of the Warden would eclipse it and the drone would continue on its own preprogramming, but the trailblazer wanted to keep the reigns on this one all the way down. 
 
    He flew it from the drone’s point of view, traveling down the conduit as bulges of material burst out from the side walls with cascades of liquid falling down like waterfalls under the gravity of the Hadarak itself. He was flying a half mile every few seconds, and was slowing down as he went, for if he rammed the far side it would destroy the drone before it could detonate. It wasn’t a ‘blow it up with anything’ bomb, but one that required a very specific chain reaction internally, and that meant the drone had to survive to target, otherwise it would be destroyed or prematurely detonate where it wouldn’t seriously hurt the Hadarak. 
 
    Even with all of Star Force’s Essence weaponry, destroying one was almost impossible. They were just too big and had too much mass. The key was to get to the brain and kill it there, leaving the rest of the Hadarak intact.  
 
    Apparently the other two Wardens realized they weren’t going to save this one, so they called off all the minions and Mainline ships still alive, along with those still arriving on the jumpline, and summoned them to the two Wardens as they accelerated as hard as they could towards the star, attempting to run there and hide before Paul could come after them. 
 
    That was also a smart move, but it wasn’t going to save them in the long run, and as the drone finally got to the ocean of liquid and chunky gore at the bottom of the bore hole and rammed into it at slow enough speed to penetrate, Paul flew it down into the zero gravity at the center of the Hadarak while also was reconfiguring the ship for star dive.  
 
    The drone eventually got to a point where the bore hole was too small, and it got jammed between two walls of swelling inside the brain, but it had reached its detonation. Paul triggered the overload to begin, then monitored the geyser of material shoot out the bore hole and into space after the transmission from the drone cut out.  
 
    The rotation of the Warden became ballistic, meaning no more corrections to try and twist out of alignment with the Excalibur. The tentacles also stopped moving, and the grapple fields surrounding the beast disappeared. It was now brain dead, but it would take days for the rest of the body to catch up, and the minion production factories inside could still be active for weeks, so all of the danger wasn’t gone yet, but the Warden could no longer maneuver or attack, meaning mission accomplished. 
 
    Paul left that dead Warden behind and headed towards the star, not catching the two fleeing Hadarak before they got there, so he dove into the star following the convection trail they left upon entering, and seeing that they had split up as they delved deeper into the glowing material. 
 
    He couldn’t attack them here the same way, and they couldn’t use their tentacles at extreme depths without exposing the softer innards under those orifices in the Yeg’gor. Their grapple fields were also hindered by the mass of the stellar material, though they could still use them for some tasks.  
 
    The only way Paul could kill them now was to basically dock with one of them and repeat the process at point blank range…but he had to find and get to them first, and if they went too deep he wouldn’t be able to follow…and with this star, he couldn’t scan all the way down either. The material was too dense, so if he didn’t get them quickly, and they went straight towards the interior, he was going to lose them. 
 
    But not today. He was going to get at least one, and if the other survived he’d leave a cloaked monitor drone in the system to watch for when it came out, then that drone would run to the nearest drop box and report it leaving while Paul went chasing other leads. He knew better than to wait here and lay siege, for that was a waste of time even if he eventually did catch it coming out.  
 
    There were too many Wardens out there for him to go after, so if he couldn’t get them by the end of today, or maybe tomorrow, then he’d leave. And within a star, one didn’t fly through it at any sort of ‘speed,’ especially when you were in a 327 mile wide warship or a nearly equal sized living asteroid. At least not when you got down to the deeper and denser layers in the star.  
 
    Right now they were still in the thin stuff up top, and Paul had caught up enough to already catch some draft off the one that had gone left and was angling down rather than doing a straight deep dive. 
 
    He’d catch up within an hour and a half, maybe two. Then it was as good as gone. It was the other one that he wasn’t sure about, but he was still tracking it, even as the sensor image grew gradually fainter over time. 
 
    And this was one of the rare few times he kicked himself for going with an unaerodynamic box-shape for a warship, for the drag on the hull was far worse for the Excalibur than it was for the Hadarak, and he didn’t have the shield power to alter its shape by creating null zones around it. There was too much buoyancy factor to fight if he did that, which amplified the deeper he went. 
 
    But Paul’s ship was still faster, and now that he was on the scent, he knew this one wasn’t going to get away, and it probably did as well, so he took the opportunity to reach out to it telepathically using the equipment on his ship designed by the Furyans and Uriti Wranglers after they had had their partial language breakthrough with the enhancements in the Furyan minds. 
 
    If you wish to live, we can negotiate terms… he said, not in words, but in a method that the Megaloids should be able to understand, no matter what their race. 
 
    What terms? it replied, shocking Paul so much his passive, eyes closed face in his astromech cocoon visibly twitched… 
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    If you stop fighting us, I let you go, Paul said, not sure where this was going.  
 
    Go where? 
 
    That was a good question. If the other Hadarak wouldn’t accept a traitor, he didn’t actually have anywhere to go.  
 
    You can stay here and we will ignore you. We are fighting because your kind are trying to destroy us. Stop doing that, and we are no longer enemies. 
 
    I do not want to die, but what you ask is impossible. We must cleanse this galaxy so life can restart anew. It is our purpose. 
 
    I know of others like you with a similar purpose. They found out that they had a choice and could find a new purpose. Now they are our allies. Why must the Hadarak be our enemies? 
 
    The current says so, and we obey the current. To defy it is worse than death.  
 
    Why are you talking to me when the others wouldn’t? 
 
    You speak of the young ones. They do not know how to interpret your thoughts. I learned long ago during my first cleanse. This is the 18th. 
 
    You came from another galaxy? 
 
    We travel amongst the great swirls of stars to those that need assistance. Many die, but we always accomplish our mission. I have been fortunate to survive and learn. You are more powerful than I, this I know. Now I die, but the others will live and finish the cleanse. This is the way. 
 
    That made Paul mad, and he sent memories of the Uriti and their history in a mega-dump of information that would have overloaded a Human mind, but the Hadarak would not have an issue with it. He just hoped it could understand it, for Paul didn’t have the time to translate it into the Uriti speak he had been using. 
 
    This is the way, he countered. 
 
    They are corrupted. 
 
    They were, but we have uncorrupted them.  
 
    They must be destroyed. 
 
    They still see you as brothers, and do not want to fight you. Does that not mean they are uncorrupted? 
 
    Do they still hear the current? 
 
    I have not asked them, Paul said carefully. What is the current? 
 
    It is what makes the will of the Hadarak known. In the center of the swirl we can hear it ever-present. Out here it is brought to us as memory by those who carry it. I cannot betray the current.  
 
    Where does the current lead you now? 
 
    To destroy all life in the outer region of this swirl of stars.  
 
    And then? 
 
    Then the current will tell me what to do next. 
 
    Has it ever told you to do something other than destroy? 
 
    It tells us when to spawn. It tells us where to travel. It tells us how and what to make. We live to serve the current. 
 
    How will your death today serve it? 
 
    It will not unless I can damage you. 
 
    Do you hear the current now? 
 
    Within my mind only. I must fight. 
 
    Why then are you talking to me? 
 
    Because you spoke to me. 
 
    Why are you not larger like the others?  
 
    The current does not tell me to grow larger. It tells me to grow stronger. 
 
    How can I hear the current? 
 
    The suddenness of the response caught Paul off guard, for it began within a fraction of a second and in a form he had trouble understanding, but as it played out over a few minutes he cataloged it and analyzed within the astromech part of his mind that his Core simultaneously inhabited.  
 
    He felt the call, the need, the purpose of the Hadarak…and it overwhelmed him until Azoro stepped in and clarified his mind for him, adding the context and experience he was missing. 
 
    Is this what you have been looking for? Azoro asked Paul. 
 
    In the ballpark, Paul said, his eyes tearing up.  
 
    It is not your path, but it is a clear path and it resonates with you because you have nothing else that is a closer match.  
 
    How can I ask him to defy this? Paul said, knowing the hopelessness of it…then Azoro gave him an idea. 
 
    Thank you for sharing the current with me, he said after a long pause. The Uriti have found a superior method of cleansing this galaxy, and we are in their employ, so there is no need for us to be enemies. 
 
    They are cleansing? 
 
    They have partnered with us. They give us their power, and we do the cleansing for them. None of them die. We protect them. Our partnership is cleansing the outer edge of the galaxy and removing those that do not belong. Why are you trying to deny us our current mandate? 
 
    The current does not speak of you as part of the unity. It labels you as those to be destroyed. Show me your current memory. 
 
    I do not have memory. I can feel it ever-present here.  
 
    I cannot. Feed it to me so I can confirm your unity. 
 
    Paul knew he was stretching here, for he didn’t even understand his own purpose in this life as well as he needed to, but he didn’t need to share his own. He had a much older one already worked out. 
 
    The trailblazer let Azoro take control, slipping back into ‘viewer’ mode as the Sha’kier channeled his own sense of the Saiolum to the Hadarak, adding in his philosophy, mandate, and purpose for existence in what Paul had come to refer to as Masterbuilder doctrine, but Azoro was shoving stuff through him they had never talked about before. Advanced stuff…really advanced, and Paul was trying to grab as much of it as he could while looking to see how the Hadarak responded, for it wasn’t a one way conversation. More like a mind meld between the two of them in a compartmentalized, pre-fashioned connection that must have been how a courier would transmit the current memory to the Hadarak this far away from the Core. 
 
    The bits and pieces that stuck with Paul changed him instantly, for it was like puzzle pieces that he could never put together on his own were being generated and thrown at him with instructions. The more he caught and put into their place the more he could understand, and the light trickle of the Saiolum that he had previously seen as gushing was now surpassed by an ocean of it so dense and strong that Paul had trouble breathing. The emotion of it was more intense than the current the Hadarak had shared, and for a brief moment he grasped his purpose, his mission…then before he could analyze it it was pulled away and his mind numbed up again, as if he was going blind to that puzzle piece that he shouldn’t have had yet, but many more were still coming and he tried to focus on those despite the disappointment of the loss of…whatever it had been. 
 
    Break off the attack, Azoro told Paul rather than use his body to send the orders into the Excalibur himself. This one has to live. 
 
    Paul regained control of his body and eased his ship off the pursuit path and onto a more or less parallel track, still descending deeper into the star. 
 
    What just happened?  
 
    I’m sorry to involve you like that, Azoro apologized, but this was an opportunity I have been waiting a very long time for. Are you alright? 
 
    You tell me. 
 
    The Saiolum is more than it appears to be, and greater depths are revealed as you gain skill and experience. You saw far beyond your level. That was forbidden for us to do to a Ke’lar, but since I am the last of the Ska’kier and you are far more than a Ke’lar I decided to risk it. Your emotions are more erratic than I have ever witnessed in you. You have been altered. 
 
    A blind was lifted on me…then it closed again, but not as far as before. 
 
    I believe you refer to that as an epiphany. 
 
    More like a hundred of them all at once. What did you do? 
 
    Explored a theory I have had for a long time. A lot was confirmed, but I learned a few unexpected things. Your work with the Uriti has given me a baseline I did not have before. Now I know, and because of that I am encountering far more questions than I had before…but we can talk of that later. I need to attend to you. And you need to remove yourself from the astromech, if you can. Logical analysis will not help you here, and those mechanical components are quite crude and cumbersome. Release them and clarity will be easier to attain. 
 
    Paul focused on that one task, not wanting to let go of what he had learned and felt, but he made himself abandon it despite that fact that it felt like he was slipping even further from whatever epiphanies he had had. The Furyan had to be stubborn and ignore it all, then he slowly extracted his Core from the astromech and reabsorbed it fully into his body, after which he opened his eyes and then his cocoon, stepping out on his own legs and falling to the floor just shy of the chasm-like drop off beyond his alcove. 
 
    Breathe, Azoro advised. Feel the Saiolum within your body simultaneously. Do not focus on one, but see both at once.  
 
    Paul did so, but then his focus was pulled far beyond his body. He felt the room he was in, and all the way down the chasm…then out deck after deck through the ship like a bubble being blown up, and he could feel everything in it. 
 
    Not so fast. Your brain can’t handle that much information.  
 
    I don’t know how to stop. 
 
    A light touch will be enough. You must feel the information and let it pass through you. Do not try and hold on to it. Be like your old roller coasters. Do not watch the track behind you. Live in the moment and feel… 
 
    Paul’s mind flicked to Frozen’s Elsa and the song ‘Let it go,’ which he mentally linked to the ship’s nearest node and summoned up to play on the speakers as a reminder as he saw through the ship every direction he looked. Most of it was machinery and not alive, so the Saiolum wasn’t being generated by it, but those within were little wellsprings, including the bioharvest facilities deep within that allowed a replenishing of some foodstuffs for a small crew so they didn’t have to rely on storage alone…plus Paul like having fresh apples to eat…and play with in the Archon Sanctum.  
 
    Lighter, Azoro urged. A feather touch only. 
 
    Paul eased up more, and felt his bubble extend greatly, covering a third of the ship that he felt connected with in a way that had never happened before. In fact… 
 
    “The plants.” 
 
    What about them?  
 
    “They’re the same construction as us. I can see it now.” 
 
    You always knew that. 
 
    “No, this is more. The construction of our bodies is the same as the plants. We come from the same source, and in the Saiolum we are…one.” 
 
    Similar to you and your astromech. One lives, one does not, but both are of the same unity. 
 
    “Is that what you told the Hadarak?” Paul said, finally standing up as he continued to stare through the walls, ceiling, and floor, looking around at all angles as if he was Neo from the Matrix seeing the code for the first time. 
 
    Not something you need to know now.  
 
    “What am I experiencing?” 
 
    A bit of my existence. I’ve never had an apprentice learn as fast as you, and you’ve just taken a giant leap forward. Rather cheating, actually. 
 
    “Your fault,” Paul said, continuing to stare at the blank walls around him as he was seeing into another realm and how it was really this one at the same time, he’d just been oblivious to it before. “And thanks.” 
 
    You are not safe yet. You must maintain your light contact until your mind absorbs the revelations. Take it easy for once in your life. 
 
    Paul smiled. “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    He sat down on the deck, crossed his legs and folded his hands in his lap as he felt the Saiolum inside of him and coming out, for he was producing it as all other life was onboard the ship, and he could see it hitting the walls and rippling off them, while going through as well. The Saiolum interacted with the ship, without altering it, as if a ghost reaction…and he pulled inside him in a way he had never realized he could before. 
 
    As the song continued to blare out ‘Let it go, let it go’ he took the prompt and somehow caused his body to create more Saiolum than normal. A lot more, with hit saturating his body and flowing out so much his skin began to tickle with goosebumps all over and didn’t stop.  
 
    Easy. You’ve just learned to do that. There’s no danger, except that you can overload your brain and black out.  
 
    Not going to happen, Paul said silently, for his body was barely moving with his breathe as he watched the ripples on the ship around him increase and crisscross like he was making waves in a pool and seeing the echoes come back to cross the new ones, and the interactions fascinated him, as was his effect on the nearest crewmembers…who suddenly started to produce more Saiolum in response to him, somehow. 
 
    Addictive, isn’t it?  
 
    Very cool, Paul amended. 
 
    Until you’re trapped in it with nothing to do. What you are doing now is producing the current, similar to what the Hadarak feels from the others of his kind. It’s both orders and kinship, for them. For us it’s the universal unity that we are all within. We’re supposed to be allied together, not torn apart, and when you feel this you can understand it…maybe not comprehend it…but you can understand that we are meant to be one. This Hadarak knows this now, though he doesn’t understand it. He will stay in this star a long time, and I need you to remain here for a while. 
 
    For a chance to chat with a Hadarak? Obviously. 
 
    We need to do more than chatting.  
 
    The other one? 
 
    Ignore it. Let it go. It doesn’t matter. The old one does. They mature very slowly. I did not understand how slowly. The others you can’t talk to because they haven’t learned to talk to others than their own kind. 
 
    Did you ever snoop on their minds before? 
 
    I tried, but couldn’t understand them until now. And I can confirm they are not originals. They have been repurposed from another form, just like the Uriti are from Hadarak. 
 
    The mystery guests from the Maty? 
 
    Most likely a link there, but I think the Hadarak…or whatever they came from…have builder roots. That’s what I connected with. And that’s why this one is building something for me. 
 
    Building? 
 
    Something internal. I showed it how, and that is a great risk. This knowledge cannot be allowed to spread to the other Hadarak. If this one cannot be turned, it must be destroyed before it can share what it’s learned from me. 
 
    What did you do? Paul demanded icily. 
 
    What Star Force cannot. It’s growing a bit of Sha’kier technology for me. 
 
    A body? 
 
    Of course not. That requires more than either of your civilizations could hope to achieve. It’s building a connection to the Saiolum so it can hear my current. And once it does, I’ll be able to try and take control of it if needed. 
 
    Azoro… 
 
    We must give it a current stronger than what it already has, or there is no chance it will turn against its purpose. The Chixzon must have deleted that ability from the Uriti. Their biological knowledge continues to amaze me.  
 
    So you’re putting a leash on it? 
 
    No. I’m establishing a bridge, and through it I’m going to learn more about them than anyone else has ever dreamt of. 
 
    You’re onto something, aren’t you? 
 
    That remains to be seen. But this should confirm or deny it. 
 
    How long to grow what you need? 
 
    A few weeks at the minimum.  
 
    Easily done, but we can’t stay here indefinitely, Paul said regretfully, knowing that every Warden they didn’t kill could mean more ships or troops would be destroyed in the war later on. And if this one is going to play nice, I’m not going to kill him because you gave him a new toy. 
 
    Are you going to stop surging? Or are you wanting to black out? 
 
    Not just yet, Paul said with a smirk. This feels too good… 
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    February 3, 154968 
 
    Kio Nutarri Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Neofan Temple #1 
 
      
 
    A dropship from the Star Force embassy flew out to an uninhabited spot within the Neofan Temple and dropped off a single individual on a rocky plateau high enough to see over the sea of trees around him. Not long after a Neofan barge came and also dropped off a single individual on the opposite side of the plateau before leaving, allowing a good quarter mile walk between the pair. 
 
    The Neofan walked faster than the Human, given his taller height and longer stride, but they still met near the center of the plateau with neither of them armed or wearing armor, though both were dangerous in their own right, despite the fact the Human was at a significant disadvantage in bodily strength, though not in boldness. The Reignor had to give him that. 
 
    “Have you recovered your people from the Zak’de’ron facility?” Director Davis asked, continuing to walk forward until he was about four meters away, then stopped and stared up at the crown-wearing House Atriark leader. 
 
    “We have. You’ve set our plans back immensely.” 
 
    “And what plans were those?” 
 
    “In our possession, Uriti production of Essence would eclipse all our traditional sources. We would become far stronger than House Mutavi and have the strength…eventually…to take the war to the Hadarak across multiple galaxies. Now you have denied us this.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    “Normally I would assume it was to maintain your Essence production dominance in this galaxy, but I suspect it has something more to do with your lightside philosophy.” 
 
    “The Uriti are not possessions. They are people. The same as all the ones you murdered in Utovi in order to eat their corpses. You lied to me.” 
 
    The Neofan spread his arms wide in an open gesture. “We have no such foodstuffs here. House Atriark does not eat corpses any longer. Nor do we wear Pol’so’nep. Nor do we have servants of any kind here. We have abided by our agreement, and our past lives in Utovi are irrelevant.” 
 
    “Unless you intend to return to those practices,” Davis said with the barest hint of threat. 
 
    “I am a realist, Director. Though I do not take orders from you, we agreed to live in your galaxy under your negotiated terms in order to benefit ourselves. We cannot violate these because we are not strong enough to do so, and we will never be strong enough if you continue to grow at even a fraction of your current rate.” 
 
    “Then what is your long term objective?” 
 
    “You assume there is only one?” the Neofan said, waving a hand before him dismissively, as if he expected Davis to be wiser.  
 
    “You have found a way to use Essence to advance your race, perhaps multiple times, triggering an unknowable metamorphosis that leaves the individual highly advanced,” Davis said bluntly, drawing a curious facial reaction from the Reignor, as if he was reevaluating who he was speaking with. “We have analyzed samples of your genetic code, finding several different bloodlines. My Archons have made such a transition themselves, without knowing your technique, and our initial analysis suggests they are now slightly more advanced than you. And they still look to me for counsel.” 
 
    “When did this occur?” the Reignor demanded with intense curiosity. 
 
    “Not long ago. And though I did not go through the process myself, I am peers with them, and thus I am a peer with you, so let’s drop the pretense. We know the more advanced you become certain aspects of your mindset change. Why are you not behaving as intelligently as your genetics suggest?” 
 
    “There is a great deal you do not understand, Director.” 
 
    “For your sake you had better educate me, because I foresee a war between us eventually,” Davis said, dropping all his pretense like a hammer. “You are biding your time rather than assimilating, and while we cannot fight you now with the Hadarak prioritizing our efforts, if we win, we cannot and will not abide such depravity that we are hearing in the stories of your former servants. Your civilization is darkside, and if there is anything you can understand about the lightside, let it be this. We are honor-bound to fight the darkside wherever it resides. If you will not turn to the lightside, then you will meet your destiny in a war against your soon to be superiors.” 
 
    “Why must it be lightside?” the Reignor asked, seeming not to be offended by the proclamation. “There are many within your own borders that are not. I believe you call them ‘neutral.’ Is that not acceptable for the Neofan, or do you hold us to a higher standard?” 
 
    “I hold all those I make agreements with to honor them as negotiated.” 
 
    “Our boundary violation,” he surmised. “We did violate our terms in what I thought would be an unseen way. We got caught. I admit it. What do you intend to do about it?” 
 
    “Trust is broken. And while that may not meant much to your civilization, you will find it is a commodity in this galaxy that is more valuable than most others.” 
 
    “Do you expect us to recompense?” 
 
    Davis shook his head sadly. “How can someone supposedly so advanced be so ignorant? Perhaps there is more to the Core and less to the body and mind than we had thought.” 
 
    “There is much to the Core. If you have not already figured this out, then perhaps it is your ignorance that is getting in the way.” 
 
    “What do you believe I am missing?” 
 
    “When one reproduces, do you truly believe the new lifeform had a Core delivered to it randomly?” 
 
    “I have yet to see any other pattern.” 
 
    “We have. Do you know who you are? Not what your life has made you, but who you are in just your Core alone?” 
 
    “To a degree, yes.” 
 
    “Do you carry any memory from beyond this life?” 
 
    Davis frowned. “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Forgive my lack of intricacy in your language. I will restate. Do you have any knowledge from beyond this life? Something you know, but you can’t trace to a point of learning it?” 
 
    “Genetic memory.” 
 
    “No. I speak of knowledge that comes from your Core alone. Have you never compared it to the decoded genetics?” 
 
    “It has been rumored by some.” 
 
    “But never confirmed…ah, now I see. You would not do the mental deconstruction to find out. I understand your ignorance now.” 
 
    “Some form of torture?” 
 
    “Not for the purpose of inflicting pain or damage, but for the purpose of learning, yes.” 
 
    “That’s still torture regardless of the motivation.” 
 
    “Call it what you will, but when you download all the knowledge from a person’s mind and compare it to their genetic memory and theorize what they could have learned where, sometimes an anomaly is left behind. We have had an intricate interest in this anomaly, for it has told us that we come into this life with more than what your philosophy refers to as the ‘cold start.’” 
 
    “Reincarnation?” 
 
    “That we do not know. We cannot trace a source, only identify that which is brought with you to this life. And what we have found is that most carry nothing with them. Those that we have eaten in the past, were blanks. They were a ‘cold start,’ as are most of our former servants. Rarely there will be an anomaly that we identify, but most who are born Neofan come with excess knowledge…or perhaps I should say ‘traits’ instead. And not just us, Director. The more advanced the race, the more of these ‘preborns’ that we collect. So we are not just superior because of our genetics, we are superior because of who we are inside these bodies, and if your Archons are as you say they are, their progeny will most likely draw some of these preborns as well.” 
 
    “And you are one?” 
 
    The Reignor nodded. “Nearly 70% of House Atriark are, though that is speculation. We cannot confirm it without deconstructing the mind, which is lethal, but there are indirect methods of analysis that we rely on for ourselves.” 
 
    “And what preborn knowledge do you personally possess?” 
 
    The Neofan raised a hand upward, gesturing to the sky and the single artificial star above. “Vision. I can see beyond what is now, tracking multiple pathways our future might take, almost as if I have done this before. It is why I lead House Atriark.” 
 
    “An innate sense then?” 
 
    “Do you possess something similar?” 
 
    “I do, though I can’t say I’ve always had it. I’ve developed it over time.” 
 
    “Comparatively I had a head start then. When we are young we go through training, and those with preborn knowledge typically skip through sections of that training far faster than learning would allow. This is our primary method of identifying archetypical skills, though there are other more nebulous ones that we learn about after the fact. And this is not unique to us, for it has been identified in other races more advanced than our servants.” 
 
    “Any superior to you, genetically speaking?” 
 
    “We have encountered four during our history, and we successfully destroyed three of them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To increase the number of our preborn…though, I will admit, that may not have been the reason with the first one. It was long before my time, but in the aftermath our preborn count…surged,” the Reignor said, holding that last word as if a cue for Davis to pick up on. 
 
    “There’s a limited number?” 
 
    The Reignor nodded. “We do not know how, or why, but it manifests itself in this way. So in the universe there are two types of people. The preborn, and the newborn. The newborn are expendable. The preborn are our peers. Do you now understand our use of servants better?” 
 
    “I see more of your flawed reasoning…and perhaps a bit more. Are any of the Zak’de’ron preborn?” 
 
    The Reignor nodded slightly in a gesture of respect for his understanding. “They do not know it, but some of them are. We estimate less than 10%.” 
 
    “And removing them from this galaxy increased House Atriark’s preborn birth rate?” 
 
    “Which will now be decreased if your empire has a Jenovak race in it.” 
 
    “Translation?” 
 
    “It is a unique term, but essentially one that has at least a small, regular amount of preborn entering it. All races seem to occasionally have an anomaly. Even the most primitive ones. We have done extensive research into this.” 
 
    “And such research methods are one reason we will most likely end up in war against one another.” 
 
    “I give you access to such knowledge gained by the research you denigrate, and yet you are not even allowing for the importance of it?” 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    “But not hearing. It is the preborn that determine the fate of galaxies. We are the designated leadership of the universe itself. And it is on us that the mantle of destiny has been laid. Not on the newborn. You cannot understand such things, let alone interact on such a level.” 
 
    “Yet here I am.” 
 
    “You may be preborn and not know it. In fact, I would wager you are based on the history of your empire.” 
 
    “Or perhaps you are in denial that a newborn could accomplish what the preborn cannot.” 
 
    The Reignor shrugged his wings. “A possibility. But understand we do not take orders from newborn. It is insulting to even consider such a thing.” 
 
    “What about those Neofan that are newborn?” 
 
    “They fall behind and compose the lower levels of our society. Given that there is no sure test for preborn, we rely on merit similar to how you do, but only during the proving stage of our lives. Once we know, we take our place where our preborn skills lies.” 
 
    “A caste system?” 
 
    “It is where we belong. And if a new type of preborn emerges, our society expands to encompass it. We have learned many things in this way.” 
 
    “Is it a galaxy-only phenomenon?” 
 
    “No. If you eliminate Jenovak in neighboring galaxies, it will also increase the count in yours, though lesser so. It is nearly mathematical, with a subfactor we have yet to identify.” 
 
    “Do any of these preborn come with names?” 
 
    “Nothing so specific.” 
 
    “And when you use your Essence technique to elevate yourselves, this increases your percentage?” 
 
    “No. It increases the potency of the preborn.” 
 
    “More knowledge?” 
 
    “Imagine a prodigy. You know not where their skill comes from, yet they have more than they are trained. The higher your Jenovak level, the higher level prodigies you will find. Did I use your term correctly?” 
 
    “I believe so. And I will say we were not totally unaware of this, though I’ve never heard it spoken of in your terms. But we understand that individuals have characteristics that transcend their biology. In fact, some of those characteristics are what make up our Archon recruitment pools.” 
 
    “I had wondered as much. This advancement they have undergone. Did it increase their size?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “And their abilities?” 
 
    “Enhanced as well as gaining new ones.” 
 
    “And you had no spurring in this?” 
 
    “Spurring?” 
 
    “Technological.” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware. The artifacts?” 
 
    The Reignor nodded again. “We do not have an Essence technique for what you described. Races from long ago, more advanced than us, knew a way. We still do not know how it fully works, but three of the artifacts you have recovered for us contained the necessary mechanism to trigger an elevation if the precursors are present. If they are not, it does nothing.” 
 
    “Do these races have names?” 
 
    “We still cannot decipher their language. It appears…incomplete. The artifacts were found in areas I shall not mention under circumstances I shall not mention. But they were recovered, not created, by the Neofan. They have enhanced us greatly, and when we rise enough to generate sufficient precursors, they will most likely do so again.” 
 
    “How long does that take?” 
 
    “Millions of years at the minimum. Useless in the near future, but I like to play the long game, and while Utovi burns and the other Neofan struggle to find as many ships leaving as possible, I consider what is being left behind, and you gave me a way to obtain it without sending my own ships.” 
 
    “So you won’t be sharing them with the rest of the Neofan.” 
 
    “They will not know they were removed from Utovi. And if they discover them missing, they will assume they were destroyed or taken by the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Do the Hadarak want them?” 
 
    “They cannot use them, but they do collect such things.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Curiosity, perhaps.” 
 
    “And the apocalypse monsters?” 
 
    “Why do you refer to them with that name?” 
 
    “You didn’t give them a name in the Temples, and that was our original translation.” 
 
    “Was It? Why do you continue to use it?” 
 
    “Sounds scarier.” 
 
    “You are wise to recognize the threat. Do not let this galaxy become overpopulated, or you will draw their ravenous nature here.” 
 
    Davis inclined his head slightly and gave him an annoyed look. “That’s not the only reason they came to Utovi, was it?” 
 
    The Reignor returned his look. “What do you know that our former servants do not?” 
 
    “There’s some sort of rules to the universe that the major players operate on, and you broke one of them, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Your knowledge surprises me, Director.” 
 
    “I’m full of surprises. Not all of which you want to be the recipient of.” 
 
    “The Pafdreng feed as we described, but they also act as enforcers. The ‘rules’ you speak of state no-one is to own an entire galaxy. Room must be left for other races to emerge and grow. We assumed our servant races would account for this. Apparently we were wrong.” 
 
    “And who made these rules?” 
 
    “Unknown. But the Hadarak obey them. That is why they rarely go to the Rim…and why we claim the Rims with our Temples to counteract them.” 
 
    “And the recruitment of lesser races?” 
 
    “More pieces in the game, and all preborn understand the game in some form.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “The universe is not about peaceful coexistence, Director. It is a contest, and the more you achieve the more rewards you get. The ‘rules’ are speculated to have been made by other players afraid of losing what they’ve gained. Preborns are not to be wasted in war against other preborns. We tend to respect each other’s territory while making plays elsewhere. The Hadarak push this to the limit, but they are involved somehow, though we have never directly spoken with them. Others claim to.” 
 
    “Others beyond the Bond of Resistance?” 
 
    “The Bond is a local alliance. The others are far from here. I do not know how many or how far. The universe is without end, at least not with one we can identify. And the power structures reach further and further the higher up you go.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “If you fully conquer this galaxy, you will be in violation of those rules. Do you understand this?” 
 
    “Part of me doesn’t care.” 
 
    “You would be wise to leave some of your unexplored areas wild. At least until you grow stronger. I sense you do not like these rules and have no intention of following them.” 
 
    “Accurate,” Davis confirmed pithily. 
 
    “Then you seek to play the game as well. You must be preborn.” 
 
    “And what is the objective of the game, in the end?” 
 
    “The game is too large to know, but I will tell you there are several prizes in the Core of this galaxy. Prizes that I would like to have, but that is impossible. You have a chance to claim them, if you remove the Hadarak and deal with their protectors.” 
 
    “Prizes?” 
 
    “Preborns are allocated by more than just Jenovak. Claiming certain sites alters the alignment. And the primary wellspring at the center of the galaxy…are you also aware of it?” 
 
    “Matter coming out of nowhere?” 
 
    “Indeed. It has the potential to be directed to create certain types of matter that you desire. We were partially successful in Utovi, but never mastered the technique. These and other prizes are scattered throughout the universe, and the more elevated you become the more of them you find. The preborn are drawn to them.” 
 
    “Gotta collect them all?” 
 
    “More than that. It is the belief of the Neofan…and others…that in the end there can only be one race of preborn in dominance. And when all preborn are united in a single race, the end game will become manifest. But not until then.” 
 
    “And the game instructions were found where?” Davis half mocked. 
 
    “Knowledge from some preborn. I know it is unreliable, but I feel it to be true.” 
 
    “And all the newborn are simply tools to be used in this game?” 
 
    “Now you begin to understand…yet I sense you do not believe.” 
 
    “Perhaps we are playing a different game. One you cannot yet see because you are not advanced enough.” 
 
    “Unlikely, but I will consider the possibility more if your lightside philosophy does destroy the Hadarak in this galaxy. It still befuddles me.” 
 
    “I am beginning to understand why.” 
 
    “Can you offer any additional direction?” 
 
    Davis smiled. “If there is a game going on in the universe, we of the lightside are fighting against the game itself.” 
 
    The Neofan looked at him coldly for a moment, then his eyes widened in pure astonishment and dread. 
 
    “You defy the universe itself?” he gasped… 
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    “Rebel is a better word,” Davis offered. “I see recognition within you.” 
 
    “You are not the first to try. All others have been snuffed out before they could get as far as you have, but they never spoke of your lightside.” 
 
    “What did they speak of?” 
 
    “Destroying all the preborn and spoiling the game for those currently playing it.” 
 
    “Resetting the field to the newborn only?” 
 
    “Yes. And because of this they are hunted by all preborn and destroyed.” 
 
    “But if you are right and we are preborn?” 
 
    “Then you are twisted beyond measure.” 
 
    “Or…” Davis floated. 
 
    “Or…” he considered. “You may be attempting to unite all preborn in another way without realizing it. You seek to bond all races together rather than collect all preborn into one?” 
 
    “Is that what the apocalypse monsters are doing?” 
 
    “Some speculate, but no one knows. What are you up to, Director Davis? I find I have underestimated your empire considerably.” 
 
    “Some say we have a calling. To do what, we don’t know other than to protect those who can’t protect themselves.” 
 
    “To protect other preborn?” 
 
    “To protect everyone.” 
 
    “But the newborn do not matter.” 
 
    “Why are you so certain of that?” 
 
    “Because they amount to nothing. We have tried to elevate them. They are dense and cannot learn.” 
 
    “Perhaps their teachers are lacking in the necessary skill.” 
 
    The Reignor’s fists tightened, then relaxed. “Perhaps they are. You came here to make an ultimatum?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Then make it as clear as possible.” 
 
    “I will use your terms then, since there are things you cannot understand. We are playing the same game you are, but we are operating under different rules. If you operate under the same rules, we won’t attack you. If you violate the rules, you will find us as relentless as the Hadarak and Apocalypse Monsters combined. Is that clear enough?” 
 
    “What you are attempting to do will not be well received. You will be targeted by races you do not even know exist, and they will come for you when they realize your intent. They will destroy you. Not the Neofan.” 
 
    “Let them try,” Davis scoffed.  
 
    “Don’t underestimate them,” the Reignor warned. “We did, and it cost us our home galaxy.” 
 
    “It is you who underestimate our growth potential,” Davis said, pointing a finger up at him. “It is you who constantly underestimate the value of truth, loyalty, and doing the right thing. You underestimate the greatest power in the universe, because you are blind to it. All of you are. So answer this simple question. You’ve studied us. You’ve studied our history. Why are we not dead yet?” 
 
    “You are excellent strategists.” 
 
    “And why would an excellent strategist allow your House to gradually eat away at us from within? Do not think I have not seen your subtle maneuvering. Do not deny it.” 
 
    “You have come here to reiterate the terms of our agreement?” 
 
    “No. I have come to up the ante,” Davis said, taking a step closer to him, which required him to crane his neck up even further. “You are playing a long game. I am playing a longer one. Your race is in decline, and your greatest ambition is to take rulership of your race…only to have other Houses attempt to do the same to you. You plan for more than that, but you never get beyond it. You are petty and focused on a conflict that should not exist. Look at us. Our factions don’t fight one another. There is no ambition for takeover. We are one. We have unity. And you are forever distracted.” 
 
    “Your factions compete with each other constantly,” the Reignor pointed out. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To outperform one another in order to raise their standing.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “If Humans decline, others will step in to take your place.” 
 
    Davis sighed, looking at the ground and shaking his head. “You miss the obvious because your own failings cloud your vision. Am I the only ruler in the galaxy that has clear vision?” 
 
    “What is it that you see?” 
 
    “Our greatest challenges are behind us. We were tested, and we proved our worth in a universe that doesn’t play fair. We survived, and we have grown stronger from it. Weakness was purged from us. Our bonds are solid. You will find no gap between us. No animosity to exploit. And if you expect internal conflict, there will be none to arise to cripple us as it has crippled you. We are stable. You are not. Any civilization that kills its own is not stable. You see it as weakness. I see it for what it is. We don’t have to fear an attack from within, because we have structured our empire on trust. Not blind trust, but earned trust. And such trust is very closely associated with the lightside, though not entirely the same thing. Do you know nothing of trust?” 
 
    “A temporary weakness when necessary.” 
 
    “How do you expect to run an empire of trillions without it?” 
 
    “Fear of reprisal keeps the weaker in check.” 
 
    “And your peers?” 
 
    “Self-preservation prevents us from moving against an equal opponent. Only when we are stronger do we supplant another House.” 
 
    “And while you do so, we grow stronger while you grow weaker. How many Neofan have been killed because their House failed you? And on that point, how do you not run out of Houses eventually?” 
 
    “New ones are created when the moment is right.” 
 
    “So House Atriark could split into two rival factions?” 
 
    “Possibly, but unlikely.” 
 
    “You waste so much time on this that it makes you inferior.” 
 
    “We are still far beyond you and your empire, even if your Archons have become Jenovak.” 
 
    “And how long do you expect that to last? How long before we pass you and the Bond of Resistance up? How do you account for our growth rate?” 
 
    “You benefit from the experience of others.” 
 
    “We have, but that isn’t all of it. What else?” 
 
    “You are innovative, but physiologically you are far below us, and your number of preborn will still be an anomaly within your population.” 
 
    “Then why can we take back this galaxy from the Hadarak when you can’t defend your own?” 
 
    “Your success is premature, but assuming you are correct, the lack of the Pafdreng is the obvious factor.” 
 
    “No it’s not. Why didn’t you take back other galaxies from them prior to the invasion of your own?” 
 
    The Reignor didn’t respond at first, then Davis decided to answer for him. 
 
    “It’s because of the rules, isn’t it? You can’t destroy the Hadarak, because that would be a violation and the others would move against you. You’re fighting a war that cannot be won because you’re holding back. A never-ending war where you hamper your own efforts. No wonder you’ve become apathetic.” 
 
    “No one can be allowed to dominate everything.” 
 
    “I thought you said that was your end game?” 
 
    “It is, but we will not be the last to remain if we attempt to conquer the others. Those who do are the first to be destroyed. That is the only way to maintain an amicable peace between us.” 
 
    “So why are the Hadarak allowed to do what they do?” 
 
    “They don’t conquer everything.” 
 
    “And the only way to defeat them is to completely wipe them out. Leave some around, and they rebuild faster than you do, correct?” 
 
    “You are more observant than I thought. Have you had contact with the others?” 
 
    “I’m more connected than you know, but there are many things I don’t know that you do. You’re not going to tell me everything, and I’m not going to tell you everything, but what we have shared has been mutually beneficial. And in that time, over thousands of years, we’ve progressed considerably. Have you?” Davis challenged. 
 
    “You had further to come.” 
 
    “But what have you accomplished since coming here? The move was wise. I credit you that while I condemn you for abandoning your servants. You saved the entirety of your House, assuming you have told the truth, but since then what have you done? Your population has increased, your warship count also, but nothing considerable. You mostly sit here and do…what? Wait for an opportunity to move against House Mutavi? You barely fight the Hadarak at all while claiming to be our superiors. What is it that you do here?” 
 
    “Working towards the future.” 
 
    “I don’t see it. All I see is a decadent race resting on the accomplishments of the past and doing little to work towards an upgrade. But then again, if you have machines to do it for you, perhaps you have forgotten how to ascend naturally?” 
 
    “I grant you work harder than we do. But do not think we are idle here.” 
 
    “What is the goal of the Bond of Resistance? I get the survival part. But is there a plan beyond that?” 
 
    “The Hadarak are a constant. The Bond gives us security and a means to relocate if and when we fall to them.” 
 
    “But you want it to become more?” 
 
    “Some have argued that.” 
 
    “You want to go after the Hadarak, but the Bond knows the others will target you. And you know unless you have the entire Bond of Resistance your chances are non-existent. You’ve been grooming the Bond to become a counter to the others, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Not I, but the Neofan have wanted this for some time. The Denogi and Veloqueen do not. They do not aspire for more. Most do not. They are fearful and only want to hold on to what they have,” the Reignor replied honestly, surprising himself at his own candor. 
 
    “How many of them are Jenovak?” 
 
    “Not many. I do not know if the Veloqueen can be categorized in the same manner. The Neofan have the highest percentage of Jenovak by far, and it is our Jenovak that have developed a disproportionate amount of the shared technology within the Bond of Resistance that was used to construct the Temples.” 
 
    “And the transit system?” 
 
    “Part of it. We built…or rather rebuilt…an existing system. We also extended it, but the original predates the Bond. We don’t know where it came from, but analysis of it greatly enhanced the Neofan and the others. Most Bond members discovered it on their own and began exploring through what pieces of it were viable. That’s been the criteria for inclusion in the Bond for most of our history, with some notable exceptions and sponsorships, such as yourself, we hoped.” 
 
    “Did the makers of the network have a name?” 
 
    “Such information is restricted to the Bond only.” 
 
    “Were they destroyed?” 
 
    “They were. That much we have been able to determine.” 
 
    “Have you considered this ‘endgame’ you are reaching for might be fake?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Unfortunately Humans have a long history of false promises. Before the time of Star Force. Have you been able to verify this endgame?” 
 
    “No, but we have no doubts.” 
 
    “Is it reachable for you?” 
 
    “I cannot see a way now. But if we become stronger, a way will be shown. This has occurred throughout our history, which is far longer than yours.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Davis asked. 
 
    “418 million of your years. You are an infant compared to nearly all of us. I do not meant that as an insult, only that you have a long way to go to catch up to our experience.” 
 
    “There you are wrong, Reignor. I outrank you in experience. You inherited a civilization. A culture. A history. A purpose. I had to construct mine from nothing, and that experience is more than you will ever possess. And it is that experience that I am using to continue to grow Star Force’s power. I can do it so easily now. Just the same way I can easily see the flaws in other civilizations, including yours. I am not the infant. You are. All of you are. For you are making infant mistakes rather than searching for true power and a true purpose.” 
 
    “What purpose is greater than the endgame?” 
 
    “Do you know who told you of it? Or is that blind faith I hear?” 
 
    “You think it is a guise to control or spur us?” 
 
    “Have you considered that?” 
 
    “Truthfully I have not. Those wiser than me swore to it. And it is the ultimate goal of the Neofan.” 
 
    “If the universe is infinite, how can there be an endgame?” 
 
    “It cannot be infinite, and it cannot end. It is a paradox we have not solved yet, but there is an answer. We will have to discover it before I can answer your question.” 
 
    “Meanwhile you pursue what could be fiction, and use that fiction to justify abhorrent actions.” 
 
    “You would have us be purposeless?” 
 
    “Do you not seek a purpose you can interact with? One you can personally verify?” 
 
    “I only wish to do my part.” 
 
    “And here I thought you were ambitious?” 
 
    “Is that an attribute or rebuke?” 
 
    “Could go either way.” 
 
    “I have not seen a stated purpose for Star Force within your culture. Do you have one?” 
 
    “We have many. To do the right thing. To look out for each other. To upgrade. To solve the mysteries of the universe. To defy the darkside in every way possible. I could compile a much larger list if I put some effort into it.” 
 
    “And all these things lead up to what?” 
 
    “We don’t know. We admit we don’t know where we come from, why we’re here, or what we’re supposed to do…if anything. We don’t hide from this. We don’t make up stories claiming we know what is going on and avoiding the universal void of hopelessness. We challenge that void, face it and know our enemy. We are here. This we know. We have no mission. No instructions. We are in a ‘cold start’ situation. We played many games in a similar manner, so the idea is not foreign, but it is hard to visualize in the beginning. We are here, but we don’t know what’s going on. Figuring it out is part of our purpose, out of necessity at least, but without that knowledge we have to either put everything on hold until we find out…in which case we’ll be waiting forever…or we accept that we are who we are, and we are where we are whether we like it or not. That leaves the question, not of what we’re supposed to do, but of what we will do…” 
 
    “You choose your own destiny?” 
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    “In a way, yes, but it is more out of frustration. The universe wants us to be darkside, and we refuse. We grow so irritated at the odds being stacked against us we get to the point where we stop calculating them, stop trying to survive, stop being used as pawns in someone else’s game. We just sit or stand where we are, raging inside, and say fuck it all. We’re doing to do this our way, even if we die trying. And in that defiance, we choose who we are and how we’re going to live…or how we’re going to die…but the universe will not break us. It will not turn us into what it wants. We will be true to ourselves. Our honor. Our loyalty. Our righteousness. We will be the good guys, even if that means dying when we could survive by going darkside. And in that, we realize we are not totally without control. What happens inside our Core is within our control, but it’s a fight we have to win first to become ourselves. That fight is our first mission.” 
 
    “Intriguing. I have not seen this written anywhere.” 
 
    “Dig deeper then.” 
 
    “And have you accomplished this mission, or is it ongoing?” 
 
    “In this I have succeeded.” 
 
    “And now what do you do?” 
 
    “Now that I know myself, new, high-skilled challenges present themselves. Things I could not see, nor attempt without the prerequisites. One is shielding others so they have time to fight their own internal wars and become who they want to be rather than what others tell them to be. Providing real food is a simple, but essential way to do this. Otherwise you are forced to kill and eat others, or starve to death in many cases.” 
 
    “Ah, so that is why you feed the primitives…” 
 
    “That and they need it.” 
 
    “And do the primitives learn who they are?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how much you can learn with telepathy rather than vivisection.” 
 
    “Noted. So what is your new highest challenge, Director?” 
 
    “It was to combat the stagnation within my own empire. But then the Archons transformed to a higher level and now have new bodies to learn to use, so that solved that problem. You see, problem solvers need problems to solve. Thankfully the universe doesn’t seem to ever run out of them, though sometimes we can be tricked into believing it does. Lesson learned there. Now we’re off to the races.” 
 
    “What races?” 
 
    “It means we’re no longer holding ourselves back and can fully apply ourselves to exterior challenges. Something the Neofan will never be able to do unless you choose another path.” 
 
    “I am curious. Are you offering another path, or suggesting we look for one?” 
 
    “It has come to my attention that the more advanced a race is, genetically speaking, the more in line with the lightside they become. Or rather they have to become if they wish to persist. Longevity is not a darkside trait. And usually it is the short lived races that are the most darkside…except when the darkside is industrialized by a more advanced race. That rarely works out in the long run, but the effects of it can be devastating. Many races cannot lie, because they do not understand the concept between truth and fiction. And because of this, they do not encounter certain problems that liars create.” 
 
    “Ignorance has its advantages,” the Reignor admitted. 
 
    “More so it’s knowledge that has certain responsibilities. Fail to meet these responsibilities, and the knowledge will become corrupted and destroy you. I think now, recently actually, that this is true of the more advanced races. The Zak’de’ron included, but you even more so. I think your race is dying from within, albeit very slowly, and without lightside power you cannot truly know who you are. Preborn knowledge or not. Either you will find the lightside, or you will eventually succumb to the attrition within the universe that your rules are attempting to prevent.” 
 
    “An interesting point of view. You seem to refer to rules as a negative.” 
 
    “Good men don’t need rules.” 
 
    “What do they need?” 
 
    “Valid targets.” 
 
    The Neofan frowned. “I find that statement confusing.” 
 
    “A frustration of the lightside is finding a way to hit your target without damaging bystanders. And often, how to target a problem without killing the person. The darkside doesn’t care and just wipes out everything. This is not an attribute of the advanced, but the lazy, and for the lightside it is unacceptable. Accuracy is required.” 
 
    “I think I am starting to see why you have so little population reduction. Are you going to cap it at some point?” 
 
    “We already do in some respects, especially with certain races, but not by killing those that are already here.” 
 
    “I didn’t suspect you would.” 
 
    “Well then, perhaps you are learning.” 
 
    “And you wish to teach me more?” 
 
    Davis took another step closer, almost close enough for the Neofan to reach out an arm and touch him, but not quite. “If you continue down your current path, it will lead you to a war against us. You may hurt us, but House Atriark will be destroyed in the process, and the rest of the Neofan will eventually follow. We will not let your injustices stand, but this is not a certain future. You have a choice, even if you don’t think you do, but I will make this easy for you with an offer.” 
 
    “An amendment to our agreement?” 
 
    “No. You can continue as part of your civilization in your virtual exile, hoping to one day return to the others and briefly assume leadership before you are ousted by another House. Or you can aspire to more. Star Force is on the rise. You know this. The other members of the Bond of Resistance know this, which is why they are so keen on establishing links to us. Links that you are trying to diminish because you fear our influence. You will never dominant this galaxy. The logistics of the problem are immense, and we will not fall from within. You placed yourself in a protective cage when you came here.” 
 
    “Of this I am aware. I had expected you to fall to the Hadarak by now, even with our help.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “It was a calculated risk. We saw a possibility of your success, at least for delaying the Hadarak here while the other Houses secured Yenoiv. Few thought you could get as far as you have.” 
 
    “And what did you plan if we fell?” 
 
    “I had hoped House Mutavi would fall first. That was more likely, given your Uriti Essence reserves. But both of you have secured your positions, and that is to our disadvantage in the short term, but not the long term.” 
 
    “How do you see that playing out?” 
 
    “Do you expect me to tell you all my secrets?” 
 
    “No, just a few of them. If we don’t move against you, what’s your long term play?” 
 
    The Reignor stared at him for a moment, debating whether or not to answer, then relented as he saw the wisdom in the Director’s previous words. “To rise to sufficient strength to be next in line when Mutavi fails in some way.” 
 
    “Then you travel there and resume your place amongst the others?” 
 
    “As their rulers.” 
 
    “And beyond that?” 
 
    “To pursue the endgame…far away as it might be.” 
 
    “So you place your future in the hands of House Mutavi, counting on them to fail. What happens if they don’t?” 
 
    “We wait.” 
 
    “So you are effectively imprisoned by the situation?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, but no House has held onto power forever.” 
 
    “I offer you more than that,” Davis said, with his voice altering slightly, making the Neofan want to take a step back, but he did not, holding his stoic pose tightly with his wings coming forward to combat the small surge of fear he suddenly felt. “I offer House Atriark a path towards true power. Star Force will not stop with this galaxy, or the Hadarak. We are in a war against the darkside itself, and any who use it are our enemies. Our neighbors know the rules to keep themselves out of our wrath, for we do not demand to control everything. But we will not stand by while individuals remain helpless at the hands of tyrants and predators. We will seek out all tyrants, all predators, and defeat them. That does not always mean killing them, and many of our former targets have been absorbed into our empire, purged of the darkside, and now have become stronger in the light than they ever were in the darkness.” 
 
    “You want us to join your empire?” the Reignor asked in disgust…while also still feeling a bit of fear in the mood shift of this Human. 
 
    “That is an option for you, but not the one you will consider. You have allied with the Bond of Resistance, with the Denogi and Veloqueen, but you claim neither have the will to fight. We do. And we are going to. Join us as allies. Not all the Neofan. Just House Atriark and any exiles out there that find their way here. Let go of your ties to your civilization, and allow us to upgrade you. We can teach you to harness true power, and to focus your full attention on exterior enemies by ridding you of your constant need to fight within. Ally with us, and eventually we will take on the others, for we will ignore their rules and fight the Hadarak wherever they infest. We will take the galaxies from them, and grow into a power far greater than the Bond of Resistance could ever hope to be. This is the path I offer you, though it is a long term path dependent on many near term successes on our part.” 
 
    “Why are your words so compelling?” the Reignor asked. “Are you using your telepathy?” 
 
    “No. These words seek out the truth within your mind, and it is what you already know, or at least suspect, that is compelling. You have wanted more for a long time, but thought it was impossible, so you satisfied yourself on lesser accomplishments. The Neofan are ambitious, and that ambition has been poorly served by the Bond of Resistance and the darkside techniques you needlessly use. They are inferior. Our lightside techniques are harder to master, but provide the strength we need to overcome the darkside. The lightside is always stronger in the long term.” 
 
    “And you will not allow me to maneuver you into a false sense of security. You will destroy us before we can gain the necessary leverage.” 
 
    “I am one of the good guys…not one of the dumb guys.” 
 
    “Why tell me this now and not wait until after you defeat the Hadarak in this galaxy? You would be in a far better position then to dictate terms.” 
 
    “I’m not dictating anything. We cannot fight now, for reasons that are obvious. We are discussing the future bluntly. You are currently an enemy, but I can destroy that enemy by destroying the darkside in you without destroying House Atriark. Turn to the lightside, and my enemy disappears.” 
 
    “Without joining your empire?” 
 
    “All lightsiders are on the same team. Lightside fights darkside, darkside fights lightside. Darkside also fights darkside, but lightside never fights lightside.” 
 
    “If we went lightside, would it make us stronger than House Mutavi?” 
 
    “It would, but it would also make you incompatible with the other Neofan. You would rise above them.” 
 
    “Show me the truth of this lightside power, and I will consider your offer.” 
 
    “I cannot show you what you are blind to. The only way is for you to learn.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If you are willing, I will teach you myself.” 
 
    “Do you not have a war to run?” 
 
    “I do. But I see this as a higher priority. Others with slightly lesser skills can handle most of my duties in my absence.” 
 
    “How long would this teaching take?” 
 
    “That depends entirely on how stubborn you are.” 
 
    The Neofan turned away from Davis, walked two steps and stared in the opposite direction…a capitulation on his part, but he needed to think and did not care about useless posturing now. Something was reverberating within him, and he believed Davis when he said it wasn’t telepathic. 
 
    “If the lightside is stronger,” he said, turning back to the Human, “then I wish to possess this power. If it is not, then I wish to understand it so we may better counter it if we do eventually war against one another. Would this teaching occur here or elsewhere in your empire?” 
 
    “All that is required is you and me…and a simulator.” 
 
    “Do you have one of these ‘simulators’ here?” 
 
    “I can have one built easily enough, but I will require your full attention. You must temporarily disconnect from your duties so you can fully immerse yourself in the training. Switching back and forth between the two cultures will be deleterious.” 
 
    “Acceptable. I will inform my House of my upcoming absence, and you will inform me when your simulator is complete.” 
 
    “That will be in approximately 3 days.” 
 
    “I will be ready before then, Director. Do not disappoint me in your promises of power, for I feel compelled to seek out the truth of this for reasons I do not fully understand.” 
 
    “Those words are more common than you know. You are not the first to walk this path, but you are perhaps the most advanced to do it. That may or may not be an advantage. We will find out shortly.” 
 
    “You have personally taught others before?” 
 
    “I have taught every single Monarch within my empire, though they rarely knew it. For you I will not be coy, for it would be useless. You must see your depravity for what it is, and that may be very uncomfortable for you. An amount of bravery will be required.” 
 
    “My bravery was established long before you were born, Director.” 
 
    “Good. Because you are going to need it…” 
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    “This is your simulator?” the Reignor asked as the pair walked up to a small building just beyond the Star Force embassy. It was a vertical cylinder, set amidst the trees that were only a third of its height. No connection was visible to the nearby Star Force buildings, which were much taller, and behind a defensive wall. This building had been built deliberately outside. 
 
    “This is where you learn the truth of the lightside,” Davis said, gesturing to the nearby curved wall with a hand…only to have that wall melt away into a hidden entrance that was just barely tall enough for the Neofan’s 10 foot height. “Forget everything from your past and it will help you open your mind to new possibilities. The truth is always there to be relearned. But lies die when they lose their grasp on you.” 
 
    “Do I enter alone?” 
 
    “No,” Davis said, leading the way. “Follow me.” 
 
    The Reignor did as instructed, feeling a surge of fear run through him. It was light, but something he was very unaccustomed with. Even the fall of his own galaxy had not bothered him in this way, though in truth he had never witnessed it. As Reignor he was kept far from danger, and only knew of it from his younger eras…which were far behind him now.  
 
    When the Human walked in he disappeared through the threshold, for it was some type of stealth field, and when he followed the glossy black surface didn’t restrain him in the least. He stepped through in a moment of darkness, then his vision returned and he saw a modestly sized circular room seeming to match the footprint of the building, but it was smaller. That much he could tell at a glance, though his vision was drawn to the galactic hologram slowly rotating in the center, half again above his head height.  
 
    “This is the way I see the galaxy,” Davis admitted. “In my position I can’t go into the field without losing contact with the rest of my empire. My people are my eyes and ears, though I have to calibrate myself to the lack of personal experience or I’ll eventually start seeing numbers rather than people. Everything in the galaxy that happens occurs at a personal level. All larger scales are built upon smaller scales interacting, and I cannot ever forget that. We protect the empire by protecting the individuals in it. Sacrificing or betraying the individual weakens the empire as a whole by weakening its foundation. Many techniques that would appear to be expedient in the short term compromise the long term. And the darkside thrives in the short term. If one is to be lightside, you must survive long enough to develop your power, for it doesn’t come easily for the beginner.” 
 
    “Noted,” the Reignor said, taking a vague interest in the aspects of the map that were different than the Neofan version. 
 
    “This is the Solar System, our capitol,” Davis said, snapping his fingers and having the galaxy smoothly zoom in to the Home One Kingdom, then further down into what had been the ADZ, then further still until one star only remained with several dozen planets circling it, but the most notable were two large gas giants, one of which was nearly to the point of becoming a star itself.  
 
    But that’s not where the zooming continued. Rather it went to a smaller planet closer in to the star. One covered with more water than land. 
 
    “This is Earth, where Star Force began and I was born. Things were very different then, and the path I and others followed gave us a unique point of view that those born or hatched within Star Force cannot understand. We developed the simulator technology to help teach them what we learned, as well as to allow those like me a chance to practice various skills anew. We have become so good that we have multiple avenues of assault against various challenges, but in the beginning we often had one or none. To replicate this, the simulator accesses our minds and puts us into a virtual environment carefully crafted to match reality…or as best we can. It also suppresses knowledge, in some cases, so we can get a fresh look at something already familiar to us. In your case, it will put aside your past and allow you to live in the moment, but it does require mental access.” 
 
    “Achieved how?” 
 
    Davis reached to his left and a small device floated from a wall niche over to his hand. “Place this on your forehead. We’ve already calibrated it to Neofan…or as best as we can estimate based on your genetics since we haven’t had a chance to examine one of you directly.” 
 
    “Our minds are quite complex,” the Reignor warned. 
 
    “If you want to see complex, try talking with a Uriti,” Davis said, tossing it to him.  
 
    The Reignor snatched it out of the air without visibly using telekinesis, attesting to at least decent reflexes. 
 
    “Do I remain standing?” 
 
    “The chamber has restrainment fields if you start to bobble, and they will keep you in whatever pose you are in when the simulation begins. All you have to do is let it access your mind…it will do the rest.” 
 
    “And what is the first simulation you want me to see?” 
 
    “It’s more than seeing. It allows you to feel others’ emotions as if they were your own. On Earth, before Star Force, we had vicarious learning through movies, TV, video games and other low tech forms of living through another’s life and adventures. They were the inspiration for the building of Star Force, and still guide some aspects of it to this day…for it is easier to create a fictional benchmark to hold yourself against than to find a living being on a decrepit planet to calibrate from.” 
 
    “You call your world decrepit?” 
 
    “It was. But in all decrepitness, there are almost always pockets of lightside and general awesomeness. It was on those we fed, and the trailblazers more than me. We sought to be better than the world around us, and before we found each other we had fictional characters to guide us…though we had to vet them, for the creators of such fiction did not have that intent in mind.” 
 
    “You patterned your empire on fiction?” 
 
    “We did. We were faced with extermination at the hands of the V’kit’no’sat, a power we could not challenge. The only way to do the impossible was to reach for the impossible. We could not see how in the beginning, or the middle, but we eventually found a way. If we had not tried because it appeared impossible, we would never have succeeded. This is why we easily and regularly dive into challenges that appear to have no solution. We know that such solutions often only manifest after engagement.” 
 
    “That answers much,” the Reignor said, now realizing their recklessness was not without precedent.  
 
    “Your first lesson is to feel the lightside. It’s not something you can fully analyze logically. You have to experience it when it manifests, and it only manifests when needed. The lightside is action, not sedation. You cannot be passively lightside.” 
 
    “What are you when you are not active?” 
 
    “Inactive,” Davis said pithily. “And ready to spring into action. If there is no combat or problem to solve, we train to increase our power and to remain active. Sedation is the mindkiller.” 
 
    “Neofan believe a passive mind is the only true window to wisdom.” 
 
    “Then be prepared for a disruptive lesson. It will throw you into action immediately.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to achieve?” 
 
    “In this lesson, you will only observe. You will not be able to do anything. It will be like a movie, where you will vicariously observe through another’s point of view, except it will feel like it is you experiencing it.” 
 
    The Reignor placed the small hexagonal device on his forehead and maintained his kingly pose. “You may begin.” 
 
    A moment later his mind felt an intrusion, which he allowed, but it overpowered him and he lost the ability to push it back out. 
 
    Suddenly he was in a forest, wounded from battle and looking down at his hands…Human hands, and he was wearing crude armor. He couldn’t remember where he’d got it from. He couldn’t remember his name, nor his past more than vague experience. The word ‘Neofan’ he could not access, nor much else, but his unquantifiable knowledge remained.  
 
    He knew he was in danger, though he couldn’t identify it. He knew he was fatigued, but couldn’t remember from what. And he knew as he was being grasped and dragged across the forest floor through tuffs of grass splattered with others’ blood, that he was about to die. 
 
    He had to do something…but there was nothing he could do. He was helpless. His body was tired, and those holding onto his arms had an iron grip, and there was two of them. They had a power he did not. It was called the Force. He knew that much. They could do things with it, and could strangle him to death if they wanted, but they were not.  
 
    Others around him were dying. Others in similar armor…his combat compatriots who had been captured as he had been or still actively fighting a losing battle. They were being killed with red blades that cut through them instantly. Those wielding them wore black cloaks, and he could smell the scent of burnt blood from their bodies. 
 
    Fear was surging through him more potently than ever before in his life, but his anger was stronger. He would not cower, and though he had no options, he would remain defiant til the end. 
 
    That end was near, for he was being dragged towards a third individual and set before him as the red blade was extended from the hilt of the weapon and raised above his head, about to slash down and end his life. 
 
    The Reignor felt the hopelessness. The fear, the anger, the injustice of the moment, but he didn’t scream, nor plead, nor thrash about uselessly. Instead he raised his head and glared up at the cloaked individual that was about to kill him, making eye contact and facing his end as a warrior. 
 
    The Reignor wanted to flee, to turn away, to at least cringe, but the person he was inside did not, and that stoic demeanor was admirable, but swallowed up in the impending doom about to befall him. 
 
    His end was certain, there was nothing he could do about it, and it was wrong. All this was wrong. And he was helpless. 
 
    The feeling of being helpless was a new one to the Reignor, and it melted his innards in a sickening creep that extended to his full body as if a timer until the red blade fell. 
 
    The eye of his executioner that he was locked with moved to look at something behind him, then an inexplicable aura washed over him. It was cool and in stark contrast to the doom choking him...and it suddenly knocked the two enemies restraining him away, breaking their grip on his arms as a blur rushed over and around him, slicing at the enemies with one blow each, and dropping them dead around him at the end of a blue blade. 
 
    The doom inside him flipped so fast into….he guessed it was ‘hope’… but that didn’t truly do the feeling justice. His inevitable end had been reversed by a superior power intervening, and suddenly he was free. 
 
    The warrior with the blue blade…no, a double blade…leapt forward to attack another dark cloak, then another, and another, soon moving far ahead of him on the battlefield as others like him in armor came up from behind and tossed him a rifle.  
 
    He caught it and ran with them behind the blue bladed warrior, his heart nearly exploding in a feeling he couldn’t quantify. He had never felt it before in his life…that was for sure, but it was superior. There was no disputing that. It was also right… 
 
    He found himself following the other soldiers in armor behind the blue blade, and fighting around her as she ended so many of the dark cloaks…but then there was one she could not end, and fought to a standstill until her weapon was destroyed. 
 
    The dark cloak jabbed his blade into her, not far from the Reignor, and the blue blade warrior should have died…but somehow she stopped the blade in the palm of her hands and held it back as the dark cloak pushed hard into her. 
 
    The Reignor didn’t stop and think. He didn’t use logic. He didn’t analyze. He felt the need, felt the opportunity to help her as she had helped him, and he rushed towards the dark cloak and rammed him with his own body, not caring if he lived or died, because he had to save her. She was more important than him and all the rest. She had to live in order to defeat the enemy. 
 
    That, and he was still so angry at what was happening that he didn’t care anymore. He wasn’t helpless, he had the power to act, and he was going to do so regardless of the consequences. 
 
    He was going to act. 
 
    The Reignor ran into the dark cloak next to the red blade, forcing him to make a choice between her and him, and in the confusion he did neither, allowing the Reignor to tackle him and drive him back, with both of them still on their feet as the red blade slipped out of his hands. The Reignor’s wrists were grabbed by the dark cloak and forced up near his head as they struggled, with him realizing the dark cloak was stronger…but the Reignor wasn’t unarmed. In his right hand he held a grenade, and knowing it would hit both of them he pressed the rigger while staring the dark cloak in the eyes…then it went off. 
 
    It threw the Reignor back, his face and armor torn from the explosion, but he was alive…and had the perfect view to see the blue blade step back in, without her weapon, and use her Force to throw the dark cloak against a rock wall, then kill him with some kind of remote attack that buried the darksider in rubble. 
 
    Yes, darkside. That’s what the cloaks were. He could understand the feeling now as the blue blade came back to him, looked at his new wounds with sympathetic eyes, and nodded to him her thanks. 
 
    He returned the nod, and the Reignor felt the connection of the lightside. Lightside never fought lightside, for they were on the same team no matter how different they were. 
 
    Suddenly a connection was made inside his mind. An epiphany…but then it was lost a second later as he struggled to find it again. 
 
    The room with Davis in it returned, and the blocks on his mind lifted…only to have the Reignor fall to the ground gasping heavily as the aftereffects of the simulated emotions were still coursing through him. He fell to his hands and knees but no further, looking at the ground as he tried to hold on to what was quickly slipping from his mind. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Davis asked softly, standing a few meters away. 
 
    The Neofan’s memories returned, steadying him, but only part way. What he had just experienced would not let him go entirely. 
 
    “That…” he said, still gasping for air, “was…the lightside?” 
 
    Davis nodded. “It was.” 
 
    “You are built…to hunt the darkside?” 
 
    “The darkside are not people, but circumstances. And yes, we are meant to hunt and counter it.” 
 
    “If you succeed, you lose your purpose,” the Reignor said, his breathing quickly coming back under control as the trickery of the simulator began to wear off. 
 
    “Unfortunately there appears to be no end to the darkside within the universe. If there is a way to permanently defeat it, I am unaware of it.” 
 
    “Then what is your ultimate mission? Or is it a matter of instinct?” 
 
    “When you become lightside, ‘instict’ is a good word for it. You develop the instinct, and can never be blind to it again.” 
 
    “It is fading quickly,” the Reignor said regretfully. “Does this normally happen?” 
 
    “Your past is competing with it, which is why you need to be active, for the active has the highest priority in your mind.” 
 
    “The potency of your lesson is impressive,” the Reignor said, flexing his hands and feeling like his old self again…though with a visible crack that was not sealing inside him. “I have never felt such things before.” 
 
    “Hence the need for simulators,” Davis said casually. 
 
    “What do you call the one with the blue blades?” 
 
    “Jedi.” 
 
    “Ah,” the Reignor said, making a connection. “One of your more notable fiction.” 
 
    “What you just experienced is a piece of that fiction from old Earth that we repurposed specifically for its potency.” 
 
    “You succeeded,” the Reignor said, speaking more confidently than he felt.  
 
    “Are you shaken?” 
 
    “Surprisingly so. Is this normal?” 
 
    “The greater the difference from your culture the greater the effect. No one in Star Force has such a great difference as outsiders.” 
 
    The Reignor turned away from Davis, unable to maintain his body language façade of stability. “You promised to show me power. You did not disappoint. But I do not understand it.” 
 
    “Yet now you have something to analyze.” 
 
    The Reignor turned back. “My mind is slipping. I can’t analyze an emotion after the fact. Can you show me again?” 
 
    “It will have lesser effect, but if I block your most recent memories it will feel fresh.” 
 
    “How then can I analyze it?” 
 
    “Not logically, but the affect it has on you remains and alters you, as does everything you experience in your life. It’s not so much something to analyze as it is to feel the change inside you as certain parts stick and others do not. If any part of you seeks the lightside, it will cling to what you experienced.” 
 
    The Reignor’s head came up slightly. “I felt a connection. Are you suggesting I have a proclivity towards lightside power?” 
 
    “Possibly. In my experience most have at least a small innate connection, and that provides a starting point. It seems you now have yours.” 
 
    “Then I do not want to dither here,” he declared firmly. “Show it to me again…” 
 
      
 
    “How often do you sleep?” Davis asked 18 hours later when the Reignor came out of another ‘Evid.’  
 
    “We sleep for several days every few of your months. It is not linked to the day cycle as most races are.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t wait that long,” the Director admitted as he summoned up a series of tactile holograms that offered a wide variety of choices of additional content. “At the rate you’re going, you should get through half of these by the time I return. I won’t be here to answer questions, but you’re catching on enough it should still be time well spent.” 
 
    “I do eat, however,” the Reignor added.  
 
    Davis snapped his fingers and part of the ceiling dropped down into a store-like choice of foodstuff items all sealed inside wrappers or cartons.  
 
    “I believe most of these are compatible with your digestive systems, though I have no idea what taste you prefer.” 
 
    “I will let you know if it is not sufficient. Go sleep. I will continue my learning.” 
 
    “Press each icon when you are ready and it will automatically start,” Davis said, heading for the exterior door which opened for him then sealed again, locking the Reignor inside. 
 
    But he didn’t care. The myriad of emotional simulations consumed his thoughts. The Neofan had no such compatible technology, and he was devouring the knowledge it presented him. The stagnant life of a Reignor made him even more needy in regards to experiences beyond his safety bubble, and at this point he did not want to return to his cities. This place, this alien facility with alien technology that was suppressing his mind in a way he never would have allowed others to do, was where he needed to be. Why he couldn’t articulate, but he could feel it, and that sensation was something he had no intention of letting go of.  
 
    Nothing here was the predator perspective. And in fact he was now convinced that Star Force viewed such things as the darkside, for the Jedi and others were always stopping the predation, and the feeling that came with it was potent. The reversal of the universal paradigm was addictive, but futile. It was an act of superiority, and the power required to achieve it was ample. There was nothing here about the implications of it. Just individual accounts seen in the microscopic. The macroscopic was not touched, and the Reignor lived and breathed the macroscopic, so this was a very curious point of view he was being forced to experience. 
 
    He looked at the holograms and their titles, picking one at random and feeling the pressure in his mind wanting to get in. He allowed it, then he lost his memories again and found himself in the role of a bounty hunter assigned to track down a target and retrieve them. His mission was capture, not killing, and his opponent was 50 years old with little other information, but he did have a location. 
 
    Getting there was not without incident, and a fight ensured in curious fashion as he received help from a combat machine who was also tasked with finding the same target. They agreed to split the bounty and team up, fighting the troops protecting the location their quarry was said to be located in. 
 
    After getting through the battle, they cut through a door and enter a room with a small white egg-like crate, inside of which was their quarry…but it was an infant. The machine noted that not all races age at the same rate, then the machine raised its weapon to shoot the infant. 
 
    He stopped him, saying they were here to capture, not to kill it. The machine indicated that was not its orders. For a moment you allow him to take aim, looking down into the creature’s eyes…then a weapon goes off, from your own hand, as you shoot the machine in the head so it does not deny you your bounty. 
 
    Time passes, and you take the small green creature with you onboard your ship and back to where the bounty was issued. During the time you encounter trouble and it saves your life displaying impressive, but mysterious powers. You move on and turn over the creature, who stares at you questioningly, as you leave the room with your bounty…but emotions inside do not feel right. Your logic says your mission is complete, as per the terms agreed upon, but your inner feelings say it is not right. 
 
    The Reignor did not understand this, but he felt it. He felt the urge to act, to correct the error before the opportunity elapsed. He could understand the second part, for many things in life only occurred in points of possibility. He found himself conflicted, then cursing himself and knowing how much trouble he was going to attract his way, he reversed course and went back to save the green creature.  
 
    He had to fight to do it, but when he finally got his quarry back he felt…relief. That did not make sense, but as the emotion played out the Reignor realized it was the relief of being able to reverse a responsibility before it was failed.  
 
    He gained nothing by doing this. But the responsibility was there, now temporarily satisfied, but he was still displeased with himself, for his weakness had led to him getting into this situation in the first place. He never should have turned the green creature over. 
 
    But that made no sense. The terms of the deal were clear. 
 
    The simulation ended and the emotions lingered, but clarity was not achieved. Why was that small green creature so important that he would break a deal over it? 
 
    The Reignor was so confused he ran the simulation 4 more times before finally understanding the point.  
 
    He had a responsibility to the creature because he was the one who captured it. 
 
    It was an odd concept, but somehow it had veracity. The green creature was property…yet it was also something to be protected, as if the bounty hunter had a code of conduct that he had broken, and was now responsible for the care of his quarry.  
 
    The reverse was confounding, so he ran the simulation again, gaining new insights even though he couldn’t remember the previous times seeing it…but each time his memories returned he noted how he saw different aspects of it, attesting to a change in him not due to memory. 
 
    So he was learning from the experience rather than the analysis. A pattern of behavior that Star Force deemed to be the lightside, or perhaps just preferable. This didn’t feel like the other things that were said to be lightside. This felt like correcting a mistake that never should have been made. 
 
    He decided to set it aside and chose a new simulation to run, going through them one time only to try and get varied experience in the hopes that there would be a cumulative response…and he wasn’t disappointed. By the time Davis returned he no longer felt like a ruler, but a warrior whose mission was to right wrongs…endless wrongs. He knew it was emotional bleedover, but it did linger and he felt as if it was him and not the characters he was vicariously experiencing these lessons through.  
 
    “I am changed,” the Reignor admitted as the Human walked in. “But I cannot understand it.” 
 
    “It’s ignorance peeling away. Now, if you’ve had enough to eat, we need to switch to reality. And in this case, that means physical training. How is your running speed?” 
 
    “It can be great when needed.” 
 
    “Without using Essence,” Davis clarified. 
 
    “We do not make a habit of running. It is seen as distasteful.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Davis said with a smirk. “Still, it’s a fundamental part of Star Force society. I need you to follow me cross country as long as you can, and no flying.” 
 
    “I cannot fly.” 
 
    Davis raised an eyebrow. “I thought Neofan could?” 
 
    “Some can, most cannot. It is an ability that I have not assimilated.” 
 
    “Assimilated?” 
 
    “It is not something you wish to know,” the Reignor warned. 
 
    “But it’s probably something I need to know,” the Human countered. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said with a sigh. “The Prominences on my back, which you crudely refer to as ‘wings,’ are Essence-designed tissue. When we kill an opponent, we can absorb their genetics and strengths, and incorporate some or all that we wish into the Prominences. Those with the ability to fly have thus absorbed it. I have not.” 
 
    “Absorbed in combat?” Davis said through nearly clenched teeth. 
 
    “Usually not,” the Reignor answered without elaborating. 
 
    “Do you use this on each other?” 
 
    “Abilities can be stolen, and rare ones are passed down through death over the generations. Several of us can harvest a single corpse of its powers.” 
 
    “Is this a natural ability, or biotech you created?” 
 
    “It is biotech, but not of our making. Our ancestors discovered it and assimilated it. Now we are born with it, and it is part of who we are.” 
 
    “But you can’t gain powers without stealing them from someone else?” 
 
    “No, we cannot.” 
 
    “Then this mechanism limits you.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It forces your advancement into darkside routes. Do you hunt for special individuals?” 
 
    The memory of the green creature suddenly flashed into his mind. 
 
    “It is a hallowed part of Neofan society. Only a few are allowed to do so.” 
 
    “And you have no concern for those you are killing?” 
 
    “Neofan do not. But now I am feeling echoes associated with it. How long will this last?” 
 
    “Depends on the individual. It will pass unless something sticks. Can you run in those boots, or do you need different equipment?” 
 
    The Reignor looked down at his ornate accoutrements, then watched them shift shape into something more compatible with physical activity. “I am ready now.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Davis said, opening the doorway again and running out of it quicker than the Reignor expected.  
 
    He chased after him ducking through the opening and returning to the forest environment as he saw there was a newly made path with small stones that Davis was moving along rapidly. The Reignor’s steps were much longer, and he thudded behind him until he caught up, then slowed slightly and matched the small Human’s pace. 
 
    There was no talking for a while, but when his legs began to burn with the unusual effort, a telepathic voice entered his mind. 
 
    It’s easier to talk like this than interfere with our breathing. I can sense your body in distress. It is normal for all races. This is the beginning of training, and training is the fundamental of Star Force. It is also how the lightside gains its power outside of combat. We seek out the discomfort when it originates from our own weakness. For when we challenge it, we adapt and grow stronger.  
 
    I understand the nature of training. 
 
    As an observer, perhaps, but your body right now is not attesting to a great personal knowledge of it. 
 
    It is a curious sensation.  
 
    Do you sense a subcurrent? 
 
    Action, the Reignor said, having to duck under a low branch. 
 
    Very good. When you are active, your mind works differently. If I cannot find an answer when passive, I usually run and my mind often finds other options. It is a mode shift, and one must learn to switch between modes as needed. Claiming one and always remaining in it is accepting limitation. 
 
    So you are passive at times? 
 
    I am. Our warriors rarely are. 
 
    Are you not classified as a warrior as well? An Archon, I believe? 
 
    I am not a typical Archon. I have to split my duties with that of a Monarch, so I only spend part of my day training. 
 
    And those who are always active? 
 
    Adapt greatly. 
 
    But how does one adapt lightside power specifically? 
 
    Running is a power that all can use. How you use it is what makes it lightside. If you’re looking for a specific ability to suck out of someone, you won’t find it that way. 
 
    Is it more about choice? 
 
    You’re making the first steps in the right direction, but you cannot understand many things without prerequisites. Those are what I will teach you here, then we can have a more thorough conversation. 
 
    What else am I to learn from this running? 
 
    Your body will learn for you, and it will alter your mind by putting you in an active state. I need you in that active state in order to be compatible with other upcoming simulations. 
 
    I understand. How much longer are we running? 
 
    Now that you’ve asked that question, it means it’s time to turn around and head back, Davis said, making a hard loop around a tree and getting back on the path that they’d already ran across 4 times on a series of large loops, with about 2 miles to get back to the simulator building. 
 
    You ran me until I capitulated? 
 
    You are not the first or last to ask that question, and it tells me you’ve reached a certain level of fatigue along with a desired mental state. When we return, I want you to try and sleep for a short period of time, even if you do not feel the need. There is processing that needs to be done, and it is usually accomplished better when at rest rather than in action. Half an hour should do, if you can manage it. 
 
    I will attempt to do so when we return, but it will not be deep. That requires a long transition. 
 
    It’s what we call a ‘nap,’ and is a skill that has to be developed when the body doesn’t outright crave it… 
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    By the time the Reignor made it back to the structure his legs were betraying him. They felt so heavy, and the blood in his veins was pounding hard enough for his hearing to pick up. The rest of his body was amicable, but his legs were heavily fatigued. Davis showed him an upper chamber in the building that had a sleep chamber styled in Neofan preferences…which meant it was a vertical cocoon that he tucked his prominences in against his back to slide in to, then the round hatch on the front covered him completely and faint light illuminated the inside in a blue glow. 
 
    Neofan always had orange, but this was not an issue. The Reignor closed his eyes and began to try and diminish his active state, finding it easier than he thought as his mind seemed to loosen. He set a timer to awaken him in half an hour, as the Director suggested, only to have it malfunction and trigger early. 
 
    He recalibrated, only to find that time had passed far faster than he realized. It felt like he had barely begun to try to sleep, then the time had elapsed and he could not explain why. 
 
    The cocoon opened up, with Davis waiting outside as the Reignor squinted his eyes and walked out in familiar body language for those versed in physical training. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “I did not. I lost track of time. Is this normal in Star Force?” 
 
    “I am amazed that someone as old as you has never experienced this before.” 
 
    “Running is not required, so why would we train for it?” 
 
    “Do your former servants?” 
 
    “Of course. It is required of them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They need it for their duties.” 
 
    “And what are Neofan duties?” 
 
    “Inactivity, it appears,” the Reignor admitted. “We believe it is our duty to lead others, and the physical tasks that require little intelligence are the duty of those who cannot handle the intellectual tasks. We give the necessary orders, they carry them out. We do not do such things on our own, and our technology allows us to do this. You were born into a civilization that did not have such amenities, correct?” 
 
    “Incorrect. Many were like you, though far younger. We called them lazy asses.” 
 
    “Physical activity is a metric in your hierarchy?” 
 
    “In a way, yes. Though it is more of an entry level requirement, and those that do not have it are easily spotted.” 
 
    “How many sessions are required for that entry level?” 
 
    “Depends on the person and the situation. I’d say about 20 for you, and after that the process will accumulate.” 
 
    “How many until it is complete?” 
 
    “It is never complete, and it will wear off if you stop doing it. We call it ‘surfing.’ You have to stay at the top of the wave and travel with it. Move faster and you fall off. Move slower and you fall off. Your destination is the top of the wave, and wherever it goes, you go. You cannot achieve that while passive, only while active.” 
 
    “A moving target,” the Reignor said, rubbing his jaw distractedly, with Davis seeing the telltale fatigue effect on his mannerisms. 
 
    “Yes. And now that you are fatigued, you are somewhat on that wave. We need to continue before you recover.” 
 
    “Another run?” 
 
    “No. More simulations. Specifically those that are compatible with your fatigue. You will feel theirs along with your own and calibrate.” 
 
    “We continue at this pace?” 
 
    “It will gradually increase. You must keep up if you are to learn.” 
 
    “A challenge rather than simple lessons then?” 
 
    “Some things can only be learned by experience. And if you are to learn the lightside, you must first grapple with the universe itself. And the most reliable way to do so is with physical training in between your lessons.” 
 
    “You have done this with others?” 
 
    “It is a well codified practice now, though we make adjustments for individuals as needed.” 
 
    “Then let us continue. I am intrigued with these emotional simulations and want to experience more.” 
 
    Davis mentally toggled the cranial patch the Reignor was still wearing, selecting a new simulation. The Neofan felt the prod and let it in, losing himself again to the programming and escaping his real life for the fake ones. 
 
    And the more he did so, the less he wanted to go back to the real world. 
 
      
 
    8 months later… 
 
      
 
    The Reignor had completed his training with Director Davis three days ago, and returned to inform House Atriark’s Diem and Vrorash concerning what he had learned. The prior was a group of 3 Neofan who would never lead the House, but they chose who did and acted as a counter to any ridiculous actions previous leaders had nefariously made. They could remove the Reignor if they deemed it necessary, but would not do so on a whim.  
 
    The Vrorash was not so stable, and was comprised of various factions within the House that constantly vied for control…but far more amicably than the relationship between Houses. The factions were more interested in philosophy and practice than they were in killing one another to claim power. All wanted to elevate their House, but they differed on the methods. 
 
    The Reignor had belonged to the informal ‘rock’ coalition, which believed that the House needed to focus on strengthening from within rather than risking what they had on gambles to increase their power greatly in the short term. A number of Houses no longer existed because of such gambles, and given the attrition the Neofan were suffering from losing their galaxy, the ‘rock’, or as it was known within House Atriark, the Jin’bo, were dominant, but not exclusive within the Vrorash. 
 
    The Diem was always chosen from individuals who did not espouse philosophy, but were rooted in culture and tradition. The parts of House Atriark that were not in question…until now. 
 
    The Reignor’s explaining of the lightside philosophy, as far as he understood it, and he was admittedly an amateur, was highly offensive to them, as he expected it to be, for it was largely incompatible with what the Neofan were. But there were elements of it they could learn from, particularly their ‘unity paradigm’ that was essentially an accidental benefit from them following their unspoken code. Those who followed the code did not war with each other, nor did they try to supplant each other. 
 
    Because of this, there was no internal wrangling as House Atriark possessed, let alone anything on the level of the competition between the Houses. The Reignor finally had his answer as to why Star Force wasn’t tearing itself apart given the millions of races within it, or under their dominion…though many could not even speak, and before now he would not have even considered them as an afterthought, but Star Force clearly did, and one of those was currently their most powerful asset. 
 
    The Uriti. 
 
    The Reignor had tried to impress on the Vrorash the importance of the unity paradigm and how it gave Star Force a huge advantage over them…but they did not care to listen, deeming it inferior and proclaiming it would self-destruct under its own weight given enough time. He had thought the same previously, but not now. Now he had a glimpse at the true strength of Star Force, and they were not an adversary to take lightly. They were young, but their unity paradigm was allowing a growth rate unseen in any other empire, and that scared him. 
 
    He could not express that fear to the Vrorash, and he wisely chose his words carefully, but eventually dismissed the assembly after the second day, citing their ignorance and demanded further study of Star Force culture before they challenged his observations again. 
 
    This was now the day after, and as he stood on a perch in a building so tall he was looking down on the cloud tops from above, he stayed just inside the restrictive field that did nothing to dampen the wind at this altitude. He felt it hit his face, providing some sensation of coolness, as he found himself longing to return to his training with Davis, for now without the Evids, his life here seemed to lack meaning. 
 
    “Are you lustful?” one of his bond mates said from behind him in a soothing tone. 
 
    The Reignor turned around, looking at a much thinner version of Neofan, but she had the same Prominences, or ‘Gorvaj’, arching off her back as he did, though hers were impudent, as were most of his bond mates. Only two had earned the right to assimilate another’s power, and both had been Neofan who were executed for previous scandals. Most of their purpose in life was exploring the techniques and intricacies of mating, and using them to focus, heal, or sooth their bonded, but the Reignor had no wish for such things today, despite the fact that he held the most lauded bond mates within House Atriark that all other males craved. 
 
    “I seek solitude,” he answered. “I have much to consider.” 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for with their leader?” 
 
    “I found answers I sought, but they have opened up new questions. I need to process and ponder, two things that your skills will interfere with, Nafeni.” 
 
    “Shall I inform the others that you do not wish company?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    She nodded her ring-bound head and retreated silently, leaving the Reignor in his cave-like third chambers alone with the door sealing as Nafeni left and locking as she ordered it with a soft touch of the internal mechanism on the way out. 
 
    Normally Nafeni was a welcome embrace. She knew when he needed her, and knew when to avoid him. This was the first time he had ever denied her advance, and he wondered why. 
 
    It didn’t take long to figure it out. Mating with her was familiar, despite the new variations she would occasionally discover or craft, for their mating was more mental than physical, and her mind was as ample as her latching grips. She was previously desirable, but now the Reignor wanted something else. 
 
    He wanted something new. 
 
    No, not just something new. He wanted to explore and learn. 
 
    And yet that wasn’t quite right either. Accurate, but incomplete. 
 
    He wanted to do something that mattered. 
 
    The Reignor slowly spun around, taking in his chambers in a long sweeping glance. He did not want to be here. He wanted to be back with Davis, learning and experiencing more Evids, or even running. Odd how he now craved it when he had learned to despise it so in the beginning. 
 
    “Stagnation,” he said to no one in particular. “All I have been doing is trying to supplant House Mutavi. What then would I do if we succeeded? Attempt to hold that position as I now hold leadership of my House? We are safe here. There is no enemy to defeat, or survive. Even if Star Force falls the Hadarak will not discover the Temples. All we are doing is waiting, and they are content with it. Why am I now not?” 
 
    The Reignor realized he didn’t desire his leadership anymore. In fact, he felt it was now holding him back… 
 
    His quiet poise was abandoned in a snap as he charged for the door and rushed out, heading further down the spire-like building until he came to a level with his operational staff. They always had work to do, and he found one of his 6 apprentices there, known as Neovu, who were essentially his seconds in command and troubleshooters wrapped into an unofficial position.  
 
    “Yen, you will assume my duties in my absence.” 
 
    “Additional training with Director Davis?” he guessed. 
 
    “No. I must verify something he told me, without him knowing I am doing it. And I must leave the Temple to do so.” 
 
    Yen’s eyes widened. “As you wish, but cannot one of us carry out this task for…” 
 
    “No. It is something I must see with my own eyes. I will put myself in danger, but if we are superior that is not a concern. It is unconventional, but I must have answers. The future of our House depends upon it.” 
 
    “What do you require?” 
 
    “A Gjardan, with supplies for a journey to the Hadarak war zone.” 
 
    “What did the Director tell you about the Hadarak that we do not already know?” 
 
    “It is something I will not speak of until I can confirm it. When others ask, tell them I am on a fact finding mission and indulge them no further. No new actions are to be taken in my absence. That is my standing order.” 
 
    “Confirmed. When do you intend to depart?” 
 
    “Now.” 
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    3 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    It was most likely impossible to hide the departure of a warship from the Temple without the Star Force embassy noting it, but he did not take it into the nearby star system where they could track him. He took it into the intra-galaxy network and emerged inside of Hadarak territory far faster than any Star Force ship could travel. He didn’t know if they had discovered the full extent of the network, for the plans were not in the Temples, as the Vargemma were never meant to use it. 
 
    He had held over at one of the transfer points several days to see if he was being followed, and once he was convinced he was not he continued on until he emerged through a ring-like portal floating in deep space far from the nearest stars and out of the reach of the Hadarak. 
 
    The Gjardan-class warship poured Essence into its secondary engines and created momentum by gripping the Essence real directly in multiple points and pushing off against them in a cascade motion as if they were oars dipping into an ocean. This was the same technology that the nearby portal ring used to fix it in one location while ships could latch on with mooring beams to maneuver themselves in and out of it without displacing it. Same went for the interstellar network, but staying put was far easier than creating momentum out of nothing, and the Rieden engines were one of the Neofan’s most closely guarded secrets. 
 
    It wasn’t fast though, and the acceleration away from the portal was a gradual affair that took two days to achieve coast speed to the star, but that leg of the journey was one that Star Force and others could not make…as far as he knew…and it was worth the effort considering how much regular star travel they’d skipped over by traveling through the hidden network that was by design out of the reach of the Hadarak…though it was expensive to use given the combined Essence costs. 
 
    As the Gjardan drifted into the system and began a light braking maneuver against the central star’s gravity, the Reignor noted that there was little here for the Hadarak to inhabit. A few asteroid fields and a small nebula. Nothing that he could use, and Star Force didn’t have any maps of this area, for they were far inside the Grand Border now. He ordered the ship’s commander to head towards a system four jumps away that contained a fair number of habitable planets as far as the Neofan were concerned…and by that he meant atmosphere, gravity, and temperature being within a very narrow parameter.  
 
    He wanted to be able to be in his natural habitat for this test, but he also needed a certain level of Hadarak activity…and the system he ordered them to travel to ended up being too heavily fortified. 
 
    They could have destroyed it all with a single Gjardan, but that would have accomplished nothing, so they continued on to their next candidate based on old maps and continued to search for a planet with a large amount of Hadarak, but not a heavy naval presence or any surface growths capable of using Essence. 
 
    They had to go through 13 candidates and 128 jumps before they finally came upon a system with two habitable planets, both of which were covered in Hadarak growths, but none were stretching up to orbit yet, nor were they the Essence capable varieties. That meant they had no means of communicating outside this system other than by courier, and the Gjardan would take care of those shortly. 
 
    The sphere-shaped ship spat out hundreds of smaller versions of itself, tiny in comparison, that sped around the star taking up individual positions in a blockade net, with the nearest Hadarak minions being intercepted and destroyed with long range, thin orange beams that intercepted their crude bodies with insane accuracy.  
 
    That would keep any couriers from leaving, of the small variety, but the one moon-sized Hadarak in the system would not be stopped by such small devices. It also could not move very fast at all, but there was no point in allowing it to cause trouble, so the Reignor had the Gjardan intercept it before taking him to the first of the two target planets. 
 
    The Neofan warship cut through the minion clouds that moved between them and their target without losing any speed, then the Gjardan fought the grapple fields of the Trugo and came to ‘land’ on the living moon, touching its armored surface as three large tentacles reached out and slammed down on the ship’s shields, but they did not penetrate as the ship delivered a specialized poison into the Trugo. 
 
    The Essence-enhanced weapon soaked into the hard armor and passed through it, getting to the less hard interior in under a minute, then traveled a little less than a mile per second as it reached down towards the core of the creature, searching out specific areas, for a mass attack would be pointless given how large the Trugo was. 
 
    The smart poison eventually found its targets, directed by the Gjardan as it remained in contact, and lobotomized the Trugo, with the flailing tentacles suddenly going limp along with the rest of its active functions. The Gjardan stayed put for some time longer, adding more poison that would eventually fully kill it, all the while the minion clouds were suiciding against the Gjardan’s shields and point defenses, unable to even damage the Neofan technology. 
 
    After the large Hadarak was dead, the Gjardan moved to the first planet and did a detailed analysis of Hadarak forces on the surface as the orbital minions were casually dealt with. Several locations appeared sufficient for the Reignor’s mission, one that he had not divulged to anyone on the ship prior to this moment. 
 
    “I will be going down to the planet alone and engaging in personal combat,” he said, with the entire command staff of the ship looking at him in utter shock. “If it appears my life is in jeopardy, you are hereby ordered not to intervene unless I request it. What I have to learn cannot be discovered in light combat. It must be a mismatch where I have to use considerable power in order to survive. You do not need to know what I am searching for, nor would you understand if I explained. Do not let naval units interfere, but everything on the ground is forbidden for you to touch.” 
 
    “How long will you be engaging in personal combat?” the commander finally asked. 
 
    “Until I discover what I came here for. If I do not in the first location, I will move to the second, and the third, and as many as necessary. You are to wait in orbit over my position until I order otherwise. If by chance I am killed, it will be a sign of my inferiority and another will rightfully take my place as Reignor. No fault will be placed upon this ship or crew. These are my commands. Let them be so logged.” 
 
    “How many guards do you wish to accompany you?” 
 
    “None. I go alone,” he said, with no one uttering a word afterwards. He stared them down for a moment, then turned with a flurry of his cape and departed, not needing to explain further to his subordinates.  
 
    He boarded a small landing craft and piloted it himself down to the surface in an area where the Hadarak did not have considerable anti-air batteries. He only had to destroy one on the journey down, then he set his ovoid craft to hover at a decent height and maintain position until called for. 
 
    The Reignor opened one of the hatches and jumped out, falling to the ground and cushioning his landing using Essence for lack of flight capability.  
 
    The Hadarak were not far away, and the closest were rushing towards him from multiple angles. The Reignor casually pulled off his cape and upper clothing, baring his chest as he tossed the garments on the ground, feeling more alive now than he had in previous memory. 
 
    He was not wrong about coming here. The Evids had been so real that he wanted more of them, but there was one way to do that without requesting it of the Director, and that was to do something similar to them in reality…and being here, with the Hadarak all around and his ship ordered not to interfere, he could feel the danger and the excitement that brought, flaking off eons of stagnation as quickly as he had shed his upper clothing. 
 
    When the first of the small Hadarak scurried up to him, he didn’t even bother to use Essence, running up to it and stomping on it with one heavy foot, then punching down with his right fist against another as a third jumped on his back…only to be flung away by the telekinetic tissue in his Gorvaj before the creature could even touch them. It was a natural reflex, and he didn’t even have to see the enemy to know they were behind him. Neofan did not let anyone touch their Prominences without permission, and in combat a perimeter had to be maintained, for their construction was not as strong as the rest of their body.  
 
    It appeared as a weakness, but many enemies had died trying to exploit it. Neofan had no weaknesses, or so he had thought. Now he was going to test that theory personally, as well as see if he could find a purpose in his life above displacing House Mutavi. He sensed there should be one, for his previous ambitions now seemed hollow. He needed to find a purpose, as all those lightsiders he had felt during the Evids had. He did not understand them all, but what he felt could not be denied.  
 
    He needed to know if he could find it in reality, and as Davis had said, some things could only be experienced during action…and the stagnation of daily Neofan life was going to deny him the ability to answer that question, which was why he had to come here, seeking out their enemy, and fighting them personally. No ship, no technology, no troops. Just him and the Hadarak, doing something no other Reignor would ever consider doing. 
 
    Putting his own life in danger. 
 
    And now that he was here, defeating this pittance of an attack personally, he felt like he was in one of the Evids. He couldn’t analyze it logically, but he could feel it.  
 
    And Davis had said that to understand the lightside, you had to learn to trust your feelings. 
 
    The Reignor grunted, throwing aside the squashed carcasses of the two small Hadarak beneath him as he prepared for dozens more coming at him, with the larger and more powerful ones slowly approaching from further away. If he stayed here long enough, he would attract an army of them… 
 
    And that’s exactly what he intended to do. 
 
      
 
    “Is he still in combat?” a voice said from behind the Gjardan’s commander as he watched the Reignor down on the planet via the perspective of his ship and the transport that was still hovering over his position.  
 
    “Diem…how are you here?” 
 
    “I have been onboard the entire journey, Uejy. Do not take offense. I am here to monitor the Reignor.” 
 
    “Does he know you are here?” 
 
    “No, and you will not tell him. We have concerns.” 
 
    “He is still in combat. He has taken no breaks. I do not believe his Essence stores can sustain him much longer.” 
 
    “Yet he continues to kill them?” 
 
    “His skills have surprised me. He has dispatched 17 different armies of Hadarak that have moved against him, so much so that the 18th held off until they could assemble greater numbers.” 
 
    “Has he reached his limit?” 
 
    “I thought he had reached it long ago.” 
 
    “What is his purpose here?” 
 
    “He is investigating something, but would not say what.” 
 
    “It appears he is indulging in the bloodshed.” 
 
    “I have seen no stopping to indulge. He must kill them rapidly and continuously, or they will overwhelm him.” 
 
    “Have you sensed a change in him?” 
 
    The commander hesitated. “I have, Diem.” 
 
    “A positive one?” 
 
    “I do not know. He seems distant, angry. His aura is…” 
 
    “No longer Neofan.” 
 
    “I would not say that, Diem.” 
 
    “But you are thinking it, as are others. When he took Star Force’s offer of training, we questioned him putting himself in a subservient position, but he insisted he needed to learn more about our rivals in this galaxy. But when he returned he was changed. Contaminated. His habits have changed, his motivation is altered. He is not the same Neofan who went to train with Star Force. They have done something to him.” 
 
    “What could they do that we would not detect?” 
 
    “We do not know, but their empire is held together by an unknown factor. The Reignor says he has discovered it, but he makes no sense in his explanations. If they do have mind altering capability, it would explain their cohesion.” 
 
    “Can he be repaired?” the commander asked emphatically, for he rather liked this Reignor.  
 
    “Will you tap into the psionic sensor? We can assess this best while he is distracted.” 
 
    “That is a violation of protocol. He must allow it.” 
 
    “On my authority,” the Diem insisted. “We must know the truth.” 
 
    The commander reluctantly nodded, walking over to another empty console and activing the sensor equipment on the landing craft remotely, sending out a psionic field that would encounter and return back the mental state, emotions, and state of one’s Core. All Neofan had individual variations in the readings, but they had to fit inside a statistical silhouette to be considered sane. If they ventured beyond it, they were exiled never to return for the sake of the House, for one’s psionic aura affected those around him, and a toxic one could disrupt and damage the collective…irreparably, which was why the greatest duty of a Diem was to insure the stability and sanity of their Reignor and the members of the Vrorash. 
 
    Normally a Neofan would know when they were being scanned, and to do so was to question their status…which was not something that would go without repercussions. Measurement was required at various stages of life, and only then, with some feared to be divergent in between these measuring points, but unless they became belligerent they would not be challenged. It was rumored some had recovered their sanity in the interim, and it was unofficially known that all had that last chance at redemption before being tested again. 
 
    To do this now to the Reignor, when he was fighting for his life and probably would not even detect it, was a huge breach of protocol, and the commander would never have agreed unless the Diem had taken responsibility. When the Reignor returned he would be within his rights to kill the Diem on the spot for such a sacrilege. 
 
    The results did not take long to register, then a shape appeared that detailed all the measurements into it as if a graph. The shape would tell you where you were in alignment and where you were outside it. 
 
    The Reignor’s silhouette matched his last test in several areas, but there were three moderate deviations and one massive one that put him well beyond sanity.  
 
    The commander sucked in a breath of air, not believing what he was seeing, and recalibrated the sensors personally to verify they were accurate…and got the same result.  
 
    “He is beyond helping now,” the Diem said, his eyes intense. “Recall the landing craft.” 
 
    The commander turned and looked at the Diem, not saying anything disrespectful, but not immediately obeying. They had a stare down, and eventually the truth of the situation sank in. 
 
    “Should we not analyze him to determine how this happened?” 
 
    “Too risky. The crew is already affected. We must purge the disruption from us, and I will recommend to the Vrorash that we sever all in person contact with Star Force. We cannot risk them contaminating us further.” 
 
    “We must know how they did it. We are not in a position to exterminate them.” 
 
    “They are not the first to attempt to do so, and will not be the last. We must maintain our distance until we acquire servants again. We have had too much contact with outsiders already. Recall the transport. He is lost to us.” 
 
    The commander turned and hit a button, with a small hitch as part of his mind began to think about what he was actually doing…then like any Neofan would, he put aside that weakness and did what was required of him. 
 
      
 
    The Reignor jumped, higher than he ever had before thanks to his short time of physical training with Davis. Star Force knew far more in the discipline than the Neofan did, but he would not admit that to Davis or the Vrorash.  
 
    He tucked his arms against his chest and landed feet first on top of a quadruped Hadarak minion, snapping its spine then jumping off to punch another with an Essence sleeve formed into a blade, slicing through its thick armor with ease and lopping off its head. He continued with the blade for several more kills, then sent out a ring-like energy wave that killed all that it passed through within 4 seconds. 
 
    That gave him a short breather as those on the horizon continued to run towards him, though there were so many corpses the area was getting cluttered again, so he ran over several and got into fresh ground, leaving behind a long string of ‘islands of the dead’ testifying to how much damage he was doing to the Hadarak…but they still kept coming, and given the size of the infestation on this planet, they could grow new ones faster than he could kill them, meaning there was no way he was going to win this war. 
 
    But that was the point. A fight he couldn’t win, and now that he was here he was feeling more alive than ever. Every move he made mattered. There was no safety net, no simulation that could be paused or rerun. This was REAL, and very different than he had imagined. It wasn’t glorious, and yet it was. Not in the physical sense. Gore was everywhere, and his body was covered with it. He wanted to use his Essence or his telekinesis to wipe it off again, but he was so fatigued he didn’t want to waste the effort.  
 
    But now, in this fatigue and so far into the combat, he felt a connection that he did not want to relinquish…and the more he fought the greater his distance from the stagnation of Neofan society. That gave him ample motivation to continue to stretch, with his landing craft hovering in the sky not too far away for when the time came that he had to finally relent and rest. 
 
    Star Force fought the Hadarak in this manner, but only because they had to. Normally they would use stun weapons and take prisoners…but the Hadarak could not be taken prisoner. Davis had told him they’d tried, but they could not be rehabilitated, only confined, and there were far too many to confine.  
 
    The Reignor wasn’t here to save the galaxy, yet he was doing a bit of that work. No, it was more about opposing an enemy that deserved opposing. That was the lightside. And the more of these little revelations he had, the better he was getting at being able to determine what was and was not lightside. 
 
    And like Davis had told him, he had to feel it…then, and only then, could he apply logic to understand it. But without the feeling, he would remain lost. 
 
    The Reignor was no longer lost. 
 
    Before the next wave could get to him, he ran forward to engage part of them before the others could come at him from behind. He used punches and kicks for the most part, enhanced with Essence sleeves rather than using the more expensive techniques. The minions were not complicated, just bulky, but compared to Humans he was a living tank fighting against other tanks, and he did not find any of these minions to be a challenge. Not even the few elite ones he had dispatched two days ago…or was it three? He had forgotten how many day cycles had passed. All the combat was blurred together, and he relished the freedom that brought him. 
 
    As he continued to fight in melee fashion, a shadow passed over him that got his attention. He pushed all the Hadarak around him back with a large telekinetic burst as he turned around and looked up at his landing craft…which was moving. 
 
    He mentally called to it, but it would not respond. In fact, it would not respond to any of his queries. The technology was reliable, meaning this had to be an override from the Gjardan. In the few moments he had before the minions came back at him he telepathically reached out to the ship and found the mind of the commander. 
 
    Why are you recalling the landing craft? he demanded.  
 
    You are tainted, Reignor, another mind answered him. One that should not have been there.  
 
    The Neofan leader immediately pulled on his remaining Essence and grabbed the landing craft, using his might to overwhelm its engine thrust that increased to maximum as he pulled it down. He almost didn’t have the strength, but then it gradually came closer and closer to the ground as he ran towards it, intending to jump when it got close enough and needing to evade the Hadarak for the pulling was taking nearly all of his concentration. 
 
    He was halfway there when a bolt of energy shot down from the sky and hit the craft, disintegrating it and creating a pulse wave that threw the Reignor and the Hadarak back across the swampy landscape with all of them tumbling like trash. 
 
    The Reignor hit his head so many times he momentarily lost consciousness, only to focus on something chewing on his arm before he grabbed and snapped its armored neck in his large hands.  
 
    His body was so fatigued and shell-shocked he wanted to stay put, but he knew he could not, and he got to his feet having to fight off three more Hadarak, but two were wounded and did not offer much resistance. When he got rid of them and looked around, he saw a few limping here and there as the Gjardan visible in orbit above began to move away from the planet. 
 
    The Reignor just stood there and looked, aghast. He had not seen it coming. Not even an inkling of it. He had been doing his duty, studying Star Force to figure out how best to deal with them if and when it came to war, or perhaps a renegotiating of their place in this galaxy. He was loyal, not insane, and yet he hadn’t known one of the Diem were onboard his own ship. Was he betrayed before he even left the Temple? 
 
    He didn’t have time to think, but he had to. He was left for dead, with no way off this world and out of this system that was swarming with Hadarak…and without the Gjardan keeping orbital units at bay, he was going to come under attack from the sky even if he survived on the ground. 
 
    His own people had just casually discarded him, without even giving him a chance to prove himself…and he figured that was the point. They couldn’t defend their actions, and he had put himself in such a vulnerable position out here there would be no witnesses except those onboard the ship, and any loyal to him would probably be killed as well. 
 
    He had doomed himself coming here, and as the reality of that hit him, part of him didn’t care. He was free of them now. Free of the stagnation and everything else his preborn knowledge had been urging him to abandon. And now it was gone, ripped away not by his choice, and being so close to his death gave him extra clarity. 
 
    The fate of House Atriark was now no longer in his control. Nothing was. He was going to die here today, tomorrow, the next day. How long he held on was variable, but there would be no victory. And the Diem wasn’t even waiting around to witness his death. Soon they would leave the system entirely, with the Reignor becoming just one of the many inconsequential corpses on this planet. 
 
    There was nothing he could do. He had been suckered, and how it had happened didn’t matter now. All that did was how he was going to finish out this small piece of his life.  
 
    Before he had met Davis, he would have stood here and allowed himself to be killed, or he would have pulled so much Essence from his body that his Core would detach and he would make his end that way. 
 
    But now, all that echoed through his mind was to go down fighting. Make his last stand, as he had experienced in so many of the Evids. But now this one was real, and that realness surpassed every fiction that he had experienced. 
 
    In this last moment of his life, he was finally truly alive. 
 
    And in that, there was a significant victory. 
 
    The Reignor turned as the waves of minions on the horizon beyond the blast range of the orbital bombardment came racing towards him once again, and though no one was watching, he intended to put on quite the show before he finally succumbed to the inferior creatures’ numbers. 
 
    He summoned up another Essence sleeve and took off running towards them, intent to meet his end on his terms and not theirs… 
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    March 19, 154968 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Extreme High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Maverick Yeu’cri stood on the bridge of the H’kar light cruiser at the head of a fleet of 17 other such craft and four high speed scout ships as he watched the long range sensors for the first sign of the Zak’de’ron remote convoy, waiting in the system that they were supposed to make a close flyby to, picking up a small gravity turn without actually stopping in the system as they headed out towards intergalactic space. 
 
    They were several months shy of that, and there would be two more opportunities for intercept later. After that, they would be in deep space and unretrievable for the next million years or so as they slow coasted their way to another galaxy. 
 
    That was, if the information had been correct. The H’kar had been tapped with this assignment because they were closest and had to draw off ships from some of their system defense fleets, for most of their mainline ships were in past the Grand Border fighting the Hadarak.  
 
    Yeu’cri had been tapped to go with them just in case there was any trouble onboard, for they were supposed to be unmanned, but with it being a Zak’de’ron convoy disguised in their servant’s ships, there was no way of telling what tricks or traps there might be. If they’d stuck a few people away in stasis to die on the journey only to protect the ships during the outbound leg…well, something like that would be typical of the Zak’de’ron, though only Yeu’cri knew it. The rest of the H’kar were not so well informed, but he was a Maverick, the equivalent of an Archon, except his legs didn’t move quite so fast. 
 
    He kept staring at the system map with his entire fleet hammering the approach vector with sensor beams. Yeu’cri hadn’t been given an exact moment they should arrive, only a time window of weeks, but their best guess had been two hours ago, and so far not a blip on the long range sensors. 
 
    He wasn’t going to stand here for days waiting, though he could. That was one advantage of being a H’kar. They didn’t have to lay down to sleep, and locking their exoskeleton in place would keep them rigid and upright as long as necessary without taxing their muscles, but right now he didn’t feel like sleeping. He felt like getting a damn ping on the sensors, but they were stubbornly defying his expectations. 
 
    “We’re getting a comm signal from an approaching ship from insystem,” one of the bridge officers told him and the Captain, who he was standing beside just outside the command circle that was ringed with control and monitor pedestals, but without a seat that the H’kar did not need. “They’re Zitari Commerce Guild.” 
 
    “What do they want?” Yeu’cri asked. 
 
    “They want to know what we want all the way out here in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Tell them to mind their own business and stay clear…no, wait. Don’t say that. Tell them we’re seeking tranquility and their presence is damaging our calm.” 
 
    “You want me to tell them what?” the officer asked. 
 
    “Just send it verbatim, you don’t have to understand,” the Maverick said as a pinging on the system map immediately drew everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Contact in search area.” 
 
    “Calculate trajectory and get me an intercept solution.” 
 
    A projected path materialized as a shaded column stretching from one side of the system and curving around the star far away from it, then angling away from its original course by only a few degrees. 
 
    “We don’t have much to work with,” the Captain warned. “That’s shallower than I expected.” 
 
    “Make it work,” Yeu’cri insisted as the shaded area condensed down into a thin line as they got more position data from the incoming contact and a second ping sounded, indicating another ship behind the first…which should be the Zak’de’ron convoy, and they weren’t spaced very far apart at all. 
 
    The Captain and the crew worked on it together, mostly via terminal interface with only a few words passing between them, then a timer appeared over the map indicating a countdown of 18 seconds. 
 
    “The scout ships are going for the first ship, but we can’t make it. We can grab the 8th if they maintain this spacing and speed.” 
 
    “Can they get to the first?” 
 
    “Maybe. They’re already enroute to attempt,” the Captain said as small icons on the map moved away from the H’kar fleets current position. “The Zak’de’ron really didn’t want anyone else being able to catch them.” 
 
    “Our engines are as good as theirs…or so I’m told,” Yeu’cri said as he waited for the countdown to eclipse, then his light cruiser yanked on the star and the smaller planets in the system to accelerate it as hard as it could not on a line to the central gravity well, but almost perpendicular to it, meaning they weren’t going to get much acceleration out of it.  
 
    But what they did get added up, and while the first of the Zak’de’ron ships blew by them a bit further out in the system, the H’kar’s speed gradually caught up and evened out, with them crisscrossing near the 8th ship, then having to yank hard on the star to bring them back and tug on several planets to goose the trajectories together enough for them to get a mooring beam on the other ship at extreme range. 
 
    When they did, that allowed them to even out the remaining inertia differences and bring them close enough that a boarding team could go over, with the Maverick at the lead. The ship in question was a Voku one, and they already had the blueprints for such a vessel in their database, so they knew exactly where to go as an energy conduit extended out from one airlock to another and the fully armored H’kar were sent down it and cut through the door, installing a temporary kit over top of it that they could control, then they went inside and sealed it behind them as they raced for both the bridge and the auxiliary control room. 
 
    Yeu’cri went with the team to the control room, running through halls and not bothering to look anywhere else, getting there to find everything in order except for one odd piece of technology in the center that was not Voku. It was Zak’de’ron tech, and with a slash of an energy blade from his armor’s wrists, he cut the connecting tendrils to what was probably a navigational device, for Voku systems were nowhere near advanced enough to try and make an accurate jump between galaxies. 
 
    Two members of his team interfaced directly with the Voku data ports, hacking into the systems and gaining control of the engine systems as the bridge team finally reached their destination. 
 
    “Maverick, there’s a Zak’de’ron device on the bridge.” 
 
    “Navigational interface?” 
 
    “No, this looks like a comm relay.” 
 
    “Check to see if the autopilot is routed through it,” Yeu’cri said, getting ready to override the course and bring them back towards the star in what would be a ‘circle the drain’ braking maneuver given their pass through trajectory. 
 
    “Confirmed. We’re receiving course modifications from the ship ahead of us.” 
 
    “Probably a chain command from the lead ship.” 
 
    “Farrik,” the H’kar on the other end of the comm line swore. “There is linkage between all the ships in the convoy, and there are more than 2,400 of them.” 
 
    “Can you use the comm to override the others?” 
 
    “Not sure. It’s configured to take orders from the lead ship only. I may be able to rewrite it given enough time.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” he said, opening a comm to the light cruiser. “Captain, we need the first ship or we’re not going to stop most of the convoy. They’re all following navigational orders from it. Have the scout ships reached it?” 
 
    “Affirmative. They’re already boarding.” 
 
    “Tell them to find the comm unit, probably on the bridge. They need to use it to order the entire fleet to stop in this system if possible. If not we need a redirect to a neighboring system.” 
 
    “Transmitting.” 
 
    Yeu’cri looked down at the leads from the Zak’de’ron device he’d just severed, hopping he didn’t belatedly need them. “Keep us on course just in case we’re a link in the chain needed to stop the other ships, but standby to manually bring us out of this trajectory if I give the word.” 
 
    His team worked to get ready for that eventuality, but apparently his teams on the scout ships were a step ahead of him, for a few minutes later this ship received updates that it transmitted down the line to the next one, and all were new navigational orders. 
 
    Yeu’cri moved to the engine panel and manually input the orders the bridge relayed to him after stating the controls up there had been disabled. That began their braking maneuver, but not so gracefully as the Zak’de’ron systems would have managed. Still, they followed more or less in line and gradually slowed down as they circled the system, with the single file ships from at least 17 different races accumulating in one position in the system after more than 3 full orbits around the star, with each one becoming shorter as they got closer to it 
 
    They took one last little jog away from the star after nearly skimming its atmosphere towards one of the gas giants in the system, then finished braking squarely against it, with the ships stacking up in orbit there as the long line took more than two days to finally arrive, and by the time they did H’kar skeleton crews were already taking over the first few hundred ships as the Zitari Commerce Guild continued to pester them with questions. 
 
    The Maverick went onboard several of the first ones, finding cargos of raw rare elements stacked to the ceiling in every bay, room, and often in the hallways. Later ships held an array of non-Zak’de’ron tech taken from races that the Maverick couldn’t identify. Some could have been trophies, but other than that he didn’t understand the value, for most were not very advanced, though somewhat odd.  
 
    Then there was a report of a morgue ship, which he decided to go look at himself as even more weird stuff was being reported in the newer ships to be boarded, all without a single guard or defense mechanism. Apparently the Zak’de’ron didn’t expect anyone to find, let alone know about the existence of the convoy, and were counting on secrecy for their security. 
 
    Yeu’cri went onboard a Navden vessel, which was shaped like a saucer with a spoke through the center, to find bodies in stasis tubes everywhere. None were alive, and as soon as he got onboard he found one with an Oso’lon in it, along with many other V’kit’no’sat races, but others as well, and most showed visible wounds from how they died, along with a small display screen attesting to who they were…or rather who they had been. 
 
    “Did they keep these as victory spoils?” one of the H’kar with Yeu’cri asked. 
 
    “That sounds too vain for them, but it’s possible,” he said as they continued to walk through the creepy ship, then one of the other H’kar onboard commed him through their helmet links. “Maverick, they’ve got a Human or Zen’zat here, can’t tell which, he’s so torn up. Might be one of ours.” 
 
    Yeu’cri noted his position on the battlemap and headed towards him. “On my way.” 
 
    A few minutes later they came to another smaller bay that had less large corpses in them, and out of all the many aliens…some of which were duplicates of the same race…there was one Human form missing most of his head and all of one arm, along with chunks out of the rest of his body that was badly burned. It was by far the most torn up corpse he’d seen yet. 
 
    “Not pretty,” the H’kar there said as the Maverick walked up beside him. “You think he’s one of ours from the V’kit’no’sat war? 
 
    “Too big to be Human unless he was a Page. What’s the label say?” 
 
    “Doesn’t say anything about him other than the name, and he only has one.” 
 
    The Maverick walked over a step and activated the display, seeing the identity of the individual pop up in V’kit’no’sat script…and it caused him to go stiff with shock. 
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    “All Archons and Mavericks do,” Yeu’cri said slowly, staring down at the otherwise empty screen that simply said… 
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