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      Tolo imman Turock strode into the K’Stollian Hall of the Quinary and tried to keep a mask of calm over his features. Bypassing the guards and other security personnel, he walked purposefully into the High Council’s quarters before coming to an abrupt stop a few meters away from the open portal. Various assemblymen continued to flow in and out of the rooms, a few of whom he recognized. He noticed how their eyes or sensors swept over him, but no one approached or spoke to him in passing, for which he was grateful. He’d never dared to hope this time would come. So when the summons arrived, he’d been blindsided, yet overjoyed.

      After some time, the traffic eased, until there were less than a dozen figures left standing, awaiting to be called in and given their orders. Hoping that this was the day they’d be assigned to a ship and sent out to join the war against the Fol’Minites.

      A sentry emerged from the inner offices and called out a name. A Badro Pash moved forward to identify itself. The sentry stepped aside, allowing the Pashite to enter the inner chamber. Not long after, the sentry appeared again and called out another name. Tolo noticed no one exited from the room, leading him to believe they’d left via a different portal. If they left at all.

      One at a time the creatures or humanoids vanished within the room, until there were less than a handful of applicants remaining. He felt his nervousness rising, until it sat like an acidic presence in his gut. It took great effort to draw deep breaths to try and compose himself.

      Steady, old man. Steady. It’s almost over.

      “Tolo imman Turock.”

      Tolo stepped forward to identify himself. As before, the sentry turned to face the portal and waited for the Dagian to enter first.

      The Quinary was in discussion when he arrived. Once the sentry pounded the butt of his staff on the floor, the councilmen broke apart and resumed their seats. The Maximus stared at him, taking in the man’s physique as well as the confidence and attitude he exuded. Thank the gods they couldn’t see inside him.

      “Tolo imman Turock, you are aware of why you were summoned?”

      “I am, Your Greatnesses.” It was all he could do to contain his apprehension. And his eagerness. Very few Dagians were Called to become a part of a Gaspiel, the four-point star. If the orb accepted him, his life would change in ways he couldn’t begin to fathom.

      The Maximus pointed to the far side of the room. “Go and be recognized.”

      Turning around, Tolo stared at the glowing black ball of light hovering above the tall plinth. Three other people stood on the far side of the orb. Three of the four had already been accepted and signified as belonging to the next Gaspiel. That left only one more to complete the quaternary.

      His feet felt as if they’d been adhered to the floor, and his whole body tensed with expectation. He prayed he would be the fourth. The final man to complete them. Chances were slim, he knew, but he wouldn’t have been called in if there hadn’t been the possibility.

      Walking up to the orb, he held his hand out to it and closed his eyes. The air around him grew warm as it made its determination.

      There was the faintest hum. It reverberated through his body, analyzing him. Judging him. It rose slightly in volume, and then…

      It vanished.

      Somewhat confused, Tolo opened his eyes to see the other three with smiles on their faces. Turning around, he looked back at the Quinary, and found them also smiling.

      “Congratulations, Tolo imman Turock. You have been accepted to be part of the next Gaspiel. Now, all four of you must touch the orb and have your commands blazoned on your countenances.”

      Tolo glanced briefly as the other three went to stand on the markings on the floor that would place them equidistance from each other. It wasn’t important that he learn their names or their planetary systems of origin now, although the Sharamdoor was distinctive with his tentacles. They would have plenty of time to get to know each other and form the unbreakable bonds between them that would create the force they would need to take into their vessel for the next two celestial years.

      The four men checked to make sure to place themselves exactly on an assigned mark. Then, in unspoken unity, they all reached out to lay a hand on the sphere.

      There was a brief moment of uncertainty when Tolo wondered if the Architects had been right. If the four of them were Synchronous, and therefore Destined. A quick look around at the others confirmed they must be thinking the same, and he started to comment when he felt a small jolt of warmth zip through his palm. The others jumped slightly as the same reaction also hit them. A moment later, hot, intense radiance plowed into them, lighting each man from within with a white, glowing brilliance.

      Tolo felt himself adhere to the orb, unable to move, unable to scream out from the unbelievable power filling him. His bones and muscles temporarily fused together, and his mind went blank, unable to focus on anything else except for the sensations rushing through him. The roaring that resounded within him. He felt something burning into his forehead, and he could smell the stench of his own flesh on fire as the symbol was carved into him.

      Invisible hands grasped his lungs, squeezing out all air. They clutched his heart, forcing it to beat harder as it struggled to keep him alive. His skin tightened, stretching almost to the point of splitting. As it did, his dick jerked upward, going into full erection, thickening and lengthening until he could contain it no longer. As another spike of pure strength leapt into him, he ejaculated into his breeches, pouring his warm seed down his legs, over his feet, and across the chamber's pale blue tiles.

      Seconds later it was over. The orb resumed its darkness, allowing the men to remove their hands. Shaken, they lifted their faces to gaze at each other. Each of them was acutely aware of what had happened, and knew what their combined futures held. Each of them bore the wet stains of their release on the front of their clothing, but they proudly exited the chamber in single file, not caring to hide the evidence.

      A day ago they had been total strangers to one another when they had been summoned by the Quinary and given the news. Collectively, they were now a Four-Point Star. They, along with others of their kind, would be responsible for protecting their worlds. Four men, each of them controlling an assigned element on the warships—navigation, weapons, engines, and the one to command them all, the Soget, or captain.

      He quickly scanned their faces, noting the marks left by the orb. The left diemont signified he who would control the weapons, the right diemont for the ship’s engines and star drive, the diemont pointing downward maintained the weapons, and he who bore the upward pointing diemont.

      He tentatively touched the symbol permanently carved into his forehead. He saw the right, the left, and the downward. There remained only one symbol left, the upward diemont, signifying who would be in charge of the ship. In command of the other three. Seeing that none of them bore the authoritative mark, that meant it was him.

      But being their captain was secondary to the real source of their power. He wasn’t predestined to be the sole focus. There remained one more and extremely crucial element that would tie them together and provide them the foundation of all energy for the engines to run and their weapons to fire. They needed their Visl. The Strengthener. The one person they required to keep their power at maximum.

      A female.

      Tolo paused in the archway and glanced back at the orb that had united them into a cohesive unit. There would no longer be any doubt that he and the others were bound. In a few short weeks they would be ready to take possession of their specially developed warship, and then they would take their place among the stars with the others.

      But first, they had to find their Visl.

      Again, he reached up and gingerly touched the fresh wound inscribed between his eyes. When he lowered his hand, his fingertips were stained with blood. At that very moment he knew searchers were out scouring the galaxies, seeking the final puzzle piece to fit the fused groups of men. Tolo prayed their Visl would soon be found. Their solar system was on the verge of collapse, and there wasn't much time left.

      Giving the orb and the empty chamber one final look, he turned and left, to follow his men to their new barracks where they would train while they awaited the discovery of the final component.
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      “Captain, we’ll be inside the Tur Vagos system in twenty-seven minutes,” Lt. Triers announced.

      Captain Dasker stared at the tri-sun galaxy now visible on the viewscreen and nodded. “Lt. Sheersome, notify the landing party and order them to report to the shuttle bay within the half hour.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Pratt.”

      Sienna glanced up from her station. “Sir?”

      “I’m adding you to the roster.”

      She blinked, wondering if she’d heard him correctly. “Sir?”

      “I’ve received word there will be an assemblyman from Dui Sharagun at this conference, and our translators are only sixty-one percent accurate in Sharagunian.” He cocked his head at her. “However, your personnel files note that, among the one hundred and forty-eight languages you’re fluent in, that’s one of them.”

      “Yes, sir, it is.”

      The captain tossed her a smile. “That’s why you’re accompanying us. To the shuttle bay. Hop to it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She got to her feet and hurried for the tubes, taking the one down to D Deck. Once it arrived, she quickly exited into the small foyer and headed for the corridor that led to the three landing bays.

      Tobiyasu, Melk, Millston, and Xefra were already in attendance when she arrived. Millston raised an eyebrow in her direction as she approached.

      “Didn’t know you were part of this entourage.”

      “Neither did I. The captain was just informed there’ll be a party of Dui Sharagunians attending.”

      “Ahh.” Tobiyasu nodded. “Knew it had to have something to do with that slick tongue of yours,” she teased.

      Sienna smiled in response. “Nothing gets by you, does it? Yeah, that’s why he tapped me.”

      “He does know you’re good for other things, right?” Melk half-jested.

      She rolled her eyes but didn’t take the bait. But she had to admit, it would be interesting to hear how Dasker introduced her.

      As if on command, the captain entered the bay. “Are we all here? Good. We’re taking number four down.”

      As expected, Xefra parked itself in the pilot seat. Dasker took the co-pilot controls, and the rest of them buckled in for the ride. By the time the shuttle’s engines were ready, the hangar doors were open, and they zipped into the upper stratosphere of Vagos II.

      Sienna did her best to try and hide her growing excitement. Although she’d been assigned to the TPF Terrance Turley for a little over three years, this was the first time she’d gone planetside on a mission. All of her other debarkations had been at way stations and fueling docks.

      She watched in fascination as they angled down toward the largest continent. The sight of the clusters of civilization looming closer and larger, almost as if by magic, never ceased to amaze her.

      They passed tall spires and the intricately paved passageways that wove them together as they approached the massive, lighted landing field where eight more shuttles were already sitting. While Xefra brought them around to their designated parking spot, Captain Dasker let himself out of his restraining straps and stood to hand out the translation buttons. Sienna didn’t miss the fact that he didn’t give one to her.

      “You’ve no doubt noticed the other shuttles on the field. We’re here at the behest of the K’Stollians. We’re allowed to bring our firearms in, but if at any time we draw our weapons, or make any attempt to draw them, we’ll be declared orstka, and automatically labeled the enemy. What happens afterward is anybody’s guess, but I seriously doubt it’ll be pleasant. Plus, there’s no telling how incensed the Terran Planetary Force will be when they’re informed of their new designation, and are requested we be removed from this region of the galaxy ASAP.” He eyed all of them to make sure they understood the seriousness of the mission before he continued. “As you all are aware, the K’Stollians have been at war with the Fol’Minites for centuries. Their numbers have thinned considerably, and they’ve requested aid from the Universal Council of Planets. We, along with the other dignitaries, are here as representatives of the UCP to listen to what the K’Stollians are proposing. Just follow my lead, and we’ll be fine.”

      Millston raised a hand. “Captain, any idea what kind of aid they’re requesting? Are they talking troops? Ships? Or financial?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Dasker replied. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

      The shuttle landing was smooth as water on glass. When the door opened, Dasker led the way down the short ladder, onto the tarmac. A K’Stollian intermediary hurried over to assist them.

      “Welcome to Vagos II. If you will follow me please.”

      Out of curiosity, Sienna eyed the little buttons adhered to the others’ temples and saw the tiny red lights flash as the translators gave them the instructions. She was tempted to reply in Stollgan, but resisted the urge. Doing so might be a breech in etiquette. The captain did say to follow his lead, she reminded herself, and fell into step.

      They traveled on narrow walkways, past buildings that appeared to be made of some kind of reddish stone, with jet black veins interspersed within. The structures were blocky, and to her lacked any sort of artistic garnishment. Then again, she had to tell herself that this was a world that had seen more than its share of war in the past. A closer inspection showed this civilization was on the verge of defeat. And things had to be worse than bleak for this proud cluster of planets to eventually reach out and ask for help.

      The Hall of the Quinary was an unimpressive, squat little building set between two massive ones. Their guide walked past two sentries without having to present himself. Same for the crewmembers walking behind him.

      They immediately found themselves inside a large, open area where the other delegates belonging to the shuttlecrafts they’d seen parked on the launch pads were gathered. The representatives from those star systems stood huddled in small groups, away from each other. Although they all continued to keep a close watch on everyone else in attendance, no one tried to talk or make contact, or in any way converse with those outside their personal group. Sienna wondered if this was also protocol, or just peculiar to this circumstance.

      A sentry bearing a staff entered the room, pounded the rod on the floor, and called for the delegation from the Ostul System. A group of five followed him into another room.

      Sienna sidled up to her fellow crewmembers, who remained silent like the other groups. She was on the verge of asking the captain how long he thought they’d have to wait, when the sentry returned and banged his staff twice on the floor.

      “Delegation from the Terran Planetary Force.”

      “That’s us,” Melk murmured. Sienna stifled her amusement as they walked single-file into the next room.

      A wide dais sat at the opposite end of the hall, but it was the lone object sitting in the direct center of the room that caught her attention. It looked like a black egg suspended with its narrower end downward above a thin, ornate spiral. As they passed by it to present themselves to the Quinary, the egg glowed with a fierce orange light. The glow brightened, until it almost appeared to be throbbing.

      “Halt!”

      The sentry spun around, holding his staff parallel to the floor and blocking them from proceeding any farther.

      Captain Dasker abruptly stopped. The confusion on his face mirrored theirs. He glanced over at the five beings seated several meters away, who now stood at attention. One of them removed himself from his seat, descended to the floor, and strode purposefully toward them. His eyes were wide with shock, disbelief, and…

      Hope.

      “Which of you?” He stopped in front of them. “Which of you?”

      “What are you talking about?” Dasker finally asked, breaking their silence.

      The councilman held out an arm and pointed to the egg that was no longer black. It was orange. The color of the morning and evening sun.

      “One of you is a Gaspiel! Praise the gods!”

      The man made a motion, and suddenly Sienna felt herself being restrained as more than a dozen guards took her and the others into custody.
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      “I demand to know what’s going on!” Captain Dasker struggled to free himself of the hands grasping him by the arms. The two sentries holding him looked to the head councilmember of the Quinary standing a few meters away. Sienna saw the man nod, and the captain was released. However, the rest of them remained surrounded and in custody.

      Dasker took a moment to collect himself and directly addressed the man. “We’ve broken no rules. We’ve done nothing wrong. So why are we being accosted like this?”

      The man pointed to the orange egg. “Because someone in your delegation is a Gaspiel.”

      “What is a Gaspiel?” Dasker asked in a calmer voice.

      Instead of answering him directly, the K’Stollian studied each of them in the party. The man’s eyes drilled into Sienna and Tobiyasu, specifically. “I sense you two are females. Are you the only ones in this entourage?”

      “Yes, they are,” their captain answered for them. “What of it?”

      Although his gaze remained on her and her crewmate, the councilmember replied, “We need for the both of you to approach the orb. One at a time. Touch the orb and wait for its response.”

      “Why?” Dasker inquired again.

      “Touch the orb,” the man pressed. “If it reacts, we will explain. If it does not, all is well, and we need not mention it again.”

      Dasker snorted. “I expect an explanation, one way or another. Or else I and the entire Terran Planetary Force are withdrawing forthwith!”

      A look that almost appeared to be pleading crossed the K’Stollian’s visage. “Have…them…touch the orb.”

      Sienna reached out and snagged the captain’s sleeve. “It could be ceremonial,” she softly suggested.

      Dasker considered it, then nodded. “Very well. Do as he requests.”

      Tobiyasu pivoted on her heel and briskly walked over to the egg. Raising her arm and getting up on her tiptoes, the petite woman barely managed to brush it with her fingertips. The egg remained static, neither changing in color nor light intensity. She checked over her shoulder to see the K’Stollian’s reaction.

      “Now the other female,” the councilman said.

      Sienna passed her crewmate and stopped in front of the orb. All right. Let’s get this over with. Lifting her hand, she placed it palm down on the side of the egg.

      It was warm, and it vibrated gently.

      “It does not look like it’s going to rea—”

      Hard, pulsing heat washed through her. Overwhelmed her. Sent scorching fire down to her womb and between her legs. Her vagina burned. Her clit throbbed as she felt her release building fast and relentless.

      Sienna was barely aware of her head jerking backwards as an orgasm shuddered through her. She heard a scream, unaware it was coming from her throat. Her body broke out in sweat, her legs gave way, and she dropped semi-conscious to the floor.

      The instant her connection with the orb was broken, a sweet lassitude she barely remembered blanketed her. She slumped over, scarcely aware of the others running to her.

      “Ensign! Ensign Pratt! Are you all right? Talk to us!” a voice ordered. Harsh. Fearful.

      “I’m…f-fine,” she managed to mumble. “Wha’ happened?”

      “What happened to her?” she heard Dasker angrily demand.

      “She’s been chosen. She is a Gaspiel,” a voice replied. Happy. Hopeful.

      Peeling her eyes open, Sienna caught sight of the councilmember’s face. It made her think of how a starving man would look at a full-course dinner, and be told he could have all he wanted to eat.

      Xefra picked her up in two of its arms. She was thankful for its help. There was no way she could manage walking on her own. Not this soon.

      She was carried through a doorway located behind the Quinary’s dais, and into a small antechamber. There was a long, sofa-like seat there, and that’s where Xefra laid her. She tried to sit up, but her muscles remained rubbery and unresponsive to her will. Sighing, she closed her eyes and hoped she’d soon regain her strength.

      Captain Dasker wasted no time trying to get to the core of the matter. “All right. Explain yourselves. What the hell just happened to my ensign?”

      “She had an orgasm,” the councilmember stated.

      Sienna opened her eyes in time to see the incredulity on Dasker’s face, and on all her other crewmates’ faces. Millston glanced down at her, but didn’t speak.

      The captain cleared his throat. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      Bowing his head, the man sighed loudly, then gestured for them to also take a seat. Noticing there were a limited number of places, Sienna struggled to sit up. Thankfully, Tobiyasu helped prop her against the back rest and allowed her to lean on her, drawing an arm around her waist to keep her upright.

      “What are you called?” the councilman inquired.

      “Captain Avan Dasker, of the TPF Terrance Turley.”

      “You are the leader and spokesperson?”

      “Yes. Who are you?”

      “I am Hegis, Maximus of the Quinary. I am the spokesperson.” Hegis frowned. “What do you know of K’Stollian warfare?”

      Dasker glanced at the others before turning back to the Maximus. “Very little. That’s one of the major reasons why the TPF agreed to your request and sent us here. We were hoping to glean a little more information on your ships. Your weaponry. The crew’s complement.” The captain narrowed his eyes. “We are willing to lend you aid, but we first need to have a little information before we can commit.”

      Hegis dropped his gaze, as if considering what and what not to reveal. “We do not use any sort of liquid or gaseous fuel to propel our ships. Neither do we use that kind of material for our weapons. We have… We have bio-dispensing organisms.”

      “I’ve never heard of a bio-dispensing organism.”

      “It’s native to this planet, and to this solar system. We believe it’s unique solely to this world.” Lifting his face, a tiny smile crossed his pale blue countenance. “No, Captain Dasker. K’Stollians are not native to this world. Our ancestors hundreds of thousands of years ago came here. We developed this planet. Adapted it to our needs. But when we eventually encountered the indigenous lifeforms, our entire way of life was upended and forever changed.”

      “What kind of lifeforms?” Millston spoke up.

      Dasker threw a thumb in the man’s direction. “Lt. Millston heads our Xenological Sciences.”

      Hegis slowly shook his head. “To this day, we really don’t know. Only that it can now be found in our bloodstreams. In our cells. In the very nuclei of our atoms. We’ve become one with it, and it is us.”

      He gestured toward the doorway. “The orb is how we correspond directly to those lifeforms, and they to us. You see, the lifeforms give us the strength to overcome our enemies. It gives our ships the ability to fly, and provides power to our weapons. But in return, we must give ourselves to them.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Dasker admitted.

      “The lifeforms need the energy we give off when we copulate. That rush when we reach our peaks. Our orgasms. Every time we are sexually active, we feed them. And they reward us by helping us defend and keep our worlds safe from our enemies.”

      Again, he pointed in the direction of the orb. “It takes four men to power and navigate our ships, which are living constructions. But the heart of the ship is the Gaspiel. Without her, the ship cannot power up. Cannot power its weapons.”

      “Without her?” Dasker repeated.

      “The Gaspiel must give herself freely to the men who become as one with the ship. The orb reveals the four crewmen who are best suited and adapted to work together, and the Gaspiel completes them. She is their center. Their…power source. Their heart, as well as the heart of the ship.”

      The Maximus straightened. “The lifeforms choose each crew of four men. They choose who is a Gaspiel, and place her with those whom she complements.”

      He looked directly at Sienna. “You, Ensign Pratt, are a Gaspiel. The orb has designated you to be one of the few who can help save our world from our enemies. We are in dire need of your physical, emotional, and sexual strength. Will you agree to be part of our ENSs, and help us to finally win this battle?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Chance

          

        

      

    

    
      “Pratt, you’re not obligated to commit.”

      Sienna looked up from her seat. “Captain, did you take a good look around that city? Did you notice the people? They’ve suffered so much, but I could tell they’re also proud. We can’t begin to imagine what they’ve been through. Or what it must have taken for them to reach out and ask for help from other systems and the TPF.”

      “They’re talking about endorphins.” Millston turned around from his console and stared at the dozen or so specialists around the conference table. “What the Maximus was alluding to was the vast amount of endorphins produced by the body.”

      “You’re talking about the polypeptides that reduce pain, and give us that high whenever we’re happy,” Astern noted.

      “Like when we have sex,” Potsdam included.

      “Especially during sex,” Astern confirmed. “That’s why so many people get hooked on sex and become addicts. It’s like a drug to them. A drug that’s safer than using an outside chemical dependency.”

      Captain Dasker waved for their attention. After promising the Quinary they would consider the Maximus’s request, they had returned to the Terrance Turley where he had assembled his immediate staff in the ready room.

      “I told the Maximus I’d give them an answer within the hour. Scrivus, what have you discovered, if anything?” He addressed the scientist seated across from him.

      “The K’Stollians have given us full access to their hall of records, as we requested. So far, what I’ve translated repeats what you’ve told us. But there’s a lot more here.” The man winced. “A lot more.”

      “Give it to us,” Dasker ordered.

      “Well, initially, according to their ancient history, when the K’Stollians discovered the first orbs, they didn’t know what they were, and tried to avoid them as much as possible. But they soon noticed the increase in some of their power cells whenever the orbs were nearby.”

      “Cut to the chase,” the captain requested. “What can you tell us about the Gaspiel?”

      The scientist checked his monitor. “Once it was determined the Gaspiel was to be comprised of four males and one female, the first groups of four men consisted of K’Stollians. They were also called the Gaspiel, which means four-point star. The females selected were also K’Stollians. But after eons of war, their population has been decimated to where very few K’Stollians are being indicated by the orbs as being able to redirect and concentrate the energy needed to run the ships. It was by accident they discovered that other species and lifeforms from different planets in this solar system were susceptible to the orbs’ powers. That’s when they began recruiting humanoid and other adaptable species to become Gaspiel.” Astern looked up from what he was reading. “Which explains why the orb lit up when Ensign Pratt passed by it. We’re genetically compatible.”

      “Is there any way of
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