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    March 8, 128852 
 
    Plucar System (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Idolo Wastes 
 
      
 
    Han Tyver didn’t know why he was here. He’d served in the Star Force space navy for 826 years, ranging from gunner, to navigator, and all the way up to first officer on Hela’s Fury, a Mk. 349 Warship-class starship that had spent the past 12 years in the far Rim punching down on a lot of little enemies out there causing trouble for people other than Star Force. Word in the galaxy was that the Star Force navy was all in the Core fighting the Hadarak, and a lot of bad guys were trying to take advantage of that. Hela’s Fury and other isolated ships were put on patrol to deal with as many of those situations as they could, but they couldn’t get to all of them. 
 
    Star Force territory hadn’t been touched. But that didn’t mean much, because more than 99% of the galaxy was not Star Force territory. The empire’s domain accounted for about half the Rim and a tiny piece of the Core, so about 26% of the galaxy. The number of systems and planets that contained was mind boggling, coming in at nearly 60 billion systems with an average of 12 planetoids in each, not to count all the asteroids slightly smaller than that where people still built cities and lived. 
 
    Add into that all the nebula and artificial constructs and you were still only accounting for a tiny fraction of the actual space Star Force occupied in the Rim, because the star systems were nothing more than little gravitational islands amongst the greater void. There was no way anyone anywhere could control all of it, nor monitor it. And Star Force didn’t even own most of the planets. They had their own systems sprinkled throughout the Rim and exerted their influence over their domain via the Naval division, for the most part, but also through economy and special forces teams that would pop up on other worlds when the bad guys least expected it. 
 
    But even if the full Star Force fleet was available to patrol the Rim, there weren’t enough ships to be everywhere, and even one ship in one star system was pathetically inadequate. A planet was a world, and a star system was a collection of worlds and the ‘seas’ in between them. Even with the best sensors available on a Mk. 349 warship, there was very little you could actually see that wasn’t out in the void or wasn’t near to you. And if you came into low orbit over a planet you could usually scan the surface pretty well, but Han knew how one could hide just below ground, or in camouflage blinds.  
 
    The point was, if you wanted to hide in the galaxy, you had a pretty good chance of succeeding if you had even rudimentary skill at it. And with Star Force being low on available warships out here, if you didn’t live in a Star Force system you were vulnerable, and nearly everyone out here knew it, while those within the Empire, for the most part, didn’t have a clue anything was wrong. 
 
    Star Force had never set out to conquer the galaxy, and when they came upon a planet or race that wasn’t darkside, they worked with them, traded with them, learned from them and exchanged some of their own knowledge. Han had read in the historical records of many, many, many such instances, but only if they obeyed a few basic rules. Star Force would not turn a blind eye to the suffering of a single person because of ‘sovereignty’ claims of other civilizations. If you claimed you had the right to abuse people because they were your people, Star Force simply smiled, sent an invasion force, and took away that sovereignty, because you didn’t deserve it. 
 
    After doing a lot of that the message got around what independent systems had to do to avoid getting forcibly annexed, and that was why Star Force hadn’t taken over every system. In some ways it would have been better if they had, but Han figured the trailblazers knew they could never monopolize the galaxy. It was simply too damn big, and some people needed their breathing room to learn from making mistakes rather than being taught by Star Force. But the one primary principle in the Star Force edict was that if someone born on a world that was not Star Force property, they had to have the option to leave and follow their own path. Nobody was going to be a slave to another person, an empire, or a culture.  
 
    Everywhere within what Star Force labeled as its ‘domain’ on the starmap were explored systems that had been checked out and were constantly monitored. A good many of them had Star Force embassies in them to facility the flow of people out who wanted to leave, and those embassies were often invited so Star Force would pick up the tab for the transportation costs, as well as taking responsibility for giving the navy the ‘ok’ that this system or that didn’t need a visit from a warfleet. 
 
    Others that had no embassies were constantly watched to make sure they were not violating the rules, and when they did there were actions taken. Not always an invasion straight off, because sometimes the problems could be solved by dealing with certain individuals or bringing light to something going on that the leaders of that planet didn’t even know about. 
 
    That oversight had slipped considerably, but Star Force didn’t advertise that fact. So many resources and personnel were going into the fight in the Core and the evacuation efforts that Star Force’s hold on the Rim was in jeopardy…but not their hold on their own systems. Nobody had the strength to oppose them, but where Star Force was not, there was ample opportunity for misdeeds.  
 
    Misdeeds that Star Force usually cast a very long shadow over, scaring the bad guys into submission, but not so much now. They were growing bolder and pushing to see how much they could get away with, so Han’s previous assignment had been one critical mission after another rather than the boring Rim patrol he had expected going in. 
 
    A ship had been sent to take him off Hela’s Fury and carry him to Neopolkitrix, a Star Force world where they quietly conducted the Captains Mint. Han didn’t even know it existed prior to being called there, but he had spent the last 2 years training to become a Captain, for it wasn’t just a rank increase. The Star Force navy viewed the Captain’s position to be something far, far more important than just sitting in the command chair, and over the past 2 years Han had been pressed to absorb the knowledge they’d been throwing at him, but he’d just passed his trials and was now on his way to command his own ship…then he had been diverted on last minute orders here. A system not owned by Star Force, but one with a tiny outpost on it. 
 
    And ‘it’ was not a planet, but a ring of planetary fragments large enough to produce more gravity than many moons, but they hadn’t rounded out yet from it. They looked like jagged pieces of a necklace stretching around a section of stellar orbit in what had become known as the Idolo Wastes.  
 
    What little atmosphere there was left wasn’t enough to breathe except on one fragment, and that was where Han had just been dropped along with 5 others with no orders other than to go inside the outpost cut inside the glaciers on which they now stood staring up at.  
 
    The ice was partly blue, and the air frigid. Han knew if they stayed out here too long they’d start to freeze, and unlike an Archon he didn’t have any heat-producing psionics, nor did he have armor. He and the others were just standing here in their naval uniforms, most of which were bluer than the ice, though one was wearing the green of Canderous. Different factions had different uniforms, but all were similar to what the Archons wore, except these were cut a bit different. They were a little more rigid, and had shoulder boards containing comm gear that the Archon uniforms didn’t have, because they wanted the flexibility in the shoulders for hand to hand combat if needed. 
 
    Naval officers were trained for it, mildly, but onboard a starship you weren’t going to be fighting anyone except your own crew or boarders, so the uniforms had been designed for the most likely duties…which was operating the ship in combat, and what keyboards there were onboard, in addition to mental interfaces, were always lower than your torso, never above your head, so the naval uniforms were a little stiff if you reached that high, while remaining very fluid as long as you kept your arms low. 
 
    They were not built for cold, and Han ran forward with the others the moment the iced-over base doors cracked open to let them inside. 28 seconds later he passed through the gap and the invisible energy shield keeping the thermal bleed from sucking the heat out of the base, which meant he hit what felt like a wall of hot air the moment he stepped through, but in truth it was just room temperature and the short wait outside had frozen him more than he realized. 
 
    “Damn that’s cold,” soon to be Captain Biolom said, knocking some frost off his pant legs before it melted.  
 
    “This is summertime,” the attendant that was waiting for them noted, then paused long enough for their shocked reactions to sink in before she continued. “You’re wondering why you were summoned here. The answer is this is the final part of the Captains Mint, and it is ultra secret. You are never to talk about this or make any notes concerning it. It is something only Captains know of, and it is meant to stay that way. Follow me.” 
 
    Han exchanged a glance with Biolom then fell into step with the others behind the slightly taller attendant who led them further inside past a row of parked mechs sitting like statues ready to be called into action…but on an uninhabited piece of a world that wasn’t likely to occur, regardless of the fact they were currently not in a Star Force system. 
 
    The five soon to be Captains walked into a side hallway and eventually came to a small auditorium that was filling with others coming from inside the base. Han noticed they also wore naval uniforms without rank insignia, and he guessed they were also part of the Captains Mint. Perhaps his group was the last to arrive? 
 
    He went inside second to last and found a seat, sitting down and rubbing his hands together to wipe the last of the chill off them as another Captain walked up to the dais, and this one did have his rank insignia on, which was nothing more than a single thick horizontal bar placed on either side of his collar. Han’s former rank as first officer wasn’t really a rank, but a position. In order to hold that position he had to become proficient in the various duties onboard the ship. Gunner, navigator, helmsman, comms, sensors, tech’s assistant, medtech’s assistant, logistics, machine shop, etc. He had to know how to do everyone’s jobs, or at least be familiar enough with them in the case of the medtech, to be able to lead them. It was a similar principle to how the Archons had to master all 5 divisions of the military in order to lead it, and Han had greater respect for them now than before. Because the Captains Mint was damn hard to pass. 
 
    He’d only been given the chance to try because someone had thought him worthy, and he didn’t know what would have happened if he had failed, but he hadn’t and he was here now, with apparently one more secret part of the training program that he had thought was already over. 
 
    “I am Captain Nuomo,” the Protovic said with his bioluminescent skin making his purple uniform change color in spots along his neck and hands where it cast light upon it. “I have served as a Captain in the Protovic navy for 7,920 years, and this is my 98th Captains Mint as a Guide. You don’t know what’s going on, and you’re not supposed to any more than I did when I sat in your position, but I can tell you this. Every single Captain since before the end of the V’kit’no’sat War has gone through this very same process to learn one final lesson before being entrusted with command. It is a rite of passage, and something that binds all of us together no matter what race or faction we serve in. With that said, let us begin.” 
 
    A holographic map of the Zavrex Kingdom appeared in front of Nuomo so that those assembled had to look through it to see him.  
 
    “Zavrex is one Kingdom away from the galactic edge, and it has more uninhabited systems than most. It also has fewer Star Force systems than nearly all the others, making this part of Star Force’s domain wilder than you’re probably use to.” 
 
    The map began to expand, with dots popping up to mark the scattering of inhabited systems, and then those that were actually Star Force owned. There wasn’t much detail that could be seen, just swaths of color covering areas, but when the Kingdom map continued to zoom in so much that the edges disappeared from view as the hologram got too wide, the individual systems started to become visible as if tiny grains of sand. 
 
    Most of that sand was white, meaning it was uninhabited. Very few specs were green, and far fewer blue, which separated them from the other inhabitation. Han got a very good feel for how ‘wild’ this Kingdom was as the map continued to zoom in to the Plucar system, which was also marked white despite the Star Force outpost here, which was due to the fact Star Force wasn’t claiming responsibility, oversight, or ownership. They simply had a little outpost set up here, which most ships passing through this system enroute to elsewhere couldn’t even see, for there were no comm satellites in the system marking Star Force’s presence. 
 
    That also meant no link to the Comm Network and the rest of Star Force, which Han found odd. Why was this place so secret that it would deliberately cut off news from the rest of the empire? 
 
    “As you can see, we are isolated here. Other than this outpost, we are in the middle of nowhere. The only communication we have with our empire is via courier, meaning if we come under attack here we are on our own. The warship that dropped off the last batch of you is already on its way out of the system, meaning we will have zero naval protection shortly. Let that sink in for a moment.” 
 
    Han did. He was Naval, as was everyone else in this room. Yet there was no naval presence here, and without those guns in orbit to protect the base, he suddenly felt very naked…unless. 
 
    He politely raised a hand, not sure if he was expected to stay silent or not. 
 
    “An observation, Captain Tyver? And I use that title because you are now officially a Captain, as are the rest of you. This last mission is not a test, but a lesson,” he said with a tilt of his chin giving the floor to Han. 
 
    “This outpost doesn’t have anti-orbital weaponry, does it?” he guessed. 
 
    “No, it does not. It is a ground defense outpost only with defensive shields able to resist a decent attack from the locals, but not enough to survive a coordinated assault by two of our warships or their equivalents. Is that a concern?” 
 
    “As Paul-024 is famous for saying, naval beats everything. So why have an outpost that can’t at least fight back against a naval attack?” 
 
    “A question that gets to the point of why you are here. You have been brought out here to get you away from the backing of the Empire. To get you out in the open, where you are vulnerable. As Captains you will do your fighting from the bridge of your ships, which are protected behind shields and multiple layers of armor. Yet here you feel far more exposed, because you are. The warship you served on offered far more protection than this outpost does.” 
 
    “Is this a lesson in vulnerability?” another Human asked. 
 
    “Of a sort, Captain Neelso. But more to the point, it is to strip away the normal so you can better see the galaxy as it is. To that end, we are not staying here. This planet’s atmosphere is breathable, though inhospitable to those without sufficient equipment. And we have sufficient equipment, so we’re going on a camping trip. Just us Captains. And we’re leaving now,” Nuomo said, abruptly leaving the dais while the hologram remained active. “Follow me, single file.” 
 
    Han frowned, as did many others, but they did as ordered without any further questions as the Protovic led them out of the amphitheater and back to the hangar, walking past the mechs he’d seen on entry. 
 
    “One for each of you,” he said, pointing at the giant walking machines. “Pick one, get in, and wait for further instructions.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Han said under his breath as he smiled. He’d had limited cross training in the mechs, but he’d always liked how badass they were. They didn’t operate on drone methodology, meaning the mechwarriors usually had to go into the combat themselves with far less protection than a warship, but they were far superior to infantry no matter what armor they had. 
 
    He walked over to the leg of a Madcat and touched a small symbol on the pseudometal, holding his fingers there for several seconds, which activated the ladder. Small rungs emerged from the side of the leg as if they were water that quickly solidified into ice, but it was just the same nanite material that Star Force used in many applications across its massive technology catalog.  
 
    Han climbed up the leg and around to the back of the central body, holding on by one hand so he wouldn’t fall off the rungs as he placed the other on another small symbol that triggered a door to melt open where none had appeared before. 
 
    The freshly minted Captain swung up and in, with the door resealing the moment he cleared the aperture. Inside was the spherical forward pod where he would be suspended in the air while his mind linked with the machine if he wanted an in-depth connection, but if not he could drive the thing like a ground vehicle if he wanted using a variety of different control options. 
 
    But inside there were also several canisters of equipment stacked up along the short entry corridor, making it a bit more cramped than normal, but with plenty of arm and leg room in the command pod so he wouldn’t accidentally hit anything if he used an intermediate body motion control system. 
 
    He didn’t know why he was here, but something told him he was both going to like and not like it as he walked into the sunken floor of the pod and activated the comm system so he could receive his next orders.  
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    “Alright guys, status check,” a female Human voice said, which was odd, because none of the Captains in the 28 person group qualified. Four were female, but not Human.  
 
    Han’s mech was number 9, so he waited for the first 8 to check in then did the same. 
 
    “Nine is green. Who’s asking?” 
 
    “Your mom. 10?” 
 
    “Ten ready.” 
 
    Han smirked, but took the cue to shut up as the rest checked in. When the woman finally responded, she did so with her ID tag on her mech rather than her voice, and Han froze up as star struck as he had been when he’d first seen Mina Delari backstage after a concert two years after he’d graduated from the maturia…and she’d been naked. But he couldn’t even see Kara, yet the little Archon ID badge labeled ‘Kara-317’ was enough to make him forget where he was for a moment. 
 
    Captain Nuomo’s mech was the first to move, walking out of formation as everyone else stood in place not saying anything or even moving a mechanical foot until he finally noticed. 
 
    “In case you didn’t catch on, we’re moving out, so follow me single file. The Archon has the rear position, and in the future try to be a little more intuitive. Captains that have to be spoon fed instructions don’t deserve their command chair.” 
 
    Han snapped himself out of his euphoria when the slap of the rebuke hit him, then set his Madcat to ‘driver’ mode where it would go where he steered it, but would manage the steps on its own without his direct input. He wasn’t skilled enough to take manual control, but fortunately he wasn’t going to have to if all they were doing was using the mechs for travel…or were they? They had one of the original Archons here, in this tiny outpost in the middle of nowhere. Did he really think they were just going to take a nice stroll across the frozen planetary fragment? 
 
    “Probably not,” he whispered, trying to think why she would be here. A bunch of newly minted Captains didn’t really rate any Archon. They were busy with a galaxy-ending war to fight, so why was Kara of all people here? It didn’t make any sense unless there was something important going on out here, or maybe this was a staging base for a Rim operation? 
 
    That still didn’t rate her, but he couldn’t think of any good reason for this Archon to be here, so he was just going to have to go along and figure this out. As Nuomo had just said, he shouldn’t need to be fed all information up front. If he was worth his soon to get Captain’s bar, then he better start acting like it. 
 
    But as he walked his mech out of its maintenance stall he was grinning from ear to ear when he belatedly realized that one of the legendary Archons from the ancient history of the Star Force Empire had just said ‘your mom’ to him. He doubted very many people could make that claim. 
 
    Han steered his Madcat through the tunnel then out the heavy doors that had parted to let him enter the outpost, though now they were flung wide open to allow the mechs out. His external temperature gauges dropped from 68F to -21F as soon as he crossed through the containment field, and though his skin couldn’t sense any change from inside the cockpit, he felt the chill and the danger it represented anyway. Without his mech or a set of personal armor he’d lose his fingers from frostbite, or worse, if he was stranded. And with no other known Star Force installation on the planet, every step his mech took away from the tunnel he felt a little more vulnerable. 
 
    The lack of even one starship in orbit made him feel worse. He was used to the comfort of having naval protection everywhere in the empire, and now its lack was becoming a reality to his senses. He had no backup here, other than this mech convoy, but if Kara was here then what was he really worried about?  
 
    “What am I worried about?” he told himself as he saw outside the opaque cockpit via a hologram that wrapped around his forward, rear, and lateral views, making him appear to be floating above the ice inside nothing but a very faint wire frame that displayed his mech’s body so he wouldn’t run it into any other objects accidentally. But other than that, it was a clear external view all around unless he switched viewing modes.  
 
    The mechs in front of him crunched the ice beneath their feet into a path as they tracked behind Nuomo’s Raven-class scout mech. It was considerably smaller than the Madcats that the Captains had, while Kara was bringing up the rear in a Neo. It was a melee mech designed for close in, hand to hand fighting, while his Madcat was a long range fighter. In the navy you had drones configured for both as well, but the warship itself always stayed back, usually out of most of the combat, while the drone pilots were mentally linked into the warzone. 
 
    But still, the ranged mindset fit the navy best, for their idea of ‘close’ combat was still measured in miles. The Archon choosing a close combat mech made sense, Han thought, because they weren’t just trained for Naval, but also Commando, and Commandos had a habit of wanting to close ranks and make it personal rather than get in a shooting fight over distance. 
 
    Han wondered if they were actually going to use the mechs for firing practice, or maybe a mission. Maybe a final challenge…except Nuomo had said there was none. Just a lesson.  
 
    What lesson required a bunch of mechs with Naval Captains piloting them, plus a legendary Archon thrown into the mix? 
 
    “Illo, back off a bit,” Kara said over the comm, which was apparently set to the group setting, because ‘Illo’ was one of the Captains in the back line of the mechs, all of which now had their IDs visible when Han turned his head around and looked behind him in the cabin just in time to see a patch of ice crack beneath one of the mechs…Illo’s…and his Madcat stumbled forward in response.  
 
    The two big guns for arms the mech had dipped down slightly, and one of them hit the Madcat in front of Illo in the leg, causing it to stumble as well, but the automated balance programs were enough to keep both machines on their feet and moving. 
 
    “The ice here is not packed as tightly as you’d expect,” Kara went on to explain, with Han eager to listen as he adjusted his own comm settings to the group mode so that anything he said everyone else would also hear. “Some of it formed before the planetary breakup when the gravity field was much higher, but the rest formed after. The stuff after isn’t as dense, so there are pockets of instability for something the size of a mech to walk over. They’re usually shallow, so they’re not going to show up on your proximity warnings unless you set them to paranoid mode. Don’t. Just use your eyes and keep to the tracks ahead of you that are already smashed down.” 
 
    “Are we allowed to ask questions?” Captain Janke asked in her Kiritak voice. 
 
    “No, I’m here to babysit you without answering any questions whatsoever, because that’s a much better use of my time than my typical Archon duties.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Every Captains mint requires a field Captain and an Archon. You guys got me. It’s no more complicated than that.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you fighting the Hadarak?” Captain Pov’nik asked, clicking that last word in a Bsidd gesture of disrespect for Star Force’s primary enemy. 
 
    “There are plenty of Naval officers and Archons to handle the space combat, and the trailblazers are taking care of the V’kit’no’sat annexation. Clan Ghostblade doesn’t need my direct leadership right now, so I decided to fill the current lull with this Archon duty.” 
 
    “And what is this duty?” Han asked. 
 
    “That’d be spoilers. But right now I believe Captain Nuomo is about to give you a lecture on how to be competent Captains. I’m just going to listen and pull anyone out of a crevice who is stupid enough to walk into one.” 
 
    “The Captains Mint,” Nuomo began seamlessly, “is designed to take you from Naval officers into something more. Ever officer works as a team onboard a starship, whether it’s a tech fixing a jammed door or the helmsman flying the ship who has everyone’s lives in their hands during tricky maneuvers through a nebula. But the Captain is the one person in the team that cannot think like part of the team. They can pull on all the skills, experience, and strengths of the crew, but it is the Captain that is responsible for the starship. Everyone else aids you in this, and that is their duty. Making sure the ship does its duty is yours.” 
 
    “You must understand, that the positions you were in prior to this…most of which were first officers…are far different than Captain, even though you are dealing with the exact same issues on the ship. As first officer, while you are capable of commanding the ship in the Captain’s absence, it is only temporary. You do not set policy on the ship. You do not coordinate with other Captains, Admirals, or Archons. You may be privy to some of what goes on, but that is as an observer. When you are onboard a starship, that starship is your home, your family. You live and die together, whereas another ship in the same fleet doesn’t share your fate. You are separated by the void of space, and while you move in concert with the other starships, they are cousins. Not your brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Your crew are your immediate family, and ship dynamics are all about the crew. We train our people well, and always have, so we don’t have the myriad of issues that other navies suffer from, but you know well by now that not everyone meshes instantly. That’s a feat of magic I’ve not seen any but the Archons pull off. I’ve asked before, but all the Archons have simply said it occurs naturally. Can you add anything to that, Kara?” 
 
    “I’ve seen Commandos do it too,” she explained. “The really high end ones whose roles are very specialized. When you meet strangers, they are different than you and then you have to go through a process of learning what the differences are and accommodating them. You learn how much space to give those that are not identical to you, and you learn how close you can get to those that are. An exceptional crew will be able to work in and around each other’s bodies in cramped and chaotic areas without incident because they are familiar with each other. Strangers are not.” 
 
    “Archons are chosen because we are all the same. Doesn’t matter where we were born, or even what cultures we came from. Star Force has many cultural subsets now, but it’s still only one culture. Back when I became an Archon, Star Force didn’t even control Earth, and all the Archon recruits came from very different backgrounds. We didn’t all speak the same language naturally. Many had to learn it as a secondary language, and that had some issues with subtlety of meaning, but those got washed away as we calibrated with each other. But when I first met the others in my class, I was dumbfounded how we were so identical.” 
 
    “We didn’t look the same. Didn’t talk the same. And we had very different lives from each other before coming to Star Force…but we all were the same. Director Davis and a man named Wilson had somehow figured out how to screen for very specific profiles that to this day I still do not understand. They won’t tell me how they did it, and none of the other Archons know either. We’ve figured out the basics by remembering what tests they put us through, but we can’t figure out what exactly they did beyond the trick of having us think we were off camera when they were actually recording. But somehow they knew, and still know, how to find Archons. So when we came together, it was like looking in the mirror. There was almost no friction between us, and what there was disappeared within weeks.” 
 
    “That’s why Archons who have never met before can link up in battle and fight like we’ve known each other for years. That’s not technically accurate, because we do get better coordination as we work with someone, but the starting level of efficiency is so high compared to others that you probably wouldn’t notice the difference. The Commandos are similar in that their very selective roles require very selective mindsets, so when they meet up there’s not a lot of differences to work out.” 
 
    “For those of us,” Nuomo continued, “who are not Archons or elite Commandos, we have to take various individuals and meld them into more than just a good crew. We need to be as resilient and efficient as we can to aid the fleet, and I’ve seen many identical ships with radically different combat ratings, and that’s due only to the crew, not the equipment. A starship lives and breathes as one entity, and in that way it is insular. But the Captain cannot be. He is the link to the rest of the fleet, and to the galaxy. Most of the crew never see outside the ship, and the work they do relies on them trusting the bridge crew to take them where they need to go. Likewise, the bridge crew has to trust that the Captain knows where to go, and that’s more than just about location. It’s about mission.” 
 
    “The Captain sets the mission, the first officer and crew follow it. If an Admiral gives an order, the Captain considers it, because the Admiral is not on the ship and is not part of the crew. It is the Captain that is responsible for the crew of his ship, not the Admiral of the fleet. Because of this, Captains are a different breed of Naval officer. An independent breed that matches the physical reality of space travel. A starship is isolated from planets, stations, and other ships by the void of space. And each ship has to operate as a sovereign entity in alliance with the others in the fleet. Not be bound to them.” 
 
    “If you want to leave a starship in space, you can’t. The void will kill you. You have to be ferried away by dropship…” 
 
    “…or armor,” Kara quickly added. 
 
    “…and that means you are being transferred rather than choosing to leave. The starship becomes a world unto itself, no matter what the size. That is why the Captains from every size of ship in the Star Force navies have to go through the Captains Mint. Doesn’t matter if it’s a warship, cargo ship, or scout ship. A Captain is a Captain, and every Captain has the same flexibility and same responsibility. The starship lives or dies based on the skills of the Captain, and as Captains we have to be worthy of the trust of the crews we command. For if we screw up, we get them killed, and we have no right to do so. They are our wards, not our servants. They are our team, and while their job is to operate the ship, ours is to be the ship as far as everyone else in the galaxy is concerned.” 
 
    “That’s why we see other ships not so much by their class, but by who commands them. Some Captains will outright refuse an order they don’t like. Others will rewrite them to their liking. Trust must also exist between Captain and Admiral, because if the Admiral orders a Captain to do something and the Captain says no…well, the Admiral can’t walk over there and take command of their ship himself, now can he? The starship is sovereign because of physical reality, and no command authority can supersede that. So Star Force doesn’t try to. We embrace it.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Captain Ghoro interjected. “You’re saying we can disobey orders without a problem?” 
 
    “If the orders are bad orders, you’re not allowed to disobey them. You are expected to disobey them,” Nuomo hammered into him. “If you can’t do that, then you’re not Captain material.” 
 
    “Or Archon,” Kara quipped. 
 
    “The starship lives on orders,” Nuomo continued, because the crew must be in sync with each other, and when they are the orders are not restrictive, they are wise and welcomed. But if a Captain orders the crew to do something stupid, like overload the reactor, the crew should not follow that order immediately, and they won’t. They won’t kill themselves because they are told to do so, and a Captain cannot get his ship killed for the same reason. It is the responsibility of those who give orders to give wise ones. If they fail to do so, that is on them, but you are not required to suffer because of it. Do what’s right. Do what’s wise. Do not let your ship suffer because of a fool miles away in another vessel that won’t suffer the same fate as yours. The Captain goes down with the ship and crew, but the Admiral who gave the bad order does not. Tattoo that into your brains for later. For now, just follow me in silence and let that sink in while we travel to our destination. We’ve got several hours to go, so get comfortable as you ponder the wonders of freedom that go with being Captain, as well as the perils.” 
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    Han didn’t believe it, but once they reached their destination at the foot of an ice mountain the mech convoy stopped and they were ordered to get out of their machines. Fortunately he realized the cargo canisters inside his cockpit contained environmental armor specifically designed for cold weather survival, along with components for a prefab building. 
 
    It wasn’t a tent, but what he had in his mech was part of a much larger structure and pretty much useless on its own, yet when he hauled them out and dropped them down to the icy ground below, Kara began drawing them to her telekinetically…which was freaking amazing to watch…and she laid out the base components into a perfect hexagonal base, upon which the rest of them were needed to help assemble the barracks.  
 
    Given the amount of food, water, and additional supplies assembled, Han was beginning to think they were going to be out here for a long time, and what ‘lesson’ they were supposed to learn was becoming even more elusive. But he’d taken Nuomo’s instruction to heart and accepted the challenge of trying to figure it out rather than just waiting to be told as he and the others ran laps around the barracks and a few marker posts Kara had set up to define a half mile track that she was blazing around doing her own workout. 
 
    Nobody told them to join in, but after several hours cramped up in a mech all the Captains felt like stretching their legs, with them heading out in small groups to begin with, but Han went solo because he was apparently faster than the others…or they just didn’t feel like pushing as hard as he did, for he was feeling a mix of inspiration and shame at how easily Kara was lapping them.  
 
    But that only let him soak in the experience better. They were out in the middle of nowhere with the ice mountain on the far side of the barracks and the impromptu track reaching out ever so slightly onto an icy plain that stretched to the horizon. Above it was a nearly black sky, with the rotation of this fragment being painfully slow, but based on his observations so far they were actually losing a little light, so if this trip lasted more than a day or two they’d end up in total night.  
 
    Maybe that was intentional, or maybe it was coincidental. One thing you learned in the Star Force Naval division was that it didn’t matter. What mattered was whether the change was bad or good, and how you were going to deal with it. The universe was so big you’d never find out the ‘why’ to everything, and if you had a mindset that you needed to before acting then you’d sit on your ass and never go anywhere. 
 
    The space navy was the primary line of defense for the Empire, and they didn’t have the luxury of waiting to think things out. Han had to learn to think on the go from an early stage in his training, and nothing he had experienced since then had shied him away from that lesson. He’d been told by the crew that he and Captain Kiljarro seemed to know everything before it happened, but that wasn’t true. Not by a long shot. They had just become experienced enough to plan ahead when they could and improvise when something surprised them, but Han still dreaded the day when something would come his way that he couldn’t handle fast enough and his ship would pay the price for it. 
 
    And now without Kiljarro to rely upon, he’d be in a far greater role of responsibility. The crew and his first officer, or officers, would rely on him. If his new ship only encountered things that had been encountered before he was confident he would lead them well, but the unknown could never be categorized, analyzed, and quantified. That concept was referred to by the Naval division as the ‘Question Mark,’ and officers were trained to accept it rather than fear it, but Han had never quite been able to do that. He couldn’t plan to fight what he didn’t know, and he dreaded the day when his crew suffered because he wasn’t ready enough. 
 
    Out here, now, running in the cold in his armor, he was warm inside but inches away from an environment that would cause his death if he was exposed to it for too long. The further the mechs had traveled the lower the temperature had got, and if they came into full night it was going to get far more dangerous.  
 
    Yet here he was safer than onboard a starship, which was oddly refreshing while at the same time terrifying. He’d die almost instantaneously if he stepped outside his ship into the void, but here he could survive a while at least, for the air was breathable and not too low in pressure. He’d have a chance here, but seeing the vast emptiness around him he thought that might actually be a curse. He’d live long enough to suffer a prolonged death, whereas the void would at least be a quick one. 
 
    His envirosuit was solid, but it was only a tiny bit of armor compared to what he was used to, and his current situation was making him wish he was back in the mech. That seemed the safe spot now, while only hours ago that had felt like the vulnerable position. 
 
    Maybe that had something to do with the lesson here. About assessing threat levels without getting normalized around one. Kara was probably quite comfortable here, due to her Commando training. Their personal armor was their home, and she was wearing hers now, but it wasn’t an envirosuit. It was her personal jewel armor, and it looked like the ice around them, only clear enough to see through if you caught the right angle.  
 
    Every time she’d lapped him…which had been 9 times so far…he’d tried to get a closer look. Was it just his imagination, or did her armor leave her nude? That wasn’t a look he’d seen the Archons use before, nor had he ever seen one of them naked. Had it been a guy he’d still have been curious to see what kind of musculature they carried under their armor, but given it was a girl he had double reason to investigate.  
 
    “Need a better look?” Kara’s voice suddenly said as she ran past him, then spun around and still outpaced him while running backwards…which was insulting…but coming from her he almost didn’t care.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    Her armor altered its ice-like composition and went pure as glass, giving him a very good and unobstructed look at her 10-pack abs along with everything else that looked like god-mode biology.  
 
    “Are you messing with me for a reason, or just having fun?” 
 
    “You’re running all alone. I thought you might be lonely,” she said, not missing a step on the craggy ice path they were wearing into the ground, hopping over a small crack without being able to see it…then Han remembered that Archons had Pefbar vision that allowed them to see in a spherical radius without any blind spots, for shapes at least.  
 
    “So you’re saying there’s a chance?” he said, quoting a familiar Naval joke for when you were facing something technically possible, but so unlikely it wasn’t worth the effort. Onboard the Hela’s Fury in the High G training chambers there was a bit of unauthorized artwork on one wall of a nude Archon…or at least what someone imagined one looked like…pointing to a video sticker that kept repeating a snippet of an ancient movie called ‘Dumb and Dumber,’ which is where that line came from.  
 
    It was a way of reminding the Naval crew that they were nowhere near the fitness level of the Commandos, let alone the Archons, and the Captain had let it stay as a lesson to the crew. Just because your warship did the fighting for you, that was no excuse to stop improving your bodies in your spare time. And if an Archon ever did come onboard, he didn’t want his crew being so out of shape that he or she would cringe at seeing them nude. 
 
    But from what Han was seeing now, whoever that anonymous artist had been hadn’t come close to the awe-inspiring, yet simplistic form he was seeing in front of him. For she was beyond beautiful, yet she had almost no breasts to speak of. Her body fat content had to be well under 1% for that to be the case, yet still she seemed too small. Commandos were famous for showing off their bodies, the girls especially, and while they all had smaller breasts than civilians, he hadn’t expected an Archon to look like this. It was almost like she was a ripped 12 year old.  
 
    “There’s always a chance with Archons, Captain,” Kara said deadpan. “We’ll die fighting before we accept a no-win scenario. And we expect the navy to take on the same mindset.” 
 
    “So I should make a pass at you?” 
 
    Kara laughed. “I just took you to third base without you even asking for it, while most guys are obsessed with how they get to first.” 
 
    “Just trying to understand the mission, Archon. Though I do appreciate the view.” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Better. So I’ll give you a little help on this one. The view is your hint.” 
 
    “To pursue perfection and not settle for anything less?”  
 
    “If you’re not already perfect, you’re not qualified to be a naval officer, let alone a Captain. Perfect is the enlistment pre-requisite. Is there anything holding you back from perfection right now?” 
 
    “Just a little swelling that’s interfering with my stride.” 
 
    Kara smiled widely, almost as if mocking him. “And that, Captain, is why Archons avoid it, though I hear it’s worse for the guys. Some have even joked they’d prefer to cut theirs off.” 
 
    Han grimaced, and not from the effort to keep pace with her, for she kept accelerating slightly while going backwards, probably on purpose to mess with him further. “Did any of them?” 
 
    “No. Not to my knowledge. It’s an unwritten rule that we upgrade ourselves through training and not genetic alterations. Surgically removing parts then rewriting our genetics to accommodate the change would be more problematic than you realize, for we wouldn’t know what else we were potentially messing up. So we keep our biological inefficiencies and work around them as we try to minimize them. That’s why the guys never run nude, but the girls can.” 
 
    “I thought you would bounce too, or did you reduce your rack size some way other than a med station?” 
 
    “Adaptation, Captain. When we need the speed and agility, our bodies make the adjustments for us over time. These have never produced milk,” she said, gesturing at her tiny breasts, “just hung around for decoration. Eventually they got the message that wasn’t needed, so they shrank on their own over the millennia. Coming from a guy, what do you think? Visual improvement or not?” 
 
    “If you want the streamlined effect, big improvement.” 
 
    “And if you don’t?” 
 
    “There’s not much of you a guy could hold onto. Let alone catch. Are you trying to outrun me?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Kara said, slowing down a bit. “Natural reflex. Got caught flirting too much, I guess.” 
 
    “Is that what you were doing?” Han said, feeling a swell of pride despite the meme of his ‘chance’ repeating in his head. 
 
    “What can I say? I have a soft spot for the lost little boys, and if a little motivational flash can help, why not?” 
 
    “You said a hint?” 
 
    “There you go, Captain. Back on mission. Can’t let your focus lapse because the enemy comes at you with a naked avatar.” 
 
    Han blinked beneath his helmet. “Has that actually happened before?” 
 
    “More than once. One of our allies even tried that on Jason-025. He says he didn’t even blink, and that’s probably true, but we still tease him about it. It’s such a ridiculously juvenile technique that you had better never fall for it.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” he said, with a little more regret in his voice than he planned to let show. 
 
    Kara’s eyebrows narrowed. “I can’t get into your mind with your Ikrid block, but your tone says something is bothering you. As long as you have an older woman here, might as well ask for some wisdom while you have the chance. So spill.” 
 
    “How do I shield my crew from the Question Mark?” 
 
    “What have you tried so far?” 
 
    “Beating my head against the wall until something shakes loose.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The one a Captain needs,” Han said, kicking himself for abandoning the innuendo, but he really did want a useful answer more than the chance to flirt with one of the most epic Human women in the galaxy. 
 
    “Shields.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “You don’t carry shields to fight only known threats. You put up a barrier that should intercept everything. In this way you plan for the familiar and the Question Mark. It’s no guarantee that they will catch the Question Mark when it smacks you across your cute face, but it allows you to fight the Question Mark without knowing what it is.” 
 
    “As a Captain, how do I do that with my own knowledge and judgement?” 
 
    “Figure out who you are, and how you fight. Use that as your baseline and build on it. Stop trying to bend yourself to the Question Mark and instead decide what parameters you will use when you face it. If we’d let the V’kit’no’sat define our identity, we’d have killed the Uriti rather than befriending them. And if we’d done that this galaxy would have no chance of surviving what we face now. When you figure out who you are, and what you’re willing to do and not do, the Question Mark isn’t so scary. It’s not about you beating it, it’s about not letting it beat you. A Captain can die with his crew and still not be beaten if he is horribly outnumbered. Instead he focuses his last moments on accomplishing what missions he can. Saving another ship, taking out one more enemy so his fleet won’t have to. It’s not so much about saving your ship, but being the best badass fighter you can give them in the unwinnable situations so they can die well rather than in a panic.” 
 
    “I thought Archons didn’t believe in no-win scenarios?” 
 
    “We don’t. And if you were an Archon we’d be having a very different conversation on this topic, but in your case you need to consider what you will do in a no-win scenario, and for the sake of your crew you have to accept it in order to maximize their efforts in potentially defying it and surviving. The Question Mark works both ways. In what looks like a no-win scenario the Question Mark could be a way out that you can’t see. If you panic, freak out, or decide to go bang your hot first officer in your final minutes of life, you’re wasting potential opportunities that your crew needs you to constantly be on the lookout for.” 
 
    “So it’s my job to look for the opportunities, not make them?” 
 
    Kara closed her eyes and nodded dramatically slowly. “Well done, Captain. And all the while staring at my naked body. Double marks for that.” 
 
    “Technically you’re not naked. And there’s two sets of armor between us.” 
 
    “There won’t be in the barracks.” 
 
    Han couldn’t help but smile. “Now you are messing with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” Kara admitted. “You seemed like you needed it.” 
 
    “Not saying I didn’t, but how could you know?” 
 
    “Archon intuition. But if I show up in your dreams tonight, you have permission to touch,” she said with a wink as her armor reset to the icy almost-nude setting it was before as his swelling reflexively increased as he wondered if she meant a dream or if she’d hack into his brain and maybe cheat her Archon rules that way. 
 
    He began to stumble as his crotch hurt a bit when his armor suddenly became too small. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled as she turned and began to accelerate away from him. “You did that on purpose!” 
 
    “Yes I did. Enjoy!” 
 
    Han slowed down into more of a waddle than he wanted to let anyone else see as he tried to calm his instincts and get back some semblance of professionalism. Kara had him reacting like he was a youngling in the maturia during sex training…and was showing him his weakness in probably the most effective way possible. 
 
    He let her get out of earshot, which didn’t take long considering how fast she went back to running, then whispered to himself. 
 
    “Best. Teacher. Ever.” 
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    It had been 6 days since this camping trip had begun, and Han was still no closer to figuring out the lesson than he had been before. In fact, he felt confused more than anything, but that was because he was learning so much so fast from Kara, Nuomo, and his fellow Captains that he felt like he was back in the maturia again. 
 
    Except there were no challenges here. No workouts except what everyone voluntarily decided to do impromptu. Most of what they were doing was talking, with their two guides initiating a lot of it, but he and his peers were also doing a lot of info swapping with each other. 
 
    Han wasn’t the only one worried about dealing with the Question Mark, but not all had the same concerns. Kleeso was freaking out about being able to develop trust in people she had never met before immediately, because anything less would mean her new ship would be subpar until that meshing process completed, and if they were sent to the Hadarak front immediately that inefficiency could end up meaning their deaths. 
 
    Biolom was concerned what assignment he’d be offered, because Star Force didn’t just send you anywhere. You always had a choice to say no, or request another assignment if they only wanted you for one, but Captains were often offered multiple openings to choose from based on what was available, most of which were currently warships because Star Force was mass producing them as fast as they could train new crews. The combined Star Force navy had never been as large as it was now, and it was constantly getting bigger as drones were lost but not many warships. As long as drone production kept ahead of the fleet’s needs, more warships would continue being added at a rapid pace. 
 
    But Biolom didn’t want a warship. He’d served on one already, and while comfortable with that role it wasn’t his first pick. Basically warships were aircraft carriers for drones, and unless the warship was operating alone there wasn’t a lot of skill required to maneuver with a fleet unless things got out of hand. The fight against the Hadarak were large fleet affairs for the most part, and he was wanting a solo assignment where he could have more of an effect on his ship and crew rather than less right from the get go. 
 
    What he really wanted he knew he couldn’t get, and that was a frontier scout ship. Those never went to rookies, but in-empire scout ships did. The difference was the map, with the in-empire ships traveling only on known space lanes and generating updated information on systems Star Force didn’t own and didn’t have a link to through their comm network. 
 
    The scouts in the Hadarak warzone had to be veterans, and the same was true of those exploring the Rim. Then there were the cargo ships, and many of them. Some of those had to traverse war zones to ferry out evacuees, but that wasn’t what he was looking for either. He wanted something remote with just him and his crew, but he was afraid there was such a high need for warship Captains that there wouldn’t be any openings available in that field or any of the other specialty divisions. 
 
    Han and the others swapped concerns, experience, little tricks that they’d learned, and stories. It had been so long since he’d been with peers it was an odd and refreshing experience, because aside from Captain Kiljarro…who was more than a peer…everyone was looking to him for guidance, leadership, or as a conduit to the Captain. But here he was the most junior, as were the other new Captains, and this mission was taking on a dynamic he’d never expected to experience again…yet one he had never experienced before. They were not newbs. Not any of them. So when put into a ‘newb’ situation they dealt with it far differently than raw recruits. 
 
    When they weren’t traveling by mech each day to a new location to set up camp, they were either outside getting some workouts in or sitting around a campfire outside that did little more than make light in the now perma-dark sky. There was a flame sculpture being emitted from a device on the ground, making the Star Force symbol glow in the darkness as most of the Captains sat around it in their armor talking to those nearby or using comms if they were sitting too far out of earshot for a private conversation the conventional way. 
 
    Han had usually joined them, as had Nuomo and Kara, but sometimes they stayed inside the barracks and that’s where Kara was now, probably talking to Captain Stigari, but when Han saw him walk outside and join the campfire group and Kara didn’t come, he hopped up and headed that way, hoping to catch her alone. 
 
    When he got inside he had to pass through an airlock, in which he popped off his helmet before the interior door opened. Beyond that was a commons area, with bunk rooms on either side with other rooms spaced around the wide hexagonal perimeter. Kara was in the commons, but sitting on the floor with her back pressed against one of the walls and still as a statue with her eyes closed. 
 
    Han walked over to her as quiet as he could, then stopped a few steps shy, wondering if she was doing some Archon training thing and wanted to be alone. 
 
    You have a question? he heard her ask in his head telepathically as her face refused to move. 
 
    “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    No. Sit down, she said as a nearby chair was dragged over towards him by an invisible force. 
 
    Han grabbed it and spun it around, straddling it backwards so he could lean forward and set his armored limbs on the soft backrest.  
 
    “What exactly are you doing?” 
 
    Calming my mind and body. 
 
    “I thought Archons had to keep active. That too much sleep actually damaged you?” 
 
    A rumor that is partially true. When we achieve Saiyan status our metabolism kicks up so high that it can’t be easily scaled back. This results in a need for excessive activity and little sleep. The higher level Saiyan you are, the worse it gets in exchange for the massive gains in combat ability. 
 
    “Are you trying to train yourself to resist it?” 
 
    No. I am not Saiyan. My body cannot go through the genetic transformation required because of my jewel armor. It prevents any external tampering, so this is one area my peers have surpassed me in. 
 
    “Can you take it off, make the transformation, then put it back on?” 
 
    Tried that once. Nearly died. Not trying it again. 
 
    “So the Zak’de’ron are holding you prisoner with it?” Han asked, his face scrunching up. “Or did it come from somewhere else?” 
 
    It came from them, but it’s mine now. I got rid of all their programming in it, figured out every little circuit it has. I control it now, but the sabotage it did to my genetic code means that if I take it off, my own body will produce a poison to kill me. The Vorch’nas doesn’t have the ability to undo that, so I’m stuck with it. 
 
    “That must be unnerving.” 
 
    It used to be, but not anymore. I can’t be manipulated with it since I made certain alterations, so it’s fully mine now. I just can’t ever take it off. Not that I need to. I actually like these quiet sessions, and if I went Saiyan I’d lose them. In fact, that’s one reason why the higher ranking Archons don’t participate in the Captains Mint anymore. It’s far too low energy for them, so you’re lucky you got me for more than just the view. 
 
    “I was beginning to wonder why you even bothered wearing clothes,” he said, referencing her shorts, tank top, and socks she was wearing that made her look very much like a mature 12 year old…but he knew that was a very dangerous assumption to make, even without that clear jewel attached to her forearm that could pop out who knew how many kinds of weaponry with just a thought. 
 
    I have to have something to take off to flash people.  
 
    “True,” he admitted with a smile, wondering if she was watching his face with his Pefbar or just relaxing with her senses tuned down. “Do you wear clothes under your armor normally, or is that kind of pointless?” 
 
    I don’t need to. It covers my body like a second skin by design. But it can do the same with my clothes on easily enough, so it’s not an issue. Did you come here to flirt, or was there something more important on your mind? 
 
    “I rate flirting with an Archon as the highest of challenges,” he quipped, “but I wanted to take every opportunity to talk with you that I could given how short a period of time we have here, and since everyone else was outside I didn’t want to waste the opportunity.” 
 
    So no question? 
 
    “I have plenty. But to be honest, I just like looking at you. Personally and professionally. I’ve never been this close to someone on your level, and it feels like I can soak in some experience points just by being near you.” 
 
    Did you forget your maturia basic biology lessons concerning viruses? 
 
    “Huh. I guess I did. Doesn’t that mean we’re all slowing you down sharing the same close air here?” 
 
    I can take a hit every now and then for a good cause. Do you remember how the beneficial viruses spread? 
 
    “I’m not ignorant. I just hadn’t thought about it in a long time. The viruses meant to transfer upgrades throughout your own body occasionally slip out through body fluids. Primarily through the lungs if you’re not making physical contact.” 
 
    Which is why we have air scrubbers to remove most of them. But when you’re in close quarters during training with peers, you don’t want that. You want to share the upgrades as much as possible.  
 
    “Does that mean you and the other Archons…” 
 
    No sex, Captain. But that doesn’t mean no physical contact. Take off your armor and sit next to me. 
 
    “Just the armor?” he half joked, triggering the releases that shrank some parts, then he pulled off or stepped out of the rest, leaving it laying across the chair. 
 
    My clothes are staying on this time. No need to take yours off. Sit close. 
 
    “Yes, Maam,” he said, dropping down and putting his back against the wall only an inch away from her. 
 
    Kara finally opened her eyes and turned to glare at him. “Don’t call me ‘Maam.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said more than a little intimidated being this close. “Don’t bite, please.” 
 
    Her glare turned into a frown as she resumed her original position, but kept talking out loud.  
 
    “Odd, I thought you would have liked that.” 
 
    “Me and my big mouth,” he said, lightly pounding his head against the wall…then suddenly Kara’s left arm moved up behind his and she locked on, destroying that inch of gap as she slid up against his larger body and laid her head on his shoulder.  
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    “Why am I getting this lucky?” he asked bluntly.  
 
    “Lessons don’t have to be boring, Captain. And while you’re young, you are cute, so I’m going to enjoy this one…with your permission?” 
 
    “You’re also hacking past my Ikrid block, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Smart boy,” she said, pulling his hand up to her face and kissing it. “And that?” 
 
    “Body liquid transfer to increase likelihood of virus absorption past the skin barrier. I can think of a much better way to do that.” 
 
    “This will do. In fact, us just breathing on each other will pass some through our lungs, and my viruses are far beyond yours.” 
 
    “So why don’t you bottle your sweat and sell it?” 
 
    “You couldn’t afford it. Plus we like people to earn it the hard way if it’s not a near even swap. I’m making you an exception.” 
 
    “Why so generous?” 
 
    “I’m here to help all of you, in various ways, and now that I’m in your head I can confirm a lot of what I had guessed. You’re not a usual newbie Captain, Han Tyver. Actually, I’m mildly impressed.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Other than your good looks, it’s not something easily explained to someone who isn’t telepathic, because it’s the structure of your mind. I like you.” 
 
    “Define ‘like,’” he said, feeling light headed.  
 
    “Like means like. So for the next 10 minutes you can consider yourself my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Why does an older woman have an interest in me? I’m not that good looking.” 
 
    “Of course not. No one your age could be. Your swagger still says youngling, but there’s intelligence in you that is reminiscent of Archons.” 
 
    “I failed the test.” 
 
    “Because you’re not Archon material. We have to be multi-taskers, and you don’t have everything you need. But you do have some like us, and that means you’re a bit of a young peer, and I don’t mind robbing the cradle for a bit.” 
 
    “Where is your red line in that regard?” he asked, not wanting to twitch a muscle to potentially shake off her deathgrip as he was enjoying every nanosecond of it. 
 
    “The line is where it becomes a disadvantage.” 
 
    “Aren’t my little viruses trying to make downgrades to you a…oh, wait a second.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    “You said your jewel…thing…” 
 
    “Vorch’nas.” 
 
    “Your Vorch’nas prevents genetic alterations. So you can’t be affected by my viruses or anyone’s.” 
 
    “Yep,” she said, rubbing her head into his shoulder a bit deeper. 
 
    “So you can’t get sick either?” 
 
    “Nope. Not from viruses. Plus the Vorch’nas is also a Regenerator that would heal me even if I did.” 
 
    “Why don’t we have something like that for all military personnel?” 
 
    “Our technology isn’t quite on this level yet, though we’re getting close. But we’re not going to permanently attach equipment to anyone.” 
 
    “How about temporarily?” he asked, his head getting even more wobbly. 
 
    “You don’t know this in Naval, but Arch Commandos already have something like it. Not nearly as good, but they need something that they can wear while infiltrating civilian populations, and armor gauntlets are a bit too bulky right now.” 
 
    “Why not for Naval officers in case of decompression?” 
 
    “You’ve already got equipment for that that you can wear. Don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re in my head, don’t you already know?” 
 
    “If I want to look deep enough to find it. Asking is easier.” 
 
    “I used to, but it kept getting in the way. When battle stations sound, we all put the bracelets on.” 
 
    “There’s your answer.” 
 
    “But why not something inside our body like your psionic tissue? That wouldn’t get in the way and we’d always have it.” 
 
    Kara blinked. “I knew I liked you for a reason. I never thought of that. Nor has anyone else I know of.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It’s surprising, but it occasionally happens that a newb stumbles across an idea none of us had ever thought of. Probably because we are averse to making any cybernetic alterations. But I’m already seeing some potential applications.” 
 
    “Can you show me? Can you do that with your telepathy or your Vorch’nas?” 
 
    “Your head is already swimming. If I push to much you’ll black out.” 
 
    “Does this happen to all your boyfriends?” 
 
    “I haven’t had a boyfriend for 10 seconds in the past several millennia.” 
 
    “So that means you’ve had several hundred over your lifetime?” 
 
    “Not really. The Archons are like my brothers. They’re hot as hell, but the dynamic is different. Actually, the only reason I’m comfortable doing this now is how hot for me you are. It’s reminding me of illusions of sexuality that I shed a long time ago.” 
 
    “Not even a hug between Archons?” 
 
    “Not unless we need it, and I haven’t needed a hug since I almost died. This is just nice. Thank you, Han.” 
 
    “You can probably put your head on several trillion male shoulders across Star Force if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But they’re boring. You’re a little interesting, because I think you’re going to go farther than the rest.” 
 
    “An Admiral? I didn’t think I was anywhere near their caliber? I barely made it through the Captains Mint.” 
 
    “You’ve got a long road ahead, but my guess is Grand Admiral.” 
 
    Han nearly choked. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “You’ve got something the others don’t. Something unrefined, and something that you may never develop, but you’ve got the mojo there, and it’s refreshing to see in someone new…and cute.” 
 
    “You’re about to make me pass out, Kara,” Han said as his vision was actually starting to blur. 
 
    “I’m not that hot,” she said with a giggle. “That’s those viruses getting to work. I had my Vorch’nas supe them up a bit.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I’m cheating a little to speed you up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Viruses rewrite the DNA in a single cell per virus. These are going to do more than one brain cell. A lot more, thanks to my Vorch’nas reprograming them. Just sit still and enjoy the company. I am.” 
 
    “Does being an Archon ever get lonely?” 
 
    “Occasionally when we get bored. But we’re rarely bored with so much to do.” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    “This is a rest break for me, and since I can actually make use of it I’m letting myself slip out of combat mode a bit to reassess my current condition. It’s rare that I do that, but sometimes useful.” 
 
    “Do Archons have non-sex relationships?” 
 
    “Not really. Just a little flirting occasionally. But most of us have gone through sex hardening training…which means we’re mentally subjected to the most extreme pleasures that our Archon counterpart can think up to see if we can withstand the mental hacking. If we have a weak spot, an enemy could use it against us when we’re exclusively tailoring our defense against pain and stress. Pleasure can throw some people.” 
 
    “Wait, doesn’t that break your rule? Even if it is fake?” 
 
    “It’s not fake. It’s just not physical. And Archons don’t actually have rules. We do what we do because it is smart, not because we’re made to.” 
 
    “So you could have sex with me if you wanted?” 
 
    “Sure. Not gonna happen though.” 
 
    “Other than my lack of sufficient charms, why not?” 
 
    “It messes with my mental structure, then I have to reset later. Not a big deal for most people, but when you get to the upper levels of badass, even the little delays and inefficiencies become distasteful.” 
 
    “Did you do that training?” 
 
    “It happens primarily for Padawans, and I was never a true Padawan. I could have gone through it, but I didn’t. Not with another Archon, anyway.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you if you promise to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “We have the technology to create virtual reality that is very convincing, so we can essentially plug into a computer interface and go through a lot of mental training as if it were physical training. We use it in select circumstances, and it can also be used for really, really potent sex simulations. So much so we can’t release it to the general population. They don’t have the mental strength or will power to handle it. They’d never do anything of merit if all they had to do was plug in and experience fantasy land every day, but I can whenever I want. And I chose to do it once just to see how vulnerable I was to manipulation that way.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I liked it. A lot. But after a few thousand sessions it began to lose full effect…or more accurately I began to adapt to it as my mind started to fight the illusion. And I don’t mean the simulation. Sex is an illusion overlaid onto reality to get us to do stupid stuff for reproduction. Or did you miss that part of your maturia lessons too?” 
 
    “Right now I don’t really care. How did you react?” 
 
    “When I finally ended my bout into euphoria my combat mojo was a wreck. I’d never expected it to be that bad, but that was one thing the others said the training really exposed to them. If people have sex on a regular basis, they’ll always be newbs. They’ll never be able to level up far enough to be badasses, and they’ll never know any different. You gotta get your head clear of the illusion to really find out who you are and what you can do. It feels good, but it’s a sloppy good. Training your body into a finely tuned instrument of kicking ass feels much better, but is more subtle. And that feeling doesn’t go away like an orgasm does.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that Archons aren’t afraid of sex, you’re just such badasses that you literally have the option of living in simulated euphoria like I’ve never experienced and you choose not to in order to live as ass kickers?” 
 
    “Best explanation I’ve ever heard,” Kara said, squeezing his arm affectionately.  
 
    “Is what I’m feeling now an illusion too?” 
 
    “You, yes. Me…you’re comfy and I’m in rest mode. No illusion there. Plus you can’t begin to match the simulations I’ve been through. So I can get this close to you and not be distracted.” 
 
    “I obviously can’t,” Han said, his head still swirling.  
 
    “You’re young, and I’m messing with your head, so don’t try. You’re going to have to reset afterwards anyway. Speaking of which, while I’m feeling generous and past your Ikrid blocks, I might as well make it your super lucky day.” 
 
    “Meaning what…” he began to ask, suddenly feeling himself lose control of his body to her as she began to subject him to a version of that secret Archon training as she exhaled slowly and closed her eyes, drifting off almost to sleep while a piece of her mind kept him in simulated euphoria many, many times. 
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    When Han woke he didn’t know where he was, who he was, or what anything was. He was a complete discombobulated wreck lying in one of the bunks with his blurry eyes staring up at the blackness of the underside of the bunk above him. His head didn’t want to clear, but even before it started to he felt weird…but a good weird. The normal noise in his head was gone, and there was a clarity that focused his mind on the here and now so much that it was like the past and future didn’t exist. 
 
    Which was when he realized they didn’t, and Han wondered why he had ever thought differently as he reached up and put the palm of his hand on the paneling above him, feeling the smooth, cold material and using that sensation to ground him as he’d done many times before… 
 
    Except he hadn’t done that many times before. It was an entirely new thing for him, but he felt like it was too familiar to be a random thought.  
 
    After about a minute of focusing on his sense of touch, Han’s head cleared enough for his eyes to focus on his fingernails, fighting to get them into some semblance of familiarity rather than blurry nubs. It took some effort, but finally his senses focused enough for them to become crisp lines. When they did he turned his head to the left, finding his neck very sore…as was the rest of his back. He let his hand go and rolled over onto his side, looking out the bunk into the open area between him and the rack of bunks on the other side of this room.  
 
    Everything was so clean, and rigid. It was like he could almost feel the air and through it everything that it touched. His mind felt like a kid again, excited at everything, and it was as if he was seeing everything for the first time…or more accurately seeing what was here all along that he had been blinded to it. 
 
    He was in the Captains Mint…he finally remembered that…and instead of the dread at what he could be facing once he took on a ship of his own, he was elated at how cool all of this was and that he got to be here when so many others didn’t. That plus the awesome responsibility of command he was about to be entrusted with. 
 
    “Wait a second,” he whispered to himself as he rubbed his eyes and opened them again, but the sensation of clarity remained. “Kara.” 
 
    He suddenly remembered their interaction, their conversation, and the fact that he’d gotten into a quasi-romantic situation with her before lapsing into some form of pleasureful coma. She’d said something important…then again what wasn’t important coming from an Archon. Something about… 
 
    Viruses. She’d transferred her body’s normal viruses into his via physical contact in addition to what normally moved around in the air. And she’d said she’d used her jewel to upgrade them to…to speed him up or something. 
 
    Han looked at his hand, feeling like all his memory of the past had occurred in a gray fog that had been suddenly lifted and now he could see clearly for the first time in his life.  
 
    “And upgrade…and a shortcut,” he said in the lightest of whispers as his mind raced through all kinds of new calculations, with him realizing he’d gotten a lot smarter in a hurry.  
 
    “Holy crap…she raped me,” he said with a goofy smile cracking on his face, then he started giggling. “And she gave me a parting gift too. I can’t believe this.” 
 
    He swung his legs out of the bunk and felt his socked feet hit the floor right next to his shoes that she’d apparently taken off him when she’d tucked him in. He didn’t even remember getting into the bunk.  
 
    Han moved his toes around inside his socks and just stared at them for a minute, trying to take everything in as his mind snapped to the others. He couldn’t see any other bunks occupied and couldn’t hear anyone talking, so where were they? Had he missed something? 
 
    Han stood up, feeling his spine very sore, and he wondered why. The rest of him was fine, so he staggered through a few steps over to the restroom and got into a shower and let the hot water soak into his new sense of clarity, during which he figured out a few things. 
 
    One…Archons are more awesome than he realized.  
 
    Two…Kara wasn’t just messing with him. Whatever it was she had done had a purpose. The pleasure fest he was only beginning to remember had probably been icing on the cake or a distraction while she poked around in his head and did whatever to his body. 
 
    Three…the viruses were meant for physical changes, not mental, so what she had changed probably was brain structure, because he wasn’t feeling any new superpowers, unfortunately, but he wasn’t going to feel bad about that. In fact, he was so elated he felt like he could fly. 
 
    Four…Kara wasn’t here to say hi, so he was probably on his own from here on out, or at least in the next phase of whatever was going on, so he had to think. She’d said something about him having the potential to be a Grand Admiral, and now he felt an unfamiliar confidence that she might be right. 
 
    That meant he had to earn it, and the first thing he had to do was figure out what the lesson of the Captains Mint was, for none of the others had gotten it yet either as they brainstormed with each other every day. 
 
    Han got dressed and pulled on his armor, going outside to find the others in the middle of a massive snowball fight…except Kara was in her mech and throwing boulder-sized snowballs into the fray that would smash and pin someone into the ground if it hit them.  
 
    He didn’t know what the ground rules were, or how this had started, but he didn’t hesitate to pick up some of the freshly fallen snowpack and begin to craft ammunition. He got an armful of them then ran up and ambushed Dorogu from behind, smacking one into the back of his Bsidd structure, or whatever you called it. He didn’t really have a head, neck, or back, and looked more like a bush than anything, but in his armor he did have some solid spots and Han hit one of them with the snowball in his palm, then added his arm’s push to it, toppling Dorogu over as he ran by so he couldn’t fire back.  
 
    Not long after that he began to take hits as well, but the armor they wore didn’t let them feel anything more than some thuds…unless they got hit by Kara, who was actually goofing off and rolling some of them like bowling balls into people who weren’t looking.  
 
    He decided to head towards her mech, engaging a few others along the way in the big melee, then he stopped in front of her Neo, bowed theatrically, then fell back into the snow and moved his arms and legs around before expertly hopping up and pointing down at the snow angel, then back up at her mech before bowing once again.  
 
    “We have comms you idiot,” her voice said into his helmet. “No need for picture drawings.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you did to me…but you can do it again any time you like. Thank you. I feel…different. But a good different.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what all guys say after they get virtually laid?” she scoffed. 
 
    “Seriously. Thank you. Now do you mind me asking what…” he said, getting hit from behind and his helmeted face smashed into the ground as Dorogu paid him back when he wasn’t looking. 
 
    “What was that? I couldn’t hear you through the beatdown,” Kara said deadpan. 
 
    Han pulled some snow together and threw a going away present at Dorogu before getting up. 
 
    “I was saying, do you mind me asking what it was you did?” 
 
    “Cleaned out some of the cobwebs in your mind, upgraded your cognitive processors to skip you a few thousand years ahead, and gave you a long series of virtual orgasms. Which were you referring to?” 
 
    “Start with the cobwebs.” 
 
    “Consider it some mental notes of my own I downloaded to replace some of the stupid stuff you had floating around in there.” 
 
    “And the upgrades?” 
 
    “Some physical changes I wanted to add. Since using the battlemap interface is critical to Captain’s duties, I gave you some adjustments that would make it easier and more efficient to multi-task, plus some other odds and ends.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think we have 100,000 years for you to advance the slow way. The Grand Border isn’t the solution most people think it is. Even if we can get it all up before the Hadarak get there, it’s going to be neverending carnage holding it. We have to win everywhere, every time to prevent a breakthrough, and they’re just going to be spawning minions and throwing them at it eventually. Right now they’re busy killing other people, but when they get through with that, we’re going to have to fight them all and hold the line, not for days, years, or centuries. We’re in over our head here, and we need every advantage we can get. Given all that, why would I allow you to grow up the slow way and maybe die before you could be of higher level use?” 
 
    “Right now I feel like I’ll never grow up. You made me younger somehow.” 
 
    “Good. That lesson stuck, at least. We’ll see if the others do in time,” she said, reaching down and picking up more snow that she far too quickly launched over his head at someone else.  
 
    “And the orgasms?” 
 
    “Is that a complaint?” 
 
    “Hell no, I’m just wondering why I got to be so lucky?” 
 
    “I felt like it. No reason other than that. If I can’t use my legendary status and abilities to make a fan feel special every now and then, what’s the fun of being in charge?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how unbelievably cool you are?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I got to see it in your mind. Are you going to fight or just sit there like a newb?” 
 
    “What started all this?” he said, reaching down to craft some more ammunition while looking over his shoulder to make sure he didn’t get ambushed again. 
 
    “Training, Captain. Always training. Now get out there and mix it up before I have to smash you into the ice like a tent spike.” 
 
    “Engaging as ordered,” Han said, feeling like the frostiness outside had been implanted into his very hot head and cooled it down into a pristine focus. He threw a long range shot at Nuomo and barely missed, but found he had more arm speed than normal. “Did you upgrade anything else?” 
 
    “A little general muscle capability. You were soft even for Naval. Make sure that doesn’t happen again. I don’t usually date slackers.” 
 
    “How much side training…” he said throwing another snowball that hit this time, “…are you talking about?” 
 
    “If the bridge of your ship is invaded, I want you able to defend it hand to hand against lower level enemies. If you can’t take one of the smaller Paladin unarmed, you’re slacking.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that, thanks,” he said, putting aside the thousands of other questions he wanted to ask her, and hopefully would in the coming days, but right now it was snowball time and he was enjoying the sheer stupidity of it…along with the various tactics and alliances that seemed to be naturally forming to deliver the most badass hits.  
 
      
 
    After their snowball fight, Kara let Nuomo take them on a little hiking trip up another ice mountain while she stayed back at the barracks…but not inside it. She went up top, shed her armor, and used her Rensiek to fight off the cold as she also stripped off her clothes and laid them on top of the armor. The others were too far away to see or notice, and rather than flying off somewhere more private, she’d found long ago that being close to people in a place they weren’t going to look was sometimes more private than being in isolation.  
 
    Paul referred to that as ninja skills, and Kara wanted to practice a little sneakiness as well as her Rensiek while she had the opportunity. This trip was about the Captains and helping them realize how much power and responsibility they were placing in their hands, but for Kara it was also about her. She’d been having issues lately, and was trying to track them down. It wasn’t Vorch’nas related. She’d ruled that out a while back, but something was bugging her. Enough that she’d left the front and her Ghostblade fleet to operate on their own, which they were more than capable of doing even without her personal touch being added in. 
 
    So she wasn’t really bailing on anyone, especially since most of Ghostblade work was sneaking around where no one would notice rather than engaging in heavy combat, though they were doing a lot more of that nowadays than before the Hadarak War began. But when you face neverending conflicts, sometimes you have to step aside occasionally before you get too worn down, or in times like this where you need to track down something that the constant duty is numbing up. 
 
    So coming out here in the middle of nowhere wasn’t just for the Captains’ sake, it was also for her, because running around in starships might be isolated, but it was always with a crew that, even if hidden behind a bulkhead, was still there…and Archons could both see and feel through bulkheads whenever they wished. 
 
    But out here, she really was isolated and it was what she now realized was a badly needed change. So much so that she had already logged an order to incorporate mandatory rotations for Ghostblade starship crews to get them planetside every few decades whether they wanted to or not, just to be on the safe side. It would be problematic, but necessary. If she was having issues, then others were as well, though hers were unique as far as she knew. 
 
    Something was itching at her, and since she didn’t have Saiyan genetics it couldn’t be that. Only by calming down, relaxing, and growing silent in body and mind could she pinpoint it…and when was the last time one of the original Archons had done that? But now that she had made the choice and was out here, she didn’t feel the claws of stagnation on her. She felt relief, and that told her that something was really wrong that had been flying under the radar for a long time and taxing her in a way she hadn’t noticed.  
 
    She was naked because the clothing also got in the way. She needed to feel the environment, and anything between her and it would dampen her original senses, and it was those, not her psionics, that were begging to be probed.  
 
    What she’d told Han had been true, but what she hadn’t told him was that she needed to vicariously feel sex through him to see if that was something she needed to pursue again, and thankfully it was not. She needed her senses crisp and clear, not muddled with loopy fun vibes.  
 
    But there was something raw and honest about them that she had missed, and it was beginning to dawn on her that by taking on responsibility for the galaxy along with the other trailblazers, she’d made it impossible to ever just be herself. There was always somebody that needed trained, rescued, mentally recalibrated, intimidated into a wakeup call, or the bazillion other smaller Archon duties beyond fighting wars. Kara couldn’t remember the last time she’d simply been Kara. And while she was a leader and liked it, part of her was saying that it would be better to be a recruit again where she didn’t have to worry about what mission to assign, only how to accomplish the one given to her. 
 
    Kara sat cross-legged with the snow not melting beneath her. The Rensiek barrier prevented that and kept her body slightly warm while she was still able to feel the gentle breeze and the texture of the snow beneath her without being frozen by it.  
 
    Her purple/white hair hung down to her shoulders, and she’d been carrying her Clan colors there ever since this war began, and would continue carrying them until it was over the same way she and the others had done in the V’kit’no’sat war…but that wasn’t going to work now. She needed to unplug completely, and she knew she’d built up her Clan well enough for them to do what needed to be done without her, so on impulse Kara used her Vorch’nas to strip away the color and return her hair to her natural brown, then summoned up an illuminated shield mirror over the jewel on her wrist so she could look at it.  
 
    “Better, but I don’t need to be Kara the Gray, I need to be Kara the White,” she said, referencing Gandalf’s transformation in the Lord of the Rings as her hair changed color again to as white as she could possibly make it.  
 
    Her toenails and fingernails changed too, then she added her nipples and lips while leaving the rest of her skin alone…but then she figured she might as well keep going with the physical changes in an effort to change her interior, and began adding neon white tattoos on her bare feet. Each one was written in V’kit’no’sat script, and was one of their purity tomes. As messed up as their empire had been, a lot within it had been very wise and spot on, especially their tomes. She mentally went through all of them that she’d previously downloaded onto her Vorch’nas’s ample memory core, and whenever she found one that fit her…or more precisely fit what she needed to become, she added it to her skin in luminescent fashion so it glowed brightly in the dark and lit up the snow around her. 
 
    She put three on each foot, then moved up to her ankles, and calves. Knees then thighs followed, with them wrapping around her form on all available skin so that she was becoming a living billboard for the select tomes that continued to travel up her entire body until they got to her neck, then she held off there as she searched the rest of the tomes to find the best remaining before she ran out of canvas to work with. 
 
    The final few, and most important, got etched into her neck and branched up onto her face and ears until the last tiny ones appeared on her forehead and nose bridge.  
 
    Kara stood up and spread her arms and legs slightly wide, feeling the air and stretching out her senses to take in the vast emptiness around her, feeling like a ton of dust and grime was falling off though physically there was none to detect.  
 
    She breathed slowly, deliberately, then began to move through various fighting poses in ultra slow mode before realizing that didn’t really fit what she needed, so she switched to pure dance, which seemed gratuitous in a non-mission sort of way, but that’s what her subconscious was urging her to do, so she did. 
 
    Pirouettes, backbends, arm poses, legs stretches over her head in the most useless and vulnerable of positions…she experimented with it all until Kara had a short list of movements that were beneficial for her mood, and when she had those and began linking them together she felt something click, so she stayed in dance mode for the next few hours until the Captains headed back her way. Before they got close enough to see her she put her clothes back on and had her Vorch’nas return her body back to the way it was, including her purple/white hair, because she didn’t want to get asked questions about why she’d changed it. 
 
    This side of her was something she needed to keep private, and now that she had made some progress and had her settings saved, she could resume them within seconds the next time she could ninja steal some private time to get naked with the environment without anyone noticing. 
 
    The absurdity of her having to do that when she could go wherever she wanted whenever she wanted didn’t seem so to her. She needed to feel exposed, to strip away whatever was blocking her mind from finding whatever it was that was wrong with her, and having the threat of being seen…as childish as that was…struck a chord with her, making her feel like little Kara fighting the galaxy again rather than a trailblazer trying to hold it up on her shoulders.  
 
    She felt better now than she had in a long time, but it wasn’t enough. Right now though, she had Captains to mint. Later she’d sneak off again, for without them having psionics, being a ninja around this group was painfully easy…which meant she could be bolder than usual. 
 
    And Kara liked bold.  
 
    Yet, how long had it been since she truly was? 
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    March 22, 128852 
 
    Plucar System (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Idolo Wastes 
 
      
 
    They’d moved camp 8 times in the last two weeks, and Han was beginning to wonder how long they were going to stay out here…but in the positive, because he was actually enjoying it like a vacation, as were the other Captains. No one had figured out what the ‘lesson’ was yet, and they were all still trying, but the urgency had been lost and they’d been admitting to each other maybe it was better if they drew this out longer, because no one was wanting this little camping trip to the middle of nowhere to end. 
 
    But then it happened. Someone figured it out as they were sitting around another artificial bon fire on the ice plains in the deepest of night with the stars so clear overhead that you could see the galactic band stretching across the sky like a vertical scar due to the orientation of the planetary fragment on which they sat.  
 
    “No safety lines,” Captain Shoginar said, clicking his joints excitedly as the H’kar suddenly stood up and looked to Nuomo for confirmation. “Is that the lesson?” 
 
    “It’s the beginning. Continue if you can.” 
 
    Everyone sat up straighter and became silent, putting their private conversations on pause to see if Shoginar was going to be able to do it, but at the very least he’d come up with part of it. 
 
    “We…Naval…exist in the void. No backup. No safety lines. We have no Archons to guide us,” he said, glancing at Kara who was sitting on the other side of the fire from him, before looking back at Nuomo. “No ground batteries or shields to run and hide behind. When we’re out here, alone in the galaxy, it’s just us. Our crew always has someone to look to, but we don’t. It’s us and the wilderness, and we have to be prepared for that role?” 
 
    “Well done, but incomplete. Can anyone else add to that now that Shoginar has broken the ice, pun intended.” 
 
    “There are no rules,” Han quickly added, finding his brain was working twice as fast now as it used to. “Limitless freedom and limitless problems with no support structure to fall back on.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Nuomo said with a nod. “Now you know a little bit what it’s like to be an Archon, for in this small area we are their peers. When you stand in a line against the wind, there is always someone to help you break it…unless you are at the front of the line, in which case you must face its full fury and unpredictability. Look out there…” 
 
    The fire suddenly cut out, dropping everyone into darkness except for the starlight…which became so vivid after their eyesight adjusted it was better than any holographic display. 
 
    “That’s where we live. In the void. And so does everyone else, though they don’t realize it. Planets are in the void as well, but insulated by gravity, atmosphere, and sheer mass. When we take to the stars in our ships that insulation is gone and we deal with the raw universe…but our crews do not. They live and breathe as a small civilization whose borders are the hull of the ship. They rarely see what’s outside, and they don’t need to…but the Captain must not fall into the trap of becoming part of the crew. He must be their leader, not their peer. You must look beyond the ship to safeguard it, while they look inside to maintain it. And out there is what you must mentally calibrate to.” 
 
    Everyone sat for a moment in silence looking at the galaxy and soaking it in. One often forgot the size, because it was so big the brain had trouble comprehending, but out here, with all distractions gone, Han and the others could feel it and how small they were. 
 
    “That smallness is an advantage,” Kara said. “It makes you feel insignificant, but it also means you can hide really well in all that. You also need to remember one thing. Out there it looks big, but it’s made up of a lot of small things. Everything is small when local, so it’s not just you. We all play in a big sandbox, and this spot is no less important than any other. It’s where you are now, and that’s what makes it important. Your home is your body, and you need to learn to be comfortable with that even when abandoned to die in a desolate place like this.” 
 
    “When you do,” Nuomo picked up, “your mind will clear and you will be able to maximize your abilities and your chances, but sometimes there is no way out, and rather than scrambling in a panic to achieve the impossible, you can focus on accomplishing something here in the short term before you die. And when you are a Captain that is not an optional skill. Your nerve must never break, for your crew relies on it.” 
 
    “If you can’t win,” Kara continued, “hurt the enemy bad. If you can’t damage them, get a good punch or two in. If you can’t punch, then spit. If you can’t spit, insult. If you can’t talk, think mean thoughts at them. Do whatever it is in your power to do. Your mission is to win. Your duty is to fight. Can anyone tell me what that distinction means?” 
 
    “We can’t control the universe,” Captain Dorogu answered. “There is very little we can control, because a fight is between two or more entities, and the outcome is a combination of their actions. We can control our actions, but not others, therefore we can’t guarantee an outcome. But we can guarantee our actions, and those actions are our duty. The outcome is the mission we are attempting to complete, but cannot control. Influence heavily, but not control. A Captain that believes he can control it will most likely break when confronted with a situation where he is going to lose no matter what he and his crew does.” 
 
    “And a Captain can’t break,” Han echoed.  
 
    “If you can’t save your own ship,” Nuomo added, “do some damage to the enemy that will help save another ship in the fleet. If you can’t save your entire crew, save some. You don’t have one single mission, you have thousands of them overlapping simultaneously. Work the ones that are within your reach and let the ones that are not go. You don’t have to like it, but don’t waste precious time and mental energy on lost causes. Sometimes you’re going to lose, but there is a difference between losing and being defeated. As long as you never give up, you are never defeated, even if you all die fighting.” 
 
    “How can we let go of some missions without giving up?” Captain Stigari asked. 
 
    “Letting go means setting aside for later. Later may never come, but no Captain ever gives up on any mission. To this day I still remember some from the past that got away from me, and I run them through my head trying to figure out if I could have done something different. Letting go refers to in the moment, but I don’t think any Captain will permanently let go of anything that was screwed up if they had an opportunity to go back and time and fix it. I certainly wouldn’t.” 
 
    “So we don’t let go, but we acknowledge that we don’t have the Tardis that we need to fix it, so we set it aside?” Captain Biolom asked. 
 
    “Precisely. And the longer you are a Captain, the more failures you rack up on that list, and it can be daunting. But while you are required to be able to operate in the void alone, one starship against the galaxy, you are also part of a fleet. A fleet of Captains. Now can someone tell me why you are here looking up at the seemingly endless galaxy above us?” 
 
    “We are the fleet,” Han said as soon as the idea clicked in his head. “The Captains. Not the crews or the ships. The bonds between us are the fleet bonds. And we can’t allow ourselves to be permanently isolated out here. Because it’s ‘us’ against the galaxy, and we are its shield.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Close, but the idea of us being its shield is laughable,” she said, extending a hand upwards. “How does one shield all that, and shield it from what? The galaxy is the playing ground, and sometimes we have to fight against the playing ground itself, not just the players on it. So what exactly are we shielding?” 
 
    “The empire?” 
 
    “Tell that to the people on Earth when the Vargemma attacked,” Kara said, a little icier than she’d intended, so she raised a hand in apology. “Archons take the responsibility for the empire more personally than anyone, and we abhor not being able to defend it properly. Right now no planet is safe from a large scale Essence attack. If there’s a way to do it, we haven’t found it yet, so when we can’t actually shield anyone, what exactly are we doing?” 
 
    “Playing the game as best we can,” Captain Orrin said as he clapped his fists together. “And protecting those that we can. Sometimes just by hiding them.” 
 
    Kara pointed at him. “I like you. That’s a point I didn’t expect any of you to catch. Sometimes to accomplish a mission you have to run away from battle, and in a fleet, sometimes you have to run away to save your own ship. Each of you is independent, and you help the other ships out when you’re able, but when the shit hits the fan you gotta look out for your own ship first, and sometimes that means running away to live and fight another day…while firing at the enemy as you leave to do a little more damage and stack the odds for the rest of the fleet as much as you can.” 
 
    “A fleet cannot act like it’s glued together,” Nuomo said. “It moves individually and in groups as it prefers, and it is perfectly comfortable getting split up and scattering. You must be capable of operating as individual ships and attack groups, and moving from one role to another second by second. All Captains are trained in the same manner, so there is familiarity when you meet another ship you’ve never encountered before. You can fight with them because their movements, capabilities, and tendencies are familiar, but not as much as those you personally know. Each ship is a Captain, and that Captain configures the ship and its crew to their liking. So think of the person commanding a vessel as its identity, and nothing else.” 
 
    “When you leave here and get your first ships,” Kara continued, “reach out to one another when you can, as well as other Captains you’ve never met. And don’t be surprised if some of them reach out to you. All of you have been through the Captains Mint. All of you have learned the same lesson. You are not groups of a couple dozen Captains, you are one group of all Captains transitioning through at different times. Get to know the others, as many as you can. Share stories, upgrade ideas, bad things that happened, and brainstorm how to avoid them in the future. Work together, even if the messages back and forth take months to travel. You are one brotherhood of Captains. They are your family as much as the other Archons are mine. And together you will face that…” she said, pointing upward. “Have fun.” 
 
    Han laughed, as did some of the others as they realized what she meant. The galaxy was so big they could become rock stars on one part of it and be completely unknown in another. And the fleet was going to be spread across all of it. What would bond them together through all of that? The Captains Mint. It was their induction into the fleet fraternity of Captains past, present, and future, as well as a reminder that no matter how alone they got out there in their single starship, there were millions of other Captains spread across the galaxy facing the same challenges as them. 
 
    And when you realized that, you never truly would be alone. 
 
    “To let the lesson sink in,” Kara said as she leaned back on her snow chair and put her hands behind her head to get a better view of the galaxy above them, “you’ve got another 10 days of chill time before you ship out. Get to know each other as well as you can, because the comm lag later will be a bitch. No more lessons from me and Nuomo. You know what you need to know.” 
 
    The fire kicked back on and Han was able to see the faceplates of everyone sitting around in their armor, but not the people inside due to the reflections. These were his new brothers and sisters, and Kara was right to tell them to make use of their time here, for she probably knew better than anyone the isolation of command. How often did she see other Archons, as rare as they were? 
 
    He’d talk to her later again before their time here was up, but right now he was going to do as instructed, so he got up and moved a couple meters to the right as others were getting up and transitioning around so they could group up and cram as much discussion as they could into the days they had left. Until a moment ago they had felt unlimited, but soon this very badly needed camping trip was going to be over. 
 
    But 10 days out here was like a lifetime, and Han intended to live it to the fullest and worry about the future when it came to him, not before.   
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    April 1, 128852 
 
    Plucar System (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Idolo Wastes 
 
      
 
    The group of Captains didn’t head back to the base like Han had expected. Instead they kept traveling across the wilderness to a new location every day or two as they continued to bond. When the final day came they were evaced by dropships from the Gauntlet-class cargo ship that had arrived in orbit to pick them and their mechs up.  
 
    Han walked his onboard one of the dropships along with Captain Biolom and it took the pair up into space, with him both sorry and ready to leave. The future was forward, and he was excited for what would come next, but he also knew there would never be another Captains Mint for him unless he returned to take Nuomo’s role as guide, and that wouldn’t be a learning position. So this was it for him, but he was much improved for having gone through it, as were the others, all of whom ended up on the cargo ship anyway, but without their guides. 
 
    When Han checked into his assigned quarters he flopped down on the bed and stared at the ceiling, taking stock of his thoughts and continuing to enjoy the mental clarity that Kara had somehow gifted him. If this was how all the experienced Captains had their minds structured, then he was beginning to understand better than the others how different the Captain’s position was…or maybe it was more of an elevated position that could occur at any level and not just Captains. Either way, he now had a transitional viewpoint that probably no one else had ever had unless they’d been skipped ahead in their development the same as him.  
 
    Leveling up wasn’t just for practice sake. It really did have a huge effect on a person, but the changes occurred gradually and the person’s ‘norm’ reset along the way, so nobody realized how much they were actually changing. 
 
    But Han did. And he really hoped this would stick, because he didn’t want to go back to the way he’d been before. 
 
    A pinging got his attention and he half sat up, seeing the comm console blinking. He rolled over and off the bed, then pressed the button that resulted in a hologram of a Star Force symbol with mission update information underneath. 
 
    Han sat on the foot of the bed and read it as it floated before him. It was a list of ship openings for him to choose from, though not all were individual vessels. Some were mission classes, probably because there were multiple vessels being built for the same task, but some were specific ships, which he guessed were not new vessels, but ones whose Captain had been transferred elsewhere. 
 
    He’d expect a long trip with the assignments to come at their destination, whatever it was, but it seemed Star Force was wasting no time. He had to choose before their next waypoint, which was cited at approximately 18 days away, at which point he’d be rerouted to whatever assignment he chose. 
 
    Han had options, but none of the really sweet assignments only veteran Captains could pull. Still, he could craft a bit of his own destiny here, so he had to take his time and think this through carefully… 
 
    Suddenly his eyes went wide as he saw the very last opening on the list, and it was a Clan opening. No rookie Captain could ever dream of getting into a Clan. You had to be the best of the best to even get invited to crew on one of their ships, let alone command one, so he couldn’t believe his eyes as he stared at it to make sure it was real and not some computer glitch or his own imagination. 
 
    Next to it was a small icon that indicated there was an attached message, so he reached out and touched the semi-solid hologram, with the button melting as if it were made of a thick cloud under the pressure of his finger.  
 
    The message popped up just in front of the list and floated there saying only two words. 
 
    Finders Keepers 
 
    Han frowned, then touched the details button for the Clan assignment, seeing that it was a scout ship assigned to V’kit’no’sat/Zak’de’ron war reconnaissance from the Ghostblade fleet. 
 
    That was Kara’s Clan, and when he saw that the message made perfect sense. If she really thought he was Grand Admiral material she was going to claim him for her own Clan before any of the trailblazers could find out about his potential. 
 
    He smirked. He’d been totally played. Used actually, and he didn’t regret it a bit. Kara’s level of intelligence was far beyond his, and while his interest in her had been mostly physical, her interest in him had been much more complicated.  
 
    So it wasn’t his newbish charms that had won her over. He was a toy she’d been playing with, and one she was now adding to her Clan collection. But for an Archon, ‘playing’ meant upgrading and teaching, with a little sexuality thrown in as icing.  
 
    He’d never been more proud to be a plaything in his life, and quickly hit the ‘accept’ button on the Clan assignment, which removed all the other options and brought up the full post details for his review as well as additional information about where he would be going. 
 
    It was a shipyard…a Ghostblade shipyard, which meant it was mobile and off the comm grid. His scout ship wasn’t even finished yet, and he would wait there until it was, with an entirely new crew being assembled, but one of only 83 people. That was far less than he was used to after serving with thousands onboard the Hela’s Fury, but this would be 82 people of Clan level, and that was going to be a big responsibility right there…not to mention they were going to be hopping around a war zone monitoring the fighting between two of the most powerful empires in the galaxy. 
 
    “Kara, you certainly know how to treat a guy right,” he said, beginning to mentally acclimate to his new assignment as he ran through several possibilities of crew alignment before stopping himself and just taking a moment to consider the situation and how the past few weeks had radically changed his life.  
 
    “I’ve just found out I have a family of Captains across the galaxy, got flashed by one of the hottest women in the universe, then got virtually laid by said woman while she upgraded by mind and body without even asking permission. Then she just gave me an assignment I haven’t earned, all based on the assumption that I’m Grand Admiral material. This has been one eventful trip.” 
 
    “Alright, Kara. I’m game. If you think I can be useful to you down the road, then I’m not going to disappoint. Challenge accepted. Now I just have to figure out how to grow into it before it squashes me flat…”  
 
      
 
    Kara watched the mechs load up onto the dropships, including Nuomo’s, for they’d all be dropped off back at the base after the Captains debarked onto their waiting ride, but the Archon didn’t go with them. She stayed in her Neo and began the long trip back at a run, stomping the ice with her nimble mech’s feet as she needed some time to think apart from everyone else. 
 
    The next batch for the Captains Mint was due in a week, two tops, and she’d have her mech back long before then, though right now she was standing inside the cockpit suspended by energy fields as her mind was only loosely connected to it. Not much focus was needed to run a mech in a straight line and navigate around obstacles, so she hung there as if in 0g except that her internal organs still felt the gravity as her naked body was supported on all surfaces by the soft energy field. 
 
    Her hair and nails were back to white again, and her body glowed with V’kit’no’sat tattoos, but the expression on her face was not good. It was barely a grimace from the exterior, but for this Archon that meant something was seriously wrong inside. 
 
    Kara wasn’t in pain, but she was searching inside herself for something elusive and troubling, with the closer she got to it making her the more worried. Her Archon mojo was slipping, and she couldn’t find the reason. It was beginning to get maddening, as if something was sucking away her life force and she was helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    But her Essence was fine. Her biostatistics were fine. Everything that could be monitored was fine, yet there was something seriously off with her and the more she dug at it the worse it became. Kara got the feeling that it would numb up if she stopped pushing for it, but now that she knew something was here she wouldn’t let it go.  
 
    She ran her mech for more than a day straight before contacting Nuomo and telling him to tell Harry, the only other Archon on the planet, to replace her earlier than expected, citing she had some unexpected and classified activities to perform out here alone that posed no danger to the outpost or the Captains Mint, but that she would need to conduct them in isolation. 
 
    Kara ordered a dead drop of supplies to be left at a waypoint ahead of her, and when she got there she loaded up the cargo container onto her mech’s back and continued off across the ice in her mobile little cocoon trying to dig out what was wrong with her. 
 
    She didn’t put clothes back on at all, trying to resensitize her senses as much as possible. The more exposed one was, the more heightened your senses became…which was why you needed to armor over yourself and numb up in situations when the environment was not so friendly. If she was going to find out what was wrong with her, she needed to dial up her senses as far as possible, and that meant finding or creating an environment where she could lower her shields completely and wear her emotions on her skin, pun intended.  
 
    That wasn’t something an Archon did easily, and even the slightest hint of danger would make her recoil into combat mode and flick up her defenses, even if just a little bit. Kara knew that wasn’t going to be good enough. She had to dial her defenses back all the way, and she couldn’t remember the last time that had happened…if it had ever happened. 
 
    The sex training kinda counted, but the emotions involved were blinding in their own way and wouldn’t be useful here. She needed to open up calmly and become a tranquil ocean where even the slightest disturbance would cause a ripple that would otherwise be missed in even mildly choppy waters.  
 
    She was sensing a disturbance in the Force, and in order to find the source she had to get the rest of her completely in balance and completely open to attack…which was why she programmed her mech to keep running without her and quietly snuck out of it near one of the many ice mountains on the planetary shard in shadow mode during a snowstorm so thick you couldn’t see two feet in front of your face. 
 
    In shadow mode all light and sensor signals got absorbed into the energy field produced by her Vorch’nas, and with the snow flying all over you couldn’t even notice the black spot amongst the whiteness. Kara kept it active for nearly half an hour as she sat naked inside one of the deep mech tracks as it slowly began to refill with snow.  
 
    She had no food, no clothes, no armor other than her Vorch’nas…which she couldn’t take off anyway…and anyone tracking her position would assume she was still in the mech. The cargo ship had already left, meaning there were no more orbital scans, and the ice mountain was at the right angle to block scans from the base this low to the ground, so unless someone sent out a dropship for some reason, she was effectively lost in the snow and completely alone for the first time in far too long. 
 
    Kara just sat on the packed ice with her arms wrapped around her knees as she tried to release her smallest combat reflexes. The cold wasn’t a danger to her as long as she had Rensiek and enough calories in her body to fuel it, which she did for a few days at least, for she’d eaten right before she’d bailed out of the mech.  
 
    The adoptive trailblazer held position and didn’t move a muscle for hours as the snow piled up around her ankles and butt, then began to rise higher and higher until it was all the way up to her bellybutton. Still she didn’t move, trying to become part of the ice on this planet and absorb the anonymity it had that was currently so precious to her. She had to disconnect from the Empire, from the Captains Mint, from the Archons, from every living being in the universe and just become part of the inanimate backdrop. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, and if she’d been a Saiyan it would have been impossible for her to slow down this much, but little by little the very useful walls she’d put up inside her over the course of her life to survive battle after battle…and the walls that were necessary to fight a never-ending war against the Hadarak…began to grudgingly lower when they could find no threats nearby. They kept flicking back on at every flake of snow that seemed too heavy or moved too fast, but over time that too became normal and Kara was able to fully let go and become nothing more than a mildly glowing statue on the frozen landscape plastered with snow on her left side. 
 
    She stared straight ahead and down to where here feet had been, but were now buried in the white precipitation as the storm finally passed. And when it did and the landscape calmed down completely, so did Kara with it, and finally she had deconstructed herself to the point where she was nothing and everything at the same time. 
 
    And within that perfect balance was a pulsing anomaly so loud she wondered why she’d ever missed it.  
 
    She couldn’t pinpoint it within her body, not from a medical sense, but she recognized it as one of the many inflow points from the Essence realm that activated when her body was low. The difference in pressure caused new Essence to seek in through these tiny cracks until she was refilled, then the balance between the two would be restored…and likewise, if she overdosed on Essence from a Magicite ring, it would flow out of her through these ports as she slowly lost the charge until the two sides leveled out again.  
 
    This was why Archons couldn’t store excess Essence in their bodies. It had to be in a Magicite ring that kept the Essence reflecting off itself inside an object that had no natural cracks to the Essence realm like all life in the galaxy had.  
 
    And one of those cracks inside Kara was malfunctioning.  
 
    It was the barest amount of soreness, and she was proud of herself for having the inner sense to figure it out amongst all the other noise from normal Archon duties and the constant training they underwent that had far more pain from even the easiest workouts than this was causing her. But now that she’d dialed back to zero the disturbance was obvious, though what to do about it Kara did not know. 
 
    Finding it had been her first mission objective. Her second was now to observe and get as much information about it as possible, so she finally let herself move and stretched out, extending her legs forward and leaning back into the snow as she made a body-forming cast out of it as she looked into the semi-lit sky that still showed a fair amount of stars along with a slight blue haze. 
 
    Her muscles had needed that much change at least, and more would be needed later, but for right now she closed her eyes and left herself even more vulnerable than before with no psionics active to look around. She was encased in snow and ice with the front face of her body open to the sky above, and in that state she began probing the little sore spot inside her ever so carefully, relishing in the reckless stupidity of her current position…as well as realizing it was necessary to probe this deeply within. 
 
    Thankfully the galaxy and this planetary fragment was big enough to lose herself in, and for the first time in a long time Kara was able to actually rest as she played around with the soreness. No missions, no duty, no teammates, no empire. Just little Kara naked in the wilderness and loving every blissful chilly minute of it while the exploration of her inner self gave her the excuse needed to do so when the galaxy was burning under the weight of a billion different problems.  
 
    But right now, from Kara’s perspective, they didn’t exist. People didn’t exist. Clothes didn’t exist. All that did was her body, the icy footprint she laid within, and the jewel on her wrist that was being patiently quiet and staying out of the way of her insight.  
 
    And now it was time to do some unrestricted exploring.  
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    Kara sat in the snow so long she began to get hungrier than she was stiff, but her focus was so clean and clear she didn’t dare move to disturb it other than a few rolls and twists as another snowstorm came up and began to fill in the mech track in which she sat even more. The Archon had no food on her, nor pockets to carry it, but she did have her Vorch’nas and her Dogorat’nah tier 4 psionic, both of which could achieve atomic alchemy at the cost of a lot of power. 
 
    Seeing as how Kara was sitting here and not expending much, she began to use both in tag team fashion to take the air and ice molecules and began reconfiguring them into sugar. Thankfully she didn’t have to do any elemental alchemy on this one, for glucose was made up of three different atoms…hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon…two of which were present in the ice, with the third in a decent concentration in the air left over from when the planet was fractured and massive amounts of carbon dioxide leaked into the atmosphere from the volcanic activity that had since frozen over. 
 
    It wasn’t so much she couldn’t breathe, but it was enough that Kara didn’t have to try and capture the carbon coming out of her lungs with each breath. The alchemy process wasn’t fast, and Kara would have had real trouble if she didn’t have her Vorch’nas stepping in to help on some of the more complicated molecular realignments, but soon she had a small but steady trickle of sugar entering her bloodstream as she lay face down towards the snow with one leg kicked up in the air and her arms crossed in front of her to prop her head up slightly. 
 
    Her toes moved every now and then, curling up and releasing in a slow flex as she continued to study the ‘sore’ spot inside her, and she had to continue to keep herself extremely exposed and open to attack in order to see it. The day before she’d started to reflexively get back into combat mode when the stiffness began irritating her, and her vision of it nearly disappeared. It was so subtle a thing she knew she wasn’t going to be able to study this any other way, so Kara decided to just camp out here as long as she could. Sugar alone wasn’t going to be enough, for her body required hundreds of different types of molecules for fuel, but those were for repair parts and not energy, so those could wait a while longer. The sugar she needed now, and thankfully once she got the process smoothed out she began cycling between it and probing her new discovery at regular intervals as she tried to extend her window here as much as she could. 
 
    At first she observed, then she tried to touch it…which was like fumbling around for a needle while wearing mittens. She could brush up against it at times, almost randomly, but she couldn’t control anything. Still, those few brushes were successful in causing a little Essence to squirt through the sore spot…which made it even more sore…and the Archon was beginning to wonder if she hadn’t been damaged sometime in the past without realizing it. 
 
    But as more hours passed and she entered her third day here, Kara began to realize she wasn’t dealing with damage, but rather a new ‘muscle’ that she had never used before. It wasn’t a physical one, but it was a part of her, and its soreness was because it was for some reason now needing to be used. 
 
    So Kara kept trying to bump it with her mittens to little success, then she switched tactics and tried to work on her ‘mittens’ to see if she could upgrade them, and practiced with other parts of her inner self…mainly through mental drills and probing the very depths of her mind…until she got a more refined technique down, then she tried again, this time getting a tentative grip on whatever it was. 
 
    It felt like a zit that needed to be popped, but she couldn’t find the right angle to apply pressure. She worked for hours, taking breaks to generate more sugar that was doing less and less to sustain her as her body began crying out for some of those repair parts to replace the normal micro-damage that occurred just from everyday living…not to mention the strain being put on her Rensiek tissue, which she was running nonstop to keep from freezing to death out here. 
 
    Try and fail. Try and fail. That’s what Kara was fighting through, not knowing what to do and having no instructions to follow. It was refreshing, actually, to be back to square one without any hints or help, having to figure it out on her own…but it was also irritating, as it had been long ago when she had first got her Vorch’nas and suddenly was thrust beyond the trailblazers in ability and knowledge. But this wasn’t a bit of technology the Zak’de’ron had given her. This was something natural and totally unknown…and it was annoying Kara that she wasn’t making better progress at it. 
 
    She stretched out her self-imposed exile to 5 days, having used up most of her body’s fat reserves…which also held some repair parts suspended in them…and then almost randomly the little pimple popped under her bazillionth attempt to pinch it. When it did, Essence burst forth from it and supersaturated her body…which felt like an ambrosia overload high, but slightly salty at the same time. 
 
    It was ‘salty’ because the Essence wasn’t calibrated to her body, and she’d felt the same thing when pulling on Uriti Essence or getting some from one of the other Archons. But once it touched her it began to reform to her mojo, gradually becoming hers, though she could have used it instantly if she’d wanted to.  
 
    The thing was, though, that it wasn’t stopping…which was when she realized it wasn’t a pimple that had to be popped, but a link into the Essence realm that was leaking into her.  
 
    But that made no sense. There was no pressure gradient to push it. Her body was more concentrated than the Essence realm now, so it should flow the other way, which begged the question what was going on? 
 
    She sat there almost giggling as the buzz made her head dizzy, but eventually she was getting so loopy she had to begin bleeding it off intentionally before it started spilling out on its own as her body simply couldn’t hold that much. Kara didn’t try any techniques with it other than a ‘force push’ up into the air, creating an air current that got so fierce it started to create a tornado vortex in the middle of yet another snowstorm. 
 
    If Kara could harness this technique it would change everything Star Force knew about Essence power generation, and while her mind was racing with those possibilities she began to realize that she needed to find a way to shut this off, or at least reduce it, or there were going to be more immediate problems. Her control was slipping already, for she’d never had an Essence shower of this magnitude. Nobody had as far as she knew, and if the Varkemma had any knowledge about this they hadn’t shared it. 
 
    It was hard to focus with so much Essence swirling around inside her, but thankfully the hole through which it was coming in was made obvious by the pressure being exerted on it…and that pressure was something Kara realized she could push back against. She didn’t know how at first, but as the flow diminished she began to learn real fast that it wasn’t from a counter force she was exerting. It was that ‘muscle’ that had been itching before.  
 
    It wasn’t a pimple that needed to be popped. It was an orifice that had needed to be opened, but it could also be closed…or so she hoped.  
 
    And just like using a muscle for the first time ever, Kara was very clumsy at it. It took her an hour and a half to get to the point where she could completely close it for even a few seconds before losing control and having it open again, but give an Archon a taste of victory and they’d be all over it like a post-workout donut tray. 
 
    At the end of it all Kara sat in a now empty mech track, whose snow bath tub had been cleaned out by the tornado with only a small bit falling lazily from the cloudy, yet mildly bright sky. She sat there silent, both on the outside and the inside. Her new muscle had finally kicked off the rust and was obeying her, but it was tired. It had to remain clenched to keep the flow out, and her relaxing it meant the Essence would come in automatically, but in battle that would be an asset rather than having to focus and try to force it to stay open.  
 
    And suddenly everything she thought she’d known about Essence was thrown out the window. The equilibrium idea now seemed busted, yet when she held the extra Essence in it flowed back out into the Essence realm through the other ‘cracks’ within her. How the two could both be true she didn’t know, but Kara now had her breakthrough and her riddle solved, so why was she still sitting here? 
 
    Her body was hungry, stiff, and cold as her production of heat had slipped along with her sugar levels. But her inner self was more at peace now than it had ever been, and she didn’t want to lose that. She didn’t want to go back to the war, to duty, to the Empire.  
 
    Fortunately she didn’t have to. With her Vorch’nas she signaled her mech, which was still running around the planetary fragment without getting too far away from her position, to come back to her. She had to wait another 7 hours for it to arrive, and Kara could have flown out to it quicker, but she didn’t. She just sat and waited out the hunger pains unwilling to leave her little oasis in the wilderness. 
 
    Eventually the footsteps of the Neo became obvious even from so far away, for her hearing had become so attuned to silence even the slightest vibration sounded loud…but not nearly as loud as the crashing that followed as the mech came up within 100 meters of her position and stopped. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said, belatedly realizing she hadn’t spoken anything in the past 6 days and her voice sounded horrible as a result. She rubbed the inside of her ears with her fingertips as they rang a bit from the intense sounds they were not prepared for. “You are really loud,” she told the mech. 
 
    It didn’t answer, nor had she expected it to, but she ordered it to drop off the crate of supplies nearby…as Kara covered her ears to give them some dampening as they readjusted without being a wuss and using her Vorch’nas to take care of it. After silence returned she finally stood up and stepped out of the footprint, walking on the fresh snow above and sinking in only a few inches, which was still enough to cover the glowing tattoos on her feet as the powdery stuff fell in on them. 
 
    The walking quickly rid Kara of her stiffness, but most of her inner peace remained…then when she got to the food she forced herself to eat slowly as she sat on the top of the shipping crate and dangled her legs off the edge, staring at her tattoos and wiggling her toes distractedly as the Archon continued to look more inside herself than at anything on the exterior. 
 
    Her purpose within Star Force early on had been to lead the trailblazers forward using her Vorch’nas advantage, but they’d long passed her up and it was really just useful to her now, though still technologically advanced…yet not enough for anyone to really care. It was just hers now, and not a treasure of the empire, and even after she had returned to leadership of Clan Ghostblade she had largely been unimportant…despite what people like Han Tyver had to say otherwise. 
 
    Every function of the empire could now be accomplished without her. Granted she could probably be more useful in a few situations, but the skill level of everyone that was not Archon had gotten so high, especially that of the Naval division, that they didn’t need Archons for a lot of missions, and there were very few things that Kara could truly excel at now. Trailblazing…which was the primary Archon duty that defined them…was meant to take you into the unknown and explore, learn, and pass that knowledge onto others…but she hadn’t been doing that for a very long time, and neither had the others that bore that name. 
 
    Except they were now busy annexing the V’kit’no’sat and establishing the Grand Border, which was essential to Star Force’s future, but something inside Kara told her that wasn’t where she belonged.  
 
    She laughed when it finally occurred to her, for it was so simple.  
 
    “Am I really that big of an idiot?” she asked, kicking her bare heels on the iced-over crate and splintering some fragments off to land in the soft snow below. “How could I be so blind?” 
 
    “Easy answer, Kara. You’ve been putting the Empire on your shoulders so much you never noticed it could stand on its own now. And with so much death coming from the Hadarak you knuckled down and accepted grunge work in order to save a few more lives. But there will always be a few more lives that need saving, and you can’t get to them all. Racking up the highest score is a challenge worth pursuing if you don’t have anything better to do, and it’s the lack of something better to do that’s been throwing you off.” 
 
    “I don’t belong leading armies. I don’t belong on Earth. I belong on Halo with the Master Chief. Out in the middle of nowhere pursuing ancient knowledge and the secrets of the universe in order to protect Earth. But I don’t belong on Earth, or with the fleet. I belong with my fellow Spartans or on my own, doing the things that only we can do, not backing up the fleet or playing training master.” 
 
    Kara’s voice started to cut out, having gotten so weak over the last few days that she was overexerting it now, but she didn’t care. If she went hoarse her Vorch’nas would fix it, but it hadn’t proced yet on its own, and she was mildly curious how bad it would let her voice get before it automatically fixed her vocal chords.  
 
    “A Spartan without a mission…that’s been me, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Hobbies don’t cut it. Messing with cute boys doesn’t cut it. I need a purpose, and defending Earth against the V’kit’no’sat had always been there for us before…but not now, and fighting the Hadarak is more like pest control than anything. We can’t even talk to them without a Uriti translating, and their minions are so beyond hope they might as well be zombies. The V’kit’no’sat were opponents. The Hadarak are a natural disaster that never ends.” 
 
    “We had to upgrade ourselves to survive the V’kit’no’sat, and they inadvertently pushed us to become stronger by trying to annihilate us. The Hadarak aren’t, and we’re fighting them primarily by spamming drone production more than anything. Not much a single little girl like me can do that someone else isn’t already doing. If it was just me and I had to build an empire from scratch, that would be fun, but we’re way past needing that.” 
 
    Kara sighed. “Its days like this I’m almost tempted to turn on the sex simulators and just lose myself in it, because I can’t see anything else better to do. But stupid me keeps forgetting that I’m not immune to illusions, and if there are new abilities out there to discover I’m not going to know they’re there unless I bump into them or bump into some else who already has them. We’re the top of the totem pole now for most of this galaxy, so bumping into someone isn’t likely to happen unless it’s an invasion force from outside the galaxy. Which means I made the dumbass assumption I couldn’t upgrade much more. I am so fucking stupid.” 
 
    She took another bite of a gigantic ration bar, then swallowed some Red drink before continuing her self-critique without worrying about anyone overhearing her. For her mech wasn’t going to spill her secrets. It’d promised not to. 
 
    “I needed to come out here and try to feel again. To get that Halo feel, and I found just enough to end up with melancholy because I can’t stay here. But I’m not stupid enough to think that there isn’t a Halo out there for me somewhere. I just have to find it, even if I can’t feel it now. Even if I feel dead inside without a mission, without a purpose. It’s just the fog of war blinding me. I have to follow the little clues that I have now, and I can’t do that sitting here…but where do I go next. Come on, Kara. Think.” 
 
    “I can fiddle around with this Essence ‘nipple’ anywhere. Ha. That’s a cute term. Instead of a third eye I got a third nipple. The others will get a laugh out of that…but is this something they can’t access because they’ve gone Saiyan? That would suck if it’s the case, but it’s also possibly the reason why none of them have found it yet. Maybe they can’t. Maybe I’m…the only one that can. Déjà vu all over again.” 
 
    “But where do I belong now? Paul’s out hunting Lurkers so we don’t lose others trying. He’s so good he can’t go anywhere else without disaster following. His path now is clear, but I bet he doesn’t like it either. I haven’t talked to him in so long because of these damn comm lags. I’d go see him, but I know that’d be a dead end. Still. It’d be better than sitting around here.” 
 
    “Jason is out in the Rim somewhere opening up all the Founders’ hidden treasure boxes, and I could help with that…but I’d be redundant again. The others are fighting Hadarak or taming the Dinosaurs, and I don’t need to do either. So where does that leave me? Come on, Kara. Where’s your Halo?” 
 
    It took her a moment, then she smacked her glowing tatted palm against her glowing tatted head.  
 
    “For crying out loud, you are a dumbass bitch,” she said, getting so hoarse that her Vorch’nas finally kicked in and healed her, returning her voice to its normal smooth glassiness. “I don’t know where my Halo is, but on the big fat ones we took from the Vargemma is a waypoint I need to get to. The knowledge the Responders contain is locked unless you can display the prerequisite abilities, and I’m willing to bet I now have one. If this isn’t something brand new to the universe…which I’m guessing it’s not…then the Founders have probably encountered it and left some notes behind on the matter. That’s my next waypoint. Which means I don’t have to keep freezing my ass out here.” 
 
    Kara hopped off the crate, but she didn’t land on the snow. Instead she took flight and rose up high above the top of the mech and kept going for about double the distance. The air felt good against her skin, and as her blood sugar levels caught back up so did her internal heat production, taking the cold out of her skin.  
 
    As she held position Kara lost her touch on the tiny muscle inside her, and the Essence flow returned again without her commanding it to. Not as bad as the first time, but a little unauthorized trickle that she had to focus real hard to lock down, finding that she couldn’t until she landed and held still without using any of her psionics. 
 
    “Ok, that’s not good,” she scolded herself. “I can’t dial back my senses without losing control. Guess I’m not going to be wearing clothes for a while either…and I bet if I’m around people I’m going to numb up way too much too. Which means I need a private ship. Fuck.” 
 
    She sat back down on the crate again and used her Vorch’nas to link through the mech to the outpost where she put in a requisition order for a personal scout ship, but since there was no comm relay in this system that order would have to go out on the next courier to arrive. 
 
    Meaning she was stuck here until then unless she could hitch a ride with other people…and her gut told her no way. If she couldn’t handle a little flying, then her natural defenses when other people were around would go way too high and she’d lose her control over her nipple again. 
 
    “Well. Looks like I’m camping out here with you for a while,” she said, glancing up at her mech. “I’m not bad to look at, am I? Twelve year old my ass…” 
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    October 18, 128852 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    Kara arrived at one of the 2972 Temples Star Force had located and claimed, not through an Essence jump but by the painfully slow spacial tap that was essentially a hole cut in the outer hull of the Temple to allow naval traffic in and out. Star Force had added them to every Temple they’d claimed after deactivating the defensive Essence shield barrier, thus opening up the reclusive locations to their own traffic that was far more active than Essence travel alone would have allowed. 
 
    Kara had chosen the closest Temple to the Captains Mint, but one that was not fully conquered. The Caretakers still controlled most regions, but as long as she played nice there shouldn’t be a problem since the Paladin here were taking over control rooms with the subtle grace of an assassin…meaning the entire Temple wasn’t in Star Force-hate mode.  
 
    When her scout ship entered through the tunnel she felt a sense of dread and awe as she finally got her own eyes on the Temple. She’d never traveled to one before, instead satisfying herself with the numerous reports and holograms coming out of them, but now that she was here the pit of her stomach was doing flips that accelerated into a full on jaw drop when she exited the tunnel into the interior of the Dyson Sphere.  
 
    There were no stars, only land far, far away and in all directions. She really was inside a giant ball that would put Halo to shame, but built on the same principle. And inside this ball was a lot of Vargemma that wanted to kill her the moment she came into contact with them, so Kara was careful to obey the zonal warnings on the battlemap telling her where she could go and where not to. 
 
    She picked a secluded safe area and headed straight there after informing the Temple Commander that she was here on a secret research mission and did not want to be disturbed except via text message, for she didn’t want to hear even the sound of someone’s voice right now. Kara had been tripped up enough when her scout ship arrived and she had a brief conversation with the crew that had brought it, but now she was alone inside and planned to keep it that way. 
 
    Her control hadn’t gotten much better, which was discouraging. If she didn’t keep her senses finely attuned her ‘nipple’ would open and start overcharging her with Essence, so Kara had to keep as low a profile as possible, but fortunately the sight of other ships silently moving around the gigantic Temple didn’t bother her. There was so much empty land space in here she could lose herself far easier than traveling elsewhere in the galaxy, and that’s exactly what she planned to do. 
 
    Once she checked in, the Archon cloaked her ship and disappeared from the tracking sensors of both Star Force, the Caretakers, and everyone else inside the Temple…though she wasn’t completely sure how much in the way of Essence trackers there were built into the Temple itself. Star Force had taken control over the massive constructs, but they were still far from exploring and understanding it all, especially given its anti-hierarchical design. One piece of the Temple didn’t even know another existed, and it was like that for most of the stuff here, with even the well-hidden control rooms only having dominion over their piece of the gigantic landscape that was bigger than thousands of planets’ surface area combined into one unending carpet that looped back around on itself in all directions. 
 
    The small star in the middle was fake, but bright enough to provide light for it all, though it never moved. That was going to take some getting used to, but Kara was immediately feeling a sense of peace here. It really did feel like Halo, but without the mission of galactic importance her Core seemed to need. Yet there was something important here. She could feel it…or maybe hope for it, because if she didn’t get some answers she wasn’t going to be able to do much of anything other than Essence training with this beneficial inhibition. 
 
    She’d already gotten in more Essence practice over the past few months that she had in her entire life, and she’d been leveling up so fast it almost made her giddy…but it wouldn’t stop until she calmed herself down after combat, and that took a long time. She had to use a Magicite ring set to soak up the excess until she’d turned off her combat mode and scaled her senses up enough for her subconscious mind to remember she had the ability to close off the nipple. And right now, she had a collection of full rings sitting in her bedroom onboard the small scout ship with a box of empty ones waiting to be filled. 
 
    The Elcee here would be grateful to have them, but she wasn’t in a hurry to make the exchange just yet. She needed answers and seclusion, so after drifting far from the traffic lanes and out into the deep wilds of the Temple far away from Star Force and the Vargemma, she finally set her ship down near to a location that was marked as having one of the Responder outposts that had been spread across the Temple like the Founders had been carrying a bag of sand and sneezed, throwing it so far and wide they couldn’t have picked them all up if they’d wanted to. 
 
    That’s how someone else had described the distribution pattern in the notes she’d been reading constantly since getting back in connection with the comm network. There was so much material on the Temples now she still hadn’t gotten through it all, even with the mental interlink and Sav upgrade to her mind that allowed her to read books as fast as a civilian could throw punches.  
 
    Kara put that aside for the moment and walked outside her ship through the cloaking field and the second field beyond it that would prevent anyone from smacking into the invisible object and hurting themselves, though there was no one here and not any animals bigger than worms and beetles. Some of the other Temples had some larger critters, but in general those were thought to have been brought in by the Vargemma at some point, for the Caretaker infrastructure had oxygen/carbon dioxide recyclers everywhere to keep the plants alive when there wasn’t enough biological CO2 production to sustain them. 
 
    Still, if an errant bird happened to show up, Kara didn’t want him running into the hardest window ever and cracking his skull, so the dampening shield around the ship would feel like hitting a snow drift, though there was gratefully not a lick of the icy stuff around here. Kara had chosen a heavily forested area with numerous ravines and a rolling terrain that would make it far easier to get lost in…which she wanted, but without the need to use her Rensiek. 
 
    The Archon walked out of her ship, still naked and covered in glowing tattoos, but on a gut feeling she changed the color. Her hair, nails, lips, and real nipples went camo green while the rest of her skin remained the same normal paleness, though the tattoos changed from glowing white to a subdued brown that still glowed, but would be hard to notice unless it turned dark, and according to the information she’d received on entry, this Temple had no stellar zone rotation. 
 
    That meant the fake star wasn’t turning on and off in certain directions, and was keeping the entire Temple in full daylight constantly. So Kara was now a sexy little camo girl walking on her bare feet through the slightly moist forest floor while keeping an eye out for thorns or other not so nice things to walk on. 
 
    She could have used her Pefbar, or put a force field over her feet, but the vulnerability of the terrain was helping her keep her senses sharp so she just rolled with it, walking across a few miles of hilly terrain and having to navigate by sight and memory unless she wanted to cheat and use her Vorch’nas…which didn’t seem right given her situation. 
 
    Eventually she came to the small outpost and walked off the dirt and onto the solid stone-like synthetic material that led inside to a glowing red obelisk that she felt scanning her mind.  
 
    Kara expected that and let it access her language memories, after which it relented and started speaking. 
 
    “I apologize for the intrusion. A language download from your mind was necessary to facilitate communications. I am known as a ‘Responder,’…” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Kara interrupted. “I have questions concerning an Essence ability that I have unlocked.” 
 
    “Please demonstrate this ability on the pylon behind you.” 
 
    Kara turned around to see a rectangular cube rise up out of the floor more than twice her head height. 
 
    “I can’t. It doesn’t do anything other than give me extra Essence.” 
 
    “You are being scanned. Use this ability so that I may identify it and confirm you have earned access to the necessary knowledge.” 
 
    That wasn’t hard for Kara to do, for she was trying mightily to stay focused while talking to the weird device, for it was giving her spidey sense a little tingle, primarily because she didn’t know exactly what it could and couldn’t do. So all she had to do was allow herself to get distracted and her third nipple opened up and raw Essence started to flow into her again. 
 
    “This ability is known as Nuv’ernor.” 
 
    Kara focused again to try and get it to stop, but wasn’t successful. Instead she set one of the two rings she was wearing to soak it up while she talked. 
 
    “I am having trouble shutting it off,” she admitted. “Can you help me learn to better control it?” 
 
    “Nuv’ernor is a natural upgrade that cannot be precipitated by another. Similar prerequisites seem to be required for the phenomenon to occur, but no strict correlation between action and effect has been determined. However, notes from those few that have achieved it indicate that the siphon effect responds to need as first priority, making it difficult to terminate oneself via overdraw.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    “Individuals have achieved Nuv’ernor during battle and not, making prediction of such an ability impossible to determine. Notes indicate that second priority is lack of use. The Core mechanism that draws in the Essence from the realm beyond requires periodic use, and if not consciously triggered will open on its own. Once Nuv’ernor is achieved, lack of Essence use is impossible.” 
 
    “So I ended up a Saiyan after all,” Kara said, slapping her left leg with her fist.  
 
    “Demonstrate this ‘Saiyan’ ability.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said, waving the Responder off. “I was talking to myself. How can I keep the Nuv’ernor from activating on its own? I’m having to focus my senses very finely to make the siphon close, and if I get distracted it opens on its own.” 
 
    “Further use will satisfy it for a time. You have not drawn enough to exhaust the need.” 
 
    Kara frowned. “I’ve used a lot, and it hasn’t started to behave itself at all.” 
 
    “Typically activation of Yin’san will provide sufficient exhaustion.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that ability is, which means I probably do not have it.” 
 
    “No recorded occurrence of Nuv’ernor has been without a prior breakthrough into Yin’san.” 
 
    Kara raised her hands in futility. “Guess I’m the first then. What do I do, because I’ve tried the exhaustion thing to the point where I start to get lightheaded?” 
 
    “Use the Essence before it creates an oversurge.” 
 
    “I have. I still get to the point of passing out before too long. I’m not used to using anywhere near this much. You said before this was an ability of the Core?” 
 
    “Yes. All Essence abilities are Core generated.” 
 
    “How do you know that? Can you track a Core?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Via Essence abilities you will have to demonstrate before I can explain further.” 
 
    “Never mind, I don’t have them. Is there some way I can practice controlling Nuv’ernor?” 
 
    “Essence donations.” 
 
    “I’m doing that right now into one of these,” Kara said, holding up her rings. 
 
    “Demonstrate the highest flow rate you can achieve with Nuv’ernor.” 
 
    Kara blinked. “Ok, but it’s pretty intense on its own.” 
 
    “It is not. It is minimal.” 
 
    “Really? How about this,” she said, focusing on the doing the exact opposite thing she’d done before. She kicked herself into combat mode and used the flow itself to identify her nipple that she otherwise couldn’t see, then she tried to squeeze it. 
 
    It didn’t work, and after a few minutes she gave up and tried to calm herself back down so she could at least partially restrict the flow.  
 
    “I can’t. That’s wide open as far as I can determine.” 
 
    “Then it will most likely be insufficient to satiate the Nuv’ernor until you can modulate the flow upwards.” 
 
    “Great. So I’m stuck like this unless you have any nifty training ideas about how to teach me to modulate it?” 
 
    “It is a basic function that cannot be trained for. All others have been able to modulate upwards at the onset. Please demonstrate the most difficult Essence ability you possess.” 
 
    Kara turned around and Force-choked the pylon, crunching it in few inches but no further. She added Essence to it from her siphon, but the effect didn’t strengthen. That was as much pressure as she could apply using the Essence-only attack. 
 
    “That’s it, unless you want me to upgrade my other abilities using Essence.” 
 
    “You are a novice, both in skill and power level. However you achieved Nuv’ernor, it is irregular.” 
 
    “Have others achieved high ranking abilities prior to expected progression?” 
 
    “Occasionally irregular progression occurs, but never with Nuv’ernor.” 
 
    “So I’m the wonder kid who can’t shut off the spigot of awesomeness,” she said, sitting down on the floor and bringing her knees up to her chin to rest it upon. “So what do I do now?” 
 
    “Continued use until you achieve the ability to increase the flow rate, or continued use until you reach satiation level.” 
 
    “What happens if I overload my Essence level too far?” 
 
    “It will spill out back into the Essence realm.” 
 
    “Why does it feel like it damages me?” 
 
    “It does not. It disrupts your control. Your body is unharmed.” 
 
    “What about my connection to my body?” 
 
    “Obscured, but not endangered. Only lack of Essence flirts with death.” 
 
    “Well there’s that at least,” she said, starting to cry a little under the strain now that it looked like she wasn’t going to get any help here. She was going to have to suffer through this, and even as her ring sucked up the excess Essence it was burning her inside a little.  
 
    The Responder didn’t notice or didn’t care, simply waiting for the next question as Kara sat there in silence dripping a few tears on the floor as her ring reached maximum capacity and she had to switch over to the backup one.
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    September 2, 128854 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    Kara sat on a rocky outcropping that gave her a view just above the treetops, posed cross-legged and motionless as the breeze blew her blood red hair back and forth as if she didn’t notice, but she did. She noticed everything that happened to her and within her. Kara had spent the past 2 years in isolation in the Temple as she conversed with everyone across the galaxy that could possibly help her.  
 
    Her ship would receive the messages and relay them for her, but Kara didn’t want anyone to come to her. Only by keeping her senses heightened and her defenses down could she maintain the poise necessary to keep her siphon closed, and nothing that had occurred over the past 2 years had helped, despite her regular training, physical and Essence. The pain had continued and accumulated, leaving her burnt out with no relief in sight.  
 
    It was a subtle thing, and mild compared to the rigors of training, but when she was not in combat mode and she tried to relax she couldn’t. Not fully. Even now when the siphon was not flowing her body was still reeling from the past times. It was always too much, too fast, and she wasn’t adapting to it as far as she could tell…but then again Kara couldn’t know for sure, because the days all blurred together, and not just because of the constant sunlight. The past 2 years had felt like a millennia, but she had no choice but to endure it and keep trying to do as the Responder had suggested and learn to open the siphon wider, but neither she nor anyone in the Empire knew how, including the Varkemma, for none of them had attained this ability or knew anyone else who did. 
 
    So Kara alternated between training and sitting in the wilds trying to discover a way out of this perpetual predicament. Wilson was working on the problem, as were the Elcee, but the Responders would not talk to them because they did not possess the ability, and she’d pried as many answers out of them as they would give, but nothing useful had been revealed.  
 
    Nuv’ernor was now a curse word to Kara, despite the obvious breakthrough it was for the Empire. She was filling up so many rings that the Elcee had arranged for a small drone to fly out and drop off empty ones while picking up the full ones every 18 days. It was the one contact Kara had with the empire in her self-imposed exile, and it also brought with it occasional supplies so she didn’t have to ask the Caretakers to sustain her. 
 
    Kara wanted to be alone. Needed to be alone. And for the past 2 years she had been, but not today, for a soft sound brought her out of her introspection. One that was foreign to this forest, and no more than a soft step on a fallen twig. 
 
    Her Pefbar kicked on before she could override it, and good thing too, because there was actually someone there and not just another false alarm like so many before. 
 
    Kara jumped up and triggered her armor for the first time since arriving here, with it covering her naked body within 2 seconds as she stared down at the large biped that was easily twice her height.  
 
    “Stay back before I kill you,” she warned, slipping into a fighting stance while activating her Essence defensive shield she’d been practicing heavily ever since getting so much additional power to use. 
 
    “You could not if you wanted to,” the Mek’tal said in English with a heavy alien accent as he raised his two large forward arms up in a gesture of peace while the two smaller ones coming off his back remained limp. “I do not come to fight.” 
 
    “Stay back!” Kara yelled, knowing that if this was one of the Vargemma who had Essence skills far beyond hers that it was possible he could kill her in a single shot if her shields didn’t work like she hoped they would. 
 
    The Mek’tal stopped walking forward, but he did not retreat. The scales that covered his body were a slightly darker shade of red than Kara’s hair, but his four eyes were a fiery green that would be scary enough if you didn’t know how powerful the Vargemma were…and how malevolent.  
 
    “I have come for you, young one. I know the pain you are in. I could feel it from far away. It took me time to evade your empire’s security perimeter, and once I did I had to travel on foot to get here. Please give me a few moments of your time.” 
 
    “How far away?” 
 
    “I left from Socar’negorum, and have spent one and a half of your years trying to get to you.” 
 
    Kara’s face inside her helmet frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you have achieved Nuv’ernor. The pain you are eliciting through your Essence exertions is a very specific kind, and your inability to contain your Essence is the reason it is transmitting outward. You were easy to locate, but hard to get to.” 
 
    “How do you know about Nuv’ernor? The Responders will not talk of it with anyone else.” 
 
    “No one else in this Temple has it, except for me, and the Responders do not know it. No one knows it.” 
 
    “Why keep it a secret?” 
 
    “Because the Founders have been here before, I saw one myself, and they took the only other person who had achieved Nuv’ernor with them by force. He was my master, and I didn’t even have a chance to defend him before being incapacitated by an Essence attack beyond my ability to even disrupt. The Founder came, took my master, and left. Neither has been seen again, and no one knows the Founder was here because his attack also came with a neural rewrite. I was barely able to fight it off using my Nuv’ernor after he left, for it took so much power that I am still in terror of them. I believe this Temple is a breeding ground, and when someone becomes useful to them they pluck them away for what purpose I do not know, but it is nefarious or my master would have gone willingly. The Founder did not even speak one word, and treated my master as if he were nothing more than a package to retrieve. They will do the same to you if you have revealed your ability to the Responders. Have you done so?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara said, not liking this one bit.  
 
    “They did not come quickly before. It was many centuries, but I believe they will come again. That is why I have hidden my power. But you are transmitting yours unwisely.” 
 
    “So you’ve come to shut me up?” 
 
    “I have come to train you, if you will allow it.” 
 
    “I can’t trust any Vargemma,” Kara said icily. “You’ve been trying to kill us any chance you get.” 
 
    “Very well. We will do this the hard way,” he said, reaching out for her with an invisible vice grip that slipped on her defensive shields for a moment, then a huge power boost followed and broke right through them. 
 
    Kara responded with her psionics, feeding Essence into them and launching every mental disruptive technique she had…which worked to free her momentarily, during which she turned and ran, then leapt into the sky and tried to fly away. 
 
    But to no avail. She was grabbed again and pulled backward, with her firing her Jumat down at the Mek’tal and knocking him on his ass…but his Essence grip did not relent. She even fired her armor’s Dre’mo’dons at him, but an Essence shield caught or deflected them aside, some of which hit trees and caught them on fire, sending up smoke plumes amidst a shattering of splinters flying everywhere like fireworks.  
 
    Kara didn’t relent, feeling the deepest fear in recent memory as she knew she was outmatched…but Archons didn’t quit, and she sent Jumat after Jumat blast towards him while expending her bioplasma and dropping a Po’levo over him, but the darkness field did nothing to hide her Essence presence, and his grip didn’t relent.  
 
    He weathered everything she threw at him, while slowly pulling her closer and closer. When she got within melee range she switched directions of her flight and popped up her Vorch’nas’ version of a death saber, with the blade coming within an inch of his forehead before her arm was pinned in place by an irresistible force. 
 
    “I am not trying to hurt you, little one. I am here to help you, but some warriors must fight first to show they have the ability to kill. Have I shown you? Or do I need to injure you to make the point?” 
 
    Kara retracted her blade, but her arm was still stuck in place. 
 
    “Point made, but why aren’t you trying to kill me like the rest of the Vargemma?” 
 
    “They wait for the day the Founders return to lead us in the war against the Hadarak. I do not believe that will occur as prophesized. I believe they will use us as they wish, perhaps in battle, but also perhaps as Essence generators for their own armies. I do not know why else one with Nuv’ernor would be taken against their will. Do you?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know it existed until 2 years ago, but I know the Founders are aware of our takeover of the Temples. Someone is directing the Caretakers against us beyond here, in the other facilities the Founders made.” 
 
    The Mek’tal frowned. “There are more than the Temples in this galaxy?” 
 
    “Far more, though nothing as large. There is a service network that feeds the Temples resources, as well as other locations. Will you release me now?” 
 
    “I am not done speaking with you,” he said, returning her arm to her while slowly setting her down on the ground so she had to look up at his huge head. “Do not flee until I am finished.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kara said, looking at him through her armored helmet…which felt useless now, so she retracted it but kept the rest of her armor on.  
 
    “Your empire does not worship the Founders. You do not obey them. You break their rules, steal their property, and imprison the Vargemma.” 
 
    “You’re too dangerous to let out, or let close to us. The only other option we have is to kill you, and that’s not the way we fight.” 
 
    “Why not? It is the most effective option.” 
 
    “Because it would be wrong.” 
 
    “You just tried to kill me.” 
 
    “I didn’t feel like giving you an opportunity to kill me first, which I think you can do easily enough if you wanted to use your other abilities.” 
 
    “You fear being unable to defend yourself?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kara admitted. “But we can manage it if we stay out of range.” 
 
    “That is how I feel. They took my master, who was far stronger than me, and he couldn’t fight back. All my strength means nothing compared to the Founders. They can do with us what they want and we are impotent in their presence.” 
 
    “We’re not,” Kara said, knowing how ridiculous that sounded. “We know how to fight in other ways, and we killed one of their emissaries not so long ago. It took a warfleet to do it, but he’s dead and we’re still here.” 
 
    “You killed a Founder?” the Mek’tal asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No. A Founder came here long ago and trained one from this galaxy to become very powerful. He was left behind to collect races capable of killing Hadarak and put them in a form of stasis to keep them alive when the Hadarak recognized their threat and attempted to wipe them out. One of those races is an ally of ours, and when they refused he killed their leadership in an attempt to intimidate them into serving him. It did not work, and with the help of one of our Essence-equipped warships a massive conventional fleet was able to destroy him.” 
 
    “I have heard nothing of this in your records.” 
 
    “We don’t feel like sharing everything with people who want to kill us,” Kara rebuked, accepting the fact that he could kill her on a whim, but not really caring to mince words at this point. 
 
    “Do the Founders know you killed their emissary?” 
 
    “Depends how closely they monitor our communications. Probably not, if they’re as disinterested in us as they claim to be. But who knows.” 
 
    “Then the Founders will destroy your empire when they return…unless they find it too burdensome and choose to ignore your actions. I do not know their nature beyond my single encounter, but I know they are unbeatable if they wish to fully attack any opponent.” 
 
    “They can’t beat the Hadarak. Their emissary made that pretty clear, and we’ve got intelligence that suggests one of their 3 galaxies is falling and they’re evacuating out to the numerous other galaxies where they have Temples and resources set up. They’re supposedly going to claim one to replace the falling one, and assault it while the Hadarak are busy chewing up their former holdings. So they’re not unbeatable.” 
 
    “Your knowledge of Essence is tiny, but your knowledge of the galaxies is far greater than mine. I have no hope of ever seeing my master again, but I wish to avenge him if possible. I have tried to grow as strong as I can alone, without revealing my power to any that might get word back to the Founders, and now I have found you. Something is wrong with your Nuv’ernor, isn’t there?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “The Founders are my enemy, and if the Vargemma heard me say that they would try to kill me as well. They are blinded with illogical devotion to those they have never met. There is a craze amongst them. A craze that has been quelled in me. I do not wish to be taken by the Founders, nor do I wish you to be taken. If you have revealed yourself to a Responder, then they will come for you eventually. And when they do, I want to avenge my master if possible, or defy them by eluding their capture. Either way, we have a better chance together, so I will help you, if you will help me.” 
 
    “I have to stay alone to keep control over my siphon. If anything distracts me it will open and I cannot stop it without becoming very still and exposed in order to sense it. Unless you know a way to stop it, I cannot train with you or anyone else. That’s why I exiled myself out here.” 
 
    The Mek’tal knelt down, bringing his head in line with Kara’s as his knuckles hit the ground, but he reached one of the smaller arms from his back over his left shoulder cluster and extended it out to the Archon. 
 
    “Lower your defenses and touch my hand. I will look into you and see if I can identify the problem. You are far less skilled than I or my master when we made our breakthrough. Perhaps it is a simple thing that experience will solve.” 
 
    Kara hesitated. “I really don’t like strangers inside my head, and this armor has a mind of its own, so to speak. Do not interfere with it.” 
 
    “I will not touch either. I will look into your Core.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If you do not already know, then there is no point in explaining the technique, but I can teach it to you in time as well as many others.” 
 
    “Some are darkside and I don’t want them…just a defense against them.” 
 
    “We have much to offer each other, little one. But first I must find the problem, and to do that you must trust me. I cannot look into you while you are fighting me.” 
 
    “Will you let me look into your mind first?” 
 
    “If that is what it will take to gain your trust. You may enter.” 
 
    Kara didn’t hesitate, diving into his head with her Ikrid and feeling his impressive defensive layers peeling back. He was telepathic as well, but not on her level. She could feel that, but he also had more power than her due to his larger brain and 8 million years of experience. Add to that the Essence boost to his telepathy and she could understand why her superior psionics couldn’t do more than distract him momentarily.  
 
    But right now he was giving her full access, and rather than trying to steal the knowledge from him concerning Nuv’ernor, Kara delved into his character to try and get a sense of the man. 
 
    She spent nearly 12 minutes doing so before pulling back with her mind and reaching out her hand, grabbing his larger one and lowering her own defenses as her Nuv’ernor continued to spill Essence into one of her rings.  
 
    Kara felt him reach into her and begin sucking the Essence out himself, more than was coming from her siphon. That should have been painful, but it wasn’t, for he wasn’t taking her lower than normal, merely pulling off the oversurge somehow. She had no idea how that was possible, for every time an Archon tried to take Essence from another it was a horrific experience. Then again, maybe hers was spilling so much he was just sopping up the excess. 
 
    Regardless, the burning in her lessened ever so slightly as she felt a presence inside her that was not telepathic. It was closer to her than anyone had ever been before, and it frightened her…but she held her nerve and allowed him to proceed with whatever he was doing. 
 
    Suddenly his mind also reached to hers…but it didn’t invade. Instead it offered a memory, one of his own, along with a suggestion. Kara accepted it and tried to use her limited control to implement what he had done many times increasing the flow rate on his siphon.  
 
    Hers felt solidified and crusty, but now that she knew better what she was looking at Kara was able to crack it a little…which hurt like hell. She couldn’t try again for several minutes, but the Mek’tal was incredibly patient and stayed with her throughout the following hours as she tried again and again, slowly breaking open her siphon until she obtained the ability to increase its flow rate somewhat.  
 
    When she did, he reached into her and drew out of it as much as possible, not allowing her to reduce its size, and after several more hours he suddenly stopped and withdrew from her, which took Kara totally by surprise. 
 
    She fell to the ground, hurting badly, but her siphon was shut without her having to force it…and she was in a low level combat mode, wearing armor, with an enemy capable of killing her in an instant right beside her, which meant she was nowhere near the calm and exposed nature that had been required earlier. 
 
    Kara lay on the ground, leaning on one shoulder as she looked up at him. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nudged you along a little. I apologize for the pain involved, but you took it well. You should be able to rest now…for a time. Your siphon is satiated, and will remain so for several days at least.” 
 
    “Thank you, Strovok,” she said, coughing as her insides felt like they’d just been used as a piñata at a ninja festival. “My name is Kara. Kara-317. I’m one of Star Force’s war leaders known as an Archon. And I am very grateful to you, even if it won’t last.” 
 
    “Will you allow me to train you?” he said, sitting down with a thud nearby her. 
 
    “Will you allow me to train you to become a Varkemma?” she countered. “To join our empire and fight against the Founders when the time comes? Because I really don’t think they’re going to ignore us forever. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “What training do the Varkemma have that the Vargemma do not?” Strovok asked, confused. 
 
    “They’re taught how to be the good guys.” 
 
    “Your lightside philosophy?” 
 
    “It’s more than philosophy, but yes.” 
 
    “I will listen, but I will not swear loyalty to anything or anyone falsely. If you are not convincing, I will not bend.” 
 
    Kara laughed. “Challenge accepted. Both ways. But I’m not calling you master.” 
 
    “If your empire has killed one trained by the Founders, then I am your apprentice as well.” 
 
    “Let’s just go with peers then,” she said, rolling on her back and lowering what little guard she still had up near him as she looked at the sky while trying to control her breathing and let her body heal as much as possible during this rest period. It felt so good not to have to hold her siphon closed manually. 
 
    “When you are rested enough, will you call off your hunters? I am still a fugitive for breaking your confinement lines.” 
 
    Kara connected to her ship via her Vorch’nas and linked into the battlemap system.  
 
    “Done,” she said, tapping her wrist. “Neural interface comm device. You’ve got permission to roam the Temple, just don’t go near any of our stuff. Until you pass as Varkemma, you’re not trustworthy enough to get into a position of advantage on us.” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    “I’m an exception, and a grateful one. Just don’t go near anyone else.” 
 
    “I’m staying with you, little one. I have no need to go anywhere else.” 
 
    “Alright then, Sensei. Other than rest, what do I need to do?” 
 
    “You are so damaged there is nothing more important than rest and healing…though your body requires food. I will find a Caretaker for you,” he said, getting up. 
 
    “No need. I brought my own. As long as I’m sitting here, how about you tell me some stories from your 8 million years of experience.” 
 
    Strovok sat back down. “As you wish. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Whatever I need to know. How about you start with why the Vargemma hate us so much?” 
 
    “You invaded the Temple,” he said simply. 
 
    “Other than that. Give me some history. You guys seemed to fight each other all the time before we showed up. Fill me in on what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Do you wish me to speak in words, or telepathy?” 
 
    “Bit of both. Don’t overload me with telepathy. You’ve got a bigger brain than mine.” 
 
    “I will begin then with the Suisusini and their attempted purge of the Hip’tu. It is the most critical offense that still ripples through the fabric of this Temple.” 
 
    “Good, start there,” Kara said as she closed her eyes and just laid on the ground in her armor, feeling very good to be able to wear clothes again. The whole exposed thing had become normal, so now her armor felt like a very reassuring blanket that she never wanted to take off again…despite the fact that her new friend could attack her right through it using his Essence techniques. 
 
    But whatever. She wasn’t dead and he didn’t want to kill her. Kara had confirmed that much from looking into his mind. Unless he was real good at mental evasion, he was here to help, just as he had said.  
 
    And frankly, right now Kara was such a burnt piece of toast inside she didn’t care about how reckless her current situation was. Strovok had provided a bit of relief and a breakthrough, which was more than she could have realistically hoped for yesterday. 
 
    Right now all Kara had to do was try and stay awake as she listened to Vargemma story time…but that was one challenge she failed in less than an hour as she fell deep asleep while Strovok kept watch on her.  
 
    He was finally no longer alone, and while the return of the Founders was imminent, he did not fear it as he once had. For he too now had a glimmer of hope, and the sleeping little one before him was his key to a future beyond mere hiding. He wanted vengeance, and Star Force had already extracted some against the Founders.  
 
    Perhaps together they could achieve a bit more before they were all destroyed. 
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