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    February 5, 128485 
 
    Vianfra System (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Muon Ti Sedara 
 
      
 
    Archi’sot had slammed himself halfway through the crowd scrambling to get onboard one of the Star Force dropships, pushing, punching, and kicking to try and get on before it lifted off, but he just missed the last slot and had a stun weapon nail him in the gut as he tried to rush the ramp as the ship began to lift off. 
 
    He dropped uncontrollably to the ground, then was stepped on multiple times before the reptilian was left lying half-conscious and mostly numb on the paved street. It took forever before his body functioned enough for him to roll over onto his side and get his bloody snout off the ground, then he sat in place as the stun gradually wore off, searching the sky for the next dropship to arrive, and hoping that hadn’t been the last one. 
 
    Where his brood was he didn’t know, and didn’t care. All 17 of them had run for their lives, leaving each other behind as soon as the first aliens had made their way into the city. Even a lot of the Vicon military had abandoned their posts and tried to get on the dropships. Archi’sot had even seen some shooting those in line ahead of them before the Star Force troops counterattacked them the same way they had him, not killing him, but making his body unwilling to function for a while. Though in this case, that was almost as good as dead, for the city was being swarmed with the aliens and even now he could hear their feral screams getting closer. 
 
    He desperately scanned the sky, then saw another dropship coming down further to the west and away from the direction the aliens were. Archi’sot climbed to his feet, then stumbled and fell back down due to his numb legs. It took two more tries before he could hobble along, but there was no way he was going to make it to the dropship in time to grab a spot…yet he had no other choice but to try or stay here and die. 
 
    The sounds behind him grew louder and louder, including some Vicon screams as the aliens caught and killed them. Archi’sot didn’t want to be one of them, but he knew that if he couldn’t run then there was no way he could get away. He didn’t dare look back as he tried to get his legs to function more with each step…then suddenly another Star Force ship roared past overhead lower than the building tops. It was a tiny one, passing by Archi’sot from front to back, then he heard weaponsfire and different screams from the aliens. 
 
    He chanced a look back, and saw the Star Force ship hovering low to the ground and shooting the dozens of aliens that were right behind Archi’sot. He had no idea they were that close, and in his rejuvenated panic he stumbled and fell again, scrambling to get back up as the sun went out above and he felt himself pulled upward…then he smacked into something hard as the ground beneath him rushed away and the aliens swarmed past the spot he had just been pulled from. 
 
    Archi’sot tried to twist his head to the side, only partly succeeding, but he could see the skyline of the city racing past beneath the wing of the Star Force ship that he was somehow stuck to the bottom of. A few moments later it nearly smashed him into the ground, stopping just short and releasing him from a drop of two meters.  
 
    He hit snout first, smashing it and causing it to bleed some more, but he saw that another dropship was coming down near his location…no, not near, exactly on his spot. The other ship must have known and dropped him here on purpose! 
 
    Before it could land a mass of reptilian legs surrounded him, stepping on him as the crowd gathered from nearby and swarmed the landing spot as the ship set down. Archi’sot tried to get to his feet and couldn’t, so instead he crawled when he could, ignoring the people stepping on him, then daylight broke through and an armored hand reached down and grabbed his wrist, pulling him up and over the good alien’s back, then he was carried onboard and dropped inside.  
 
    He had finally made it! 
 
    Another different alien that looked like a mass of tubes came over to him and told him in the Vicon language to move to another compartment. Archi’sot gladly did as he was told, pulling himself up to a wobbly stance then walking as the weird alien shielded him from the others rushing onboard with several of its stick-like limbs so he couldn’t get knocked down again. Then he was wedged in with others, standing so close it felt hard to breathe, and the strange stun feeling hit him again and he blacked out. 
 
    When he woke he wasn’t onboard the dropship, but rather in orbit onboard a massive good alien ship. He was told so, along with the others, who were all waking up at the same time with no lingering numbness. He could actually move his body fully this time, and his snout was no longer bleeding. Actually, it wasn’t even broken or scratched. He rubbed his fingers over it dismay, but that and all his other injuries were gone and he was sitting on a bare deck along with thousands of others getting instructions. 
 
    He didn’t have any room to move, but at least when he stood up they weren’t packed shoulder to shoulder, and when everyone started walking no one was kicking or shoving as they were narrowed down into a series of lines that passed through different arches one at a time. When he got close to one he saw wristbands being attached to each person’s arm, some of whom didn’t care for the item, but they were being made to regardless. When it came his turn he didn’t resist, getting a silver band clamped around his left wrist, but it was loose enough to let his skin breathe underneath. 
 
    Then he heard a voice in his head…not through his ears. It told him that it was his wristband talking to him and that it would be his guide and answer his questions, but right now he needed to keep moving and get to his billet. Suddenly he saw flashing icons floating in the air, telling him where to go, with him following them along with the crowd that gradually thinned out, and the icons eventually led him to a wall with square doors on it three high. 
 
    This is your billet. Only you can open it. Touch your wristband to the plate to unlock it. This is your personal space where you will sleep, the voice in his head said. 
 
    Archi’sot did as told, touching the wristband to the metal plate, which then retracted into nothing leaving a narrow, bed-like slot in the wall that had no room to move around in. He would fit, but it was a sleeping place only. 
 
    “Am I supposed to stay here all the time?” he asked out loud, and the voice answered in his mind again. 
 
    Remain here until boarding is complete, then you will be able to travel to three locations. One being a place to get food. Another to relieve yourself of biological waste material and for cleaning. And a third for limited physical training. If you are not at one of those locations, you are to remain here in your billet or standing outside. Once full, the corridors will be crowded, so remain in your billet whenever the crowds become too claustrophobic for you. 
 
    Archi’sot climbed inside his billet head first, then an icon indicated that the closing mechanism was a button on the wall. He hit it and the door resealed, blocking out all noise from outside as he laid down face up and stared at the ceiling only a few inches away. 
 
    You have access to learning material here, with image changes to reduce the claustrophobia, the wristband said as the ceiling suddenly disappeared and the view of a clear sky with some distant clouds replaced it. He turned his head to the right, with a field of grass being seen to either side and cut low. Beyond it were rolling hills, and he instinctively tried to sit up to see further, only to hit his head on the invisible ceiling. 
 
    It is an image only. Remain lying flat. 
 
    “It looks real.” 
 
    It is meant to. In order to evacuate the highest number of individuals possible, we must use available space wisely. It is recommended that you stay here as long as you can stand it, then move to the training area to exhaust yourself enough to want to return. We can also change the gravity so you are standing. Would you like to do this now? 
 
    “Yes,” he said, then the pressure on his back disappeared and he floated up into the ceiling gently before his feet were pulled down and he was now standing on the doorway as his view spun and the grass appeared beneath his feet. 
 
    If you wish to alter it again ask me or use the controls on the wall, the wristband said as more icons showed through the fake scenery for a moment, then disappeared again.  
 
    “What happened to my injuries?” 
 
    They were healed while you slept. I am monitoring your current status and will alert a medic if needed. Please do not harm the other Vicon, and they are being advised not to harm you. Everyone must live in very close quarters during transit, so it is encouraged that if you have problems with the others to retreat to this billet where they cannot be seen, heard, or touched. Only you have access here, and you cannot access others. Please do not try to do so. 
 
    “I will not,” Archi’sot promised. “How soon do we leave?” he asked, standing still and looking out over the very green and lush horizon. “Am I seeing where we will go?” 
 
    We will leave as soon as the ship is full, in approximately 17 hours. The view you are seeing is not your next destination. This ship is moving to a transitional world where you will wait for transport far away from the Hadarak. It is at that final destination that you will find your new home. You must be patient until you arrive there. It will take several years. 
 
    “Years?” 
 
    We must get you far enough away from the Hadarak that you will not be in jeopardy again. To do so we must take you far away. This ship cannot travel there, and as soon as we unload you on the transitional world it will return to pick up more people from this planet or others. 
 
    “Why can I smell the grass if it’s not real?” 
 
    We modify the air inside to keep it fresh and also to add smells to match what you are viewing. Does the grass smell bother you? 
 
    “No,” Archi’sot said, suffering through the downside spiral of paranoia wearing off. He was onboard an alien ship and having a conversation with a wristband that was somehow inside his head, but he was safe from the bad aliens that were still killing people on Muon Ti Sedara. He should be safe, but he couldn’t trust that, and had it not been for the very realistic images he was seeing he would have been going crazy locked into such a small space. 
 
    But the image was too real, and he felt like he was standing on an empty planet all by himself…and that’s when he started shaking as the adrenaline began to wear off. 
 
    Aftereffects of trauma. Your shaking is natural. It will wear off in time. You are safe here. Take time to rest or you can learn about Star Force, the Hadarak, or whatever else you wish. Do you wish to learn? 
 
    “What is Star Force? Tell me who they are. Where they are from. Why are they helping us?” 
 
    Star Force, the wristband said as holograms popped up on the landscape above the grass to show him maps, races, ships, weapons, armor, etc, is a galaxy-spanning empire dedicated to protecting those who come under attack from the Hadarak. They are evacuating tens of thousands of worlds prior to the Hadarak arrival in addition to rescuing those currently under attack. The Star Force empire is based out of the Home One Region, with its capitol in the Solar System. Star Force is led by a Human known as Director Davis… 
 
      
 
    13 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    Archi’sot and the other Vicon had adapted quickly to their cramped confines, with most of them staying inside their billets and virtually visiting many worlds. Some preferred to remain in the hallways and those that interfered with others were taken away by Star Force security to isolation cells for the length of the journey. That meant everyone settled down after the first few days, despite the fact that they were on an alien ship, eating alien food, and learning everything they could about the good and bad aliens as they fought off the boredom and fear that resulted from such a state. 
 
    Then when they arrived at their transitional world, Archi’sot and the others were led out through doors that had been sealed shut for the length of their trip and back to the hangar bays where they loaded up into dropships peaceably. They were not stunned this time, nor were they packed together quite so close, but there was no room to move around as they all stood in rows while the dropships took them down to the surface. 
 
    Archi’sot didn’t know any of the Vicon with him. He’d been separated from his brood and had no idea where they were now, or if they were even alive. His wristband allowed him to log his identity and upload it to the ship’s computer and share it with others, but either his brood was not onboard this ship or they had not done so. As far as Star Force was concerned he was Vicon-818219534. That was his identification that his wristband gave him, and he hadn’t removed it since the day it was put on him. Not that he could, and many others had tried and failed. It had no seams whatsoever. Just a clean, smooth piece of metal without any corners and too small to fit over his hand. It slid back and forth on his wrist easily, but there was no way to get it off. 
 
    The wristband said that was necessary in order to keep track of everyone, and when the dropship doors opened up and the Vicon walked out in orderly rows being guided by their wristbands’ mental holographs, Archi’sot’s jaw dropped at the sight of huge buildings miles tall all around him…and he was on top of one with thousands of his people being deposited by a steady stream of hundreds of dropships.  
 
    There was no landscape visible other than the building tops with gaps between them. Some were taller than others, and if they hadn’t been he couldn’t have seen anything. The building he was on was more than 15 miles wide, but he could see the tops of others ‘nearby’ that were actually tens of miles off, all at different heights, with some lower and out of view. The scale of it all was insane, but it wasn’t long before he was led down inside the building he was standing on and through a myriad of hallways that end in a familiar hall of square boxes. 
 
    Archi’sot’s wristband instructed him to get inside a specific one, then informed him that his stay here would mimic that onboard the ship, but he would have access to additional training facilities and a chance to earn positions in the reforming Vicon civilization, for some people would be working rather than just sitting and waiting for transport. 
 
    “I want to work,” he told the wristband. “Anything I can do. Let me do something.” 
 
    The wristband scheduled a number of tests for him to take in another place, and thankfully he passed some of them, for he was given the choice of two jobs. One was moving cargo and the other was driving a vehicle. He chose ‘moving cargo’ and was assigned a trial period of work, which allowed him to leave the billet city for several hours a day and see more of the planet. 
 
    His work consisted of moving crates from place to place, and his wristband told him that Star Force had machinery to do this, but by his and other’s doing it manually they could save the pieces of those machines and instead build more ships to evacuate more people. So by taking on this menial job he was helping to save others who were in the same position that he had been in. 
 
    Archi’sot didn’t care about that. He just wanted something to do other than laying in that holographic billet day in and day out. Apparently he did a good enough job that he was assigned to the first wave of long-range transports 8 years later taking some of the Vicon out to the Galactic Rim. He had to endure a year and a half trip onboard another ship, but when he arrived at their new home called Sicarionet, he found that there were 12 different races here and another 3 yet to arrive in addition to the Vicon. They were all part of the Beacon Faction, as the Vicon were to become as well.  
 
    They wouldn’t be independent anymore, but it had become clear to Archi’sot that the Vicon needed Star Force. They knew everything, and if his race was going to rebuild they had to have Star Force guidance and resources.  
 
    His wristband traveled with him to his new billet, this time called ‘quarters’, and he was shocked when he found it to be an actual room. 
 
    Take the silver rectangle on the table and touch it to your wristband, the wristband told him. 
 
    Archi’sot did as he was told, and suddenly the thing melted into and changed his wristband…then to his amazement his wristband fell off! 
 
    “You are no longer an evacuee,” the wristband said aloud for the first time ever. “You are now a member of Star Force and this is your new wristband. You can take it off whenever you like, but I recommend you only do so in your quarters so you do not lose it. Wear it whenever you leave so I can continue to provide you with information and access codes.” 
 
    “How do I put you back on?” he asked in English, which he and the others had learned well during their years of boredom. 
 
    “Just touch me to your wrist, either one, and say or think the word ‘attach.’ When you want to take me off, say ‘detach’. You must say it. Only thinking can put me on. This is so you don’t accidentally take me off and lose me later. It is important that you do not lose me. It will be very hard to accomplish tasks without me. If for some reason you do lose me, contact the local handler and they will provide you with a replacement.” 
 
    “Do I have a work assignment?” 
 
    “Yes. You can wait until tomorrow to begin or I can schedule you one for today?” 
 
    “Today please.” 
 
    “Very well. I have one available in two hours and 36 minutes. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I am instructed to inform you that the work you will be doing will directly affect the growth of the new Vicon civilization. You will not be assisting the evacuation effort here. You will be building the homes for those that will be coming later.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Just give me something to do,” Archi’sot said, picking up the now larger wristband and touching it to his left wrist. “Attach.” 
 
    The thing melted around his wrist and reformed into a longer wristband, but one of the same thickness. He had lived with it on for so long that having it off just didn’t feel right.  
 
    “Explain the items in this billet,” he ordered, then let the wristband guide him around every piece of his new home that seemed far too large to be real. 
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    August 2, 128487 
 
    Ba’al System (Uriti Preserve #5) 
 
    Training Course #7 
 
      
 
    Mastertech Tennisonne stood impatiently in a lab onboard the mobile research ship Tagora as he watched the Uriti formerly known as Shunudren firing at a number of targets in low power modes. The newly renamed ‘Shen,’ for short, had only learned to hold back enough to not destroy the targets a few months ago, and now that he did it was time to get some useful data on his seemingly impossible main weapon. 
 
    It was a lightning discharge, but like most advanced weaponry it wasn’t made of electrons. This one the Ancients had assumed to be a Leffen pulse, which two of the other Uriti…Hulk and Mojo Jojo…also possessed, but as the level 20 Ultra Mastertech was watching the readouts he could confirm that it was similar but not the same. It had the telltale vaporizing wisp of molecular damage that caused the atoms to disengage at weak points rather than completely de-molecularize, but there was something else happening here and he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
    The damage to Sonic had been detailed meticulously and sent to Tennisonne by Ace-095, telling him to drop whatever he was doing and get his ass out here, because they couldn’t move the wild Uriti yet, and upon arriving he’d been informed they wouldn’t be moving it for decades while it got its basic training. That meant Tennisonne had to study it here, and given that so far nobody else could figure out exactly what this weapon’s significance was, he couldn’t risk trying to manage this over the relay network. And now that he was here, he knew that his assessment had been right…because none of this made any sense. 
 
    There was something else in the discharge, he could infer that much, but it wasn’t really affecting the molecular disruption of the target orbs that had been specifically designed to take physical damage rather than deflect it with shielding. The latter wouldn’t be of much good in this test, but if the target was completely destroyed the sensors imbedded within it were of no good either. Hence the low power firing mode had to be used, and taught to Shen, but a sneaky suspicion of Tennisonne’s said they were looking in the wrong place. 
 
    “I need a larger shot,” he told the Wrangler on another nearby ship. “Just weak enough to not destroy the entire target.” 
 
    “I don’t think he can fire that precisely.” 
 
    “I need more. Do what you can.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just a hunch.” 
 
    “Feel free to share.” 
 
    “There might be a scaling issue. I need to find out.” 
 
    The Wrangler sighed. “Alright, I’ll see what I can do. But Shen is about as accurate as trying to type on a keyboard wearing mittens. No promises.” 
 
    “Mittens,” Tennisonne mumbled to himself, drawing some odd looks from his assistants who knew better than to interrupt him when he was in ‘thinking’ mode. “Who wears mittens anymore? I’m surprised that youngling even knows what they were.” 
 
    Suddenly one of Shen’s prongs lit up with energy arcs and fired towards the target, hitting it and blasting it apart…mostly…but the central core was still intact, and it held the bulk of the sensors. 
 
    “What the hell!” Tennisonne said over the comm to the Wrangler as he saw both the different colored discharge and the wild readings coming from the sensors in the target and from the observation platforms nearby, including his ship that was a little too safely distant to get good readings, though this couldn’t be missed. “What weapon was that?” 
 
    “That’s his primary. I don’t know what he did to do that, but it was the same discharge.” 
 
    “No it wasn’t, are you blind?” 
 
    “Colorblind, what’s your point?” 
 
    Tennisonne was about to complain about why an Archon wouldn’t have just got the colorblind deficiency in his eyes fixed…then he realized the Wrangler was just being sarcastic.  
 
    “The original discharges were blue, this was orange/green and behaved entirely differently. What did he do different?” 
 
    “Hold on, he doesn’t speak English, you know. Usually Mastertechs are more patient than this.” 
 
    “What’s your name, Wrangler?” 
 
    “Ryen-7117.” 
 
    “And old one, huh?” 
 
    “Just as old as you. What’s your point?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you didn’t know what you were doing, because that was not the same energy discharge.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s variable. That’s what Shen says, at least. He can adjust it for different targets.” 
 
    “How many settings?” 
 
    “They’re not settings, they’re settings and dialable levels, some of which mix together for different effects. He said this one wasn’t as potent, which is why it didn’t destroy the target.” 
 
    “But it’s not what he used against Sonic?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. We’re going to try again on another target.” 
 
    “Please do. Why didn’t the Ancients know about this variability?” 
 
    “Probably too unimportant to use the more potent settings on. We little people are gnats, remember?” 
 
    “Irrelevant. He bombarded planets, so why isn’t there a record of it?” 
 
    “Ask the Ancients. We’re moving to target #87 and going to recreate the original settings with more power. Is that still what you want?” 
 
    “It is. Can you ask him if he was mixing energies originally?” 
 
    “The weapon is an energy mix. There is no isolated discharge.” 
 
    Tennisonne snapped his fingers excitedly. “That makes sense now. He’s sending carrier signals that have no measureable effect, almost as if his containment is leaking when he doesn’t mean to use them.” 
 
    “There’s no leaking, Mastertech. It’s intentional. Something about cloying tendencies. If he tries to send them in isolation they malfunction.” 
 
    “Can you show me a malfunction?” 
 
    “Um…yes, he can do that. Hold on. He says it won’t reach the target in most cases. Here we go,” Ryen said as Shen began to spark pink flashes that didn’t last long enough to turn into lightning tendrils…then there were blue laser-like beams that widened drastically as they traveled away from the Uriti, dissipating too much before they got to the nearest targets. Then six more varied discharges were shown, with the last being a green lightning that circled back on the Uriti and traveled up and down its massive body before being reabsorbed. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Tennisonne said when Shen had finished. “Absolutely fascinating.” 
 
    “What have you got?” 
 
    “A mystery, but one with data I can use. This weapon package is unlike anything the other Uriti have, and he’s not the most recent Chixzon model. Why didn’t they continue on with this line of research?” 
 
    “That’s obvious.” 
 
    “Is it? Care to explain that Archon?” 
 
    “The Chixzon experimented with different body shapes, and eventually they drifted towards more of a spherical shape except where specific weapons required others. Shen has to have the prongs for his main weapon, and that means more Yeg’gor armor per volume. So he grows slower than the others and has more points for an enemy to attack while having less internal mass to shield his brain. Basically he’s easier to kill than, say, a Nami. Why didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “My knowledge of the Uriti is not nearly as extensive as yours, and I’ve never seen that opinion in any notes sent my way.” 
 
    “No point in noting the obvious. And if the Chixzon didn’t want to fight the Hadarak, they might not even know they had a weapon that could hurt them more. It might have been an accident, or it could have been deliberate aversion. Can you determine if it’s more effective against normal mass?” 
 
    “The answer to that is an obvious no,” Tennisonne bit back, not caring for the Archon’s too familiar tone, given that they’d never met before. “It’s actually a bit weaker than the other Leffen pulses.” 
 
    “Why do you call them pulses when they’re arcing weapons?” 
 
    “They utilize a buildup prior to the arc that feeds it long enough to be visible. The Ancients named them, not me. Though it might have to do with the damage pulse ring they produce, though that’s just my impromptu speculation.” 
 
    “Do you still want the original setting firing with more power?” 
 
    “Yes, more now than before. I have an idea.” 
 
    “It’ll be a few minutes before we’re in range. Standby.” 
 
    Tennisonne waited patiently, then saw a single arc lift off a single pylon of the Uriti and wiggle its way out to the target, seemingly to defy the void of space, but Tennisonne knew it wasn’t a true void. The Uriti was sending out slower moving energy that the primary would arc from, with the little energy packets acting like the old school frogger game and jumping from one to another in order to get out to target. If that other energy wasn’t present they couldn’t go anywhere without fizzling out, for they reformed their stability each time they arrived at a new point. It was an odd but effective means of getting an unstable energy arc to target, but better in most ways to the mist fields some of other Uriti produced. 
 
    Shen misjudged his strength and totally destroyed the target, but there were a few seconds of useable data since the destruction of the outer layers occurred first before reaching down into the internal sensor equipment…and that data was enough to give Tennisonne a taste of an answer. 
 
    “Sorry. I told you he wasn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, I got something useful.” 
 
    The Archon was silent for several seconds, with Tennisonne thankful that he had enough respect to let him think through the moment.  
 
    “Ok, I have a theory, but I’m going to need a lot more variations tested. More than we have targets.” 
 
    “We can build more. Are you in a rush?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Theorize me.” 
 
    “When Yeg’gor armor gets hit with energy it absorbs. If it’s too much to absorb the molecules contract on each other, making it even denser and reflecting back most of the energy. It’s when molecules absorb energy that they weaken the molecular bonds or just blow them apart. The contraction fights this, meaning the more energy attack the stronger the Yeg’gor gets. This is why they can survive within stars and black holes. The pressure in there adds to this effect, but I think one of the components of Shen’s main weapon, or maybe a combination, counteract this contraction and actually draw them apart slightly,” he emphasized. “I’m not sure what component is doing it, so I need a lot of trial and error experiments.” 
 
    “Not a problem. We’ll have to recharge periodically, but one thing Shen and I see eye to eye on is blowing stuff up. It’s our bonding experience, so the more the better.” 
 
    “That sounds oddly appropriate for an Archon.” 
 
    “We work with what we’ve got. You wouldn’t believe how much more data a punch to the face can deliver than a book full of words.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word on that. I personally prefer numbers.” 
 
    “Then we’ll get you as much as you want. Any idea how many more targets we’ll need?” 
 
    “Just start mass producing them and I’ll tell you when to stop…” 
 
      
 
    7 months later… 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 was standing in a small cubical with his body and head melded into the second brain ‘astromech’ of the Excalibur as he flew thousands of drones in intricate attack patterns, leaving lesser functions to his crew to handle as his Borg-class warship was singlehandedly taking on a tier 1 Hadarak that was one fifth the width of the massive cube, but it still outmassed the ship by a good 30%. Visually though the Excalibur dwarfed the Hadarak, with dozens of tiny Tar’vem’jic lines tracking from one to the other as the Hadarak was fleeing away from the planet it had been in the process of wrecking, and was now heading towards the safety of the star. 
 
    Its minion swarms were nearly depleted now, giving Paul and his drones free shots that just couldn’t damage the Hadarak enough, and even with the IDF goo that they were shooting at the Hadarak to try and slow it, the beast was too big and had too many internal gravity drives that could keep propelling it forward…and it was continuing to speed up rather than slowing down, with Paul knowing that it would much rather ram the star at considerable speed than remain in his firing arcs. 
 
    But any damage done would delay it’s moving on to another star, and Paul was going to remain in this system as long as he could, bullying it away from the three inhabited planets, of which only one was left intact, while an emergency evacuation fleet he’d scrapped together pulled the survivors out. 
 
    Paul knew he couldn’t camp here to keep the Hadarak from moving on forever, for that would be a waste of his ship and his own skills. He and the other trailblazers commanding Borg-class vessels had to be actively going after the Hadarak while leaving the rest of the fleet to deal with the minion-infested planets. They couldn’t just let the Hadarak have free run, and a tier 1 destroyed today would mean a level 2 or greater in the future they didn’t have to face, so the trailblazers were looking for the isolated tier 1s that were coming out of the Deep Core in greater and greater numbers, but they had to wait for them to splinter off from their convoy groups and spread out into the kill zones that the Hadarak were outlining around the galaxy. 
 
    Fighting the larger Hadarak would do too much damage to the Excalibur, and force it back for repairs. So Paul had to let them go even as the V’kit’no’sat and Zak’de’ron were taking down a lot of 2s and some 3s, but they were also ignoring the 4s, 5s, and the now 38 tier 6s that had been identified. Where they went, nobody challenged them, instead trying to clear the path ahead of the slow moving behemoths that made the tier 1s look fast. Priority evacuation teams were preceding them and getting everyone out of the way within range, for it was too dangerous to operate even scoop and dump evacuations in a system where they were, for they contained minion fleets within their bodies that could swarm even a Borg-class vessel. 
 
    The Excalibur wouldn’t go down easily, but right now there was nothing that Star Force had that could touch a tier 6 or its escort fleets…many of whom also consisted of free minions traveling the spacelanes on their own, and the number of those was increasing with each year. The High Admirals had been deployed to hunt them specifically, but even as the minion growth fields were being savaged, huge fleets of the free minions were coming out of the Deep Core as if to spite Star Force’s containment efforts.  
 
    The short version was that the new triumvirate was losing and that loss was going to snowball so long as the Hadarak could maintain the level of reinforcements coming out of the Deep Core, and since no one could get in there to have a look at what they had, no one knew how long they could sustain it, though Paul’s gut told him it wasn’t going to end soon enough to matter.  
 
    The big advantage Star Force and the others had was time. The Hadarak moved slowly, even their free minions when making interstellar jumps were plodding compared to Star Force engine technology because they had to save energy to use in braking, and they didn’t have stellar radiation to recharge on during the coast phase. That meant they were fast insystem but slow when jumping between them, but even if they had been lightning fast, the galaxy was so vast that it would take forever for the Hadarak to conquer it.  
 
    The portion they had so far didn’t even come out to the original V’kit’no’sat battle line prior to the galactic purge beginning. So the triumvirate and the rest of the galaxy had thousands, if not tens of thousands of years before the Hadarak would get to them, but their advance was not stoppable at this point. They had time to find a way, and the size of the galaxy was with them at the moment, but give the Hadarak a chunk of it to grow new minions in and the snowball growth effect would become nearly unbeatable. 
 
    Most people would run for the far rim and never look back in a situation like that, but the trailblazers were the opposite. This was the greatest challenge the galaxy had ever faced…at least as far as anyone knew…so they weren’t going to run away from it. They were going to run towards it, and use every bit of wisdom, experience, skill, trickery, and magic they could pull out of their butts to fight this, though at the moment it seemed they had nothing to work with. Only the ability to delay the inevitable advance a bit more with a lot of hard fought victories. 
 
    But as Paul chased the tier 1 into the star, a portion of his computer-enhanced mind registered the arrival of a Star Force scout ship that was bringing him comm grid updates, and as those transmitted out to his ship he was able to review them at lightning fast speed even as he continued to fly his fleet of drones. That was one huge advantage of being melded with an astromech, and Tennisonne’s update caught his attention immediately. 
 
    Paul’s body was vibrating slightly, as always, but a smile twisted his otherwise static face as his mind was elsewhere and his eyes and senses were almost totally closed to what was surrounding his body.  
 
    Thank you, he thought as the battle outside continued to rage on as the Excalibur and drones peppered the Hadarak with more tiny bits of damage and a few larger sting marks from the Tar’vem’jic beams. Now build me a boomstick. A real one, he said, composing a message that the scout ship would take back with it shortly. I don’t care how large the platform is. I can defend it, I can move it. Just give me something that can really hurt them and I’ll take care of the refinements. One big gun, Mr. Stark. One big gun. And name it Jarvis. 
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    February 6, 128494 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    Bvitti was hop/walking down the corridor in the 14A shipyard where the Uber Yard Master had his command deck when another Kiritak ran up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder to get his attention. Bvitti stopped and turned, seeing a shocked expression on the other’s face. 
 
    “What?” the kangaroo-like biped asked. 
 
    “An Ultra Mastertech has arrived and is looking for you.” 
 
    Bvitti’s eye ridges raised. “Which one?” 
 
    “Tennisonne. He says he has a priority project for the entire system.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Bvitti said, likewise shocked, but focusing his mind right onto business.  
 
    “Observation deck 18. I didn’t know where you were so I told him to wait there.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” the Yard Master said, jumping into a hop/run between other Kiritak and a scattering of additional races. Most of the workers here were Kiritak, though the system itself had more than 2,000 different racial work crews spanning the 23,734 shipyards.  
 
    Ever since Epsilon Eridani had been recolonized after the V’kit’no’sat war, it had been tasked to replace what Earth had originally been in terms of an industrial powerhouse. The next door neighbor system was now more of a specialty, legacy zone, reserved for only the most elite within the empire. It had decent shipyards, but not even a tenth of the capacity of Epsilon Eridani.  
 
    It wasn’t the largest in the empire, but it was in the top tier and if Tennisonne had a project for the entire system that meant it had to be pulling a massive amount of resources that only a top tier industrial system could, but still it was odd that he was coming here when there were larger systems that could easily take on twice what Epsilon Eridani could. 
 
    Right now Bvitti’s production queues were pumping out primarily drone replacements for the fighting on the Hadarak front, but he also had a number of warships, transports, and specialty craft like cradles and mobile Star Forges in the yards, not to mention the smaller stuff like dropships that he could spam produce with even one yard. His actual queue list was far more extensive, and he was responsible for it all. He had other Yard Masters in charge of each individual shipyard, but as the Uber Yard Master he was in charge of the entire system’s production, and it was a position he had lucked into when the rebuilding of Epsilon Eridani began and he’d ridden it all the way up to its current state. 
 
    He hadn’t been reassigned or someone brought in to oversee him as the system grew, so he assumed Duke Shegallo was content with his performance. The Jennsto was the only one of his race to make the Monarch ranks to date, and he had a withdrawn personality that always left Bvitti guessing when he spoke with him. Other than his words, he couldn’t read the Monarch at all, and that was always unsettling. Bvitti could get a feel for Kiritas, Humans, Calavari, and dozens of other races he was familiar with and he could guess at others, but the Jennsto were completely emotionless as far as facial expressions went with their gel-like flesh completely unmoving with no facial tics, smiles, or any subtle cues that most races had. 
 
    And he didn’t interact with Shegallo much in person, mostly through requisition orders that were logged and it was up to Bvitti to make sure they got completed. The Duke had been in this system for more than 20,000 years, and it had been under his guidance that Epsilon Eridani had really begun to shine as an industrial powerhouse once again. 
 
    But that was only because of the imports from other systems. Mining efforts local to the system could produce enough raw materials for most of the construction, but the more rare items had been exhausted long ago, at least those that were easy to get. In order to get the drone production at the levels needed for the war there were constant convoys jumping in and out from neighboring systems carrying the materials that Epsilon Eridani was lacking.  
 
    Keeping track of all of them and making sure the yards had enough supplies to keep them producing constantly was also Bvitti’s responsibility, and some days they came close to not making it, but he hadn’t missed one project since Shegallo had taken command of the system. Whatever Tennisonne wanted would throw a monkey wrench into that, and there were plenty of other systems out there scrambling to find the necessary supplies to fuel their yards and a diminishing list of heavy mining systems without yards of their own to consume them. 
 
    Expansions into less opportune mining environments were ongoing, and so far Star Force was staying ahead of the curve…but just barely. And that was just in drone production. Bvitti had heard stories of other projects being delayed because of the need for evacuee housing to be built, with entire planets being prioritized for emergency construction so they would have a place to send those they were rescuing from the Hadarak. 
 
    Thankfully Bvitti didn’t have to deal with that, and his drone production was the top priority within Star Force, for if they ran out of them then there wouldn’t be much fighting going on. The drones were the backbone of the fleet, and they were used as disposable weapons that by definition had to be replaced and then transported out to the warships so they didn’t have to come back to pick them up and waste all that transit time. 
 
    Fortunately Star Force had massive transports known as ‘Mantises’ that were spindly constructions more than a thousand miles long and looking like little more than a piece of string that was fraying, but on those fraying strands the newly build drones would attach like legos, forming a long cubical column that would be pulled from one star to another at slower than normal speeds, but they could deliver over 1 trillion small drones each while sucking up a huge amount of fuel to transport them all to target without taxing the drones own fuel reserves. That meant warships could pick up a load and go with no delay, and the Mantises only came to top tier systems like Epsilon Eridani that could fill them up completely in order to reduce travel time. 
 
    When Bvitti arrived at the observation deck he found it moderately full of people, but it wasn’t hard to find Tennisonne in his Mastertech uniform. The gold/white uniform appeared similar to those of other disciplines of ultra high rank, but the embroidery on the sleeves and legs made it clear that this empire leader was a tech as opposed to a naval officer, miner, pilot, etc.  
 
    “Tennisonne,” the Kiritak said, slowing to a walk off the man’s left as he looked out the faux windows that extended up some 5 stories from the floor and gave the impression that you were literally standing on the edge of space overlooking the construction of numerous drones in more than 1000 slips. “I am Uber Yard Master Bvitti. It is an honor to make your acquaintance. How can I be of service?” 
 
    “I have been ordered by the trailblazers to fabricate a new weapon. A large one. I need Epsilon Eridani to do it.” 
 
    “How large?” 
 
    “Uncertain, but it will be at least 800 miles long, dense construction, and we need expedited work. At least half of all production queues need to be made available when they complete current assignments.” 
 
    “Half?” Bvitti said, surprised. “What kind of weapon is this?” 
 
    “Something we only have in theory. This will be the prototype and I anticipate the design will change as we progress.” 
 
    “Discarded progress?” the Kiritak asked, using a term that only techs would understand. It referred to building bad technology that would be tossed away after gaining research data from it, often on how not to build something. That meant this project wouldn’t be building one massive ship, but perhaps 100 of them in pieces over time as revisions were made. 
 
    “Indeed…and on a massive scale. I need to work as fast as possible, so I anticipate half of your production. It could be more.” 
 
    “If this has trailblazer priority, you can have it all. I’ll have to coordinate a shuffling of production with the Duke and ease out of current obligations, but I’ll get you what you need. Do you have something to start with?” 
 
    Tennisonne pulled out what looked like a small, old fashioned pen, then suddenly it produced holographic blueprints that he began shuffling through using the ‘pen’ as a stylist without it causing the holograms to flicker at all despite it also being the source of them. 
 
    The two conversed for nearly two hours, oblivious to the other people coming and going around them, all of whom gave them a wide berth and had no idea what it was they were talking about, for they were using shorthand and some telepathy on Tennisonne’s part for the classified details, then Bvitti was off to get the ball rolling…for he had to completely remake the system’s production capacity for a ship too large for any existing slip. 
 
    What Tennisonne had planned was insane, and in Bvitti’s estimate was going to be a lot longer than 800 miles, but he’d build whatever Tennisonne drew up…after having to build an entirely new shipyard to handle this new monster Star Force was designing.  
 
    A proposed Hadarak killer under the project name Ysalamir.  
 
      
 
    “Ysalamir? You jerk,” Paul said when he read the update in his quarters after coming back from a heavy workout. He hadn’t showered yet, and was dripping sweat on the carpet as he stood in the center mentally interfacing with the computer and getting all the updates telepathically sent to him. “It’s supposed to be, Jarvis.” 
 
    He knew Tennisonne hated being called Stark, and Paul likewise liked/hated being called Grand Admiral Thrawn, with the Ysalamir being a reference to the character that the trailblazer didn’t miss. Grand Admiral Thrawn was a strategic genius, but he was also evil, and that latter part was something that Paul didn’t care for. Tennisonne knew that, so it was his counter dig every time Paul referred to him as Mr. Stark, for Tennisonne didn’t care for Tony’s Stark’s recklessness. To Paul that was part of the charm of that character, but Tennisonne hated it.  
 
    But now the entire project would be called Ysalamir, so the Mastertech was turning the tables on the trailblazer and getting his dig permanently labeled. Paul mentally tipped his hat for the turnabout, but he also understood the second meaning to the name. Ysalamir were lethargic fictitious creatures that stayed put and created a ‘bubble’ that negated Force powers. That was also Tennisonne’s way of reminding Paul that this wasn’t going to be a mobile warship, but a big fat gun that was going to be vulnerable, hard to move, and all around a pain in the ass to manage. 
 
    But if it could hurt the Hadarak, then Paul would deal with the rest gladly.  
 
    There was also a third meaning, and one that perhaps Tennisonne had happened into accidentally, or perhaps not. Paul wasn’t sure, but if he took on the mindset of Grand Admiral Thrawn, who had no Force powers himself, the greatest frustration and threat to him was those that could use the Force. It was an unbeatable power that had to be avoided and countered, often with many troops and casualties…which was a suitable metaphor for the Hadarak. Ysalamir had been Thrawn’s answer to the Force-users, and maybe it would also be Star Force’s answer to the Hadarak. 
 
    “I hope,” Paul said as he finished mentally reviewing all the updates from Mr. Stark and others, then he headed for the shower. If anyone could figure it out, it would be Tennisonne, but Paul could tell he didn’t have an answer yet. Just a theory as to how to recreate Shen’s weaponry using technology…and boost it. The latter part was the most shaky, but even recreating biological weapons that had no blueprints through guessing was an enormous challenge, for Uriti genetic coding was not fully present in all their cells…especially their outer ones. 
 
    All in all, Paul wasn’t counting on it, but he expected Tennisonne to give him at least some small upgrades to his warships and drones. Even a 1% increase in damage would be worthwhile, for right now every engagement had to be in full on swarm mode to do any decent damage, and they were forced to do it over a considerable length of time.  
 
    Paul had 4 Hadarak kill markers emblazoned on the hull of the Excalibur, two of which were solo kills. The others had been in conjunction with other Borg-class vessels teaming up. But there had been far more that had been damaged and gotten away, and without a means to quickly deliver damage…meaning in less than a single hour…that wasn’t going to change for the smaller ones, and there was no chance of killing a large one. 
 
    Any progress would be welcome, but Paul had to deal with the here and now and work with what he had, so he was enroute to another Tier 1 Hadarak that had broken off from a convoy group of them, and in another 4 days or so he’d get a chance to add another kill mark to his hull…though the odds of that happening were about 1 in 23 based on prior encounters.  
 
    If he had a V’kit’no’sat Harthur or the Star Force Spaceball to work with that would be different, but those were all out and about hunting Hadarak with support fleets. That left Paul and the other trailblazers to go after Hadarak on their own and do as much damage as possible across the warzone, for if they grouped up and covered less area, more worlds would be destroyed before they could be evacuated. Even damaging Hadarak delayed their movements, so while Paul didn’t take credit for wounding Hadarak, he was shielding more worlds by doing so…at least temporarily. 
 
    “Small victories,” he reminded himself as he slid into the shower tube. “Small victories…for now.” 
 
      
 
    2 years later… 
 
      
 
    Tennisonne slammed his fist down onto the tabletop through the floating holograms that didn’t budge, though the table did slightly, even though it was affixed to the floor. It vibrated audibly, with Bvitti looking at Tennisonne carefully. 
 
    “Did you hurt your hand?” 
 
    “I don’t like this, but there’s no other way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve got every Mastertech in on this, Bvitti. We’re all hitting a wall. We can keep at this forever. We might make a breakthrough, we might not. We’re standing still and we have to keep moving. To do that we need help.” 
 
    Bvitti frowned. “From who?” 
 
    “The techs who are millions of years older than us,” Tennisonne said angrily. “The ones who designed and built the weapons blueprints that we learned from.” 
 
    “You want the V’kit’no’sat’s help?” 
 
    “At this point, they’re the ones I distrust the least, and the ones who stand to lose the most if we fail. If any of you have a better idea, please state it now,” Tennisonne said to his assembled staff of 32, which included 6 other Mastertechs here in person, but no one answered.  
 
    “That’s what I thought. Keep working on it. I’ll inform Davis and see how he wants to handle this. If you come with something…anything, don’t be shy about it. I’d prefer to keep this in-empire if at all possible, but short of that we don’t have a choice other than waiting, and the longer we wait more people die and the stronger the Hadarak army becomes,” he said, hitting the table again. “Damn it, I wish we had the answer to this, but I’m not going to waste more time. We need help. Period.” 
 
    “What about the Zak’de’ron?” one of the others asked. 
 
    “That’s up to Davis and the trailblazers to figure out. Personally I trust them less because we know less about them, but…yeah. That’s an option. So are the Knights of Quenar or…others. Keep at it,” he said, visibly frustrated at he hit the table a final time then walked off in a hurry to find a comm terminal and send a secure message to the Director and leave this decision to him. 
 
    But Tennisonne knew, in his gut, that they weren’t going to figure this out soon enough on their own. They needed help, and the list of civilizations out there that had knowledge superior to Star Force were few and far between, and none of them were truly allies.  
 
    And as the old saying went… 
 
    Better the enemy you know than the one you don’t.  
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    February 1, 128497 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran’s head smacked the ground, momentarily disorienting the Era’tran before he kicked up and then rolled over, getting his feet back on the mat while his opponent was driven back half a meter and didn’t immediately pursue, letting his downed sparring partner get back up before coming at him again. 
 
    A head butt followed, followed by a counter head dip and slap that only partially worked. The two continued to raise and lower their heads, moving them in and out and sideways trying to get leveraged as they wrestled each other. Their shorter arms would only come into play once a cross was completed, and it happened when Mak’to’ran succeeded in his 5th head fake and got past Gor’nak’s snout jab.  
 
    He got his head slightly higher and to the right, then pushed with his neck sideways as his hands came forward and grabbed Gor’nak’s face and pushed down…then Mak’to’ran jumped up and got halfway on top of him, using his mass to smash him into the ground. But that was the best he could do, for soon the hand to hand expert rolled him over with an ankle grab and twist, then his huge tail whipped around so fast Mak’to’ran didn’t expect it. 
 
    The next thing he knew he was flat on the ground and Gor’nak was standing up beside him, waiting patiently. 
 
    “You are still not acclimated to concussions,” he lectured. “But it will come in time.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran rolled onto his feet then stood up. “How long?” 
 
    “Two seconds, perhaps 3.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran growled, knowing that meant defeat and probably death in a real fight. “How did you get your tail around so fast?” 
 
    “A million years of practice distilled into three movements. First I latch onto you as a counterweight. Then I push off the ground with my tail, getting my hips moving in an arc towards you. Lastly, I reverse my tail once my momentum is underway and it lands with considerable force.” 
 
    “Indeed it did.” 
 
    “You must experience many such hits before your body begins to adapt to them. Naval service has made you too soft. One disruption attack is all a good opponent needs to open you up to a killing blow.” 
 
    “As you keep repeating, but it makes me adjust no faster,” Mak’to’ran complained. 
 
    “You are improving, albeit slowly.” 
 
    “I am not the only one,” he said, referencing the changes being made throughout the Era’tran at the suggestion of others and with his blessing. His race wasn’t going to wait until the Hadarak got to their worlds and deposited minion armies on them to kill his people before they started to prepare, and when the first line of defense failed, they needed others. Including hand to hand combat against many minions of equal or smaller size. If the Era’tran had to use their general citizenry as a reserve force, then they needed to get acclimated to the bodily combat, for a great many of the minions were melee and did not stand at range and fire as most ‘civilized’ combat entailed. 
 
    And the citizenry wasn’t the only ones that needed improved skills. Mak’to’ran had once been an active member of the Hakja, the most elite of Era’tran warriors, but even they did not focus heavily on hand to hand combat, leaving only a small sect of the Hakja with that specialty, and those few specialist were now being called to duty both in ground combat missions and as trainers for the rest of the Era’tran population. Gor’nak was one of them, and he was taking Mak’to’ran’s training most seriously after a recent assassination attempt. 
 
    It had been another Era’tran, and one who had suicided before capture after his attempt at poison was thwarted by a loyal Kar’ka who happened to be nearby and able to interpose herself between the two of them just in time. She had died within a minute, and her built in Kich’a’kat had not been able to save her. Mak’to’ran, saved from the surprise attack, had then engaged and narrowly defeated the assassin despite the psionic advantage that he held. When security arrived the defeated assassin committed suicide, blowing himself up and taking part of Mak’to’ran’s armor with it. He’d been burned underneath, but it was superficial damage only. The fact that another Era’tran would have defeated him in combat without his psionics had jarred him as much as the fact of the assassination attempt, and he refused to have security with him at all times on their own capitol! 
 
    So despite his already considerable Hakja skills, he knew he needed to improve, and not just for the possibility of fighting Hadarak minions. If they had made one attempt on him there could be many more waiting in the future, and while he was now constantly wearing his armor in semi-defense mode with energy shields deployed constantly to keep objects from touching him except where he overrode it, he knew that if an opponent cornered him and defeated him, they could then deliver a killing blow through a wide variety of means. 
 
    As for what this assassin had used to kill the Kar’ka, it wasn’t biological. It was a technological poison that disabled the Kich’a’kat in the process so it couldn’t heal you. Then the poison self-destructed so it couldn’t be analyzed. There was no way to trace it back to the source unless some had survived, and none had. Nor were there any traces as to when this Era’tran assassin had been coopted. Mak’to’ran had more than a hundred suspicions as to who would have sent him, but nothing firm to go on. Many hated him, but they were irrelevant. The empire was solidly behind him as they fought the war of all wars, and only those who were truly treasonous would try to hobble that effort by removing him now.  
 
    The effort itself was not going well, but they were buying a great deal of time as the Hadarak advance continued. They’d been able to turn it back initially, but the continual stream of both new Hadarak and minions coming out of the Deep Core was now too much to handle. Victories now were in delaying their new minion growth and killing Hadarak when and where they could. To date they’d taken down 318 of the smaller ones, and in the past that would have been a tremendous victory, but now it was barely an afterthought. For every world they took back, ten more were being taken, often without Hadarak.  
 
    Star Force was engaging the roaming minion fleets with an aggression worthy of the V’kit’no’sat, but they couldn’t be everywhere and neither could his fleets, so minions were getting through and quietly dropping seeds on worlds, both inhabited and uninhabited, to very slowly grow an invasion force that, unless the world was advanced enough to send for help, would conquer systems without either empire even knowing of it. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat had purged many such worlds already, but unless they had accurate information about when and where they were being infested there was no way to contain the spread at the rate the Hadarak themselves were adding new ones. They had to strike the visible targets when and where they could, meaning this was a losing fight unless the Hadarak stopped getting reinforcements from the Deep Core and they could somehow whittle down the Hadarak forces in the field now.  
 
    But even speaking of those, they had nothing that could touch the larger Hadarak. They hadn’t been able to kill anything larger than a tier 3, and only twice had they managed to drive off a tier 4. The largest ones were simply unkillable and in most cases untouchable, but the galaxy was so large they couldn’t subjugate it on their own, and if isolated down to just the large ones the V’kit’no’sat could win by moving out of their way and hitting the minions everywhere else. Even if they lost Itaru itself, the V’kit’no’sat would survive and the slow moving Hadarak would be nothing more than a nuisance…if they could eliminate the minions, and right now that wasn’t possible. 
 
    And now on top of that he had to worry about assassination attempts. A lesser Era’tran would have crumbled under the stress, but Mak’to’ran took it all in stride and made progress when and where he could. The Elder Council relied on him more than ever to maintain a steady hand, and without his singular leadership they would have cracked by now and splintered up into the various races to deal with the Hadarak as they saw fit.  
 
    Mak’to’ran wasn’t hiding reports of what was happening. He was letting everyone see the battle results, despite the earlier request of the Elder Council to censor it. They feared it was too much for the empire to handle, and they had nearly been right, but this was Mak’to’ran’s empire and as long as he stood firm the empire would line up behind him because they expected him to find a way to fight…and knew if he was still fighting then there was hope.  
 
    The addition of the Zak’de’ron to the war made many wary, wanting to play defense and guard against a backstab. That said, the Zak’de’ron had stayed clear of the V’kit’no’sat whenever possible. Mak’to’ran had some scouts out monitoring them, and the ferocity that they were employing against the Hadarak gave him hope. They were going all in, and spending lives the way they used to do with the V’kit’no’sat, only exponentially upgraded. He could see the full horror of how they did not care for those that were lost, and understood more now than ever how they had poisoned the V’kit’no’sat while giving them the strength that they had now. 
 
    He had tried to diminish their negative effects without compromising that strength, but the truth had recently dawned on him. If the V’kit’no’sat were going to survive this, they had to learn more from Star Force than the Zak’de’ron…and yet the Rim power would not employ their greatest weapon directly against the Hadarak. They were withholding their Uriti for support operations only, and useful as they were, it made no sense to him. He knew they wouldn’t sacrifice the V’kit’no’sat to weaken the Hadarak before they got to the Rim. Star Force was smart enough to know by that time the Hadarak would be unstoppable with all the territory they were infesting and consuming.  
 
    No. He suspected they had another plan in mind, and yet he couldn’t see it. All he could see was the Zak’de’ron and how effective their bloody trades were. Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to let it go that far with the V’kit’no’sat, and the Harthur were the first step to changing that. They were responsible for most of the Hadarak kills they’d made, while the others were, in Zak’de’ron fashion, paid for in blood.  
 
    But he had been learning subtleties as well from Star Force, knowing that the sneaky options often existed where people would not look, and he’d been developing and employing several new ones, to various levels of effect, but nothing that would turn the war, only slow it further.  
 
    “You must learn to feel your opponent,” Gor’nak said, pivoting on his feet and swinging his tail around in a slap that Mak’to’ran dodged. “You don’t have the luxury of thinking the way you do on a warship. This happens too fast. It must be instinctual, and the way you develop instincts is to familiarize.” 
 
    “Other than experience, how does one do that to a sufficient level?” 
 
    “You wade into it and…it happens, or it doesn’t. I think with you it will. I know it already has in naval areas, amongst others. No one has done what you have with the V’kit’no’sat, and I do not believe it was because you had a plan from the beginning, or am I in error?” 
 
    “You are not,” Mak’to’ran said, running a few steps ahead and stomping on the floor, resetting his feet, then rolling forward with his shoulder into Gor’nak’s legs…or he tried to. The more nimble Era’tran hopped backwards, missing contact by a claw, then he stomped on Mak’to’ran’s tail as he tried to reverse and get to his feet. 
 
    “I did not know that was coming,” Gor’nak said, holding him down with his right foot. “I felt it as it happened and adjusted. It must become natural for you, not stiff calculation.” 
 
    He let Mak’to’ran up, but before they could continue a tiny Zen’zat ran out to them and stood just beyond the perimeter of the sparring mat.  
 
    A Star Force Borg ship has arrived, she said telepathically and directed only to Mak’to’ran. One of their trailblazers is requesting to speak with you in person. 
 
    “Regarding what?” Mak’to’ran asked aloud. 
 
    She did not say. 
 
    “Where is the vessel currently?” 
 
    “Enroute to Wendigama. It should arrive within the hour.” 
 
    “Inform the trailblazer that I will come onboard her ship when it arrives in orbit,” he said, tilting his head to Gor’nak. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    The other Era’tran bowed his head respectfully and turned to walk off, with Mak’to’ran telekinetically picking up the Zen’zat and putting her on his back, then jogging across the training facility faster than the Zen’zat could ever hope to move. He dropped her off at a point outside with specific orders, then he quietly managed to slip away and secure a drop pod without anyone knowing. He got to orbit just ahead of the Star Force ship arriving, then quickly flew onboard the massive vessel before anyone realized that he had left the planet. 
 
    When he walked down the boarding ramp a single Archon was standing there with her armor retracted and her short blond hair making it clear that this was Sara-012. 
 
    “I’m surprised you came onboard,” she said, looking up at the much larger Era’tran. 
 
    “I have my reasons and I suspect this is urgent. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Straight to the point, we have a weapon that can kill Hadarak…in theory. We need your help to make it work.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s eyes narrowed considerably. “Explain.” 
 
    “One of the Uriti that the Zak’de’ron turned over to us has an odd weapon. It’s modular, and some of the settings can shred Yeg’gor. Or, well, damage it more than anything else we have. We’re trying to replicate it on a large scale, into a one shot weapon that will do enough damage to be worth it, but we’ve hit a wall. We can probably solve it given time, but as you know we don’t have time. I’m here to request your best weapons scientists to assist us, and if successful you will have the same designs to create weapons of your own.” 
 
    “How much more effective?” 
 
    “It’s not a beam, but roughly compared to a Tar’vem’jic, it has a penetration rate 3,200% better, give or take.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed in utter shock. “The Zak’de’ron had this?” 
 
    “Yes, and it must burn them up that they had to give it away. We don’t think they were able to replicate it, because we had to do a lot of talking with the Uriti to get the details.” 
 
    “Are you involving them in the research?” 
 
    “We’d prefer not to. The war between you and us is over. The war between us and the Zak’de’ron hasn’t yet happened. That said, we’re more inclined to trust you, though we would have developed this on our own if we could.” 
 
    “Irrelevant. If a weapon can be devised that is effective against Yeg’gor, then who creates it does not matter.” 
 
    “If we survive the Hadarak it will,” Sara said ominously. 
 
    “I do not care,” Mak’to’ran declared. “Such things are fiction unless we can win this war or unless others are so stupid as to pursue personal vendettas while the Hadarak encroach on us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t rule that out completely, but the weapon isn’t much more effective against traditional armor. Just against Yeg’gor and the similar versions we’ve created. It is a weapon that can be used to kill Uriti, so I do not make this request lightly.” 
 
    “Then let me put your mind at ease. We will assist you with its creation and you may keep the designs for yourselves so long as you assign some of these weapons to our fleets. We will gladly play a support role if it means the destruction of the Hadarak.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes widened. “Why so generous? I am speaking to Mak’to’ran, right? I thought the V’kit’no’sat collective ego was the size of a tier 6 Hadarak?” 
 
    “And Star Force’s arrogance is the size of the Galactic Core, but as V’kit’no’sat my primary purpose is to be a hunter of Hadarak. Their deaths are our victory, even if we not the ones to inflict the most damage. Screening for the weapon that can destroy them will be enough to satisfy our ego.” 
 
    “Assuming we can get a suitable weapon built, done deal.” 
 
    “What is holding up your replication?” 
 
    “It is a combination weapon and we need it much larger than what Shen can produce. Range is also an issue. It’s an arcing weapon. I’m hoping your scientists know a few tricks that we don’t know.” 
 
    “As do I. We shall find out. Where are you conducting this research?” 
 
    “Epsilon Eridani, adjacent to Terraxis. This is a secret project, so I’d prefer to bring your people back with me on this ship and not bring a V’kit’no’sat fleet in tow.” 
 
    “Prudent, though your movements here are easily monitored. Allow me to collect those individuals and transfer them to this ship at a single rendezvous point in an uninhabited system. If you are able to create an effective design, how long will it take to fabricate the weapons?” 
 
    “We’re not working on warships designs. We’re working on something bigger than a Mach’nel. A lot bigger.” 
 
    “Do you truly believe you can kill a Hadarak in one shot?” 
 
    “No, but we intend to deliver one massive attack rather than inflict damage over time. To do that, we need massive energy capacitance. Anything less wouldn’t scratch a tier 6, and we at least want to be able to hurt them enough that they delay their movements. Repairing a massive body like that will take more time than a smaller one, proportion wise.” 
 
    “I had never considered that, for we cannot damage them to any legitimate extent. Did the Zak’de’ron use this weapon against the Hadarak?” 
 
    “We think so, but the Uriti adjusts the mixture for each target. It attacked another of our Uriti, which is how we learned of it. A different mixture might have been used, but we assume Shen did some serious damage to the Hadarak.” 
 
    “It attacked another Uriti? Do you not have control over them?” 
 
    Sara sighed. “Long story, which I will fill you in on later, but bottom line is the Zak’de’ron messed them up enough that they could disobey the override. As we heal them the override is reasserting itself, but the method the Zak’de’ron used caused the Uriti to go mad, and they even started disobeying them. That’s why they had to give them to us, or lose control of them altogether. Ordering a Uriti to attack another Uriti or Hadarak drives them mad. It’s a violation of their core programming.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s chin raised sharply. “Then that is why you are not using the Uriti against the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Primarily yes. They will fight in self-defense if needed, but offensive assaults will shred their unit cohesion. The group is everything to them. They can’t comprehend fighting against each other, for they are one and the same.” 
 
    “How do the Hadarak manage it?” 
 
    “They declare the Uriti to be abominations, and therefore not true Hadarak. They have no hesitation in attacking the Uriti, but the reverse is not true. That is an untenable situation for a fight, and only self-defense or defense of another Uriti is enough to incite them to fight the Hadarak.” 
 
    “I am very glad,” Mak’to’ran said honesty, “that my initial attack on Terraxis failed. If you can create an effective weapon against the Hadarak, then you will have done more than we ever have, and the V’kit’no’sat will gladly support you in their destruction, to our deaths if need be.” 
 
    “So you really don’t mind us taking the lead on this?” 
 
    “So long as you do not share it with the Zak’de’ron, I am content to let you keep the weapons as your property, though we may try and create upgrades to our warships with what we learn. Our production will focus on mobile fleets and leave the massive weapons to your construction.” 
 
    “I heard you had stopped building Mach’nel.” 
 
    “They are of no use against an enemy such as this. We need ships in every system. Guarding a handful only will result in our irrevocable defeat.” 
 
    “Assuming your people can get us past this development hitch, we’ll gladly build the big guns…but our crews will still man them, even if they fight with your fleets.” 
 
    “As I would expect. If you can kill the Hadarak, the V’kit’no’sat will clear your path.” 
 
    Sara crossed her arms over her chest and looked up at him with a cocky grin on her face. “And we’ll do more than the Zak’de’ron ever did, won’t we?” 
 
    “That, my little Archon, is a bonus not lost on me. The V’kit’no’sat must rise beyond the Zak’de’ron, and we are no longer reluctant to accept help in that regard.” 
 
    “Allies are an asset,” Sara acknowledged. “Are we allies? Or are you guys still clinging to the darkside?” 
 
    “I am your ally,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. “As for the rest of the V’kit’no’sat, I will purge the last traces of the Zak’de’ron from them in time. But now, I need them to be as effective as possible, and we cannot afford to undo what is effective. If we survive this war, you will not find it necessary to invade us, as you suggested you would long ago. We will prove our legitimacy to you, so I have no problem leaving the most powerful weapons in your hands. The Hadarak are our nemesis. Our relations can be dealt with after the fact.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. How many of your scientists can you give me?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran looked down at her as if she were a stupid hatchling. “All of them.” 
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    August 18, 128497 
 
    Nekoria System (Tetron Region, V’kit’no’sat territory) 
 
    Jnmo 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange walked along a trail on the grasslands in the middle of a shallow valley bracketed by tall forests along the slopes, lazily moving along as he rotated six boulders around his narrow neck like orbiting planets using his Lachka. It was a little training trick he’d learned early into his 2.6 million year long life, and one that few in the empire could manage for more than a handful of seconds.  
 
    But for Tar’ange it had become a way for him to exert himself while freeing his mind to think, and there were many such boulders lining the path from past days as he worked on one challenge or another in his solitudes. The Pas’cha was long past the days of running his race’s faction within the V’kit’no’sat, and like many elders he preferred to work on elusive problems in isolation away from the distractions of the mechanisms of civilization. 
 
    Those mechanisms were located on the other side of the planet, but he and a few other recluses had this small continent to themselves, with Tar’ange walking tens of miles per day lost in thought and casually orbiting various numbers of boulders around him, particularly when he had a problem that could not be solved. The blockage left him with no mental calculations to work through, so he needed something to preoccupy his mind while his imagination wondered into potentially bountiful realms. 
 
    One recurring problem for him was the Hadarak’s resistance to V’kit’no’sat weapons, as well as all other weapons known to him. He had, long ago, helped to reduce that seemingly impenetrable protective wall when he had invented the Tar’vem’jic, the most powerful weapon the V’kit’no’sat had, and it had been so named after him…but it wasn’t enough. They could kill Hadarak, but only after lengthy battles that were far too costly to replicate en mass.  
 
    But that’s what they were forced with now. Far more battles than they could win and weapons that were ill suited to the task. The invention of the Harthur had changed that for Tar’ange, and he had been working on improving the technology inspired by a weapon Star Force had created to cleverly deal with their Mach’nel. The Disruption Array was another idea stolen from Star Force, and it proved to do the most damage to the Hadarak if one could get in position prior to their arrival. Indeed, only a Disruption Array had been able to do any damage to a tier 6, and a considerable amount to two of them the V’kit’no’sat had been able to ambush, but neither could be fought directly and unless Tar’ange or others found a way to better engage them, they would eventually rule the galaxy over a field of V’kit’no’sat corpses. 
 
    But that was long into the future, and the V’kit’no’sat had other needs as well, including faster engines, better shields, planetary adjustment technology, genetic alterations to resist minion poisons, and a long list of things that others had not yet been able to produce. All of them had Tar’ange’s attention, along with that of other Elders specialized in innovation, though Tar’ange’s proclivity was weaponry…both how to create it and how to defend against it. He hadn’t invented the Yeg’gor armor, but he’d played a part in its creation and that of many other high end items, but the Tar’vem’jic had been his crowning achievement…and now it was the only thing that allowed the V’kit’no’sat to do more than throw away their ships in exchange for victories. 
 
    He was constantly reworking the schematics, trying to increase its power, range, molecular disruption, and every other possible tweak he could find, and many of them had gone into the field, giving small improvements and making the current Tar’vem’jic about 23% more powerful than the original model he’d created 1.2 million years ago, but it wasn’t enough. Not even close. So as he walked alone through the raw planet his mind wandered as did his body, with the orbiting boulders attesting to the mental power and coordination of this Pas’cha, putting him in a very elite peer group that even surpassed the Oso’lon, who were considered the more superior cousins to the Pas’cha. 
 
    The quietness of the landscape, free of technological noise, was a soothing one, but it also allowed him to spot even the slightest non-natural disruption…such as the sound of an approaching drop pod as it raced through the atmosphere rather than coming down from space. 
 
    Tar’ange stopped and twisted his neck around to the left, moving the orbit of the boulders slightly so they wouldn’t hit him as he got his eyes on the approaching technology. It wasn’t moving as fast as it could, but it was disruptive none the less. No ships were supposed to be this low to the ground over the continent except on special business, and when they did travel here they were supposed to maintain certain speed restrictions. This one was exceeding those, but not doing so as much as possible. It was as if someone was in a hurry, but didn’t want to exceed the speed limitations by a great amount. 
 
    That made no sense to Tar’ange. If you had a legitimate reason to violate the limitations, then violate them. If not, then obey them. Trying to do both at once only meant you failed in both. Whoever it was didn’t strike him as the most intelligent person, but it seemed he was going to find out the mystery of the pilot’s identity, for the drop pod began to adjust its course when it got over the western ridgeline and angled for his current position. 
 
    Tar’ange flew his orbiting rocks down to the ground one by one, depositing them parallel to the trail and walking off it, intending to draw the drop pod away from the trail that he did not want it imprinting on. He moved towards a level patch of grass and remained there as the drop pod suddenly became in far less of a hurry and respectfully undercut the speed limitations on the last bit of its journey, then it landed 120 meters away from the Pas’cha, leaving Tar’ange to look up at its more or less spherical shape as a boarding ramp lowered on the right side, set askew from where he stood. 
 
    That was a sign of an inferior pilot, who should have landed with the ramp facing directly towards him. Whoever this was… 
 
    A Brat’mar stomped out and onto the ground in a hurry, one that Tar’ange was familiar with. He was a guest on the Pas’cha planet, and was helping with a variety of genetic research projects that didn’t involve Tar’ange, though he’d inspected their work out of mere curiosity and had met the Brat’mar earlier, taking an immediate liking to him…but he’d never given him permission to come to the restricted continent. 
 
    “Tar’ange!” he yelled, unnecessarily running the few steps between them before stopping just short of the much taller Pas’cha and tipping his horned head up to look at Tar’ange’s much smaller head atop his long neck. “It’s happened! It’s finally happened!” 
 
    “What has happened?” he asked evenly. 
 
    “We have a weapon against the Hadarak!” 
 
    Tar’ange flinched, with a snake-like wave traveling down his neck as his head moved backwards involuntarily. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Mak’to’ran has ordered us to the project immediately. You and I and many others. There is no time to delay. We have to leave this planet within the day to rendezvous with the vessel that will take us into Star Force territory. That’s where it will be built.” 
 
    “Star Force? What do they have to do with this, and what weapon are you speaking of?” 
 
    “Details have been withheld. I’m sorry. But the orders come from Mak’to’ran himself. He says Star Force has discovered a weapon capable of massive Yeg’gor disruption, based off a Uriti weapon. One that the Zak’de’ron had and Star Force has only now been able to analyze. They’re having problems replicating it, but it exists, Tar’ange! It exists!” 
 
    “Have we seized this Uriti?” 
 
    “No, no…Star Force requested our assistance. This is a joint project and Mak’to’ran is sending everyone that could be of help. If we can make it work, we will actually have an effective weapon against them. Think of it! We can finally take the fight to them rather than playing defense! We can actually win this war and take the Galactic Core!” 
 
    “Be at ease, Lemo’at. We have nothing yet, and if Star Force cannot make it work, there is no guarantee we can. Do we have confirmation that the Uriti can produce the weapon effect?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what is its effectiveness?” 
 
    “I do not know. Mak’to’ran said it’s confirmed, he’s seen the weapon data himself. It melts Yeg’gor, Tar’ange. Mak’to’ran swears it, but we can’t get any data until we are on site. That’s why we have to leave immediately and quietly. He wants absolute secrecy until we are successful.” 
 
    “He is certain?” Tar’ange asked again, not wanting to believe it only to be disappointed later. 
 
    “He is. This is the moment we have waited for, and Star Force needs our help to replicate it. This is our chance to fulfill our oaths, Tar’ange. This is our chance for ultimate victory. What are you waiting for? Mak’to’ran to come here and drag you away himself? Get onboard.” 
 
    “This had better be legitimate,” Tar’ange warned.  
 
    “Mak’to’ran sent couriers. He did not trust the Urrtren. This is no joke.” 
 
    “If it is someone will die,” he said, walking forward and following the Brat’mar onboard the drop pod that then took off and headed directly up to space and around the planet to the waiting Domjo that would take them to the rendezvous. 
 
      
 
    The trip was a long one, eventually ending in a nebula that obscured those inside, but Tar’ange could detect the lingering paths of the vessels that had entered by analyzing the drift currents, some of which indicated larger vessels than Domjo. But it wasn’t until they moved inside and lost all sensor contact from behind that they picked up the faint beacon pulse leading them to the rendezvous point.  
 
    The closer they got the more snippets of sensor images they received, with Tar’ange shocked to see hundreds of vessels encapsulated inside a hollow void within the nebula…including two Star Force vessels, one of which dwarfed the V’kit’no’sat ships. 
 
    It was a Borg-class vessel, their largest and most powerful warships. The other was a transport vessel similar in size to a Kafcha, but the void was what drew his curiosity, and after some quick scans he realized that the Borg vessel was creating it with its own shields, expanded in a weak fashion far beyond the range V’kit’no’sat technology would allow. 
 
    This was yet another indication that Star Force had exceeded them in some areas, and now they were asking for V’kit’no’sat help with the creation of this weapon? That suggested more than just a problem. It meant there was something they felt was unsolvable, and it was possible that there would be no weapon developed. Tar’ange set himself to that possibility, but if one of the Uriti had a real weapon that could damage Yeg’gor effectively, then that was enough for him. If it existed, then he would devote however many years of his life was required to figure out its secrets.  
 
    After all these years he had begun to wonder if such a weapon could exist, but now it did. The trick was going to be in harnessing that power…but right now that didn’t matter. They had hope of a final solution, and give the V’kit’no’sat fleets a weaponry that was even remotely effective and the empire would fulfill their oaths. He had no doubt of that. Not one. Hopelessness drove wedges between them, but even the smallest scent of victory would cement their bonds of brotherhood.  
 
    Destroying the Hadarak and freeing the galaxy from their reign of terror was why the empire existed, and if Tar’ange and the others could provide them the means to do it, the true power of the V’kit’no’sat was going to be unleashed, for their lifeblood was victory, and they had been starved of it for the length of Tar’ange’s long life. And if the rimward portion of their empire had discovered the key to destroying the Hadarak, the coreward portion would join them and, together, as V’kit’no’sat, they would fulfil the destiny they had both inherited. 
 
    If…and only if, Tar’ange and the others could make this work. The fate of the galaxy now literally rested in their work. And the sooner their rimward cousins got him to the research site, the sooner they could begin climbing the impossible mountain towards a true anti-Hadarak weapon.  
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    July 20, 128498 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange had never been onboard a Star Force ship before, but the past few months had not been unwelcome. Their technology was very similar to V’kit’no’sat, given the fact that they had inherited it from them, but their methodologies were a bit different. That hadn’t annoyed him, for they were not just passengers during the trip. Some of the Star Force scientists had been onboard to get them up to speed with the subject matter prior to arrival, but the lead scientist was here in Epsilon Eridani working on the problem of getting the new weapon configured into a single discharge. 
 
    Tar’ange knew that was where the problem truly lay, for Star Force had already replicated the weapon on a small scale, and they’d even tested it on a Hadarak without letting the V’kit’no’sat know about it! It had done considerable damage, but had not been a kill shot. Furthermore, it required so much equipment it couldn’t be mounted on existing warships. It was very inefficient and scaled poorly, which was why Tar’ange and the others were here. They had the experience not only creating weapons, but crafting them into efficient packages, and what Star Force wanted this one to be was of insane proportion. They wanted a weapon that could fire a single shot and kill, or seriously wound, one before it could retreat, and to do that was impossible with their current weapon design. 
 
    And Tar’ange knew why. They were going about this all wrong, and he was going to have to convince them to abandon their current course and take a less instantaneous approach to the damage, trusting that the combined Star Force and V’kit’no’sat fleets could keep the Hadarak corralled long enough to inflict the necessary damage over time, which would still be far greater than anything they had at present.  
 
    For the smaller Hadarak that would be easy in conjunction with a Harthur, but the larger ones were going to have to be targeted when they could still move unless they found a way to create larger Harthur. That was still in the works, but the physics did not look promising. There were simply range limitations on the inertial dampening fields, and the tentacles of the longer Hadarak would bring the emitters within striking range, hence the Harthur were only applicable against the ‘smaller’ ones. 
 
    When their ship arrived in the system Tar’ange and the other 1,289 elite V’kit’no’sat scientists…all of them gathered from across the empire in the fastest possible ships…were transferred down to the surface of Corneria to a remote facility built to accommodate the larger races, and built specifically for this project. Their living facilities and research assets were combined into a large complex where the ongoing work was still occurring at a feverish pace and wasn’t stopping for their arrival. 
 
    Tar’ange was assigned another Pas’cha, a Star Force one, to serve as his assistant and guide, as were each of the other scientists, so they could plug them into the existing work schedules at their leisure. Tar’ange got a tour and all of his questions asked without having to inhibit the Star Force scientists as they got up to speed, and there was a lot they hadn’t been briefed on during transit. 
 
    This was not a small project, and the Star Force scientists…referred to as Mastertechs…were working on multiple different versions of the technology, and since it was a modular weapon there were literally thousands of firing combinations to be tested. They had a private firing range elsewhere in the system where all the prototypes were being vetted, but none were large enough for what Star Force wanted. They didn’t know what to build at that scale, let alone how to build it, so they were exhausting the small scale testing through trial and error and already had a decent catalog of weapon trials for him and the others to dig into. 
 
    Tar’ange spent 5 days immersing himself in the project before requesting to speak with the project lead, a Mastertech called Tennisonne. Apparently he was responsible for a lot of Star Force’s technological breakthroughs and had been with them since the inception of their empire long before the V’kit’no’sat had invaded Terraxis.  
 
    But he was a Zen’zat, and Tar’ange wasn’t expecting too much from such a tiny brain, though Star Force had certainly come far before incorporating the larger races into their empire…but most of their Mastertechs were Zen’zat, or what they called ‘Human,’ and that concerned him greatly until he finally met Tennisonne in a private meeting. 
 
    “So, what are your thoughts?” the Mastertech asked respectfully, using V’kit’no’sat rather than their own inferior language. “You’ve had months to look over the basics.” 
 
    “We have, and I believe you must take another path.” 
 
    “How so?” Tennisonne said, standing underneath the huge Pas’cha as Tar’ange tilted his neck down as far as comfortable to look at him. 
 
    “You will not be able to create a single discharge large enough to accomplish the damage you seek. You must spread it out.” 
 
    Tennisonne shook his head. “No. We have to have a single knockout punch. All-in, one discharge, with as many days recharge as needed in between. We can’t let the Hadarak maneuver in between multiple shots.” 
 
    “I am not talking about multiple shots, but a sustained beam effect.” 
 
    “It’s not a beam,” the Mastertech said with a frown. “It’s an arcing weapon.” 
 
    “I refer to time on target, which can be accomplished with an arcing weapon. You are also losing too much efficiency with the discharge of material. You must allow it to clear, or more preferably sweep it away from the impact site. Your weapon is indeed remarkable in how it dislodges the Yeg’gor molecular links, but the molecules still remain in the firing line. The more you destroy, the more there are to shield the others. You must allow time for them to be removed.” 
 
    “Time for the Hadarak to make an emergency microjump away from the Ysalamir, and as big as we’re going to have to make it, it’s going to be too slow to follow in any effective way.” 
 
    “How do you intend to transport it, if it is slower than a Hadarak?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. The trailblazers will figure that part out. I’m just supposed to give them a weapon that had hurt the Hadarak. And the best way to do that is a single discharge where tactical maneuvering is irrelevant after the first target alignment is made.” 
 
    “I see. Then you anticipate moving to medium rage to fire?” 
 
    “Unavoidable given the arcing nature.” 
 
    “Arcing is unlimited with proper modification.” 
 
    “And more unreliable. Hadarak may appear to be unmoving, but they are not stationary targets.” 
 
    “The larger ones essentially are. I assume you are planning on creating a weapon that can damage them as well?” 
 
    “Yes, but I am not building a weapon just for them. We can do that later as a modification if necessary, but given the size of the galaxy we need flexibility, and building two is better than one when one is sufficient for the smaller ones.” 
 
    “Irrelevant,” Tar’ange declared. “We will assist you with building as many as needed. Resources are not an issue. Crafting an effective weapon against all of the Hadarak is the only concern.” 
 
    “These weapons are going to be bigger than most of the Hadarak,” Tennisonne reminded him. “Moving them around to maintain fire without an ability to keep the Hadarak in place…” 
 
    “…is a challenge. I thought Star Force embraced challenge?” 
 
    “And the challenge before us is to create a single discharge weapon. That’s what you’ve been brought here to help us build.” 
 
    “The only way to deliver a single discharge is to attach a massive object to the Hadarak and let it slowly arc into the surface. That is untenable for a variety of reasons.” 
 
    “Agreed. That’s why we must create a remote discharge strong enough to do the damage in a single blast. We will use as many emitters as necessary in parallel, but it has to be one combined shot.” 
 
    “A conduit must be established for the arcing to occur.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That will take time, regardless of the method.” 
 
    “A matter of seconds only.” 
 
    “Using an energy conduit. You will get more range with a physical.” 
 
    “A physical conduit can be avoided. We cannot give them that advantage.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns. Now understand mine,” Tar’ange said, reminding himself of the small brain that he was talking to. “A conduit weapon can only transmit an amount of energy equal to the capacity of the conduit. In order to obtain a blast the size you are wishing, the conduit must be very wide. At which point the impact size also becomes wide. If you want a boring shot, you must use damage over time, or do you wish to burn the armor off a large section of the Hadarak so the fleets can finish it in the conventional fashion?” 
 
    “What I wish a brain shot, if possible. The Hadarak have too much mass to burn through attrition. It must be a coring shot.” 
 
    “You will not obtain one of sufficient size for the larger Hadarak using the methods you seek. Perhaps for the smaller ones. Which is of greater importance?” 
 
    “Both are.” 
 
    “Then we need to build multiple weapons. Which do you wish first?” 
 
    “There are more smaller Hadarak than larger. Can you help me get a single discharge weapon operational for them?” 
 
    “Possibly, if we only focus on tier 1 Hadarak. But to make it effective it must be able to attack them directly through their minions. If not, then the Harthur accomplish the same task at slower speed. How long of a discharge do you intend?” 
 
    “No greater than 16 seconds. Even that will allow the Hadarak to spin out of alignment if it reacts quickly.” 
 
    “Have you considered breaking the surface with a single discharge, then flying an object into the wound?” 
 
    “What would that accomplish? We have no explosive that won’t compress the Yeg’gor and inner tissue further. Spreading the molecular pattern is our only effective weapon.” 
 
    “Arcing weapons do not have to travel in straight lines,” Tar’ange pointed out…and for the first time he saw inspiration hit the Mastertech’s eyes. 
 
    “That might work if the Hadarak couldn’t remove it,” he hedged. “We’d have to create a latching mechanism or their grapple fields could expel it. If not deep enough they could even reach a tentacle over and fuse itself to the object.” 
 
    “Fuse? How?” 
 
    “One of our Uriti pulled a piece of a dead Hadarak tentacle out of another Uriti. It touched the tentacle and bonded to it before pulling. I believe they can do that to any object given enough time.” 
 
    “Then we need an initial breaching discharge, create a cavity, then fly an object into the wound  that will attach and shield itself from removal while acting as a physical beacon for the weapon arcs. Even if the Hadarak rotates within reason the arc will hit and be channeled deeper into the Hadarak. Which is preferable than a distant discharge where accuracy is concerned,” Tar’ange noted. 
 
    “But it involves more variables. We will look into it, and any other possibilities your people can come up with, but can you assist me with the single discharge? Even if it’s only against a tier 1? You worked out how to get the range and intensity out of a Tar’vem’jic. Help me with this now.” 
 
    “As long as we are pursuing all options, we can begin where you wish, Mastertech.” 
 
    “Then we will begin with capacitors. I am having trouble designing sufficiently large ones because the energy matrixes require different components depending on target properties.” 
 
    “Are the Hadarak of different composition?” 
 
    “Enough to vary damage by 14%, yes.” 
 
    “And you can tune the weapon to adjust to each composition?” 
 
    “The Uriti can. We’re still working on that. Right now our sensor technology is lacking, but we’re working on an upgrade.” 
 
    “How do the Uriti identify the composition?” 
 
    “They ‘feel’ it, and that’s the best explanation I have been able to get.” 
 
    “I see. Their vocabulary is limited?” 
 
    “No. Apparently ours is. Their thought processes are so large distilling them down into words is like taking a hologram and making it two dimensional. Actually the Archons who work with them say it’s worse. They have spent thousands of years learning to think like a Uriti and have only obtained very limited success.” 
 
    “Brain mass matters a great deal. I admit I am surprised you have accomplished as much as you have.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that before, Tar’ange,” Tennisonne said with a hint of resentment. “I have found that curiosity and inspiration are separate from brain mass. Brain mass allows for workload, and mine has been augmented with Sav. I assume yours is still superior to mine, but I’ll put my inspiration up against anyone else’s…but different people find different things, and we need to pool our resources. Even a single useful bit of inspiration by another is worth far more to me than the thousands of things I’ve come up with…simply because it is something I did not find. This isn’t a contest as to who is smarter. This is about finding all the Easter Eggs we can as a group.” 
 
    “What eggs do you refer to?” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s a metaphor for finding treasure. I forget sometimes that egg layers have different sentiments.” 
 
    “Yes, we do. Eggs are people, not possessions, though I still take your meaning. We each have our proclivities, and where they do not overlap we gain more coverage as a unit than we can individually. What is your production capacity here?” 
 
    “As much as I want. If we need more, I have been told it will be expanded as necessary. I have priority over all materials within our empire.” 
 
    “And you will have it from ours as well. This project carries with it the legacy of the V’kit’no’sat, and we shall make sure it is a success, regardless of the cost.” 
 
    “We are not testing the weapons on the Uriti, or harming them in any way,” Tennisonne said firmly. 
 
    “That was not my meaning. They are your reserve defense force, and you are wise to keep them intact and loyal.” 
 
    “Experimentation by torture or killing is bad science, and unfitting our profession.” 
 
    “But useful in finding answers,” Tar’ange countered. “You limit yourself with such concerns…though I admit your methods have gained you the alliance with the Uriti that the Zak’de’ron could not, so I will not argue with you about methods. We will follow yours here, and if there is something being lost I will bring it to your attention, but the final decision will be yours.” 
 
    “While you conduct parallel research coreward of here?” 
 
    “No. We are not transmitting back for security concerns. Our full focus is here. On that you have my promise.” 
 
    Tennisonne nodded, then Tar’ange felt another mind appear nearby, but he could not see him. 
 
    “Then there is something I need to reveal to you and the others, at least as many as you deem trustworthy. Nefron?” 
 
    The black creature walked out from behind a cloaking field, revealing its ghastly black form with green eyes looking up at the Pas’cha as he walked towards the pair. 
 
    “Who are you?” Tar’ange asked. 
 
    “He is our secret weapon,” Tennisonne said, having been given this authority by Davis to reveal what he needed. “He is Chixzon.” 
 
    Tar’ange blinked, but did not otherwise seem concerned. “They are working with us to develop the weapon?” 
 
    “No, they won’t,” Nefron said with a sneer. “They’re happy to watch us die to the Hadarak while they hide and survive.” 
 
    “He’s not one of them, or rather, his transformation wasn’t complete.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Nefron clarified. “I’m Star Force, but I have most of the Chixzon’s genetic legacy within me. That’s the only reason I maintain this form, ugly as it is.” 
 
    “He has information on the Uriti and Hadarak that have been very useful over the years…” 
 
    “And others would want to acquire him to obtain control of the Uriti,” Tar’ange said, understanding. “You were wise to keep him hidden. But what of the other Chixzon? I am told there are a great many of them in hiding.” 
 
    “We have never had direct contact with them,” Nefron answered. “But they’re out there. Trust me on that. And they’re not being idle. They may try to interfere with this project, to either steal or destroy it, as may a long list of others.” 
 
    “To what end? All of us are in jeopardy if the Hadarak cannot be stopped.” 
 
    “Not all,” Tennisonne added. “We have a lot to discuss of the galaxy, but there are races, extremely advanced races, that hide in the shadows. Races that are more powerful than Star Force or the V’kit’no’sat in some ways. They are not happy that we have unleashed this galactic purge, and they wish us to die so the Hadarak may go back to their normal state. It is possible that if we develop a feasible weapon, they may try to destroy it or steal it.” 
 
    “Or sabotage its construction,” Nefron added. “We are not safe here.” 
 
    “I understand, though I did not think any in the galaxy could stand against Star Force or the V’kit’no’sat. Who are these more powerful races?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet, but the Knights of Quenar know. They have been included in their community, and were used to send us a message saying they hold us responsible. And by us, they mean both our empires.” 
 
    “What do they intend to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nefron said, glancing at Tennisonne. “I just know that we’re not safe here, but we can’t avoid this project. We have to succeed, for the galaxy’s sake, but if we do we could be making some more enemies. I suspect they do not wish for peers, and they have indicated that they cannot destroy the Hadarak.” 
 
    Tar’ange huffed. “Then they are not superior. If they challenge us, they will be taught what superiority truly is.” 
 
    Tennisonne sighed. “I wish that were true, but they have access to Essence skills far beyond what Star Force has. Did you review that portion of the Hadarak intel?” 
 
    “I did. They hunt those who display even the smallest amount of use, and they pursue it mindlessly.” 
 
    “These advanced races hide from them, citing that they cannot be defeated and that previous attempts have resulted in more selective purges against Essence users. That is why they hide and let the Hadarak keep the Core of the galaxy. Now we have drawn them out.” 
 
    “Have we?” Tar’ange questioned. “I still see no impetus for this purge. None that we have caused, at least.” 
 
    “Nor do we,” Nefron answered. “But these nameless races do not care, and Essence can do far more damage than you can imagine.” 
 
    “I would be interested in hearing more about that, though I assume it has nothing to do with our weapon research.” 
 
    “No, it does not.” 
 
    “Then we will save that discussion for tangential research. Right now we need to develop at least one of the weapon designs, even if it is only useful against tier 1 Hadarak. Our fleets badly need an advantage. We do not have the luxury of time that others assume. If even a quarter of this galaxy is taken, the rest will undoubtedly fall. We must turn them back now, or they will grow exponentially stronger.” 
 
    “I know,” Tennisonne grumbled. “That’s why I reluctantly called for your assistance.” 
 
    “I am glad you did. We will be of assistance, I can assure you of that. And it does not matter to us who possesses the weapons so long as they are used to kill Hadarak. A cooperative venture is the logical choice. Your lack of ego in this matter is fortunate. And you, Chixzon. What is your motivation here?” 
 
    “I was born Star Force and remain Star Force. But if you’re asking about the others, they care only about themselves and how each situation may be useful to them. Ally with them at your peril, for they will ultimately betray you when applicable.” 
 
    “And you will not?” 
 
    “Once I would have, and did, but the Archons saved me from myself and helped me override the genetic programming. Now I use the Chixzon knowledge to help Star Force, and to one day hopefully exterminate the Chixzon. When that happens I will abandon this form and return to normal. But not before.” 
 
    “What is your normal form?” 
 
    “I am Protovic. And all Protovic are protoforms of Chixzon, spread across the galaxy so they could one day return.” 
 
    “Are they?” Tar’ange asked, his mind racing with permutations and repercussions of that new datapoint.  
 
    “They have been sterilized of that function,” Nefron assured him. “But not before some others elsewhere in the galaxy underwent the transformation after certain parameters were met. If we grow weak enough in our fight against the Hadarak, don’t be surprised if they take the opportunity to eliminate us. They are tricky and deceitful. I remain Chixzon to counter them and protect Star Force.” 
 
    “A worthy burden to bear,” Tar’ange acknowledged. “Thank you for sharing your secret with me. It is one I shall keep well hidden, and the others shall as well. Do you have additional information on the Uriti weapon that inspired this project?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I wish to hear it. All of it. And everything else I do not know about the Uriti and the Hadarak. I can help develop the technology best if I know the biological enemy we face inside and out, and we have limited information from dead Hadarak to work from. Seeing the Uriti from their creators’ perspective is much needed.” 
 
    “That’s another reason I brought him here,” Tennisonne noted. “I want him to have a discussion with you, and I will listen. Hopefully you’ll pick up on something I missed, but regardless I want us on the same page. I’m regarding you as project leader for the V’kit’no’sat contingent, and I want you to have as much information as me so I don’t have to waste my time explaining things the rest of us already know.” 
 
    “Very well,” Tar’ange agreed, looking to Nefron. “Begin with how the Hadarak was captured and forced to spawn, and everything that follows…” 
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    Tar’ange had been working on multiple projects for nearly two years, and so far the only results had come from two other V’kit’no’sat scientists. A Lir’nen named Vo’chu had figured out a way to remix the weapon output to increase range without physical relays by 12%, while a Voro’nam named Hach’en had worked with a Star Force team to get a new capacitor prototype built and tested, and they were already working on a second better prototype trying to get the output levels that Tennisonne demanded. 
 
    The Mastertech was still insistent on a single discharge weapon, while Tar’ange was more convinced than ever that they had to use a damage over time delivery system, though he was helping on both projects and others. Everyone was, giving input and reviewing data on everything while pursuing the project that they personally favored.  
 
    And for all the V’kit’no’sat here there were five times that many Star Force scientists, many of which were from races he didn’t even know existed. But among them was one irregularity, for he wasn’t quite a scientist, but rather a unique intelligence from an extinct race that Star Force had offered to rebuild, but the sole survivor had refused. His name was Kirritimin, and he was so small that Tar’ange had to be careful not to step on the beetle-like individual who had been a prisoner of the Li’vorkrachnika before Star Force defeated them. He had been the genetic blueprint for the masterminds that had led the Li’vorkrachnika conquest of a small portion of the rim, and had helped them accomplish more than they truly deserved. He had been left to die the slow death of stagnation after failing to defeat Star Force, only to have Star Force find and rescue him. 
 
    Now he was helping Tar’ange, but not with the science involved. Kirritimin was a rare find. A genius born within an inferior race, and one gifted with strategic insight beyond what most V’kit’no’sat possessed, and he was adamant on finding a way to fight the Hadarak. Tar’ange had actually come to like him, and the two of them had been working together exclusively ever since meeting a little over a year ago. 
 
    He too was convinced that the mass of the Hadarak could not be destroyed in a single blast, but the difficulty in maintaining weapons contact with a living ship that could move whenever it wished was even more nuanced than Tar’ange had anticipated, with Kirritimin seeming to instinctively know how a Hadarak would react…or more precisely how it could react to the threat of a Ysalamir of any proposed variety. He said the key was not in planning for what you thought an enemy would do, but in covering all options for what they could do so that their intent and mood became irrelevant. 
 
    In that respect Tennisonne was right. A single discharge was preferable, but Tar’ange didn’t see how the necessary power could be generated to make it work…plus all the vaporized material would interfere with the discharge gouging deeper into the Hadarak. When the Yeg’gor’s molecular bonds loosened, the material had to expand…and the only way out was through the impact site, thus the material would work against the incoming weaponsfire unless it could be removed first.  
 
    “Consider,” Kirritimin said, getting Tar’ange’s attention on a hologram of a Hadarak he was making adjustments to, “that they always move about based on advantage. They are not suicidal, but have calculated methodology. I believe it was programmed into them, for this is not the behavior of a free thinker. They are meant to accomplish a task, but they are also meant to preserve themselves. When one dies, they have multiple methods of alerting others, most notably their death scream. They operate much like the microscopic immune systems of many races, only on a galactic level.” 
 
    “That would infer a contagion of some sort,” the Pas’cha added, trying to follow the logic threads that often Kirritimin would spin off too fast for him to keep up with. 
 
    “Indeed it would, and Essence would qualify in that regard, but that cannot be their primary purpose. Also note, that the Uriti behave much as the Hadarak do. They consider each other as untouchable. They never fight one another as siblings would. As peers would. Instead they act as a single force, again, much like an immune system. There are those that are outsiders and those that are deemed ‘safe,’ and when one is deemed safe you ignore them. Have you ever known the Hadarak to talk to each other or socialize in any way?” 
 
    “Not socialization, but they can communicate telepathically. They have with the Uriti.” 
 
    “Correct,” the six-legged beetle said as he showed an image of a reproductive pouch on the side of a Hadarak. “And they spawn asexually within deep gravity wells…and their genetic coding is exactly the same as all others. This is not reproduction, this is replication.” 
 
    “Why do they all appear different then?” 
 
    “Variations of growth, but all within identical parameters. They can also customize their bodies to the task at hand. Speed is not necessary, so they are slow, but they are getting faster.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tar’ange asked as a spike of fear shot through him. 
 
    “I monitor all data from both Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat on Hadarak encounters. I am curious as to their lack of certain abilities, though their genome…as hard as it is to analyze…suggests they have the capability to do a great deal more. Nefron believes so as well. Based on movement analysis, the Hadarak coming out of the Deep Core, particularly the smaller ones, are showing speed improvements when we force them to flee as fast as possible. This rarely happens, so I have had limited data to work with, but as more comes in I am able to confirm they are adapting to either us or their new mission profile. As they push further out into the galaxy, the distances involved will be to our advantage, not theirs.” 
 
    “If we can develop a feasible Ysalamiri then we can isolate and destroy them as they spread out,” Tar’ange said, echoing previous conversations.  
 
    “You misunderstand my meaning. The Hadarak can grow their bodies to the task they are assigned. The process is slow, and requires a great deal of new material, but they can cannibalize existing tissue in at least some ways. Unique molecules are required for certain aspects, but I think it is safe to say that the Hadarak we are facing are those adapted for previous conquests.” 
 
    It took a moment for Tar’ange to process that, but his heart sank when he used his telepathy to finally pick out where Kirritimin was going with this logic thread. 
 
    “They could grow more Yeg’gor layers to counter the Ysalamir…” 
 
    “Or develop traditional armor layers mixed in with the Yeg’gor that isn’t susceptible to the weapon’s disruptive function…or they could develop an entirely unseen armor, new or old, or they could just thicken up around the exterior to make themselves harder to kill. Already we have seen some Hadarak configured for minion carrying while others have more tentacles for naval encounters. I am fairly certain we are not dealing with a native spacefaring race, but rather a biologically engineered weapon similar to what immune systems use, except this weapon also contains a person to manage the unforeseen scenarios.” 
 
    “Then the greater question is, who built the weapon?” Tar’ange asked ominously. 
 
    “No,” Kirritimin said, twitching his spike-like forearms in a negative fashion. “The question is what other weapons do they have waiting in the Core for when a greater threat arises. The Uriti claim the Hadarak know they cannot defeat Essence users, and that they are to fight and alert the others as they die in delaying combat. Alert who? And what would they do that the Hadarak cannot?” 
 
    “You are suggesting a sleeping civilization within the Deep Core that the Hadarak are meant to both protect and act as an alarm system for? One that is even more powerful than the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Data is too sketchy to confirm, but that is my suspicion. The Ysalamir may trigger an even greater awakening.” 
 
    “You wish us to stop?” he asked, half serious. 
 
    “No, I wish us to be ready with multiple weapons and contingencies. The Ysalamir is key to defeating the Hadarak, but Essence appears to be the highest level weaponry known to date, and there is very little of it I know about. Even the Archons admit the secret races in the galaxy are rumored to be far more knowledgeable of it than Star Force is, and the V’kit’no’sat have no one that can use it, correct?” 
 
    “As far as I know. Do you have a suggestion to make?” 
 
    “If the Ysalamir can defeat the Hadarak, and the Hadarak fear Essence use, then it is possible those that created the Hadarak…and gave them the ability to sense an Essence rush…have Essence themselves and use the Hadarak to fight the lesser opponents.” 
 
    “And we have no defense against an enemy that employs Essence as a weapon?” 
 
    “If Essence can ignore matter then it can bypass Hadarak armor and strike at their brain directly. The same goes for our armor and shields. I am not comfortable provoking such an enemy without possessing at least a limited defense against their unknown weaponry. For if no other reason, than to protect the Ysalamir if we are able to create them, for they will be few in number and must be guarded by massive warfleets at all times.” 
 
    “I see. Have you discussed this with Director Davis?” 
 
    “He has said Essence research continues, but no such defenses have been discovered. However, there is a slight possibility that has occurred to me only this morning.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I am told the Knights of Quenar possess the ability to use Essence to bypass walls and transport individuals encased in Essence from point to point. If a lingering encasement could somehow be crafted, then it is theoretically possible for us to get an object past the Hadarak armor and directly into their brain tissue.” 
 
    “Why have I not heard of this before?” 
 
    “Star Force does not know the technique, and it also requires a beacon on either end of the conduit to pass the passengers back and forth, but I am told that if the individual being passed does not maintain the Essence field, they will revert back into the void of space or within solid matter, to their deaths. Star Force does not employ suicide attackers, but I am forced to acknowledge that such a method could be used to bypass the Hadarak’s armor entirely and deliver a death blow in a single attack.” 
 
    Tar’ange was floored, and it took him several seconds to process what was being said before he responded. 
 
    “Must there be an individual passed?” 
 
    “I am told so, but if a lingering field could be established that would dissipate at a predictable interval, then I believe it could be avoided. So few are our Essence wielders that it would be unwise to sacrifice them for a single Hadarak kill regardless. We must have weapons that can achieve results without inflicting attrition on our forces, or we will lose the eventual battle no matter how effective our weapons become.” 
 
    “And if Essence wielders were less rare?” 
 
    “Then the Hadarak would be destroyed by those who chose to die in such a manner.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is what they fear from Essence?” Tar’ange said, his mind working fast. “I truly wish I understood this Essence so that we could incorporate it into the Ysalamir…” 
 
    “You have an insight?” Kirritimin asked. 
 
    “In your research, which do you believe is the higher priority for the Hadarak? Self-preservation or destruction of Essence wielders?” 
 
    “Uncertain when they expect death in combat against Essence wielders. It could override their self-preservation priority or it might not. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “That if we have an Essence wielder onboard a Ysalamir and get them to draw the Hadarak to us, that could prevent them from escaping when we begin to damage them.” 
 
    “Easy enough to test when the time comes, but when we maintain distance and the Hadarak sees it cannot catch the Ysalamir, it may then give up regardless and flee.” 
 
    “If we can move the Ysalamir that fast. Defending against a microjump is going to be tricky if we cannot disable the Hadarak first.” 
 
    “Agreed. Which is why Belo’chat’s Legion project holds promise.” 
 
    “Only if we can recharge them fast enough. They have too much time to build up Yeg’gor before they leave the Deep Core. Randomly shooting it and hoping to win through attrition still seems desperate and wasteful to me.” 
 
    “Many say that about any combat with the Hadarak. We are forced to take advantages wherever they may occur, and however slight they may be.” 
 
    “And you’re suggesting that even if we managed to find a way to win this war, it could just be a precursor for our destruction at the hands of the creators of the Hadarak?” 
 
    “That is what I am beginning to fear more and more as I study them. We are encroaching on matters beyond our scope of understanding. We have no idea what is in the Deep Core. We cannot even get a scout there to look. And here we are attempting to defeat the Hadarak without even understanding where they come from.” 
 
    “What else can we do?” Tar’ange asked. 
 
    “The Li’vorkrachnika did not win many of the battles they fought because they were stronger or more numerous. They used my intellect and the copies of it to fight superior opponents and discover a way of beating them. To do that they studied them intensely. We have more knowledge now of the Hadarak thanks to the relationship with the Uriti, but there is still too much we do not know. I need more data to work with, and I do not know how to get it. Our efforts here may only hasten our demise if we cannot know who our true enemy is.” 
 
    “You also worry about the unseen races with Essence capability?” 
 
    “Lesser so, but yes. They may know who the Hadarak really are, but I am told they have no wish to communicate with us and would be hostile should we try to force such communication. I feel we are missing something critical, Tar’ange, and while we desperately need the Ysalamiri, I cannot help but fear we are ignoring the larger danger lurking beyond our vision…” 
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    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Arren-5377 had been waiting in his cloaked scout ship for 9 days before the sensor grid in the uninhabited system pinged a contact that his ship’s passive sensors did not. It wasn’t much reflectivity, but the advanced Star Force sensor buoys spread around the system had been specifically designed to probe for hidden ships and this wasn’t the first time there had been activity noted in Kanethrol.  
 
    The problem was, nobody could ever find anything here. Davis had been adamant about getting intelligence on the nameless races that the Knights of Quenar had mentioned, and whom Davis had fleeting contact with over the years in the form of unidentified ships popping up in random places and disappearing again…and one of those places was Kanethrol. 
 
    So Arren and other Neo-level Archons not engaged in the Hadarak campaign had been sent out to see what they could track down, and finally Arren had got one. He followed it out through the detection grid in low orbit, then lost the signal and had to guess where it was going. His gut told him far out in the system, so he had taken a chance and just drifted all the way out to high orbit, and now it had just paid off. 
 
    His passive sensors couldn’t pick anything up, and he couldn’t use the active ones while cloaked, but he felt an Essence rush at a distance, and thankfully the detection range for such an oddity in the universe was quite large. It felt like someone was shining a flashlight his way, and he marked the exact trajectory it was on…then did so again 20 seconds later, letting the computer triangular an approximate position based on the two faintly different sight lines. 
 
    It looked to be about 472,000 miles away and lasted another minute before it split in two with a very faint second ‘flashlight’ zipping away from the first. The second one either shut down or went beyond his range to detect it, but the original one persisted for another 18 minutes before it disappeared. 
 
    That was exactly what Arren had been looking for, based on the KoQ’s description of how the ‘stargate’ effect worked. That was Star Force’s official term for it now, and it was damn impressive. There had to be a lot of people in there to generate that much Essence rush, or perhaps one large or very skilled individual. Either way, what they were doing was far beyond Arren’s capabilities, and far beyond those of Star Force’s best. They didn’t even know how to do a stargate effect, though there was a permanent research team working on it with no results yet.  
 
    Arren didn’t think they’d get it anytime soon, because it was said that the passenger had to be able to hold an Essence field of some sort around them. If they couldn’t do that then they couldn’t practice passing the volleyball back and forth, so Arren didn’t know how they’d make a breakthrough, but if it could be done without a teacher they’d figure it out sooner or later, though his credits were on later. Much later. 
 
    Where the second Essence signal had gone he didn’t know, but he tried to approximate its path and generated a cone of possibility. He didn’t know how fast they went, or if their speed was ascending or constant, but at least he had a general idea of where one of their hidden worlds/outposts was…and a possible location of either a ship or station that had sent the passengers on their way. He was guessing at station, and kept creeping his ship in closer but getting nothing on his passive sensors. 
 
    He didn’t want to risk running into it, so he was straining his telepathy as much as he could, listening for even the faintest signal without actually transmitting himself. His Pefbar was useless, for it didn’t extend beyond the hull of his ship, and he couldn’t reach out with his Ikrid to actively search for others nearby without alerting them to his presence…assuming they were also telepathic…and even if they weren’t, if he used his Essence to extend his telepathic range they would pick it up.  
 
    But he wasn’t here to come up empty handed, so after several hours of getting nothing he finally dropped the cloak and activated the ship’s full array of very loud and very advanced sensors, immediately getting a faint echo of an object 12 miles wide and 18 high, set about 220 miles away.  
 
    That meant he was practically on top of it, navally speaking, but he didn’t move his ship. He held position and acted like he wasn’t picking up anything, going on a gut feeling that these guys weren’t going to take being found very well.  
 
    And he was right.  
 
    A blue beam shot out from the cloaked station and hit his ship’s shields, which he had raised to full and angled towards the station with an 80/20 bias, but it wasn’t enough to protect the small ship. The beam depleted the shields after two seconds, then the last bit of it cored through the armor plating and took out two of the ship’s 6 gravity drives along with the tiny workout room. 
 
    Arren reacted instantly, shooting the ship off through an emergency microjump at slow speed due to the distance from the star and the lesser intensity of the gravity out here on the edge of the system. He kept his sensors on, and was grateful to see that the object didn’t pursue…at least until it got out of range and disappeared again.  
 
    Arren was the only person onboard the scout ship, which was only 258 meters long. He activated his armor, causing the gauntlets on his arms to melt and spread the nanotechnology across his entire body, encasing him in blue/orange armor that indicated he was a ‘mature’ Archon of Goku level and kept him safe from decompression as he left the small bridge and went aft to inspect the damage as his ship coasted towards the star and him hoping the remaining gravity drives wouldn’t fail and plunge him into the burning inferno. 
 
    He got through two doors before the third was locked due to decompression on the other side. He used his bioshields and put a seal over the door, then overrode the lock and opened it, walking through into the void of space with about 20% of the walls missing. 
 
    He closed the door and let go of the bioshield, finding that the artificial gravity was still working, and walked out to where he could look at the stars through the hole in the armor…and down further into the ship where one of the wrecked gravity drives was melted into little globs of material that had solidified on the walls or imbedded into the plates. Some had blasted all the way through into another compartment where the second disabled gravity drive was, but the main hole was bored directly into the workout room, destroying just about every bit of equipment in it…or causing it to be blown out into space through the 4 meter wide gap. 
 
    “Now that’s just low fellas,” Arren said, knowing that he wasn’t going to be getting any training done for weeks as he limped back to a Star Force system on only 4 gravity drives. He was monitoring the ship’s sensors through his armor’s link, making sure he wasn’t being followed, as well as closely watching the ship’s systems. Sometimes when something broke, other systems would go down too in a cascading effect as damage increased during operation. So far it looked like the rest of the gravity drives were functioning properly, as was the reactor and three of the fuel tanks. The fourth was leaking, and he needed to get it fixed and salvage what he could. 
 
    Arren extended his Pefbar out and searched for the damage, feeling it out and using his Lachka to being pulling bits apart and putting them back together, but that wasn’t going to be enough in this case. He needed a toolbox, but there wasn’t one in what used to be the workout room, so he extended his Pefbar in the other direction and picked up one through the walls, flying it through the corridors until it got to the locked door. He extended his bioshields again to keep the air inside, then opened them and got the small backpack full of tools into his hands.  
 
    He grabbed two items and clamped them to his back, forming a small rack there on mental command, then he climbed up the wall into the gash and out onto the hull after passing through the meter-thick armor layer. 
 
    Arren clung to the outside via the grip pads on his armor wherever his fingers or knees touched. The ship may have been moving at millions of miles per hour, but since it wasn’t accelerating it was basically sitting still from his point of view and the reforming shields were extended up enough that he could crawl under them without risking getting hit by a floating rock and killed, or knocked off the ship by a lesser impact. 
 
    He did a spiderman over to the side where a crack in the armor layer was spewing out a few jets of liquid Neydan, which was a custom molecule Star Force had created and synthesized regularly for second grade fuel. Larger ships required the premium grade, but a little puddle jumper like this was so light it didn’t need as much bang for the buck. There was actually equipment onboard that would let him create more Neydan in the field, whereas Neydak could not be due to the extra complexity.  
 
    Arren wasn’t going to have to make more fuel, but he did want to lock this down so it didn’t detonate. The fuel tank was compartmentalized to reduce such catastrophic events, but he didn’t want any more damage than he already had, so he used his Lachka to divert the stream away from one side of the crack and used a molecular aligner to melt the material and pull it across the gap, thinner than before, but thick enough to seal the breach. 
 
    That worked up until the last bit, with the stream being too strong for Arren to block it with his Lachka. He had to use his bioshields instead, then he got the last leak sealed and crawled over the hull looking for more little bits of damage or anything that could be a future problem, eventually circling back to the main hole and using his other tool to cut free some jagged pieces that would prevent his shields from pulling within a few inches from the hull perimeter. He tossed the pieces free, seeing them float away through the shield perimeter, then he saw one of them disintegrate out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “What!” he said, seeing some spray on the front shields. He linked in to the ship’s sensors and his gut tightened as he hurried back inside the ship and got onto the bridge. He sat down in the pilot’s seat, seeing he had plenty of time before he passed into the thickest section of a thin asteroid field that he didn’t know was out here. That was another downside of traveling using passive sensors only. You didn’t get a wide map of the general area. 
 
    Arren checked his 4 operational gravity drives again, then seeing everything apparently normal, used them to divert to the left around the asteroid field and into a horseshoe-shaped orbit that would bring him around to his desired jumppoint. 
 
    Never during his three quarter journey around the star system did he have any additional contact with his shooters. He’d half expected some sort of interceptor to come out after him, but then again maybe whoever was out there wasn’t used to dealing with races that had the advanced sensor technology that he did…then again, it wouldn’t matter unless you flew out close to that point, for their cloaking field was good enough to protect against long range scans. If Arren hadn’t followed the ship out into that region, then guessed correctly that it was staying on a straight line trajectory to the site…which was a mistake if you really wanted to be secretive…then nobody would have ever found that transit site. 
 
    But he had, and they clearly didn’t want him surviving the encounter. That probably meant it was a station and not a ship, for his own scout ship had no cloak now. Not with that hole in the hull disrupting the slip-style cloak his ship used. It wasn’t the most robust version, but again, it worked best for a ship as small as his. 
 
    So if his would be killers wanted to follow him, it would be pretty easy to do so as long as they had a ship fast enough to follow his at 2/3rds power. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they did and just chose not to. He had no way to know for sure as long as they remained cloaked, but his ship should have seen something when that beam was fired. 
 
    He checked his sensors again, making sure nobody was coming towards him, then he pulled up the logs and studied them in detail surrounding the moment the beam fired. Most of the object was still cloaked…which was not an easy thing to do technologically…but around the beam point there was a disruption that allowed him to see inside. The brightness of the beam had to be filtered out, but inside there was definitely a visible hull…or rather a sliver of it.  
 
    Arren triple checked he’d done the filtering right, then just accepted that whoever owned this actually had a bright red hull, and it wasn’t paint. It was actually bioluminescent, meaning it was creating light, and that was damn weird when you had a cloaking device meant to clamp down on all forms of radiation emitting from the target. 
 
    Arren ran it through the basic database the ship had, but there wasn’t a match. That alone was odd, for with so many technologies out there you had a lot of overlap as various people invented the same thing but were geographically so far apart they didn’t know it. The fact that this one was new was ominous, and he wondered if it had to do with Essence technology, or maybe just another level of technology Star Force hadn’t achieved yet. 
 
    Curious with that thought, the Archon began analyzing the damage to his ship and the beam that had done it, and the results were lackluster. It was a Bra’hem-type beam with some variations from what Star Force used, nothing special there. In fact, it was actually inferior in intensity when compared to width, and had it not been sustained longer than normal it wouldn’t have penetrated his shields. 
 
    Though any other ship in the galaxy of this size would have been destroyed in the single hit, aside from some V’kit’no’sat ships. Maybe throw the Zak’de’ron in there too, but the bottom line was that shot should have destroyed him if he hadn’t had Star Force technology protecting him…and if he’d gotten away when they hadn’t expected him to, there was a good chance that ship or another might come back through the stargate effect and finish him off. 
 
    That was not a pleasant thought, and he had no idea how fast that ship was beyond the track it had followed out to the cloaked station. If that was maximum speed he would be fine, but if it was just casually strolling along, then he was a dead duck.  
 
    Arren watched the sensors all the way back into his beacon field, then used them to monitor the area as he slowed his ship along the outgoing jumpline, then slowly launched himself into interstellar space without any sign of pursuit or evidence of the encounter. That didn’t mean he was in the clear, for someone could be waiting for him in his destination system if they made the jump faster than him, but as luck would have it, Arren would make it back to the small Star Force colony of Lemmo’rotak five jumps away without any interference.  
 
    He filed his report, along with all the data, then sent it off through the relay grid to Davis, confirming that he had found one of the elusive hidden races…and that they were, in fact, hostile.  
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    December 11, 128506 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran boarded his personal Kafcha as Itaru rallied a significant portion of its defense fleet to action. The V’kit’no’sat leader had just got word that the first large scale prototype anti-Hadarak weapon, known as a ‘Ysalamir’, was complete and that Star Force was offering Mak’to’ran’s fleet the first series of missions. The weapon itself would have a Star Force crew onboard, but it would be escorted by, and fight alongside his fleet, and that was more than enough of a momentous event to warrant Mak’to’ran leaving the capitol.  
 
    He rarely did nowadays, fearing what would happen in his absence, but the internal discord was not what it once was, and there was no way in the universe he was not going to be there when the weapon made its first strike. 
 
    A smaller testbed had originally been tested against the Hadarak, just to ensure that the weapon’s energy mix actually did have the effectiveness against Hadarak Yeg’gor, which was similar but not identical to manufactured Yeg’gor, and Star Force wasn’t going to shoot their own Uriti to test it either. That test had been successful, putting a good scratch on a Hadarak with a single shot and collecting the necessary data from it, but now the real weapon had been constructed, at long last, though there was a caveat in the message from Director Davis. 
 
    This was not the finished product, or rather this was a functional weapon, but not the end of the research…and by that he didn’t mean refinement. They were working on a variety of different weapon variations, and this was just the first they’d gotten working enough for a field test. It wasn’t expected to be powerful enough to kill even a level 1 Hadarak, but it should do far more damage than a fleet could over a number of hours of constant bombardment, and the Director thought that was sufficient to spend the resources to build the actual weapon and put it to use. 
 
    Mak’to’ran agreed, and the V’kit’no’sat had been shipping a lot of resources to Star Force territory to help them get what they need as fast as possible. Convoys were running constantly to and from the system, and the same was true of Star Force cargo ships. Both empires were fully invested in this project and hundreds of weapon systems had already been built and tested, but that was only to collect data. None had been built to this scale, nor put into an actual ship, let alone one custom built around a weapon that was not conducive to such things. 
 
    He’d received many reports and updates, but all were intentionally devoid of critical details. He had agreed to this blackout, because he did not want the Zak’de’ron to possess this weapon that could one day be turned against the Uriti. If/when the war against the Zak’de’ron happened…and he had to assume it would if the Hadarak could ever be defeated…he wanted Star Force’s prime strength to be in play, for he knew they would fight with the V’kit’no’sat. Their previous history was always lingering as a division between them, but the two empires were truly opposite sides of the same coin. Star Force was V’kit’no’sat, though they would never admit it, despite the obvious fact that this Ysalamir project was both of them honoring the V’kit’no’sat oath to battle and one day destroy the Hadarak…an oath that technically Star Force had never taken, but they were honoring it none the less. 
 
    Despite the Hadarak being the impossible enemy that no one could ever defeat, Mak’to’ran did not wish to be sloppy and hand the Zak’de’ron a weapon that could be used against the Uriti at a later date. Mak’to’ran knew they could do far more damage than Star Force was allowing the galaxy to believe, and they were wisely saving them in reserve for the right moment to unleash them. Maintaining their health and mental stability was critical, and if forcing them to fight the Hadarak would drive them insane, then Davis was right to hold them back…especially when he had the Ysalamir project that promised to be far more damaging to the Hadarak than the Uriti could ever be, save for perhaps the one they called ‘Shen,’ for its recharge rate was astonishing compared to what the technological copy had. 
 
    This first prototype, he was told, had a firing rate of once every 2.4 days. That meant they were going to get one shot with it, then they’d have to pull it back and let its massive capacitors slowly recharge. To many that seemed next to worthless, but the veterans of Hadarak combat knew otherwise. Being able to deliver all your damage in a moment then retreat to safety meant the escorting V’kit’no’sat fleets would not suffer much damage. The long, bloody exchanges for the few Hadarak kills the V’kit’no’sat had earned in the past would now be over. Losses would occur, but far less than what they had once been…especially if they could produce more of these ships and operate them in concert. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had seen a few pictures of it, but schematics had not been sent. The ship was 528 miles long and 98 wide, longer than any Mach’nel and even larger than a Star Force Borg vessel in length, though not close to either in mass. Yet the weapon was encased in thick Yeg’gor armor, for they couldn’t risk it being damaged in the minion combat that would precede an attack. He’d been told the ranges involved were ‘short’ compared to the sizes of each opponent involved, but the distances required still measured in the thousands of miles.  
 
    3,800 miles was the maximum effective range, whereas a Tar’vem’jic could hit beyond 200,000. That meant this was going to be medium range naval combat, and the fleet escorting the weapon had to be very careful, but compared to the short range combat they were experienced with, guarding the massive weapon was going to be highly preferred. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be easy, which was why Mak’to’ran was personally going to lead the fleet he was assembling out of Itaru’s defenses rather than pulling ships off their current combat assignments. Itaru had so many defenders it could easily supply a single fleet, even one large enough to go Hadarak hunting with, and not leave the system vulnerable.  
 
    The only thing he told his people was that they were going to escort his flagship as they went Hadarak hunting, and with that being a valuable enough goal no one questioned why he was accompanying them as they began their convoy jumps out of the system to a nearby transit node that led to three different nearby black holes that would expedite travel in multiple directions. 
 
    When they got there Mak’to’ran informed them of their true mission…how they were traveling to the border of Star Force space to take possession of the anti-Hadarak ship and escort it all the way to the warzone where they would find a small Hadarak and attempt to destroy it. The morale of the fleet skyrocketed, but he ordered a comms blackout so no one could leak the information onto the Urrtren. For as important as this was, he wouldn’t put it past the Zak’de’ron to try and steal it from them during transit.  
 
    He’d brought enough ships to make sure they could put up a massive fight to allow the Ysalamir time to escape, and when they arrived at the rendezvous point with an equally large Star Force fleet, he finally got to see the weapon in person. 
 
    It looked bland, nothing more than a giant grey cylinder, but as he got actual schematics from the Ysalamir crew he saw that it was actually in travel mode and would unfurl upon reaching its target. Three large pylons would pull out of the front portion and rotate around until they faced forward like a claw. Inside the void between them the arcing energies would form and pool, holding there until they reached maximum saturation, then a conduit beam would fire just prior to the weapon energies being released in a precisely timed sequence.  
 
    There were 6 different types of energy involved, but the bulk of it was what would collect inside the void, and that could not be interfered with by enemy fire. The ship had decent shields, but they had to come down to launch the conduit beam, meaning the ship’s Yeg’gor armor would be exposed along with the bits of the weapon that could not be armored over. Mak’to’ran had to protect it during the firing sequence and, more importantly, the charging sequence and cooldown period. The equipment onboard the ship was prototype, so they couldn’t replace it in the field. If it broke, they’d have to take the Ysalamir all the way back to Epsilon Eridani for repairs, despite the high number of scientists that were onboard the vessel and intended to stay there throughout the combat to come. 
 
    A few of them were V’kit’no’sat scientists, but most of his people were still in the Star Force system working on other weapon varieties. Those here were necessary to troubleshoot any problems and to record data, but the biggest effort was going to be his getting the Ysalamir into firing position and protecting it against both the minions and the Hadarak, for if the Hadarak rammed it in desperation the ship may or may not be able to make an emergency microjump out in time. 
 
    And to his horror he later realized it couldn’t, not when charging the void. The engines had to be shut down to the point they could only make a few orientation corrections. They couldn’t chase a Hadarak down with the weapon. The Hadarak had to come to them or hold position while they shot it.  
 
    But the V’kit’no’sat scientists had given him the option of hard points on the hull that V’kit’no’sat or Star Force ships could dock with and then use their own engines to augment the Ysalamir’s. When he ran the numbers he saw that would give him enough maneuverability to chase down the slower Hadarak…as well as replace lost ‘engines’ with new ships, making a true disabling of the weapon much harder for the minions to accomplish. 
 
    That and many other alterations were built in to the design, and Mak’to’ran was pleased to see that such forethought had been added to the first prototype. Star Force did their work well, and Mak’to’ran could see several places where V’kit’no’sat methodology had been added in. It was a worthy weapon. Now the only question was how well it was going to work, and they wouldn’t know that for months to come as they took the quickest route possible to the nearest edge of the Hadarak war zone to hunt down the closest tier 1 or 2 Hadarak assault group they could find, where they intended to join the fight and see how much easier they would be to kill with a Ysalamir involved. 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran’s 47 mile long ‘tuning fork’ shaped Kafcha sat along with two others of equal size and design in front of the Ysalamir as it had its ‘claw’ extended and a giant green energy field growing inside it. That field was larger than his Kafcha and getting deeper and deeper green as the minutes passed and the minions splattered onto the V’kit’no’sat ships that were blocking the most obvious lines of attack. 
 
    A tier 1 Hadarak, some 122 miles in approximate diameter with three bulges distorting the otherwise spherical shape, was flying towards the Ysalamir as the ship likewise flew backwards, keeping out of range but letting the Hadarak get gradually closer so it didn’t give up the pursuit or surge forward in a ramming jump as the internal engines of the Ysalamir totally shut down to further fuel the weapon charge. Mak’to’ran could have kept them active, but he didn’t want the 7% reduction in power and the V’kit’no’sat ships attached to hull like a carpet of tics would be able to keep the chase in play so long as the Hadarak didn’t do something desperate. 
 
    Hadarak rarely made quick jumps other than between systems, but they were still capable of throwing down evasive maneuvers much like a starship…and if they did so at interstellar jump speeds, they could easily ram any ship they wanted that didn’t react instantly to get out of the way. Typically they didn’t need to, for they were always bigger and stronger, but it was still a threat that Mak’to’ran didn’t want to see happen…especially when he was personally sitting between the Ysalamir and the Hadarak with swarms of minions trying to get past the ships now that the massive energy field had formed. 
 
    It had gotten the Hadarak’s attention as well, with it no longer trying to grapple and destroy the V’kit’no’sat ships. All the minions had directed towards the Ysalamir, and Mak’to’ran wondered if the Hadarak knew what was coming or if it was just attracted to the energy field for another reason. Regardless, he had to keep the minions off the weapon as much as possible, and in another 37 seconds the Kafcha had to be removed from the firing path. 
 
    His ship was coated with IDF goo from the minions, but he still had plenty of gravity drives functioning, as did the other two ships, and when the moment came they moved in conjunction with the rest of the fleet and opened a pathway for the minions to pour down through and get to the weapon without much resistance.  
 
    They automatically went into the firing path as the shields on the Ysalamir suddenly dropped…then a carpet-like ribbon of invisible energy leapt out from Ysalamir to Hadarak over a 2700 mile gap, and it vaporized all the minions that touched it, both initially when it hit them and after when those above and below it accidentally flew into the highly energized, yet thin pathway as they rotated in corkscrew formation.  
 
    The flat beam burned into the Hadarak’s Yeg’gor armor, with a line suddenly becoming visible, but the damage wasn’t a lot more than traditional weaponry. It was constant though, and the Hadarak didn’t alter course. It kept coming and gradually catching up as the minions poured down the throat of the Ysalamir and even got within the perimeter of the claws just before the weapon finally fired. 
 
    The green ball didn’t launch, but rather a tendril of it arced off and down the invisible ribbon, erasing the minions it touched from existence in a chaotic bouncing above and below the ribbon all the way down to the Hadarak. The green arc didn’t stop, but unwound like a string over the next 8 seconds before it was totally expended and the Ysalamir reengaged its shields, trapping a lot of surviving minions inside as point defense weaponry on its hull and from the V’kit’no’sat ships attached began killing them…along with monstrous waves of Zen’zat and I’rar’et space fighters pursuing the minions on the new battlefield totally encased beneath the Ysalamir’s shield perimeter. 
 
    Mak’to’ran was confident they would clean out all those that got inside before any significant damage was done, so he didn’t pay attention to that secondary battle as his fleets reformed in the wake of the Ysalamir as it began to accelerate away from the Hadarak… 
 
    But what of the Hadarak? There was a huge mushroom cloud of vaporized Yeg’gor, but what was beneath it? Mak’to’ran didn’t get an answer immediately, and before he did the tracking telemetry on the Hadarak changed as it decelerated hard and began to move back towards the star. 
 
    When it did the cloud of debris didn’t go with it, and Mak’to’ran got his first good look, both visually and via sensors, at the hole that had suddenly appeared in its body.  
 
    It was deep, but not very wide, having punctured some 18 miles down and peeled up layers of still attached tissue that was now flaking out around the wound while large globules of internal mass were oozing out like slow moving blood. Mak’to’ran knew those globules were hard as rock and as they cooled they would solidify further, as would the inside of the wound, but right now it was raw and less dense than Yeg’gor, and Mak’to’ran knew not to waste this opportunity. 
 
    He took three quarters of his fleet and pursued the Hadarak while the rest stayed to protect the now depleted Ysalamir. His ships poured all their firepower into the breach, totally ignoring the rest of the Hadarak as the minions reversed course and pursued Mak’to’ran’s ships, trying to buy time for the wounded Hadarak to get away. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat ignored them as much as they could, focusing their firepower into the wound as the Hadarak began to spin to bring the target zone out of firing range, but the V’kit’no’sat ships were so much faster they just flew around to the other side and kept firing…and any ships the minions disabled fell behind rather than into the Hadarak’s grasp, making this about as much of a free shot as Mak’to’ran had ever seen. 
 
    The minions also had regular weapons, but the damage they were doing to the fleet was so small compared to what the V’kit’no’sat normally endured it was almost laughable…save for those few small ships that were actually being destroyed, but Mak’to’ran would not relent, nor would any of them. They had the Hadarak on the run, with a massive wound, and they needed to add to it as much as they could before it reached the star. 
 
    It took two hours for the Hadarak to make it there, and when it did it didn’t slow down, instead smashing into the star with its wound pointed out as the V’kit’no’sat ships had to break off. It wasn’t dead and would gradually recover, but they had done so much damage to it in such a short amount of time it felt like a kill, and not just to Mak’to’ran. Everyone in the fleet was surging with emotions they’d never felt before. 
 
    It still wasn’t a kill, but they now had a weapon that could hurt the Hadarak and drive them away from planets…at least for the small ones. That alone could save many lives, and the delay it would take for the Hadarak to heal itself would be just as useful in the war of attrition they were fighting, but as Mak’to’ran looked back to where the Ysalamir was sitting on the holographic map, surrounded by now extremely protective V’kit’no’sat warships, he gave Director Davis a silent thanks for letting them have this moment. The V’kit’no’sat had worked millions of years for this, and it was right for them to have the first kill…even if it wasn’t a true kill. 
 
    But they had just killed the Hadarak’s dominance. Now, it would be a fair fight, and in a fair fight the V’kit’no’sat would… 
 
    Mak’to’ran couldn’t finish his thought as his head suddenly exploded in pain…and he wasn’t the only one. All across his Kafcha’s command deck the crew was flinching and cringing in pain, which he realized was telepathic. He put up some well-trained blocks, diminishing the intensity, but he was unable to shut it down completely as he glanced at some of the readouts his crew were frantically highlighting for him despite the disruption. 
 
    The Hadarak was the source of the telepathic signal, but that wasn’t all. It was transmitting, from inside the star no less, some form of energy similar to a death scream, but far more intense and not conforming to any previously encountered Hadarak behavior. 
 
    The ‘scream’ lasted for 7 minutes and 31 seconds before silence resumed, but in that silence was an eerie chill that all on the command deck shared as they stood there staring at one another. 
 
    Their glorious victory had just been sullied by the unknown occurrence, and Mak’to’ran worried this war had just escalated to a new level. They’d proved they could seriously hurt the Hadarak, far beyond anything they had done before, and Mak’to’ran had the sinking feeling this one had just issued a pre-planned call for a different type of warfare to counter the new threat. 
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    May 18, 128508 
 
    Solar System (Star Force capitol) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Davis was sitting backwards at his desk, looking out through his panoramic windows at the cityscape of Atlantis below him and the tiny waves on the Pacific Ocean beyond. His office was the highest point in the city, offering him an impressive view of a mostly peaceful world, but he knew that in little corners of it there was death and destruction, same as across the galaxy. Whether it being a shark eating a fish alive or a bird devouring a worm on land, the darkside was everywhere, even here on Earth. 
 
    But compared to the rest of the galaxy Earth was quiet, secure, and safe. Davis knew better than that, and sometimes he just had to shut off his vast array of empire-monitoring equipment and sit here, looking out the windows at the planet, and remember all the little people out there lost in the confusion.  
 
    He hated not being able to save them all, and he’d tried more ways than anyone knew to figure out a way to do it. He could save the fish from the shark, and save the shark from starvation when it didn’t eat the fish, but that required a great deal of infrastructure and automation. In the Sanctuaries spread around the galaxy the darkside was not so present, but it wasn’t because of choice, and therein lay the problem. 
 
    The darkside was coded into the genetic memory of all known lifeforms, most of whom killed each other to eat. With time and training some of that could be undone, with new genetic memory formed. That was what the old term of ‘domesticated’ meant, though the people at the time didn’t truly understand what was happening. All people operated within the boundaries of their genetic instructions, making choices shaped by them, and only a few individuals were intelligent enough to, over time, figure out where those boundaries were and grow beyond them…and it was those people that Davis heavily recruited into the upper Star Force ranks. 
 
    Davis was one of them, as were the Archons, but most people were not. They did as they were genetically instructed, more or less, and the ‘peaceful’ nature of Star Force’s Human population was not a result of them being good people, but them having inherited genetic memories that were not inundated by the darkside and, more importantly, growing up in a system and structure that gave them a lightside pattern to mimic.  
 
    But such things never lasted without a living, breathing benchmark to follow. One that wouldn’t become corrupt over time. Take a normal person from Star Force and let them chart their own course completely without oversight, and they’d eventually veer from it. There would be a lag effect, but over the course of years Star Force would devolve and the darkside would return with a vengeance. You had to have what amounted to white blood cells inside a society that were incorruptible and functioned to shove the population back on course whenever it began to veer away. 
 
    But go beyond Star Force into the oceans around Atlantis and there were no standard bearers. In the wilds, the darkside was often required for survival, and therein lay the trap of existence. People being born into situations where they could not be lightside and survive. Davis had created Star Force, among other reasons, to give new people just beginning their lives a fair shot at being good people and protect them from the ‘spawn camping’ that seemed built into the universe. 
 
    He’d often wondered why that was so, but it came down to the fact that the darkside was often the easier way of accomplishing something, even when your conscience warned you not to.  
 
    But there was the flipside to the universe. As far as he could tell, all living beings had a conscience. Genetic memory often overrode it, as did learned behavior, and you had people thinking they were doing the right thing even though they weren’t, and yet still the conscience was there nagging at them that something wasn’t right.  
 
    Davis had seem many people switch from darkside to light if just given the slightest opportunity, or even the slightest bit of knowledge that had evaded them. Give them the option to go lightside and many would, but not all. And without Star Force providing real foodstuffs to everyone, and most had to go darkside or starve to death.  
 
    With the war for galactic survival against the Hadarak continuing to ramp up, he doubted few would care to worry about the critters in the wild that everyone overlooked. The oceans were fly over territory for the most part, and even the submerged cities didn’t pay much attention to what was around them. Same thing on the land and the vast tracks of forest where critters were eating other critters to survive. The larger ones Davis had made arrangements for, so they’d have food drops here and there available so they didn’t have to kill others to survive. 
 
    And some didn’t, given that food supply, but others still did, and therein lay the insulting truth of the universe. 
 
    People would do whatever they were able to do, and without a handler watching over them they would descend into darkness with the strongest predators reigning supreme until they died of internal infestations resulting, ironically, from them killing and eating others. The darkside came at a price, more often than not, but where one generation died out another was born to replace them. It was as if the universe didn’t want anyone to live long enough to realize the trap of it all, and Star Force’s highest purpose, though one not often stated, was to defy that trap to the empire’s dying breath. 
 
    But the more Davis learned, the more he realized the mysteries of the universe were still over his head. Nature wasn’t ‘simple’ at all, but getting more and more complex as Davis aged and accumulated more information and knowledge, with Essence being a good example, but there was a great deal more going on that the Director was only now beginning to sniff at. 
 
    The Hadarak were not just giant space monsters bent on galactic destruction. What they actually were he couldn’t put his finger on, but he suspected that answer lay in the Deep Core where his scout ships could not go. And even now he was chewing on another thread, with 19 different stargate locations mapped, fortunately without losing anyone as he had nearly lost Arren. After that near death experience, the rest of his scouts began probing the locations they tracked down with companion drone ships…many of which were also shot, and some destroyed, but no personnel were lost and no pursuit followed. 
 
    That meant Davis now had 19 different points on the map indicating the doorway to a region of the galaxy that was still beyond view in the void between stars and apparently cloaked, for long range scans of the area were coming up with nothing.  
 
    Yet that still told Davis something. These ‘others’ were living in places the Hadarak couldn’t conceivably go, nor could their minions. These civilizations, or whatever they were, appeared to be tailored around the threat of the Hadarak, even all the way out here in the Rim where the Hadarak had not gone before…at least not in the recorded histories he’d been able to amass. Perhaps one day in the far, far past they had, yet the lack of threat of detection and their insistence on remaining beyond their reach suggested a deep fear of them. 
 
    What was really going on in the galaxy? And were Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat getting caught in the middle of an even larger conflict? Did the ‘others’ not fight the Hadarak because they knew something Davis didn’t, or were they just cowards? Were they not as technologically advanced? Were they not as numerous as Davis guessed?  
 
    He wanted information on them, but he wasn’t going to mess with any of their stargate locations other than to scan them and make a brief attempt at communications, none of which had been returned with anything other than weaponsfire. Vochem had been correct when he said they did not want to have any contact with Star Force, and when he’d warned that they were hostile. Had the Hadarak war not been ongoing he would have probed these locations more deeply, but for now he was just going to locate as many as possible and leave the ‘others’ be for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Davis didn’t trust that they wouldn’t strike for some or any reason, but so long as they were staying hidden he’d let them hide there. The galaxy was so large and his forces so spread out he didn’t need another war right now, but the ‘others’ were going to have to be dealt with at some point. They were not going to be allowed to remain an unknown, and if one or more of them were responsible for the Essence-draining attacks that Ariel had stumbled upon, then that behavior could not stand.  
 
    But that’s what you got when no one was watching over them. People would do whatever they could do, even the most horrific things, as they ignored their consciences and encouraged or forced others to do the same. The darkside could not abide the lightside, for the mere presence of the lightside caused their consciences to ping louder, and when one went to the darkside they instinctively needed everyone else to as well for those who still cared about silencing their conscience. Then there were some so far gone that they just ignored it completely.  
 
    Davis wanted to think that all people, if not pulled one way or another, were inherently good…but that wasn’t true, for a good person actively sought out the right thing to do. Most people were neutrals that went whatever way the wind blew, and had the galaxy been full of beleaguered good people to be freed from the trap of their birth, then that would have been a winnable fight for Davis. 
 
    But there were too few truly good people, and most of those he saved would turn to the darkside again if not watched closely. If given their freedom to do whatever they wanted, they would behave much differently, and not for the better. Some people just needed to try new things to figure them out, and a bout of total freedom was good for them…but many people only ‘behaved’ themselves because there was the threat of a security officer coming and dealing with them if they didn’t.  
 
    That meant Star Force wasn’t the shining jewel that Davis had wanted it to become…from his point of view. Everyone else thought it was the greatest thing to ever hit the galaxy, and that might be true from a relative point of view, but all Davis saw in these few reflective moments he took out of his busy schedule was all the failures and inadequacies that still remained.  
 
    And try as hard as he had, there was no way to determine what kind of a Core manifested inside a new body. He could play with the genetic memories, but not the Core. Good people could reproduce bad ones, and bad ones could reproduce good ones. It appeared to be totally random insertion, and that meant threats could arise from within Star Force if not properly monitored and handled. 
 
    Fortunately there were enough good people scattered across his empire for Davis to collect and put in charge of everyone else, and the larger Star Force grew the more he found…but then again there was also more need of them, especially now with population levels skyrocketing due to the evacuations. Star Force was taking in more people than it could reasonably handle, but thanks to lessons learned from long ago wars and similar evacuations, he was going to keep the newcomers contained and not let them contaminate the more behaved worlds. 
 
    The evacuees would be far better off than they had been, but it would take time for them to learn to behave enough to be released into the general population…plus there were a lot of genetic memory issues to tackle with time and training. It was a mess and it was only growing worse as the Hadarak expansion pace increased along with their minion growth fields, but so far most of the people in harm’s way were being pulled out in time…it was where to take them that was the issue. 
 
    Davis was having to expend so many resources on the evacuees that it was cutting his war effort in half, and some days he felt like he was endlessly running on a treadmill with no true victory possible. Maintain pace or fall off. Stagnation or defeat with no hope of a permanent solution, but Davis wasn’t going to accept that. Part of him never would, while the rest of him was pragmatic enough to accept it on a level necessary to mitigate it. He could play the long game, and he was the best person suited for it within Star Force, but every now and then he had to stand down and take a long, deep breath and admit that he was in over his head. 
 
    For a few moments he let go of his responsibilities and shrunk down to the small chair in his office, letting himself be just a person in a single body rather than the central brain of a massive empire at war. The perspective was one he badly needed, and every time he did so he got a brief but very badly needed recharge. Lifting that burden from his shoulders, even for a moment, was enough to breathe new life in him and recharge his desire to tackle the challenges the universe presented. 
 
    Many people, when they found the time, asked what the purpose of life was beyond simple survival. Davis had long go given himself a sufficient answer for that, and with that answer he had never been bored. Never lost his way or become self-destructive. He needed a recharge from time to time, but he had a purpose, even if it was just a temporary one. 
 
    And that purpose was to figure out what the hell was going on with the universe. 
 
    Nothing added up. Nothing made sense in a larger, grand scope. People often asked what happened to your Core after death, but to Davis the greater question was where did it come from in the first place? Where did Humans originate from? They’d come from Ter’nat, he knew that much, but where did Ter’nat come from. Where did all the races in the galaxy come from? Why hadn’t all the races died out? Were they being replaced with new ones? What the hell was truly going on? 
 
    Pursuing those mysteries was like a beacon to Davis, with the universe rewarding those with answers who could survive long enough to figure them out…and only to those that dared to question, dared to think, dared to wonder, and dared to challenge the status quo of the darkside.  
 
    The conscience. It all came back to the conscience. Why was it there? To Davis it was like a little thread that all people had access to pull on, or like bread crumb to follow to…where? Davis didn’t know the ultimate destination, but he had traveled so far on that path and learned so much, that his immediate future was clear. 
 
    He would keep following the path of the lightside and try to figure out the deeper and deeper mysteries of the universe while clearing the path for others to follow…but he knew they would not make it even a tenth as far as he had. Other than the trailblazers, he had no equal in this department, and because of his unique situation, in some ways he was above and beyond them, and always would be, though he welcomed the help when they figured out something he hadn’t. 
 
    If they could keep up with him in his search for answers, he welcomed the company, but he did not rely on it. Davis accepted that he would have to walk this path alone and use what he learned to continually advance Star Force…but the further he got the more he sensed he was just beginning. Most people instinctively thought they knew it all, or at least most of what there was to know. Many people died because they thought there was nothing more to life to explore, despite hardly knowing anything at all. 
 
    The truly wise man saw the universe for the mystery it was, and acknowledged how much he did not know so he could search for the answers. 
 
    And in recent years, Davis was realizing just how much more there was that he did not know, and if Star Force was to survive the higher tier enemies it was attracting the attention of, he needed to figure out what the hell was going on in the galaxy before he could plan a strategy to combat it. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the Hadarak Zone… 
 
      
 
    The ‘scream’ of the Hadarak had been released from many systems where the Ysalamir struck, traveling across interstellar space and fading as it did, but today one of those faint screams, years after it was released, reached another system with a neophyte minion colony growing on a tiny continent on the 8th planet in the system, having been deposited there by a single warship minion with a seed. 
 
    The minions were programmed to be able to hear the signal, and as soon as they did the small colony began growing a factory to produce courier minions, which they currently did not have. It took 4 months before the first courier was born, and then another 3 months for it to suck up enough resources to grow to a size necessary to survive multiple interstellar jumps. It and 28 others recently produced were then released on multiple jumplines carrying the memory of the transmission as they searched the warzone for the location of a Hadarak. 
 
    Most were destroyed during travel as they came across V’kit’no’sat patrols, but one passed through another minion-held system before it was eventually destroyed. It had copied the message to that colony, and that colony had used its current production factories to produce over 600 couriers with the copied message, sending them out, and the process repeated through every minion-occupied system, replicating like a bacteria until one eventually made it to a Hadarak and delivered the message. 
 
    The Hadarak immediately altered course for the nearest rocky planet, diving inside it and nearly ripping it in half as it sunk deep inside, almost disappearing aside from the top edge of its spherical mass poking out along geysers of pressurized magma being released along the seams of the broken crust. It stayed there for months, soaking up resources and growing a very special minion inside its body, then it broke free of the planet, leaving such a large hole in it that the planet’s rotation was now off center and the edges of the impact site began to peel away due to the centrifugal force, causing newly forged mountain rages hundreds of miles high as the magma lake forming beneath them slowly solidified. 
 
    The Hadarak, once again in space, opened a seam on its body and released a minion larger than any seen before. It was 12 miles long and looked like an obsidian knife-blade, and the way it moved through space definitely justified the comparison. 
 
    The super-courier moved off to the star at a speed no other minion, let alone a Hadarak, could match, then it jumped into interstellar space at equally impressive speed enroute to the Galactic Core far faster than the normal couriers would carry the message. It would arrive there in a little under 9 years, and had enough internal mass to supply it for the entire journey without stops, though at the end it would be less than half the size it was now. 
 
    And when it reached the large-scale minion colonies in the outer defense ring and delivered the message, the war drums began to beat again, but this time in different rhythm and with a greater importance.  
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    May 18, 128521 
 
    Mid-Jump 
 
      
 
    Riona-111 sat on the bridge of her donut-shaped command ship as her fleet raced to get to System 99382153 before the Hadarak did. Scouts had determined their route weeks ago, but her Ysalamir-bearing fleet had not been close enough at the time and they were now racing to catch up on the same jumpline the Hadarak were using. 
 
    And it was Hadarak plural, even though the V’kit’no’sat language didn’t use plurals. They indicated singular or plural with adjectives, hence ‘the’ singular and ‘the’ plural were different words for them…‘Lo’ and ‘Lon’…so all their nouns only had one spelling. It was actually more efficient than English in most cases, though English had never been ‘designed’ and was a hodgepodge of stuff thrown together over the ages prior to Star Force. Davis had fixed the language in place since then, codifying it so no more meandering would happen, but even still, some English words used the V’kit’no’sat method, such as ‘fish’ and ‘fish’, which was probably a holdover from the Zen’zat who were left behind on Earth long, long ago, for the V’kit’no’sat word for general aquatics that had a tail was ‘Fissan.’  
 
    But however you said it, Hadarak or Hadaraks, two of them was more than Riona’s fleet could handle, which meant this was a harassing mission while the frantic evacuation of more than 90 billion inhabitants spread across 8 planets was occurring with even the V’kit’no’sat chipping in to help a distant offshoot of the Brat’mar race that had not been taken into the empire. 
 
    They had no horns, which were not natural anyway for the Brat’mar, but they did have a crude, rectangular head shield that was all bone and no psionics. They were advanced enough to build crude starships, but had very little in the way of interstellar craft. They’d been known to the V’kit’no’sat for some time as a minor and insignificant colony of ‘cousins,’ and there were many around the galaxy that qualified as such to most of the V’kit’no’sat races. But only those chosen by the Zak’de’ron long ago became V’kit’no’sat for reasons unknown, though some had begun to be added again prior to this war beginning. Now they had no time or resources to expand further. 
 
    Only a third of the Setwori had been evacuated thus far, meaning there was a hell of a slaughter about to take place if Riona couldn’t distract the Hadarak for the months that would be required to get the rest of them out…and there was no way she knew of to do that, but she was going to do what damage she could regardless. That meant putting at least one big hole into whichever one of them came in first, which would then delay it leaving for another system and hopefully help someone else down the line. 
 
    The holographic maps while in mid jump didn’t alter much more than a slow creep of the star positions across the viewing area. It was a slow mo, but real version of the old school Star Trek warp effect that showed the stars whipping by outside the window. Even traveling on black hole links couldn’t get enough speed to allow for that, but the stars did move if you looked close enough, though that’s not what got Riona’s attention now. 
 
    She sat sideways in her large, couch-like command chair with her legs up over one of the arm rests as she tapped on the other with her Clan-colored fingernails. That stopped the moment the hologram pinged as a large mass was detected ahead of them. 
 
    Her head twisted to the side to look, and slowly the rough shape of a Hadarak was squeezed out of what little sensor bounce-back they could get at this extreme range. Fortunately the signals traveled ahead of the fleet at normal speed due to the relativity of space travel. From one point of view you were moving, from another you were standing perfectly still and everything else in the galaxy was moving. Between her fleet and the distant Hadarak the sensor signals raced across the millions of miles the same as any other time, though if they actually got all the way to the destination system their impact velocity would be super high…and that would sometimes increase reflectivity, and sometimes not. 
 
    But the Hadarak was moving the same direction they were, though at much slower speeds. They were catching it, and as they did so the sensor signals got stronger and they got a better picture of it floating lazily ahead of them as it coasted towards its target system. 
 
    It still impressed Riona that they could navigate such long distances without computer assistance. How they ‘felt’ out the precise jumplines and knew how far they could or could not go was something that seemed of extra importance, suggesting that the Hadarak were truly meant to live in space and not just jump from one gravity well to another through it…but that was just her musings as she impatiently waited for the pass to be made.  
 
    The second Hadarak, much farther ahead, was detected before they caught up to the first, which was a tier 2 while the other was a tier 3. That meant both of them were too big for her to kill, even with her Ysalamir that was the third off the line of the 7 now in service. All were ‘baby’ Ysalamir, as Paul referred to them, with Tennisonne and the scientists dedicated to the project promising larger, better versions later, but none had manifested as of yet. 
 
    But the Ysalamir they did have could wound the Hadarak, and wound them badly, in only a few seconds, and that had been enough to set up kills or drive them off targets over the past 15 years since the first Ysalamir went into the field. None of the trailblazers would take one, for they didn’t want to be burdened by it. Neither did Riona, for the point and shoot mechanics were something even novice naval officers could handle. What they couldn’t be trusted with was keeping the Ysalamir intact, so Riona and other second gen Archons were assigned to the Ysalamir fleets while the trailblazers were out hunting other Hadarak using their Borg vessels in combat that required a much higher skill level to make kills. 
 
    She wished Paul was here now, but she knew him well enough to know that he couldn’t stop this pair either…which meant she was going to have to witness firsthand again the slaughter of planets with her unable to stop it. 
 
    When they caught up with the Hadarak her fleet split, giving it a wide berth and pulling hard on the distant gravity wells of the passing stars to get a little lateral drift…something the Hadarak wasn’t powerful enough to do to propel them, and it didn’t even bother to try. No grapple fields were emitted, no tentacles popping out from their burrows. The Hadarak just looked like a giant asteroid floating through space as if it were a giant trap waiting to be sprung. 
 
    Her ships nulled out their lateral drift, but didn’t return to the jumpline until they passed the second Hadarak, which likewise didn’t so much as twist as they passed by. She almost wished she could use the Ysalamir to put a shot into them here and now, but their approach speeds were too high and the miles-wide Hadarak passed by in a flash that you would have missed if you blinked, though the fleet’s sensors got plenty of data from the flyby. 
 
    That gave Riona something to chew on as they had another 2 hours to go before they arrived in the target system that the V’kit’no’sat had not even bothered to name. The tier 3 was spotless, other than the natural lumps that made it look like a geometric child’s toy, but the tier 2 had damage. Riona didn’t know of any fights it had gotten into previously, but someone obviously had taken a good chunk out of it, for a 20 mile stretch had a 1 to 2 mile deep gash across it.  
 
    It showed signs of healing, so it wasn’t too fresh, and a new layer of Yeg’gor was already forming over it. She could target that and hope to get a big enough hit to drive it away, or she could go after the tier 3 and hope she damaged it enough to scare it off…because at this point, scaring them off was her only hope. If they forced the issue, she couldn’t do enough damage to actually stop them from landing on any of the planets. 
 
    When her fleet arrived and began making their braking jumps, it was calculated that they had about 4 days before the first Hadarak arrived and another 3 hours before the second came in after that. As she was wondering how best to play this, maybe use the gap to attack the first one directly or try to thin down its minions before those from the second could get into battle, her command ship came out of its jump behind the first group of ships and before the Ysalamir, only to find there was a much larger presence in the system than she had expected. 
 
    High Admiral Bongino was here, as was two different V’kit’no’sat battle fleets with Tar’vem’jic ‘candlesticks’, as Star Force called them. They were not Mach’nel, did not have Yeg’gor, and were nowhere near as big. They also did not have any crews, but were designed off Star Force’s drone technology and used as mobile weaponry against the Hadarak so long as the minion fleets could not get to them. Riona saw 28 of them here and already arrayed around the incoming jumppoint. Had the V’kit’no’sat not been allies in this war, they could have caused her fleet a lot of damage before she would have even been able to respond. 
 
    But when the Ysalamir arrived it was by far the largest vessel in the system, and the most important, though most of the activity was in the beehive around the planets as Star Force and V’kit’no’sat transports were frantically loading and leaving, with sporadic reinforcements coming in with empty holds to assist with as many emergency evacuations as they could manage prior to the Hadarak arriving. 
 
    And the reason they hadn’t been able to get this system evacuated prior to the Hadarak arrival was because of the wellspring of new Hadarak coming out of the Core. They were everywhere now, and becoming harder to track, for the further off their normal transit routes they got, the more possible jumplines opened up and with rogue minion fleets moving around on their own, the scout fleets from both empires were being stretched to their limits to monitor everything happening. 
 
    But worst of all was the fact that they had begun stretching out a 5th ring around the Core far sooner than expected, bypassing a lot of untouched systems where the evacuation work was the heaviest, and hitting worlds just beyond where the original border with the V’kit’no’sat had been prior to the galactic purge beginning. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, because they were greatly overextending themselves and leaving huge tracts of territory untouched, but it was having the effect of stretching out the attacking fleets even further and making it harder for them to reinforce each other.  
 
    Riona was glad that three of those fleets had been able to get here, but she didn’t expect they’d succeed.  
 
    Her ship raced away from the star towards a rendezvous point in high orbit around the innermost planet with the High Admiral and the two V’kit’no’sat commanders contacting her in a private holo room. Riona took it in the nearby command nexus, walking around the dividing wall on the bridge and plugging in to see the Human and pair of Brat’mar, with their presence here making it clear they saw the Setwori as distant family that needed to be protected above the nameless other races. 
 
    Hence it was personal enough for the Brat’mar to send two of their battle fleets. Had the inhabitants not been biologically related, they probably wouldn’t have shown up at all. 
 
    “Four days,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Then we’re in real trouble.” 
 
    “We have to focus on the minions,” the High Admiral stated firmly. “If the Hadarak have no cover, we can pick them apart and force them back, but even putting that aside, they do not land and migrate across planets quickly, and that lethargy is to our advantage with a Ysalamir. We will get multiple shots before they can kill everyone on the planets below. If the minions are not destroyed, they will accomplish much faster what the Hadarak cannot.” 
 
    “I concur,” the commander named Ver’shor on the identity icon floating just below the quadruped’s image said with a nod. “We must maximize survivors, and the minions will cause the most damage in the shortest amount of time.” 
 
    “We must also distract them,” the other one, named Haf’jor, added. “Force them to defend the Hadarak rather than seek out cities to attack. How do you plan to take your first shot?” 
 
    “The smaller of the two Hadarak is wounded. Not too badly, but it has a weak area a mile or so thinner than the rest of its armor. I suggest you focus your Tar’vem’jic on that area while I open up another on the tier 3. That will make all your weapons less inefficient.” 
 
    “You cannot kill the tier 2 by targeting its wound?” Haf’jor asked. 
 
    “If it was a small tier 1 I probably could, but I don’t think I can get enough penetration with that much mass. If I try, the tier 3 moves with impunity until we can recharge, and this ship has a 2.2 day capacitor seep.” 
 
    “If the Hadarak hold to protocol, they will not move more than once during that period after they are on a planet,” Bongino noted. “They will attempt to use minions to maximize damage while they produce more. We have yet to see a Hadarak in solo combat unescorted.” 
 
    “But they can,” Ver’shor cautioned. “Still, we need to take every minute advantage we have. If you can strike the tier 3 the moment it arrives and open up a weakness for our Tar’vem’jic to exploit, we might be able to drive it into the star. That is our best hope for buying time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Haf’jor echoed. 
 
    “Sounds like our best option, but the Ysalamir doesn’t handle that well and we don’t know its exact jumppoint. It’s going to get its minions released before we can hit it, and it’s going to be carrying a lot extra in those surface nodes.” 
 
    “My fleet can draw them opposite your position,” Bongino offered. “If they ignore us, we can get some replicators on the surface.” 
 
    “What weapon do you speak of? I am not familiar with ‘replicators,’” Haf’jor asked. 
 
    “Surface drones too small and strong to be crushed with grapple fields, and too many to be killed with tentacle strikes,” the High Admiral explained. “We use them as locator beacons and IDF generators to set up additional strikes. The replicators themselves cannot do much damage even when we equip them with explosives. The Hadarak do not like anything on their surface, but once they are there they usually ignore them when their attempts to remove them fail.” 
 
    “Why can they not simply expel them?” 
 
    “They try, but if we can land them quickly they can latch on strongly enough that the grapple fields cannot pry them loose.” 
 
    “How do you accomplish this?” Ver’shor asked, curious. “We have never been able to attach anything to a Hadarak that they could not expel.” 
 
    “When they attach, they bond themselves to the Yeg’gor and can no longer move, but another replicator can attach to them, wait out the storm of their grapple fields, then when they give up trying to remove them the secondaries detach and walk around wherever they want so long as they don’t try to fly. That immediately draws attention.” 
 
    “What can you do with this advantage?” 
 
    “Not a lot, but normally the minions attack and remove the replicators. It seems the Hadarak want nothing on their surface in a bad way. We think there might be another vulnerability that we’re missing, but so far we haven’t discovered it.” 
 
    “Can these replicators provide tracking data?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we should be able to get more precise Tar’vem’jic shots if you can land some near the target area. The clouds of disintegrated material interfere with our ability to maintain precision once the beam begins landing. This typically causes an area of effect attack rather than a single penetration.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted an area of effect?” the High Admiral wondered.  
 
    “It helps with Yeg’gor removal, but we are utilizing detonation spikes that require a deep and narrow hole.” 
 
    “Detonation spikes?” Riona asked. 
 
    “Something new we are experimenting with. The trouble is getting them into place. The Hadarak must be extremely distracted and the minion swarms penetrated.” 
 
    “Have you had a successful test?” 
 
    “Three, but none in our fleet. Other V’kit’no’sat have removed large chunks of Yeg’gor by attacking the boundary between it and their internal mass. There is a weakness there, and we must get penetration to that layer.” 
 
    “I see,” Riona said, chewing her lip. “Can you drive them in along the boundary of a Ysalamir hit?” 
 
    “It would still require boring holes laterally from the wound. We have to have compression in the blastwave or it will not shear the layers.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll do what we can to get you an opening if possible, but it doesn’t sound too likely. I’ll get the first strike with the Ysalamir, then get it out of range and play the old school game during the recharge. Just make sure your Tar’vem’jic are quick to retreat. If we stand our ground in low stellar orbit, we’re going to get creamed.” 
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    The minion cloud coming out of the tier 3 Hadarak was immense. The nodes on the surface were little more than heavily armored hangars, a modification that was becoming more and more common in the reinforcements coming out of the Deep Core, and they greatly increased the number of escorts a Hadarak could field.  
 
    That said, both the Star Force and V’kit’no’sat fleets were waiting for them at the bottom of the jumpline and caused a massive amount of damage to the minions coming out of the choke points on the Hadarak’s body while Riona got the Ysalamir into position to fire. The massive arcing beam lashed out into a different area of the Hadarak, hitting it squarely on a ‘flat’ section between the nodes and tentacle orifices and blasted a 12 mile deep hole into it…but that was less than expected, with the deeper layers of Yeg’gor now showing on the sides of the impact crater as the Hadarak spun away from the expanding nebula of vaporized debris. 
 
    “Shit,” Riona whispered. That wasn’t as much damage as she’d assumed, but it was enough to get through the Yeg’gor, and as agreed beforehand all the Tar’vem’jic began repositioning and firing into the breach, cutting out chunks that were large by any other measure, except when compared to the total mass of the Hadarak. 
 
    After firing, the Ysalamir immediately retreated as the minions were nearly upon it, traveling up the firing corridor and immediately around it, sneaking some through that quickly got destroyed by the cluster of escort ships as the massive weapon reversed course…but the Hadarak didn’t. Stung as it was, it didn’t head for the star or go after the Ysalamir. Instead it continued around the star, ostensibly towards an outgoing jumpline for one of the planets. 
 
    “Just a bee sting, huh?” Riona noted from the command nexus onboard her flagship. “Alright. We’ll make it bleed then.” 
 
    Riona pulled all her ships away from the incoming jumpline, ignoring the second Hadarak that would be arriving in a few hours, and put all her drones into fighting the minion swarm without overdoing it, which meant a fighting retreat ahead of the Hadarak’s path. With so many minions in play, it was impossible to fully focus on them with the Hadarak so near, for every ship disabled would be pulled into and crushed by the monster. 
 
    And right now the minions were trying to get at the Tar’vem’jic most of all, though they weren’t exclusively going after it. They were operating on an intricate battle strategy with many facets, but Riona could see it all through the battlemap without taxing her ability to micromanage. Her Sav-enhanced mind, coupled with the computer systems, was enough to guide her fleet and play delaying games while minions were destroyed and her ships only lost shield energy…for the most part. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were a bit less agile, slugging it out with their larger ships and making the minions run by them to get at the Tar’vem’jic, which were firing through very narrow gaps between the blocking ships. This was forcing the minions to try and flank them, going wide and around the blockers, which was causing this whole battle to mushroom out and diminish the swarm’s density. 
 
    Which was part of the plan, and over the following hours the minion swarm was diminished and finally the Hadarak made its slow jump out towards the largest of the planets and third out from the star. Riona had guessed that was where it was going, for the closest planet was on the other side of the star, but this meant they had another few hours to fight during the microjump and further thin the minions. 
 
    Several V’kit’no’sat ships got caught and would have been destroyed if Riona hadn’t sacrificed a lot of drones to sweep in and push them away from the Hadarak, but that was worth it in terms of lives, as well as the fact that the V’kit’no’sat ships did more damage to the minions than hers did. They’d been designed specifically to fight the Hadarak, and their higher mass and volume wasn’t an accident.  
 
    Star Force’s fleet design wasn’t an accident either, but it wasn’t specifically geared to fighting Hadarak…at least not in a stand and die fashion…and prior to the invention of the Ysalamir the V’kit’no’sat fleet was the better way to kill Hadarak, but put the two fleets together and they overlapped each other’s weaknesses. Riona could keep the V’kit’no’sat ships alive longer, and the V’kit’no’sat could provide the heavy damage en mass while Riona’s drones went after the thinner minion formations trying to reposition around the flanks.  
 
    But as they were just starting to make the microjump out, the second Hadarak arrived and released its minions…which were faster and going to catch up before the tier 3 made it to the planet if that’s where they headed. At first Riona thought the tier 2 was going after another planet, for it started to move around a different stellar orbital, then it reversed course and followed the larger Hadarak with better than half its minions racing ahead while the others stayed as escorts for itself. 
 
    The second gen Archon could see the writing on the wall as soon as the minion wave launched from the tier 2, doing the math and knowing that the tier 3 would get reinforcements prior to arrival and have plenty left to cover it as it dove to the planet’s surface…and that’s exactly what happened. The Star Force and V’kit’no’sat fleets had to pull back further, then spread out for braking maneuvers that let them come into the planet at the same time rather than singly. They got to reposition for a few minutes ahead of the minions and form a gauntlet, into which the minion warships flowed like a firehose.  
 
    They were gunned down so easily Riona almost felt sorry for them, but enough started to get through and pool that the gauntlet had to start breaking up…then the tier 3 decelerated through the mass with the minions moving in perfect timing to avoid getting hit as the small planet-sized monster drifted down through orbit towards the planet, not fully slowly, with its damaged section rotating around to face the green/brown surface below. 
 
    The Tar’vem’jic put shot after shot into it, maneuvering between it and the planet to make their shots, then they had to break away as they began to come into contact with the atmosphere. The tier 3 did not, smashing into the gas layer like a cannonball as it gradually slowed, pushing waves out that would eventually reach around the entire planet, then it finally finished its rotation and smacked down on the surface wound-first. 
 
    But to a Hadarak that meant nothing, for their inner tissue was hard as rock anyway…but what it did do was put the Ysalamir-induced wound out of firing range of the Tar’vem’jic, meaning the tier 3 was essentially back to full health as far as the combat was concerned. 
 
    “Smart bastard,” she said as the minion battle continued, with her cringing as the sensors informed her in exquisite detail what the not so soft landing of a tier 3 was doing to the planet. Those beneath the Hadarak were killed instantly, but the deforming of the planet’s crust around the impact site was so intense that piece of it were actually flipping upward and fragmenting, most of which rained down as miles-wide asteroids while a few others obtained enough velocity to make it up into orbit…though they wouldn’t stay there for long. Beyond that, the expanding circle of earthquakes traveling across the planet were so extreme they were toppling entire cities on impact as if the buildings were nothing more than toothpicks. 
 
    Riona knew there was nothing to do here except destroy minions and buy time, for every hour they bought was more dropships going down and picking people up. More lives saved and evacuated, with those fleet now focused on the backside of the planet away from the Hadarak, but even there they were not going to be completely safe from the earthquakes.  
 
    And there was another Hadarak coming, just a few hours away. Whether it would stay in orbit and fight, or go down to the planet as well was unknown, but this situation wasn’t going to get any better. Until they got Ysalamir that could kill or seriously wound the larger Hadarak with a single shot, this carnage would continue, and Riona would be here salvaging what could be saved while other less experienced Archons might have cracked under the pressure. 
 
    But Riona wouldn’t, and Paul knew that. They’d both been through this grinder in the lizard war, and it had inoculated them from the emotional trauma at seeing so many people die. At seeing the horrific effects of a Hadarak landing on a fully inhabited planet. She was steeled now, but not apathetic. When the universe when crazy you had to stop trying to take it all in and focus on the bits of it you could make a difference in, though the stench of failure hung over every planet a Hadarak got to, and Riona didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Yet the Setwori that would be picked up over the coming days would be small victories, and Riona intended to get as many of them out of here as she could…and provide a stabilizing rod to the rest of her fleet and those individuals who might be close to cracking and losing their efficiency. If she held firm, they could block everything out and focus on her targeting assignments.  
 
    And Riona could feel it too, throughout her ship. Those people with telepathy that reflexively transmitted some of their feelings even when she wasn’t actively searching for them. The casual murder of so many people was hitting them like a stun blast and they were trying to stay focused on their jobs, but the feeling of not being able to do anything to stop this left them wanting to turn into zombies as they struggled for some way to mentally come to grips with this.  
 
    And while they did that, people would die that could still be saved, so Riona kept everyone on their toes and sent little messages to those that started to flag. It took some of her concentration off the minions, but she could multi-task and a good number of the crewers in the fleet were experienced enough to keep fighting on instinct that she could defer a lot to them as needed. And right now, she needed to get her own people inoculated against the carnage…but that wasn’t going to happen in a single day for most of them.  
 
    But give them a ray of hope, even in the slightest measure, they would wake back up again. That’s what she was doing, by giving them targeting assignments and redeployment orders. They didn’t know what she was planning, and that was a blessing, for a lot of them assumed she had a plan to stop this when she didn’t. But she did have a plan to evacuate as many people as possible, and right now that’s what mattered. Those that were being lost did not, in a sense, as far as her focus went.  
 
    And as she watched the fighting, none of the V’kit’no’sat so much as blinked. That angered her, for it was a sign that they were superior, at least in this regard, so she gently reminded her crew as needed, that if the V’kit’no’sat weren’t crumbling under the pressure, then her crews had better damn well not. 
 
    And with that little bit of competition thrown in, her crew suddenly broke their zombie states. Helplessness was the foe Star Force could not beat, but give them any angle, any advantage, any way to make a difference and they had a purpose. And so long as her crew had a purpose, they could focus on their jobs. Give them the impression they just had to stand by and helplessly watch people die and they wouldn’t know what to do. 
 
    And right now their purpose was to delay both Hadarak, for every minute that passed the Ysalamir was recharging, and in two more days they’d get to poke another hole in one of them. And it was going to take far more than two days for them to kill everyone in this system, so Riona was going to damage these bastards to the point they looked like a whiffle ball if they didn’t pull back to the star.  
 
    And at the end of the day, if you couldn’t save a planet, you could at least avenge it…and with a Ysalamir and a horde of fanatical V’kit’no’sat fighting with you, there was a lot of avenging that could take place if you played your cards right and didn’t crack. And Riona’s fleet wasn’t going to crack.  
 
    But she could understand how many others throughout the galaxy would…if they even bothered to show up and fight in the first place. 
 
      
 
    73 days later… 
 
      
 
    A mentally exhausted Riona watched from the command nexus as the tier 3 Hadarak corpse sailed into the star at the end of its microjump without braking. It had made the mistake of attacking the third planet first, and thus giving Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat more time to damage it once it finally had given up its half-buried bunker on the planet. The other Hadarak was now attacking the 5th planet, but this one was finally dead, having taken dozens of Ysalamir shots and a torrent of conventional weapons damage and just barely miscalculating how long it could survive. A final coring shot by linked Tar’vem’jic had made it to the Hadarak’s brain, and multiple explosives inserted through that hole had finally ended it. 
 
    Most of the Hadarak’s mass was still intact, for they hadn’t shot random spots, but focused on 4 set in pyramid spacing so that the Hadarak couldn’t turn away from any potential hit without exposing another area. That made it easier to maneuver the Ysalamir into position, but Riona had cut it too tight a few days ago and had lost the Ysalamir…at least its fireability…in a collision. The Hadarak had managed a grazing ram as it was firing, with the fleet not being able to maneuver it out of the way in time. Many V’kit’no’sat ships had been in the path and had been hit when they were packed too tight amongst each other to avoid, and even with their dampener fields up they couldn’t completely stop that much mass. 
 
    A partial evasive maneuver had been made, enough to save the Ysalamir, but the damage wasn’t something that could be fixed here. It would have to go back to a major shipyard, but that wasn’t her problem. Defending this system was, and she no longer had her ‘boomstick’ to fight the other Hadarak with. 
 
    But the tier 3 was dead, and that was the first tier 3 Star Force had ever killed…though it was actually a shared kill with the V’kit’no’sat. And as it rammed into the outer layers of the star and plowed through them making a flower petal dispersion wave before the final cannonball splash marked the grave of the Hadarak, she and the V’kit’no’sat had made damn sure it was actually dead and couldn’t revive itself later. 
 
    Rather than waste the ships and try to stop it from hitting the star, she’d sent everything else, including her command ship, back to fight the tier 2 that had only a pair of Ysalamir shots in it. They weren’t going to waste anything other than the Tar’vem’jic on it, for it was the minions that were doing the most damage to the planets. They’d thinned them considerably, but both Hadarak had planted subsurface factories that were pumping out new ones and spreading seeds everywhere above ground and below like a slow moving infection through the ravaged landscapes. 
 
    The system was lost, for 82% of her drones were now gone, and without her ability to protect the Brat’mar ships they’d begun losing them as well, especially when they had to defend the Tar’vem’jic from several nasty counterattacks. 
 
    Combined they still had a sizeable defense force, but not enough to finish off the tier 2. The best they could hope for was to delay further as the transports continued to run nonstop picking up people from all the planets wherever they could, but there was still 1 major world that had not been touched yet by either the evacuation transports or the Hadarak.  
 
    Riona wasn’t going to be leaving anytime soon, and her Ysalamir had already left the system with as small of a defense fleet as she dared to get it to a rendezvous point where a larger fleet would pick it up and get it to a proper shipyard. But so long as this system was still under assault, her place was here and few in either fleet were getting enough sleep as they worked long, hard days trying to scrape together whatever gains they could manage. 
 
    When new contacts coming into the system turned out to be minions, she let out a long, slow, deep breath, feeling her will wanting to break, but having it bottom out on a floor of steel that would not bend an inch. She would keep going until she was dead, but Riona couldn’t assume that for her crew or the V’kit’no’sat, so she activated All/Comm in order to address everyone in both fleets simultaneously…assuming the V’kit’no’sat wanted to listen. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming minions from the star,” she said, breaking the bad news for those not plugged into a sensor feed, and in English, not bothering to translate for the V’kit’no’sat who could do it on their own. “All compromised ships are to disengage to support roles. I don’t want any unnecessary losses because people are tired or feeling like making a final stand. This is a war of millennia, so we have to play the long game even when we don’t feel like it. Those ships still capable of fighting are going to further delay the fall of this system. Every minute we do another evacuee survives, and while that may get lost in everything going on, it means damn well everything to that person, and we’re going to get as many people out as we can…then we’re going to leave. Focus on that mission, not the people already lost. And remember, while the Hadarak are growing more minions, we’re building more drones and Ysalamiri. If we can hold it together, in the long game we’re going to win. So let’s minimize these early losses and play for time. Time is our advantage now. Time builds more Ysalamiri. Time builds better Ysalamiri. And Time will win this war, despite the ass kicking we’re getting here.” 
 
    “Keep each other alive, rescue as many natives as we can, and then we pull out when we can do no more good here. If anyone thinks this war is unwinnable, ask the Hadarak corpse buried in the star. That’s just us getting warmed up. Give our combined scientists a millennia to tinker with the Ysalamiri…well, I’ll let you think on that yourselves. Grab some sleep when you can, we’re going to be here a while longer. Don’t let yourself get burnt out, but don’t let someone die because you overslept. You know the drill. Remember your training and we will get through this, no matter how many more minions come in on that jumpline,” Riona finished, sending orders to part of her fleet to peel off and start heading towards the star to meet the minions head on and draw them away from the planets as the evacuation fleet continued its work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
      
 
    July 19, 128528 
 
    System 11932003 (Star Force-occupied Hadarak Zone) 
 
    7th planet 
 
      
 
    Bhanno was a Maverick, meaning he was the equivalent of an Archon from a race other than Human. In the beginning he had resented that title, thinking it was an insult to not also be called an Archon…but that was before he understood what ‘Maverick’ truly meant.  
 
    He was from a Knight race, the Voro’nam, and had been born into Star Force rather than transferred from the V’kit’no’sat. The Pachycephalosaurus had begun his life with a handful of psionics and gained more just by completing various forms of training unlike the majority of Star Force races that were banned from possessing psionics. The Knight races were the elite of the elite, but the Archons were still beyond them, and it had taken him a long time to figure out why the smaller race was so dominant. 
 
    It wasn’t a special set of psionics, though after becoming a Maverick he had learned about the existence of Essence and how some of the Archons and a handful of other individuals possessed it, but most Archons did not. What truly set them apart was their culture, and it was the most powerful weapon that Star Force had. The way they thought, fought, troubleshooted, worked together and simultaneously operated as individuals was the key to the Archon identity…and that culture had been crafted around Human biology. 
 
    Some aspects translated to other races, but then again some didn’t. Bhanno was a biped, like the Humans, but he didn’t have a vertical back and his arms were not so dexterous. He also had a tail where they did not, as well as a specialized psionic called Jar’gu’ta that emitted from the obsidian-like bump on his head. It created a mooring beam that could be used to push or pull objects of far greater mass than Lachka could ever hope to, and it could be used as a ramming weapon to enhance the stone-like bump’s collision capacity.  
 
    Bhanno didn’t use it much, but when the need arose it was damn useful in a myriad of ways that the Archons had taught them beyond what the V’kit’no’sat had learned over millions of years. It was something the Humans did not possess, yet they figured out how the Voro’nam could use it better than they already were, and they had done the same for every race within Star Force until their own biological limitations blocked their insight, after which they had to wait for one of the native race’s individual to advance to the point where they could carry on the development further. 
 
    All of Star Force’s identity was routed in the Archons, and by creating the Mavericks they had given Archon-level responsibilities to those who were not of their race, if not the name itself. And that was wise, for Bhanno was not an Archon. His body was too different, and in many ways he was superior to them, but their agility and specifically their ability to rotate in place without a tail to drag around gave them some advantages he would never have. Each Maverick race was a bit different, but they all were based on the Archons and extrapolated out from their culture. 
 
    Basically the Voro’nam Mavericks had learned everything they could from the Archons…and were still learning in some cases…then added to it through their own unique perspectives. That meant all Mavericks were slightly not Archons, yet each held their own racial identity as well. The Monarchs held no such distinctions, but that was because their work was that of the mind, not the body, and in commando combat it was all about the body.  
 
    So now Bhanno didn’t resent not being an Archon, for he was something better in some respects, namely his size and his Jar’gu’ta, and he shared the same responsibilities for the empire, though it would always be the Human trailblazers that led the Archons and Mavericks, unless they fell in battle, and he did not want to see even one of them lost. 
 
    They were family now, not outsiders or leaders in legend only. His limited interaction with some of them had only confirmed what he had learned from his lower ranking Archon teachers…for it was the Archons that finished the training of all Mavericks, in order to keep the bonds between them strong and focused on the Human core of the empire. They were all in a race to improve the most, and anyone who wasn’t equally obsessed with such improvement would be left behind rapidly. 
 
    There was an energy around them, in a metaphorical sense, and in the presence of a trailblazer it was elevated even further. Their movements were so smooth and refined, even down to their simple gestures. All redundancy and inefficiency had long been eradicated to the point they almost looked robotic when they didn’t have something to occupy their attention…but when they did, he saw their personalities emerge, and recognized that they were the same as him, just in different bodies. 
 
    Becoming a Maverick out of a Knight race was rare, even rarer than being selected out of the Human population. He’d been told that was because the pattern of identifying those with the ‘knack’ for it was more refined over the years in the familiar races, and those more recently added to the empire were not going to err on the side of inclusion, thus the requirements were more stiff until the Archons finessed the benchmarks for Voro’nam further. 
 
    That meant he hadn’t just been chosen to meet Archon standards, he’d been slightly above that, much like the original trailblazers. Once they had established what an Archon was, they had been able to loosen up requirements in certain areas to pull in people who were borderline and just needed a little kick in the tail to get them going rather than those that hit the ground running immediately. Bhanno was one of the latter, and it gave him an extra sense of pride that had never left him, though such things were of little concern now. He wasn’t an outsider dreaming of reaching the top ranks of Star Force…he was already here and realized the monumental challenge they had accepted in taking on the Hadarak. 
 
    In order to face that challenge, more Wranglers had been needed to control the Uriti minions and not the Uriti themselves. A new division had been created, referred to only as ‘anglers’ in short hand, referencing the fact that the gauntlet technology built into his armor wasn’t configured to communicate with a Uriti, but rather issue orders to their minions…and right now there were getting close to a billion of them in this system. 
 
    There were no Uriti here, no people here other than Bhanno. He was alone in this system, behind enemy lines, and had been here ever since Star Force had deposited a minion factory on this world and moved on. The Voro’nam Maverick had accepted the solitude as he oversaw the growing army of minions and kept them from wrecking the native critters that covered three of the planets in a system so remote that it had never been scouted by the V’kit’no’sat. 
 
    This system was in the 1st ring of the Hadarak expansion zone, with thick corridors of conquered systems bracketing it at a distance and expanding inward. Fighting was occurring in spots all over the rings as Star Force burned Hadarak minions from worlds and left their own behind, then the Hadarak would return to remove them and put them own in their place. It was insanity, but an insanity that was delaying their forward momentum considerably. 
 
    Bhanno wasn’t here for exactly the same reason. This system was far from the corridors and hadn’t seen any Hadarak presence yet, not even a passing courier minion, and the Maverick had plenty of organic sensors spread across stellar orbit to watch for them. It was strange using all organic technology, but it was effective when you knew you were going to lose it and didn’t have to risk people’s lives in the combat.  
 
    The problem was that the Hadarak minions were more effective in combat because they were people and not biological machines…but what the Star Force minions had in their advantage was the advanced Chixzon weapons technology added and the Wrangler leadership where applicable. Some systems had not even one Wrangler in them, for they couldn’t afford to deposit one in every system, so they just left minions behind with orders to grow more and more and fight the Hadarak when they came. 
 
    But not here. Bhanno’s mission was to grow this system into a fortress that could hold off any attack short of a Hadarak itself and to become an exporter of minion forces to surrounding systems. Already there were 18 systems in his little kingdom, of which he was the only person involved. He was avoiding the inhabited systems…at least any that were inhabited by people large enough to pose a threat to the minions and trigger their defense programming. There were some on this planet that could, which was why he remained here to make sure they didn’t accidentally go on a slaughter fest, but in other multi-planet systems he would put seeds down on the uninhabited ones with orders to protect the others…to some degree. 
 
    There was a limitation to how complicated you could make the orders, and there was a lot he couldn’t do with them, but this was the situation Star Force and the allied Triad was faced with. Too many systems and too few ships to defend them when you could potentially face a Hadarak coming your way. If they didn’t have that threat this war would be easy to fight, but without the ability to create fortresses from which to operate out of with impunity, you had to be ready and able to abandon any position, including this system. 
 
    Bhanno had several starships stashed away to use in his escape in case one or more was destroyed, for if a Hadarak came here he couldn’t stay and he knew it, but short of that he was going to make this small area of the first ring a thorn in the Hadarak’s plans for galactic conquest as long as he could, but he knew at some point the surrounding corridors would creep in further and further and choke him out. Thankfully Star Force engine technology was faster than anything the Hadarak had, so as long as he got a little head start he could move through their territory all the way back to V’kit’no’sat space on his own without need for rescue. 
 
    The planet he was on now was actually a nice one, full of lush jungles and rivers. He resisted the urge to name it, knowing that it was going to fall eventually, but he was actually enjoying his time here playing builder and solo scout while the Hadarak arrogantly pushed further out without first devouring the neighboring systems to their prime territory that was so dense with defenses that even Bhanno and his fast little ships couldn’t get through. It would take an eternity for the Hadarak to button up this region that tightly, and he wondered if the Hadarak would even bother. Were they really going to lay claim to the entire galaxy in that manner, or just torch it all and then return to their prime zone? 
 
    He didn’t know, and probably no one else did either, but out here in the majority of the galaxy, Star Force held the mobility advantage and they were using it to damn good effect with Bhanno and other extreme scouts being able to insert into the holes in the rings to build up entire armies from scratch…but they were cancellation forces only, and it was only a matter of time before Bhanno’s forces came into contact with the Hadarak minions and were destroyed in the biological carnage this war had quickly become famous for. 
 
    Across the planet was a communications grid linked into his armor’s gauntlet systems, so he could monitor everything from wherever he went. Those comm systems were biological as well, and linked from planet to planet and all the way into the star, so when something entered he would know about it as soon as the signal lag elapsed. Every now and then there would be a rogue ship pass by, usually of unknown origin, but today something much larger arrived on a jumpline from the Deep Core side of the galactic plane. 
 
    Bhanno was on one of his daily foot patrols through the jungle when word reached him of a significant mass entering the system, but once he got the first visuals of it he was confused. It was of Hadarak size, but the shape was wrong. It was elongated into a chubby knife blade some 201 miles long but only 47 high. It was a bit wider, at 78 miles, though the outlining Yeg’gor armor was not rough as Hadarak were. There was a glossy band along the edge of the knife, with the rest of the interior looking almost smooth as it was covered with tiny lumps giving it the equivalent texture of carpet.  
 
    That was not how armor was supposed to work, for the more surface area you gave it the quicker weapons could eat into it while spreading out. This configuration would allow it to soak up more energy at a faster rate, but when the point of overload came the surrounding armor couldn’t suck off some of it, meaning that more advanced weapons would do more damage…yet inferior ones would do even less.  
 
    Bhanno ordered all his stellar assets to monitor, and some to reposition, to get as much information as he could on the new contact, not sure if it truly was a Hadarak or not. The galaxy was vast and he had seen some truly weird stuff come through this area already, but the fact that his minion sensor stations were confirming that the contact was covered in Yeg’gor suggested this was some type of Hadarak or some race that had patterned their technology after them like the V’kit’no’sat had.  
 
    But no, for as more information was gathered he was able to confirm it was true living Yeg’gor armor, not a similar artificial copy, and the large telepathic presence of the Hadarak was also registering on the minions. This thing was alive, and while it wasn’t shaped right, Bhanno had the sinking feeling that this was a different kind of Hadarak. 
 
    “Please be a transport ship. A nice, big, fat, helpless transport,” he said to himself as he stood in a creek consumed with the myriad of data being transmitted directly into his mind via his armor. To his eventual relief, the Hadarak didn’t leave the star nor go into it, rather it just orbited around it until it got to another jumpline approximately on the other side as those minion facilities nearest it winked out of existence as it passed. 
 
    Bhanno looked for sign of enemy minions being dropped from the Hadarak, but he couldn’t find any. The Hadarak was just passing through the system, and when it did finally jump out the Maverick counted himself lucky but immediately went to one of his ships and raced in towards the star to where the dead beacons were. He hadn’t seen any weaponsfire coming from the Hadarak, and he truly hoped this version wasn’t built like a Uriti.  
 
    The minions he’d already tasked to check on the dead ones had located the debris…except it wasn’t debris. They were intact but dead, which meant Bhanno was going to need to take a closer look personally. 
 
    When he got there he could find nothing wrong with them from the exterior, yet there wasn’t a trace of activity in them. It wasn’t until more than a day later, after he had to climb out of his ship in his armor and insert a regenerator-like analysis kit that sent nanites throughout the mass, did he realize what had happened. 
 
    The biological hearts within the minion sensor station had all simultaneously stopped pumping. No damage to them was detected, they had all just stopped…and the lack of blood flow to the minion was what had killed it.  
 
    But that shouldn’t have happened, for there were backup systems installed in case that occurred…but those backup systems had not been used and the minion ‘brains’ had been starved to death along with the rest of their tissues. The reserve nutrients were still sitting in their bins ready to be pumped out to sustain the minion while healing occurred in the hearts, but none had been activated. 
 
    Bhanno couldn’t understand it. It was like the entire minion had just shut down. But since it was only a machine and not a person, the Maverick could revive it, and when he did everything functioned normally…well, normal as far as a mostly dead minion was concerned. Entire sections of it had to be cannibalized to regrow others, and the ‘brain’ sections were a total loss. Basically Bhanno had to grow a new minion out of the old, but thanks to the resilient Chixzon design that was a fairly quick process using the original structure. 
 
    The Maverick had already sent a flurry of courier minions off to alert Star Force, as well as more couriers back along the jumpline the new Hadarak had come in on, hoping to get some forewarning if more would be coming, but whatever this was it wasn’t a transport. It had destroyed these minions somehow without laying a mark on them, and the best guess Bhanno had was something the Archons and Mavericks had long feared. 
 
    A Hadarak that had a kill switch for the minions. Star Force had gone over the coding again and again, but they had never found one in the genetics. Yet the Uriti could stop Hadarak minions in their tracts. Maybe this type of Hadarak could just order them dead on command. 
 
    If that was the case then Bhanno’s entire army would be useless…but the Hadarak hadn’t even bothered to notice them. It was heading somewhere else, and looking on the galactic map Bhanno couldn’t guess where. There was nothing of value ahead, so either it was going somewhere in the first ring that made no sense to the Maverick, or it was heading further out and not bothering to travel on the main corridors like the other Hadarak did. 
 
    Then on gut wrenching impulse, Bhanno did an analysis of its entry and exit from the system, finding the limited sensor contact with it at those times indicated a faster rate of deceleration and acceleration than Hadarak normally had. 
 
    A lot faster.  
 
    That meant his couriers might not get to the nearest Star Force outpost first, so he activated one of his other hidden ships and set it on autopilot with a message onboard in addition to all the data he had gathered. The empty ship jumped out of the system on its own, racing to get across the Hadarak expansion zone to the nearest outpost with a proper comm network before this new threat made it to wherever it was heading. 
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    December 23, 128528 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    “What have you got?” Tennisonne asked Belo’chat as he made his rounds amongst the various sub-projects stemming off the 1st successful line of Ysalamir. 
 
    “A probable solution,” the I’rar’et said, shaking his folded wings momentarily in a gesture that the Mastertech had learned was a sign of excitement. 
 
    “Probable? I said not to use that word unless you were damn sure,” he said, walking around to the far side of the holographic platform and using his pair of anti-grav boots to fly up next to it where the avians would be sitting on perches. He’d found that the boots made things a lot damn easier when dealing with the larger races, and the I’rar’et really didn’t like standing on the ground when they could get their feet locked around something sturdy.  
 
    “I am damn sure,” Belo’chat said, using the English term. “The capacitors will hold a minimum of 78 days before bleed-out begins. I believe our warfleets will be able to make use of weapons that could endure half that time.” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” Tennisonne cautioned, waving his hand and scrolling through the holographic data as Belo’chat and another Pterodactyl assistant watched along with some Zen’zat…who were standing on the floor and having to crane their necks up to see the subject matter. “How small?” 
 
    “1.6 times the mass of a Kafcha, with only a single attachment pod for Zen’zat when remote operation is untenable.” 
 
    “I told you no suicide missions, Vik.” 
 
    “It won’t be unless necessary, but we don’t want to get into a situation where an enemy can jam or hack our own weapons away from us in battle. We need the option rather than wasting far more blood in a losing battle.” 
 
    “There is this thing called retreating, you might want to look into it sometime…” Tennisonne said, falling silent as his eyes narrowed. “Pyretic?” 
 
    “It’s the only way I have found to make them small enough to mass produce.” 
 
    “That’s just a waste, Belo’chat. A one shot Kafcha is too much material waste, let alone one larger…no way.” 
 
    “Yes way,” the V’kit’no’sat confirmed. 
 
    “There is no way the numbers are accurate. You can’t generate that much energy without a relay tube twice as long as the ship.” 
 
    “You can if you bounce it through the structure multiple times before releasing.” 
 
    “You’d destroy the ship’s ability to target before you released it.” 
 
    “Yes you would,” the I’rar’et said simply. “Look closer.” 
 
    Tennisonne flipped through chart after chart of theoretical data, for no prototype construct of this model had been approved by him yet, and he couldn’t understand what Belo’chat was getting at until one of the Zen’zat below finally gave him a telepathic hint that the others were not privy to. 
 
    It’s not a ranged weapon. It must attach to the Hadarak first. 
 
    An eyebrow went up on Tennisonne’s face, but he didn’t look in the direction of the Zen’zat below him nor thank him as the pieces suddenly began to rapidly fall into place and he saw what Belo’chat was on to. 
 
    “How long does the process take?” 
 
    “I think between 6 and 8 seconds, but that’s just my guessing. There’s no way to know the actual burn rate without a test.” 
 
    “Impact speed?” 
 
    “Negligible. We can’t ram them. I tried those simulations to no end.” 
 
    “What about the grapple fields…never mind,” the Mastertech said, seeing an optional upgrade point on the back of the weapon not far from the crew module. He’d assumed it was redundant at first glance, but now that he was digging into those specific files he saw that it was for a countermeasure package that would work like Rentar, the psionic that canceled out Lachka fields. The Hadarak grapple fields worked in a similar manner, but not with the same energy, though the amount of power required to override a field of that size was so much the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t been able to put the devices on their warships after they’d created the countermeasure.  
 
    “Ram charge,” Belo’chat explained. “One time use.” 
 
    Tennisonne exhaled slowly. “I hate building expendable ships.” 
 
    “If we can get through their Yeg’gor layer in exchange for two Kafcha, that is worth the trade compared to what we would lose through regular combat.” 
 
    “So these are for the small ones?” 
 
    “They are multipurpose. Can you not see the value?” 
 
    “The blowback will negate a lot of the damage inside a cavity.” 
 
    “Yet this will make their escape near death unlikely.” 
 
    “You want to save them for a finishing move?” 
 
    “In some situations, not all. Primarily they are to break through the Yeg’gor for our warfleets when a Ysalamir is not present. Even a single one might be able to scare a Hadarak into retreat.” 
 
    “Not exactly what I’m looking for, but Paul would kick my ass if I didn’t pursue this. Alright, these are small enough. Build a prototype, just make sure it doesn’t explode in my yard,” Tennisonne warned, pointing a finger at the Vik’s beak. 
 
    “Charging will not occur until it is beyond the shipyard. Thank you.” 
 
    “Just make it work,” Tennisonne said, flying back down to the floor and walking to one of the smaller Zen’zat-sized access doors. “We need every edge we can get.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean we lost it?” Yori-007 asked. 
 
    “We don’t know where it jumped out,” High Admiral Chi Gori said from onboard the Human’s flagship as it rendezvoused with the trailblazer at one of the massive ‘temporary’ Star Force bases along the edge of the Hadarak Zone. This one wasn’t for evacuees, but a rally point for shipping fleets bringing in replacement drones, personnel, and an insane mass of supplies, all of which were being housed in mobile structures landed on six planets in the system and arranged into what otherwise would have been impressive cities had one not seen an actual Star Force city before. 
 
    “I know the minion beacons can’t follow it, but you should have been able to pick it up on the other side.” 
 
    “It destroyed the closest beacons, and those further out saw it disappear with a null field cloaking device. They were able to track it backlit by the star until it passed by the horizon…then there was no way to figure out what jumpline it took out of the system.” 
 
    Yori felt his jaw hanging, then snapped it shut. “The Hadarak has a cloak?” 
 
    “Not a true one, just a total absorption field…at least as far as the minions can detect. They’re not exactly our top of the line equipment.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have anything if we hadn’t spammed them into empty systems,” Yori pointed out. “Was someone following it?” 
 
    “Not that we know of.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s getting close to its target,” Yori said, mentally checking the battlemap to see what was near that area, but nothing stood out to him. There were several systems with ongoing battles, but nothing major. It was all backline scrapping with minimal forces, most of which was minion versus minion. 
 
    “I think it’s entering the combat arena,” the High Admiral differed. “And it doesn’t want us knowing where it’s heading.” 
 
    “Too many slip’n’slide accidents?” 
 
    “Its speed is still considerably slower than ours. We can avoid it if we know it’s coming.” 
 
    “The Ysalamiri?” 
 
    “If it has come in response to the Hadarak scream, then it is most likely hunting the weapon that did it.” 
 
    “It’s not on course for that system.” 
 
    “And it probably knows we would have moved on. My instinct says it’s a predator going on the prowl.” 
 
    “But if it’s slower, how is it going to catch us? We’ve only seen one so far, but even if there were a dozen of them, the galaxy is so big that if they can’t move faster than us…” 
 
    “I know, Yori. It doesn’t make sense, but it just cloaked and we lost it track of it. I’ve got ships heading into the general area to try and locate it again, but I’m not hopeful. If I was it, I would change course immediately after.” 
 
    “So would I. But how is this thing getting information? It has no idea where to go unless it passes by courier minions or their own worlds, which it hasn’t yet, has it?” 
 
    “It has been staying clear of all Hadarak locations.” 
 
    “Almost as if it isn’t Hadarak?” Yori hoped. 
 
    “As if it wishes to sneak up on us from behind.” 
 
    Yori frowned. “Even if it knew where we were building the Ysalamiri, it would take forever for it to get that far out in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I agree. I do not know what it is doing, but it being here is not good for us.” 
 
    “Any updates on what killed our minions?” 
 
    “No, but all are dying by the same method, as far as we can tell.” 
 
    “Where the hell is this bastard going…” Yori wondered aloud as he mentally was searching the galaxy map. There were too many systems, too many combat zones, and not enough Star Force, V’kit’no’sat, or Zak’de’ron assets in the region to be able to track it now that it had gone invisible…which meant the scout ships he’d sent to pace it no longer knew where to pick it up. Almost as if they’d known they would be coming. 
 
    “We will know when it arrives,” the High Admiral warned. “We are not the first opponents the Hadarak have faced. And this is not the first time it has done whatever it is about to do.” 
 
    “I really don’t like the sound of that,” Yori admitted. 
 
    “Nor do I…” 
 
      
 
    14 months later… 
 
      
 
    With the Star Force fleet spread over the entire circumference of the Core with the V’kit’no’sat and Zak’de’ron choosing their own targets in and amongst the others rather than geographically splitting up the combat, the only way to stay in contact was by couriers transmitting comm network updates personally, which meant the scout ships had to know where to go. 
 
    Most of the time the fleets would indicate their battle plans before they left a staging area, but in the cases that they didn’t they’d leave behind markers for the couriers to follow, and Jennine Simpsen was the pilot of one of those couriers. She had sole command of the Valkyrie-class R33913, but even though it was too small to have a name she liked to call him ‘Wilbur.’ She and Wilbur had been together for the past 12 years bouncing around the Hadarak Zone carrying messages. She was the only person onboard the tiny ship that had almost no weapons or armor, but extremely beefy engines that would let it outrun just about everything else in the galaxy. 
 
    And that’s what courier ships needed to be, even more so than scout ships. She had no cloaking device on her 327 meter long ship, and was easy to see from even the simplest of sensors, but her shields were sturdy and her instincts keen. Pilots didn’t rate a Valkyrie without an enormous amount of training and a considerable field record, for if even one message failed to get through it could mean disastrous results due to miscommunication. The couriers had to get through, so only the most prudent pilots were trusted with them. 
 
    Today though, her message packet wasn’t urgent…at least she hadn’t been told it was. The contents were a large mass of regular traffic data, and something important could be in it, but when there was a special urgent mission the Valkyries would be told, so Jennine assumed this was just a regular run out to Riona-111’s fleet, and the Archon had left an easy trail of markers behind as they tracked a Hadarak to try and kill with the Ysalamir named ‘Bladestrike.’  
 
    Jennine had never seen a Ysalamir before, other than the ship profiles available to all pilots, and she was looking forward to seeing one in person when she made the comm packet exchange, though she hoped she didn’t arrive when they were in combat. That would be unlikely, but not impossible, and Jennine had flown through a combat zone before to drop off a message packet, then high tailed it out of there, but never one with a Hadarak in play.  
 
    Then again, she wouldn’t mind seeing a bit from afar, but her duties wouldn’t let her sit around and watch. She had to make like Sonic the Hedgehog wherever she went beyond the fleet, for moving slowly was an invitation to capture or destruction. Speed was her best defense, so no sightseeing beyond the scope of her duty was allowed. 
 
    But when she made the deceleration jump into the next system she saw far more than she ever wanted to see. 
 
    There was a Hadarak here, implanted into the 2nd world with a halo of warship minions ringing it…and further off around stellar orbit was a trail of debris from Star Force ships. 
 
    “No…” she whispered, checking her sensors and pinging them loudly. Subtly wasn’t the way of a Valkyrie, and if there were any threats nearby she needed to find them so she could run, but there was nothing nearby, so she set course for the ship debris at maximum speed with her dart-shaped ship looking like it was a needle cutting through the fabric of space all the way up to the edge of the newly formed asteroid belt where it slowed to a stop near a half-damaged warship. 
 
    Jennine activated her comm and ran through both regular channels and battlemap interlinks, finding the latter still active. Very active, in fact, with this ship and others in the area being damaged but not destroyed…but no one was answering back other than the automated systems.  
 
    Her teeth were clenched tight to keep them from chattering. She had a sickening adrenaline shooting through her veins, and knew her duty now was to look for survivors while she could, then report back the destruction of the fleet…and the Ysalamir. 
 
    It wasn’t with the other ships, but in closer to the star and ripped into segments that were slowly drifting away from each other, a few of which were even now falling out of orbit and heading in on a spiraling path towards the star where they’d start burning up in a few months when they hit the upper atmosphere, for the outer shell was made of Yeg’gor and even the inner deck materials were mostly immune to the intense heat striking them now… 
 
    Jennine turned her head away for a moment, squeezing her eyes shut and taking the luxury of a few seconds away from the view to grieve, but duty compelled her eyes back on the surrounding area, and as her sensors were recording everything she tried interlinking with whatever was left of the ships to pull information from them, but her clearance level was so low she couldn’t get more than some basic manifest and navigational data. She didn’t have the necessary codes to access the past battlemap logs, but there was one recourse. 
 
    In the event of ship disablement, there was a single ‘dump information’ code that all Star Force vessels were equipped with. It was for emergencies only, and had to be authorized by the crew to allow another ship to pull their logs…but if the crew didn’t respond in a given amount of time, the override would kick in and allow another Star Force vessel to pull everything. That was extremely dangerous if an enemy managed to get the emergency code, but Star Force ships were never completely unmanned without being locked down…but those damaged in battle never had a chance to lock down, so after 18 minutes of waiting with Jennine constantly broadcasting the code, the hulks that could still respond did so, and she used the advanced computer systems onboard her Valkyrie to record all of it.  
 
    Normally that would have been more memory than her ship could hold, but Wilbur was configured to carry very large data packets and she didn’t have time to sift through what was being transmitted and only record what was important. She needed to scoop everything and get out, so after a long meandering pass by all the wrecks, including the Ysalamir segments, she headed to the nearest jumpline that led to a fleet in the field, at least as far as her records allowed, and since she had an update packet that had fleet locations last reported, Jennine had a good chance of finding one quickly. 
 
    The closest one she could find was Jason-025’s lone Borg vessel, and as fast as that ship was, hers should be faster, and she was going to have to run him down to get him back here before someone else got to their ships and the bodies lining the corridors…for according to the dump that Jennine was pouring through, everyone in the ships was dead, many of them simply slumped over in their chairs manning their stations.  
 
    Something horrible had happened here, and there were zero survivors reported. Not a single one on any ship, so Jennine had no one to rescue. And if someone was going to figure out what had happened here, she definitely needed a trailblazer. He would know what to do. Now she just had to track him down…before whatever happened here happened to him too. 
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    June 5, 128530 
 
    Mid Jump 
 
    Sanguine Blade 
 
      
 
    Jason sat in a conference room onboard his Borg-class vessel with several dozen of her crew, all of which were pouring over the battlemap data retrieved by the courier. None of them talked, merely mulling through the records of the very one-sided battle that had killed every single one of Riona’s ships, including the Ysalamir. No one had made it out, and losing Riona on top of all the rest felt like a knife blade through Jason’s chest. 
 
    They were enroute to the battle site now, still several days out, but no one understood what had happened. Riona had been fighting the Hadarak that now sat on the planet, wounded with not one, but two large holes in it, ostensibly from the Ysalamir, which meant it had been a multi-day battle, and against a tier 2 that was understandable. But then a new Hadarak appeared out of nowhere on a collision course for the Ysalamir.  
 
    The larger ship moved, just in time to avoid a full on hit, but the angular Hadarak that decloaked only after the impact had sliced through one of the folded-up forward arms, ripping a corner of the Ysalamir away as the Hadarak tumbled from the impact and the surrounding ships fled out of its path like scared mice as it was suddenly visible and sitting amongst them.  
 
    Riona had done well after that, moving her fleet instantly into varied assault/retreat combos as she fought to figure out what this new Hadarak could or couldn’t do, but it turned out that the Ysalamir was not faster. Even after making an emergency microjump towards nowhere the Hadarak followed impossibly fast and managed a slow ram directly on target this time despite the dampener fields being set to full. Its Yeg’gor blade-shaped exterior ring cut into the Ysalamir’s own Yeg’gor hull, each deforming on the hit, but the Hadarak had physics on its side and much thicker armor.  
 
    The Ysalamir’s attached ships executed a flip maneuver, trying to pry it off and only succeeded in imbedding it further, but when they completed their 180 they pulled on the star and jumped back towards it, ripping the Hadarak free and setting a collision course with the tier 2 that was still in low stellar orbit and not chasing the Star Force fleet. 
 
    Then somehow the new Hadarak caught up and impacted the Ysalamir again, only to do the impossible and emit some sort of field that slowed the ramming ship until it stopped in stellar orbit, after which the new Hadarak flew around inside the larger Ysalamir, slicing it to pieces as the crew onboard desperately tried to escape, but their ships were being caught up in whatever the field was and hanging there outside it, but unable to break free. 
 
    Riona brought her entire fleet in to fight both Hadarak while pulling out the survivors. A delaying battle before getting set up to run away, except she didn’t get a chance. Something happened and every manned ship in the fleet suddenly had their crewmembers drop dead where they sat. It seemed those wearing armor with regenerators in them survived, and continued to fight the fleet remotely as best they could, then the new Hadarak came flying out of the Ysalamir carcass and intentionally went after the ships with survivors onboard…and disintegrated them. 
 
    Jason sat, looking at the multiple camera shots of what happened again and again, not sure what to make of it, but on the most basic level it was clear that the new Hadarak had went for the Ysalamir first. Mak’to’ran has said the war scream had signaled something worse to come from the Deep Core, now that they had a weapon that could quickly damage Hadarak, and it seemed his prediction had been correct. 
 
    Once all the control ships had been destroyed, the remaining drones continued fighting on their last standing orders…which meant any targets assigned they would pursue to their destruction…and Jason was slightly pleased to see some deep furrows put into the new Hadarak from repetitive strikes, but nothing even close to what one Ysalamir shot would have accomplished. It seemed the Hadarak had been toying with the denizens of the galaxy this entire time, and now that they had a weapon that could effectively be used against them, they were going to be denied that weapon. 
 
    Which meant all the other Ysalamir out there were in jeopardy, which was why Jason had given orders with the courier to recall them all from battle and hide them until he could figure out what sort of new beast this was. 
 
    And that meant he was heading into a confrontation with it, assuming it was still in the system. He had a gut feeling it wouldn’t be, but at least they’d be able to recover their ship debris and bodies, hopefully before anyone else would be able to scavenge them. The last thing they needed now was a weak enemy learning from their technology only to use it against them later, so Star Force had strict ‘no littering’ policies in place…but beyond that, Jason wasn’t going to let their dead just lie out there. Not if he had a choice. 
 
    Everyone else was in as bad a mood as he was, but they all had a job to do and any insight into what had happened was critical, so he and the others were going to try and glean everything they could from the records before they arrived, but Jason had a dark feeling inside him that he couldn’t confirm from the records. It was one that only he could confirm or deny once meeting up with the new Hadarak, assuming he lived through the encounter… 
 
      
 
    The Sanguine Blade came out of its jump well short of the star, decelerating hard to get the extra distance and hopefully get a good look at the system before making contact with anything. 
 
    Jason was already plugged into his astromech with the rest of the ‘small’ crew of some 8,249 all at their stations on the largely automated Borg vessel. It could carry far more than that, but Jason had it currently set up in full Hadarak killer mode, not as a transport for ground troops or even ship killing operations. He had as many Tar’vem’jic packed into the hull as he could fit, along with a lot of large secondary weapons rather than numerous smaller ones that would be necessary for fighting minion swarms or other large numbered fleets that had low individual ship mass. 
 
    He also had 82% of his drone count attached to the ship in a long cubical column that matched his ship’s dimensions exactly, though where there were some missing from losses in recent battles he left a few strands sticking out the back rather than stack them all in tightly and lose a little deployment speed…which he was right now utilizing as the entire mass of drones moved away, shedding one layer at a time and becoming a nebula-like cloud around the cubical ship that continued to expand and expand into a huge picket sphere. 
 
    Jason had sensors on ‘screaming’ mode, sending out the most compact beams they could, not carrying that they would light up on even the most rudimentary receiver anywhere in the system. Subtlety was not needed here. Finding the new Hadarak was. 
 
    But the only one that registered was burrowed into another planet, with the first planet being mostly destroyed with the remainder infested with minions. He hated just leaving whatever people were down there to the Hadarak, but he wasn’t configured for a rescue operation and he wasn’t going to try one so long as the new threat lurked nearby. 
 
    Jason spent more than 6 hours scanning, but nothing showed. Maybe that was because he didn’t have a Ysalamir with him, maybe that was because it had moved on already in search of the others, but as he brought his ships into the expanding debris field with drones rushing out to collect all the wayward pieces, he also had some travel out to the tier 2 to get better sensor scans. They had to evade the minions in orbit there, but that wasn’t too difficult, for Riona had already killed most of them. 
 
    A single tear leaked from his closed left eye as felt a deep pang of loss and anger for her death, now that he was here where she had died along with everyone else. He’d gone through the manifest in less than a second, identifying 6 other crewers in her fleet that he had known and one other Archon, but they were all young and barely acquaintances. Riona he had known ever since getting out of basic training, for she’d been in the first class to follow them.  
 
    Her body was nowhere to be found, but that wasn’t because she’d made a dramatic escape. The portion of her command ship where the bridge had been was gone…hit with a disruption weapon that had turned it into confetti while leaving the rest of the ship more or less intact, though cracked from the explosion that occurred inside it. 
 
    The same was true in other ships where the initial survivors had been. Jason had hoped someone was hiding out somewhere, maybe a dropship having gotten away and hiding elsewhere in the system, but he’d sent out recall signals so loud nobody would have missed them and tiny, fist-sized search drones into the wrecking to search every corridor and room in the remaining pieces. No one was found, but many rotting bodies were where there was still pressurization. 
 
    The others were frozen where life support had failed, but they hadn’t died of the cold. Autopsies were hard to do after so many months’ decay, but there was no obvious signs of damage to any of them. Much like the biological minions that had been killed when the new Hadarak passed them in other systems before it went dark and began hunting. 
 
    Which was exactly what it was doing. Hunting. And its prey was the Ysalamiri.  
 
    What the hell were the Hadarak still hiding in the Core? Was this war even winnable, or were they continually being toyed with as some sort of training exercise? 
 
    When the drones around the planet got enough data on the Hadarak’s injuries, Jason finally let loose, sending his pent up rage out in an Essence Rush around his body after having taken a break from the astromech. Now that he was back in, he wasn’t just going to sit here and collect debris. If the new Hadarak was in the system he was going to draw it out. And if it wasn’t, he was going to finish the job Riona had started. 
 
    Like clockwork the Hadarak on the planet sensed his Essence Rush and began disengaging, soon to climb into space and come after him…but his Borg vessel was already waiting in high orbit by the time the Hadarak got free. No sign of the other was here, and Jason was pretty sure that his sensors could pick it up even when cloaked using backlight tracking. Even if it absorbed all forms of light, it wouldn’t be able to reproduce the starlight it was blocking, and Star Force ships had long been equipped to pick out such subtleties from range. If the new Hadarak was going to make a run at them, Jason would see it coming long before it hit now that they knew what to look for. And a Borg vessel was far faster than a Ysalamir. Just let them try and ram the Sanguine Blade… 
 
    But the other Hadarak didn’t show up, and Jason surged his Essence again to make sure the tier 2 kept coming, with Jason pumping Tar’vem’jic shots into it all the way up, some of which dug deep into the holes Riona had punched, but the Hadarak tried to keep them out of range by rotating around out of the firing line. Jason’s drones swarmed the minions escorting it, quickly winning that fight and tasking them to probe the two holes and add to the damage already done. 
 
    Jason kept it distracted with Essence rushes while staying out of grapple range, but eventually, after many hours, the damage added up to the point that the Hadarak had to either win the fight or disengage, Essence presence or no, and it tried one last desperate ramming maneuver that Jason was waiting for. He used it to sideslip around it and pour 7 simultaneous Tar’vem’jic blasts into one of the wounds, going deep enough to tickle its central brain…at which point it turned and ran hard for the star, but it was never going to make it. 
 
    Specialized drones went kamikaze down through the hole, being battered to the side by the Hadarak’s grapple fields in a desperate last attempt to save itself, but the countermeasure packages they were running allowed just enough immunity for some of them to make it through and plow into the exposed bit of brain…where they then detonated the kind of explosives few had ever seen, for they were rarely used by Star Force or even the V’kit’no’sat.  
 
    They were solari fusion warheads, which was just a shorthand way of stating that the rare elements were being compressed while simultaneously having their corovons removed…and without that incredibly powerful bonding agent, the resulting mass interacted in ways it naturally never would, starting a cascade reaction that literally shredded the atoms into tier 3 subatomic particles. 
 
    It was the equivalent of taking an atom and turning it into pure energy, more or less, with the resulting pieces being so small and unstable that they overloaded whatever they came into contact with. It was a mass-killing explosion, not so good when used in a near vacuum, but down deep inside a Hadarak, it had all the mass it could want, and when the solari fusion interacted with it, other secondary reactions occurred…all of which resulted in huge chunks of the Hadarak vaporizing and flowing back out the wound so furiously fast it looked like the Hadarak was undergoing a directional nova. 
 
    Jason had to let each one expire before sending another kamikaze drone down, but after 8 such hits the Hadarak lost all propulsion and began to coast towards the star.  
 
    He maneuvered the Sanguine Blade around into flanking position, then sent Tar’vem’jic beam after beam down the very narrow tunnel, further destroying what remained of the brain before finally accepting it was permanently dead and letting it ram the star as his ship and drone fleet circled back to the ship graveyard. 
 
    Thanks for the head start, he thought to Riona, knowing that this wasn’t vengeance. The Hadarak that killed her was still out there, and he and the other trailblazers were going to have to hunt it down first before they could use the Ysalamir again. Only then could they truly say Riona was avenged, and right now Jason didn’t know how they were going to do it. 
 
    He had the drones pull all the pieces into an impromptu cage grid made up of the drones themselves linking into chains and using mooring beams to hold the salvage in place as the remainder of the drones formed a blanket wall around the cargo, completely encasing it in the column that extended back off the Borg vessel, making it look like it was carrying far more drones than it actually was. 
 
    When Jason had every bit of Star Force technology that he could find picked up, he did a flyby of the planets and torched every minion he could find from orbit, saving the few cities of survivors and leaving a few drones behind in sentinel position to defend them until a fleet of evacuation transports could arrive.  
 
    And with that he said good riddance to the system and left. What he needed to do he couldn’t do here, and when he left the astromech he went straight to the nearest med lab, altering his normal blonde hair back into the shiny silver/chrome that he’d worn during the V’kit’no’sat war. Each of the trailblazers had, until the job was finished, and now they had a new job, a personal job, to complete and neither he nor the others would rest until that bastard of a Hadarak was dead. 
 
    And if this was just a precursor to more and more difficult Hadarak opponents that would eventually kill them all no matter how much resistance they put up…then so be it. Star Force wasn’t going to back down. They’d find a way to beat the Hadarak or die fighting.  
 
    Run, hide, strike back, evade…they’d do whatever it took, but they were never going to accept the Hadarak as others had. At the end of the day, when you put a Jedi and a Sith into one room and shut the door, only one would come out. And that’s what this galaxy had become. One room with the door shut. And only one of them, lightside or darkside, was going to come out. 
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    June 28, 128530 
 
    Outreach 39 System (V’kit’no’sat/Hadarak border) 
 
    4th planet 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 was sitting in the cafeteria onboard the Excalibur when word of the destruction of Riona’s fleet reached the system. He got a ping on the telepathic transponders, prompting him to mentally link into the nearest relay and pull a limited, but useful amount of data without having to get up from his three trays of food that he had only just begun eating.  
 
    He stopped midway through a spoonful of mashed potatoes, then calmly set it down and got up, walking out of the cafeteria to the nearest comm station where he could properly interface with the ship’s computer. His jaw was set firm, teeth clenched as he ducked into a corridor alcove and pulled out an inset stool, then he sat down and placed a hand on the interface terminal, allowing the computer to transmit directly into his brain the same way his armor would, though he wasn’t wearing any at the moment. 
 
    He pulled up all the data the Valkyrie had brought back, along with Jason’s message before the other trailblazer had left to track down what was left of her fleet. Riona was one of Paul’s closest friends, and now she was most likely dead. There was a small chance she had survived along with a few others in the wreckage, but Paul doubted it. Her ship had taken a direct hit on the bridge from a disintegration weapon that neither he nor Jason fully understood, nor did it appear to emanate from any particular place on the Hadarak’s body. There were no weapon ports at all, just solid Yeg’gor without any tentacles orifices. It looked more like a ship than a Hadarak, but a very alien ship at that. 
 
    Riona had run into it without knowing anything about it. It had targeted and destroyed the Ysalamir, then killed almost everyone in the fleet in an instant…then finished off the others by destroying the portions of the ships they were on before they could manage to run away. She had no chance against that. She’d been totally blindsided, expecting it to fight like a Hadarak rather than…whatever it was. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. She’d lived for more than 100 millennia, only to die like this…and not just her. Everyone in the fleet had been killed, and that added up to 682,139 people, most of whom were at least 1,000 years old. Hopefully a handful were still alive out there for Jason to find, but that wasn’t Paul’s concern now. That thing was still out there, and maybe more than one of them, and he had to find a way to defend against those unknown weapons. 
 
    While he was going through the data he got a personal call, which he routed into a small hologram no bigger than the size of his hand popping up over top the console he sat at.  
 
    “You heard?” Kian-093 asked, with his own Borg-class ship also sitting in orbit around one of many fortified Star Force staging bases located just inside V’kit’no’sat territory feeding the assault fleets supplies and replacement drones, the latter of which both trailblazers were waiting to top off on before returning to Hadarak hunting. 
 
    “Just,” Paul confirmed. “We’re in trouble.” 
 
    “I know. Essence?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but whatever killed the crew was counteracted by regenerators…after the fact. I’m issuing an order for all fleets to mandate their crews wear them at all times in combat zones.” 
 
    “Agreed. Sensors showed nothing to create that disruption effect. Any guesses?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it has to have a massive amount of power to do that. Not to mention the speed of the…we need a name?” 
 
    Kian twisted the corner of his mouth for a moment as he thought. “Any chance this is your Unicron?” 
 
    “No. The profile doesn’t fit. I can’t explain what it looks like, but I know that’s not it.” 
 
    “Alright then…Lurker?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Fits. We’re going to have to probe this Lurker with drones from extreme range. Jason ordered the withdrawal of Ysalamir, and I’m adding the Uriti to that, so what do you think it will go after if they’re not in play?” 
 
     “I’d guess it came specifically for the Ysalamiri, but it was probably pacing the other Hadarak waiting for one to show up. My guess is it’ll be lurking near another small Hadarak in wait.” 
 
    “Well that narrows it down a bit. One of us has to find this thing…and it has to be one of us. You understand?” 
 
    “If it is Essence, we have to see it coming. Why didn’t Riona?” 
 
    “Maybe she did. The Ysalamir moved partially before the first impact, and before it popped up on backlit recognition. My guess is she did, but not in time to realize what was happening. We won’t know for sure unless Jason can recover part of her ship or the Ysalamir for order confirmation.” 
 
    “Damn, I missed that,” Kian admitted. “I was focused on the acceleration profile. I think the Lurker’s hull is specifically designed for ramming and it has the engine capability to match.” 
 
    “Ship or Hadarak?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Mass indicates it’s solid, though that doesn’t entirely rule out ship, but my credits are on Hadarak. How do you want to play this?” 
 
    “We need to find it first, then poke it with a long stick. We don’t let anyone near it until we have a better understanding of its combat profile. Specifically its speed.” 
 
    “If it’s hiding in a star, we’re not going to be able to find it.” 
 
    “It has to sense a Ysalamir, and mass won’t cut it. Not at any appreciable range if it’s that deep in a star. The stellar material mass signature will outweigh it.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Fairly, though it’s just speculation. I think they can only detect faint gravity pulls if nothing is in between. Put a planet there and the faint traces gets mixed in with the greater pull.” 
 
    “So it can’t detect…oh,” Kian said as a thought hit him, and as soon as he said ‘oh’ Paul got the same idea. 
 
    “The Hadarak is a sensor buoy for it.” 
 
    “So it can hide from us unless we draw it out,” Kian said, pounding one fist into his open palm. “Clever bastards.” 
 
    “I think it’s clear that the Hadarak are more advanced than we already assumed. So let’s just go all out and assume they’ve got a dozen more scaling options hidden in the Deep Core for when we warrant their attention.” 
 
    “We wait them out,” Kian answered Paul’s implied question, “except we can’t without sacrificing large chunks of the galaxy.” 
 
    “So the ‘others’ hide and avoid provoking them?” 
 
    “Typical cowards. Riona would be alive if they’d just warned us what the Hadarak were capable of.” 
 
    Paul’s teeth clenched again, for that little epiphany hadn’t occurred to him. “Have Davis wring it out of the Knights of Quenar.” 
 
    “I’ll explain it to him,” Kian promised. “So do we wait here for one to pop up, or do we go looking?” 
 
    “If Jason doesn’t find it waiting for him, we go looking. Time is not on our side if we can’t use the Ysalamir.” 
 
    “Then we should use one as bait.” 
 
    “Not yet. Maybe we can track this thing down to a certain area and drop sensor beacons in the neighboring systems.” 
 
    “Get eyes on it then poke it with a stick? I’d prefer that, but if it’s got a cloak and only uses it part of the time, then it means it doesn’t want to be found. It wants to pick the battlefield.” 
 
    “Wonder why?” 
 
    “Not the typical Hadarak MO, I’ll give you that. It doesn’t have tentacles, so maybe it’s weaker than we think and can’t get into a prolonged battle. It could be their version of a Ysalamir.” 
 
    “My gut says no. I think it’s far more powerful and the Hadarak are meant to be obvious to draw out the threats, then the Lurker quietly goes after and assassinates them.” 
 
    “Little black holes roaming the galaxy…oh, you don’t think…” 
 
    “No, but they can easily hide in orbit near them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if in the Deep Core there is some mother Hadarak the size of a star that spews these things out?” 
 
    Paul cringed. “Please no.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, what does this whole invasion do for the Core?” 
 
    “Keeps our focus away from it,” Paul agreed. “We’d have to build something stupidly fast to get in there and out again.” 
 
    “I’ve run the numbers too. It would have to be almost all gravity drives and fuel pods. And it would be chased the moment it entered a system. It couldn’t snoop around, and something that size would not be missed on entry even if cloaked.” 
 
    “We need to wait until we get better engine technology…but we can’t,” Paul said with a sigh. “Knowing is half the battle…and as long as we’re in the dark, we’re going to lose more like Riona.” 
 
    “One of us has to go,” Kian said somberly. “With a crew of anklebiters.” 
 
    “I need to be the one,” Paul said with a sneer, “but I can’t leave. Especially not now.” 
 
    “I’d volunteer, but we’re all needed now, and I don’t trust any of the second gens enough for this. However, there is one obvious alternative.” 
 
    “Who?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Kara.” 
 
    Paul flinched. He’d written her off because she wasn’t that good at naval and had gone more of the commando route after achieving Neo level, but then again she had the most experience sneaking around the galaxy unseen. Actually, next to Paul, Liam, or Roger, she was the best possible alternative. 
 
    But a part of him didn’t want to let her go. He’d just lost Riona, and Kara… 
 
    “Afraid you’re losing your Harem?” Kian said with an extra bit of snarkiness. 
 
    Paul glared at him, but quickly took his meaning. “Don’t tell me losing Riona doesn’t hurt you too?” 
 
    “It does, but I know she was closer to you, and Kara probably even more so. But Jason’s your best friend and he’s off looking for the Lurker not knowing what it can really do. There is no safe space here, Paul, other than you going first and taking the hits yourself.” 
 
    “You read my mind.” 
 
    “Easy, because we’re all of the same mind. Probably Kara too, if she really is a trailblazer.” 
 
    “That Lurker went right through Riona’s shields, Kian. Shields and armor. Do you have any idea how much worse it could be in there?” 
 
    “Kara will find out, as safe as can be done other than you going. And right now we need you, Liam, and Roger to figure out how to kick a Lurker’s ass. And we need me and the others to make a profession of it. We can’t go scouting.” 
 
    “It’s not like Kara is useless.” 
 
    “She’s not a battle mistress, Paul. Not like we need now. And she can spend a lot of her down time working on how to undo her genetic sabotage. I hear that’s what most of her Essence training has been geared for.” 
 
    “Sold,” Paul said, letting it go. “Now you go and convince her.” 
 
    “It won’t be hard. She’ll throw herself at the head of the column the same as you.” 
 
    Paul reached out and flicked the tiny head of the hologram. “Jerk.” 
 
    “Just a friendly poke, Paul. When we’re hurting we have nothing to strike back at. Nothing to focus our attention on. We just sit and take damage, which is not what we’re geared to do. We need a purpose. And sometimes being a jerk helps accomplish that end.” 
 
    “Harem?” 
 
    “If it doesn’t sting it doesn’t draw ire.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of ire,” Paul said with a sneer. “I just have nowhere to put it.” 
 
    “Yet,” Kian reminded him.  
 
    “I can’t decide if I should cry or scream.” 
 
    “The wall in my quarters has a hole in it,” Kian admitted.  
 
    Paul looked down for a moment. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Gives me something to do. I hate sitting helpless too.” 
 
    “If it’s not Essence, what else could get through armor and shields?” 
 
    “Telepathy, but that would require tricking the body to harm itself, which I doubt. If the Hadarak can sense Essence, then it’s a safe bet that somewhere in their ranks someone can use it. You can’t genetically engineer a detector for something you don’t know exists.” 
 
    “But how are they managing it without the skills? You and I can see Essence because we know how to produce a Rush. We’ve cracked the case. Can all the Hadarak use it and are just holding back?” 
 
    “Makes no sense,” Kian agreed. “But it will once we figure it out.” 
 
    “Well that’s helpful.” 
 
    “Just pointing out the obvious. I also wonder if someone who has Essence skills can wake it up in another. Maybe just enough to see it without being able to cause an Essence Rush.” 
 
    “Hadarak are spawned in gravity wells. It’s possible they could pass it on to each other, but that would require them having that ability.” 
 
    “Unless it’s a passive transfer.” 
 
    “Mitosis?” Paul asked, referring to the splitting reproductive method that Human cells used. “Essence is bound to a Core. I don’t think you can split a Core.” 
 
    “Maybe you summon a second one to you and develop it like an add-on…I don’t know. I’m just spitballing here.” 
 
    “Regardless, the Hadarak can sense Essence and are tasked to destroy it. If the Lurker used it, the Hadarak there didn’t respond.” 
 
    “Point. Maybe it’s just the ‘unauthorized’ use of Essence that pisses them off like the unauthorized Uriti existence.” 
 
    “We need a defense, Kian. Without even a basic nullification Essence effect, we’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    “The ones who know how aren’t in a mood to share. We’re just going to have to wait until Rio and Wilson can figure this out.” 
 
    “We can’t get near the Lurker without one,” Paul said pointedly.  
 
    “You’re pretty sure it’s Essence, aren’t you?” 
 
    Paul shook his head warily. “If it’s not, we’ve got a whole new stack of problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is a little too Raf.” 
 
    Paul couldn’t help himself and belted out a loud laugh. “You’re one of only a few people who even understand what that means…but you’re right. We’re ignoring the obvious conclusion because we’re looking to cover all contingencies. Most likely, the Hadarak have Essence skills that the ‘Others’ are afraid of…” 
 
    “Which means we’re wading into a very old, very complicated, and very massive level of warfare that we’re only just beginning to understand.” 
 
    “Two sticks and a rock,” Paul said in agreement. “And we have to share the rock.” 
 
    “So how do we get ourselves a tank before the galaxy is eradicated?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paul said regretfully. “I really don’t know. And until we do, reckless are we.” 
 
    “Maybe reckless, but no longer lacking forewarning. Riona took that hit for us, so now we know.” 
 
    “We don’t know enough…other than to keep our distance.” 
 
    “That would have been enough to save Riona, and it’ll be enough to save others.” 
 
    “I don’t find that very encouraging,” Paul warned. “I don’t think we’ve seen the full extent of the Lurker’s capabilities. And if they’re even faster than we’re expecting, we might not be able to stay out of range.” 
 
    “Then you and me and the others have to go poke it with a stick and find out, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “We have to find it first. Then I’ll go and poke it with this mother fucking stick,” he said, pointing upwards to indicate the Excalibur that he was sitting in. “Essence may be able to pass through mass, but it can’t ignore it. It’ll take a lot more than one of those disruption blasts to take out a Borg cube.” 
 
    “Unless it can be targeted to a specific area inside,” Kian warned. “But if it’s line of sight, then yeah, we’re not sitting in a little donut like she was.” 
 
    “Find the bastard, and we’ll do this ourselves before anyone else gets blindsided.” 
 
    “Jason’s on it, and the others will know soon enough what to look for. And I don’t think it came all the way out here to sit and wait. It’ll come for us, one way or another, Ysalamir or not.” 
 
    “That’s not my impression.” 
 
    “Trust me. If we keep killing Hadarak the old fashioned way, it won’t stand by for long, and I don’t think it will go back to the Deep Core. Not until it finds where we’re making the Ysalamir.” 
 
    Paul rubbed his chin for a moment. Unless it backtracked supply convoys there was no way it could figure that out unless it had some sort of intelligence gathering capability. Putting that thought aside, it would probably wait on the front lines until another Ysalamir emerged. If one did not… 
 
    “Yeah, you might be right. And if it does sit and wait, we can bring one out and bait it into a confrontation on our terms.” 
 
    “So we have a plan?” 
 
    “We have the beginning of one.” 
 
    “What are we missing?” Kian asked. 
 
    “A really effective stick…” 
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    December 2, 128531 
 
    System 339140 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    18th planet 
 
      
 
    Tavoni was sitting in a cloaked scout ship in high orbit, monitoring the enemy minion growth on the planet below and distantly keeping count of the Hadarak that came into and out of the system. 339140 was one of only a few major transit hubs in the Hadarak network, with strands from 3 major routes all passing through this system. Six of the planets had been ‘colonized’ thus far, but it was this one that was showing never before seen growths, the nature of which Star Force was curious about, guessing this might be the precursor to another stage of warfare in their playbook. 
 
    So far the 3-man Kiritak crew hadn’t been able to determine what the growths were, but they were huge…each more than 3 miles wide and dome-shaped. Passive sensors couldn’t see into the interior, and even a few active sensor blips hadn’t penetrated, but they had indicated that the shell was hard…not as hard as Yeg’gor, but it was dense and very thick. What it was protecting beneath Tavoni didn’t know, but it wasn’t going to be anything good for the galaxy, that much he was sure of. 
 
    He and the others were going to have to wait and see what came out of the now 201 growth chambers. They’d been adding more each month, though they took a long time to get to what they believed was full size. A lot of resources were being funneled into them via subterranean pipes that acted a lot like blood vessels coming from processing centers where raw ore and other materials collected by ant-like minion armies would be dropped off and ‘digested’ by various means.  
 
    A lot of that refined material was then being pumped underground and into the new growth chambers, as well as being supplemented by flying minions bringing egg-like canisters in and cracking them on the dome. Their gelatinous material would then stick on top and slowly absorb until it was gone. Tavoni had checked multiple time to see if it was evaporating, but it wasn’t. It was going into and through the armor, then disappearing inside. 
 
    The Kiritak had a mystery on their hands, but an alert from the cloaked probes left around the star got Tavoni’s attention. Every time a mass the size of a Hadarak jumped in the scout ship would get a notification on such an odd frequency that the enemy didn’t recognize it as a comm signal. It was extremely low wavelength light that was barely distinguishable in the mass of stellar radiation, but it was just enough to get some very basic data through without giving away the probes’ location. 
 
    Tavoni scrambled out of his seat and ran back to the bunks to wake his fellow Kiritak, shaking one so hard he thought he was under attack and punched Tavoni in the chest by habit, knocking the excited pilot back half a meter. 
 
    “It’s me, it’s me!” 
 
    “What…what is going…” 
 
    “We found it. It’s here,” Tavoni said, stepping over to the other bunk and poking Nikkiti in the ribs as she was slow to wake. “It just jumped into the system.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The Hadarak that killed Archon Riona’s fleet. It’s here,” he emphasized.  
 
    The other two Kiritak glanced at each other, then both of them scrambled out of bed and followed Tavoni to the cockpit where additional passive sensor data was being passed out to them on a considerable amount of lag.  
 
    “Same shape. Am I wrong?” Tavoni asked. 
 
    “You’re not,” Nikkiti confirmed. “We have to let them know it’s here.” 
 
    “No,” Baddaa insisted. “We have to see where it jumps to, then we leave and tell them.” 
 
    “We leave this planet now, right?” Tavoni checked. 
 
    The other two nodded their agreement, then Tavoni began accelerating them around orbit towards a jumppoint that would lead them to the 2nd planet in the system, then a short jump in to the star in order to avoid the primary jumpline from the 18th planet straight there. “Why can we see it?” 
 
    “Friendly system. It has no reason to hide here. They don’t know we’re watching.” 
 
    “Maybe it takes too much power to hide,” Nikkiti suggested.  
 
    “You can go back to sleep,” Tavoni offered. “I will wake you when we get to the star.” 
 
    Both of them punched Tavoni in opposite shoulders, crunching him further into his seat. 
 
    “We can’t sleep now, you idvrit.” 
 
    “I had to check before leaving orbit. What did you want me to do?” he protested. 
 
    “Wait 10 seconds for us to wake up,” Baddaa said as he sat down in the seat to Tavoni’s right and began compiling the bits of sensor data they had into a composite image a little better than an identification silhouette. This might be the same one that killed Riona, or it might be a similar one. If their hulls were slightly different, like each Hadarak were, then they needed to compare the ‘name-shape’ to what the data packet they’d been given contained. 
 
    It took a few hours, but eventually they were able to confirm it was in fact the same one…either that or they were all identical…but as they got closer to the star they saw the new Hadarak veer away from its transitional orbit and make a microjump towards the 9th planet. The Kiritak decided to follow it there, while keeping a very safe distance, and see what it was going to do. And when they did, it turned their stomachs so much that Nikkiti had to leave the bridge. 
 
    The other two watched as the ‘Lurker’ skimmed the inhabited planet’s surface and sucked thousands of minions up to it, where they were squashed into goo that then rained down on the surface below. It was killing them, its own minions, and the Hadarak on the planet didn’t seem to care one bit. The minions did, and those now immediately near the Lurker tried to flee, but it was too fast and whenever it got near the swarms of ground minions they would be picked up like a magnet, flying from the surface up to the underside of the massive Hadarak, then killed as they squashed against the Yeg’gor armor. 
 
    “Why?” Baddaa asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I know they’re our enemies, but those minions don’t want to die. They’re trying to run away. Is it eating them?” 
 
    “Their bodies are falling to the ground. It’s not eating them. Not all of them, anyway.” 
 
    “What is it doing then?” 
 
    “I do not know. We record and pass on to the others. They will figure it out. Our job is to alert. Do we stay until it leaves or alert now?” 
 
    Tavoni considered that. “If it will be here a while, we should leave so the Archons can better track.” 
 
    “I concur. How much longer? Do we risk active sensors?” 
 
    “No actives. Riona already got actives on it. We need to sneak out. If we die, Star Force learns nothing.” 
 
    “Drop a probe,” Nikkiti said as she came back, now about half a kilo lighter. “Let it record while we run. Another ship can download what it sees later. Archons want Riona’s killer. We should not delay.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Tavoni said, prepping another stealth probe that would sit in orbit over the planet and watch what the Lurker continued to do, same as the others in the system. Right now their top priority was to report the position of the new Hadarak, so that the Archons could get on its trail as soon as possible. And that’s exactly what they intended to do, though it would take 13 days to get to the nearest Star Force outpost, meaning the Lurker would have around a month’s head start on whoever the Archons sent to chase after it… 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 wasn’t the closest to the Lurker’s last noted position, but she was in the area and immediately broke off her pursuit of a tier 1 Hadarak once a courier got word to her of its finding. She had her Borg-class vessel and a fleet of Star Force warships from the Lir’nen Knight race, giving her more firepower than most hunter fleets, and she wanted a crack at this thing before it managed to kill more Star Force ships. 
 
    So she headed to the last known area and worked from there, using a small fleet of her own courier ships to keep track of what was going on in adjacent systems and using predetermined rendezvous points so they could swap out data and let her fleet actually hunt what she couldn’t see. Those couriers crossed paths with other ships, some from Star Force, a few from the V’kit’no’sat, and even a Zak’de’ron fleet that didn’t bother to respond. Apparently everyone was looking for this bastard, but no one knew exactly where it was yet, other than it had moved on from the last noted system. 
 
    Morgan got a couple of updates including data of the Lurker cannibalizing its own minions. If what the other trailblazers thought was true, then this might be an Essence harvesting mechanism…and if it was, then it would be a way of recharging what was lost far faster than natural, or it might be an overcharge mechanism similar to the way some of the Essence users stored a reserve in a personal item, such as a ring or bracelet. They would move some of their Essence into the specially crafted Magicite container and have to periodically add a little charge to maintain the Essence reflectivity of the material, for only that reflectivity allowed one to put additional Essence inside as a bottle without it ‘leaking’ out or disappearing entirely the way Essence normally did away from a Core. 
 
    Then again it could be something else entirely, but the more tidbits that came in seemed to suggest only one thing…that this new Hadarak could use Essence, and with a body the size of an asteroid, that was a whole lot more passive Essence than Morgan could ever hope to match given her tiny body comparison. Her Essence skills were far beyond passive now, with her possessing 17 times as much Essence as she had when she first broke through to her initial Essence Rush referred to as ‘popping the cork’ by Head Trainer Wilson. 
 
    Now, whenever she used her Essence in a major way, her body, or more accurately her ‘person,’ adapted to give her a bigger Essence presence, far more than her body required for life. But 17 times was nothing compared to someone miles in diameter. The thought of what a Hadarak could do with Essence truly scared her, but they had to confront this thing, from a distance at least, and figure out what it could or couldn’t do. 
 
    Eventually one of the V’kit’no’sat ships found it, and was gracious enough to send out scouts to inform the other hunting fleets. By the time Morgan’s caught up with it, it was two systems further away and three other trailblazers had beat her there…but the moment the Opal Ranger came out of its braking jump into the system she got an emergency request for all her drones on the Star Force battlemap.  
 
    Morgan didn’t hesitate, trigger the fastest release possible for the column of tightly packed drones trailing her cubical ship and making it look 5 times as large as it actually was. As they began to fly out like dust from the column, her ship’s sensors began to catch up with the deceleration lag and what she saw stunned her. The Lurker was nearby, but not close enough to endanger her fleet, whose ships that had already arrived were now devoid of drones, having been pulled away on Jason’s order. He, Greg-073, and Ace-095 were already here and based on the battlemap data, their Borg-class vessels were almost entirely stripped of their drones. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Morgan to mentally sift through the battle reports from previous days, and it was in that review that she began to learn the truth about the monster they were hunting. It did, in fact, have the ability to use Essence, but it was displaying multiple techniques unknown to Star Force, including a disruption effect that basically undid the bonds between molecules and just reduced a target into an expanding nebula. That was what had killed Riona, but not most of her crew.  
 
    None of the manned Star Force ships were getting anywhere close to the Lurker, but the Zak’de’ron had and their servant crews had been killed just by getting into proximity, save for the few that had regenerators on. According to the information they were sharing, it was some type of attack that triggered a heart attack, where all blood pressure stopped as the biological pumps were ‘frozen’ in place. No sign of any energy or matter interference was noted, and the Zak’de’ron had been pleading with Star Force for an explanation. 
 
    It had taken some work, but together they had figured out that there was a spherical pulse attack from the Lurker, which Jason and the few other Essence users could actually see happen. The Zak’de’ron could not, nor could the V’kit’no’sat, and Jason now had a Zak’de’ron onboard his ship as an observer so he could look through Jason’s mind and see the Essence that they could not.  
 
    That was a bold move on Jason’s part, trusting a Zak’de’ron to get that close, but he wasn’t plugged into his astromech right now and the Sanguine Blade was keeping far out of range while sending in drones and having them get eviscerated by the Lurker…which was why they had been running out of them. 
 
    But the urgent plea now was because this system was inhabited by Hadarak minions, and the Lurker was headed down to the second of two planets while the drones in play attacked it mercilessly…and it ignored most of them. Seeing the battle records Morgan understood why. It had been using Essence to destroy them, for ramming didn’t work well against targets that ‘small,’ at only a mile or less long, and the drones were faster than it except when it used Essence to enhance its engine power. It had managed to ram a few when it had a split second head start, but that wasn’t an efficient tactic when it had to consume Essence for each super-fast maneuver. 
 
    Ace had been able to document a basic power curve of its engine power, which was about 1.7 times better than a Hadarak without enhancement, but then when Essence was added it jumped off the Hadarak charts and gave it speed equivalent to technological gravity drives…but not within predicted levels, because how much Essence you devoted to it had an effect. Morgan knew from Star Force’s own Essence-boosted techniques regarding Yen’mer, the flight psionic, that it was like stretching a rubber band. The more Essence you put into it, the more you were able to cheat physics, but also the more you put into it the less additional boost you got.  
 
    That meant they did not have a top speed rating for the Lurker the way a mechanical engine would have, and that meant they could not navigate close to it with the manned ships to get some long range Tar’vem’jic shots in without risking the crews…and the drones were far too small to carry Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat didn’t know what to do, and thankfully they were not sending their ships in to die needlessly. They were staying back and supporting Star Force, and right now Morgan saw that a lot of them were in fact burning the minions off of both planets…and suddenly she knew why the Lurker was heading back to them. It needed a recharge of Essence, and if it could steal it from the minions that was essentially the equivalent of reloading. Though how much could it actually take from those so much smaller than it was a question mark at this point. 
 
    “Fucking vampire,” she sneered, altering course with her Borg vessel even as the rest of her fleet continued to jump in behind her and send their drones off to Jason. “Time to test the garlic.” 
 
    Morgan sent the other trailblazers a message rather than holo due to the time lag that had them spread out too much for realtime communication, indicating what she intended to do, and Greg responded with a best case/worst case assessment of her chances, but none of them called her off, because she had something they didn’t. When the others had come out to fight Hadarak, they’d left all their Materia weapons behind, not intending to waste them on such large targets as the Hadarak, but Star Force needed to know as much about this bastard as they could, so Morgan was willing to use the single one she’d kept onboard her ship in order to poke it and see what happened. 
 
    “Cap, you know the drill. She’s all yours,” the trailblazer said, leaving the bridge in the hands of Captain Andor as she ran into a corner alcove and disappeared into a transit pod that would rapidly carry her across the 327 mile wide ship to a large number of key points, one of which was not too far off from where she’d hidden the Materia. 
 
    It took a few minutes for Morgan to sprint the rest of the way through the empty corridors on the huge ship, then she came to a door with no handle, knob, or interface of any known kind…except for a simple bar hidden within the door itself and visible only to Pefbar.  
 
    Morgan used her Lachka and rotated the heavy bar around…something most psionic wielders could not due to the weight of it, and unlocked her personal vault, inside of which was a number of different items, but she ran past the rows of shelves until she got to the back where there were individual compartments lining the far wall, inside of which was a ruby red crystal the size of a phone booth that held not only a lot of Morgan’s Essence, but the deposits of thousands of others gathered back in Star Force territory. Morgan had to top it off every now and then to maintain the shielding, but she had also been draining herself regularly in order to provoke adaptation to more than 17 times her original Essence level. 
 
    And a lot of the time when she did the draining, it wasn’t in training. It was here, gradually filling up the container that could theoretically hold 178 times more, but what it had in it already was more valuable than a cargo ship packed full of solari from stem to stern. 
 
    Morgan used an anti-grav harness, then attached the crystal to her back and ran out of the vault, triggering it to seal behind her as she headed for the nearest proper lift car that would take her to one of the Opal Ranger’s Tar’vem’jic batteries, for it was about to get a huge, one-time upgrade.  
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    The Tar’vem’jic itself was massive, more than a mile long and half a mile thick in its core alone. Morgan had to work her way through a lot of corridors not designed for straight line movement before she got to the outer shell of the reaction chamber. There was no door to get inside it, for it wasn’t somewhere you wanted to be when it turned on, but her ship had been built to accommodate Magicite, so there was an injection port waiting further to the left where the trailblazer set down the ruby red crystal matrix and tipped it over with the narrow end pointing towards the port. 
 
    She tossed aside the anti-grav pads and lifted the whole thing up on muscle alone, ramming it hard into the port so that it would accept it, then the crystal began to melt around the rim and fuse solid with the firing chamber…but that wasn’t going to do it. Morgan was going to have to manually fire this thing, because it required her Essence trigger to open, and that couldn’t be manufactured into technology, at least not as far as Star Force had learned to date. 
 
    “Cap, I’m ready,” she said through her armor’s comm, though it was currently retracted into two arm gauntlets. “Pick your spot and make it count. You’re only getting one shot.” 
 
    “I know,” the Xorell Captain said with his race’s telltale warble voice. “Do you want a full armor hit or should I try to get one of the dents enlarged?” 
 
    “Go for a dent, but the Lurker might get crazy when I start to use Essence, so be ready to hit a moving target. I don’t want this wasted.” 
 
    “Understood. We’re moving into position now at extreme range and we’re currently aligned for a shot. Activate it at your convenience, unless you want us to get closer?” 
 
    “This should enhance the range, just make sure you can follow the target once you shoot. And I need you to get a beam lock before I engage. Do so now.” 
 
    “Firing,” Captain Andor said, with the reaction chamber two feet ahead of Morgan suddenly getting dangerously hot. She could feel the heat coming off it as she instinctively kicked in her Rensiek to shield her face and other exposed skin as the weapon mixed its exotic cocktail and shot it out at the Lurker continuously. Morgan snuck a peak through the battlemap, seeing it hit the Lurker from range as the swarm of drones moved aside just enough to let the beam pass, as there were other Tar’vem’jic shots from different ships risking themselves to help distract away from Morgan’s prime shot. 
 
    The Lurker just shrugged them off, suffering the armor damage as it continued to suck up minions from below and tear through drones above that were far closer and more annoying than the few larger Tar’vem’jic stings. They had its attention right now, or maybe the minion harvesting did, but it was racking up a huge killcount of the closer enemies despite the outer layers of armor they had been removing with millions upon millions of tiny stings. Already it had destroyed 3.6 million drones, and at the rate it was going it would destroy the rest before they got through its outer armor layer…assuming it was of similar thickness to that of the regular Hadarak. 
 
    The Tar’vem’jic from the Opal Ranger wasn’t the only one firing constantly. The others were as well, taking advantage of the Lurker’s lack of movement with each hitting different ‘dents,’ but since the drones were coming to it, there wasn’t a need to break away from harvesting to return fire. Its disruption attacks were increasing as it took out drones in single shots and turned the harvesting area around it into a quickly growing cloud following the battlefield as the minions were actually moving into harvesting range to increase efficiency until they realized that they were going to be killed, then they tried to flee with no hope of getting away. 
 
    “Please just sit there,” Morgan said as she focused and summoned up her own Essence Rush. The energy inside her began to swirl, with her pushing it beyond her body and into the air like a pair of invisible hands. The Lurker sensed it, even from this far away, and stopped harvesting as it headed up towards her ship even as the Tar’vem’jic continued to fire and Andor reversed course, staying ahead of the Lurker as it accelerated hard up through the atmosphere to catch up. 
 
    Morgan took one last breath, then shoved her Essence into the Magicite and took control of the mechanism at the end, which altered the Essence stored inside into the proper technique to enhance the beam…then she began pouring it into the reaction chamber and the heat level jumped so much her clothing caught on fire, but she ignored it. She kept her Rensiek up and let her clothing just burn off her body as her skin remained safe. The Essence stored up wouldn’t release all at once, not with this weapon, so she had to keep finessing it, for she was the one powering the alteration ‘valve’ and if she stopped it would just dump into the machinery and probably cause it to explode inside the ship…or it might freeze it all out. She didn’t know and didn’t want to find out, so she had to stay put and make sure the Essence coming out remained a beam enhancer and not anything else. 
 
    She didn’t have much focus left to monitor the battlemap, but as the seconds went by she noticed a shift in the target and the ship…then suddenly the Magicite was empty and there was nothing left for her to do other than put out the burning scraps of clothing hanging off her body. 
 
    Her gauntlets were undamaged from the heat, though they were too warm for her to release her Rensiek and not get burned by them. Morgan walked away from the reaction chamber wall as it began to cool back down to ‘normal’ level as the Opal Ranger continued to fire from it, perhaps not realizing that Morgan’s enhancement had run its course. 
 
    “I’m empty,” she told Captain Andor, then suddenly there was a lurch in the ship that threw her into the sidewall. Her head hit, nearly blacking her out, then her armored deployed over her body and the regenerator inside it quickly cleared the fog from her concussed head as the ship shook again. 
 
    She caught a glimpse of the battlemap and realized the Lurker had rammed them right through their dampening shields, rotated around inside the ship and was in the process of slicing off a piece of it, then it had been broken free by a quick emergency jump out into the system at a speed it couldn’t match.  
 
    That had torn the ship even further apart, but not the section that Morgan was in. The sensors blurred with the microjump, then she belatedly realized that the Lurker had a hole in it. She double checked the past few moments of battle, and confirmed that the Tar’vem’jic hit had burned through the armor and into…no wait, not into it, right through it and out the other side! 
 
    Morgan glanced over at the Magicite container that was still attached to the side of the reaction chamber like a tick. “Looks like Yeg’gor can’t stand up to some badass mojo. I take back everything I said about you,” she told the device as she stood up and tried to get updates on the Lurker’s position, but they were accelerating away from the battle at nearly interstellar jump speed heading nowhere and the Captain was now trying to slow them before they ended up lost in space too far from a star to slow down again. 
 
    That meant they were actually traveling faster than the comm signals coming from the rest of the fleet, so it took quite a while to figure out what was going on back there, but eventually Morgan found out halfway back to the vault with her empty Magicite carried on her back without the anti-grav pads that had broken during the jolt. 
 
    The Lurker had tried to come after them, but whatever magic it had used to get the speed necessary to ram them wasn’t up to the task of chasing them that fast…or maybe it didn’t want to get lost in space itself, or didn’t have the necessary strength to accelerate then immediately decelerate. Either way, it had not followed, and rather than engaging the remaining drones it had gone after the other Borg vessels…none of which were in a mood to get caught. Once it figured that out it turned and ran back to the star, diving inside and hiding there, but still very much alive and relatively undamaged except for the one narrow drill hole that Morgan’s ship had just put in it. 
 
    Later she ran into a bulkhead that shouldn’t have been shut, then redirected around the damaged area that seemed to be expanding. That didn’t make any sense until a mass of green goo started to burn through the wall ahead of her. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she said, turning around and running with the Magicite on her back, but the advancement rate was too fast and she had to actually start flying through the corridors to avoid dropping it and running for her life. 
 
    “Active weapon system inside the ship!” she yelled over the comm. “Use internal shields.” 
 
    No response came from the bridge, and Morgan didn’t have time to check on their status as she rounded one corner after another, then had to race to get past another closing bulkhead as the air behind her started to get sucked out into space.  
 
    She didn’t want to leave the Magicite behind, but eventually she had no choice, throwing it backwards in disgust as she shot on ahead and started to gain ground on the corrosive goo that seemed to have a mind of its own.  
 
    When that description ran through her mind it caused an epiphany, with her using her Essence to scan it, at which point she realized it wasn’t just a weapon, it was actually alive! 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” she said, turning around and heading back to where she dropped the Magicite. Before she got there the goo did, but she tried attacking it with a variety of psionics and was disappointed when Ikrid didn’t connect to anything. She switched to Essence probes and used it to enhance her psionics, pushing and pulling the goo away from the Magicite with limited effect as it surrounded the container and consumed the nearby walls with rapid pace. 
 
    What effect she was having was overwhelmed by the mass of goo, and she realized with a depth gage that it wasn’t diminishing like acid would, it was actually enlarging as it went, feeding on the ship and making more of itself. How that was happening she didn’t understand, but if she stood here and let it get around her she was going to be consumed as well. 
 
    Morgan took off again, flying through the corridors and having to override some bulkhead doors, eventually gaining enough distance that she was able to hop into a lift shaft and let it carry her far away from the infection her ship was suffering. A few miles further and her connection to the internal comms came back on, along with the battlemap data, and she saw part of the infection had already reached the bridge…but Andor and the others were on the move through the ship, and Morgan needed to figure out how to deal with this before… 
 
    “Morgan, requesting permission to shoot your ship,” Greg’s voice suddenly broke through into her helmet as the Linebacker decelerated next to the heavily damaged Opal Ranger. 
 
    “It’s alive and growing,” Morgan warned him. “Miss my crew, but burn it the hell out.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Greg said as she began to feel tremors through her ship and she could see the impact points on the battlemap. Greg was shooting not at the goo, but into intact portions of the ship and cutting out sections to contain the spread, much like old school firefighters did by cutting down trees or setting small fires of their own to stop the advance of a much larger wildfire. “Left you a little present, did he?” 
 
    “I don’t want it. How well did the Magicite do?” 
 
    “Beautifully…right up to the last few seconds. Then it was able to thin the incoming beam somewhat. Looked to me like some sort of Essence shield, but I wasn’t close enough to tell for sure and I’m guessing based on sensors that couldn’t see it. I think you caught it off guard when you drilled a hole straight through it.” 
 
    “What happened to the beam?” Morgan asked, still getting further and further away from the infested areas. 
 
    “The outer edges, and I’m guessing here, looked like they reverted back to a normal Tar’vem’jic.” 
 
    “Essence countering Essence and nulling out?” 
 
    “Might be, but the core of it passed through. We could see it coming out the other side. Turned the orange beam into a blood red. Did you know that would happen?” 
 
    “It did small scale, so I assumed it would large. I didn’t make any new alteration to it.” 
 
    “Just checking. The beam registered really funny on sensors.” 
 
    “How so? I’ve been a bit busy.” 
 
    “Physics not working like they should. Impact with the Yeg’gor was really odd. We got a reverse stream of material that traveled halfway up the beam before dislodging. I wasn’t sure if that was affecting the color or not.” 
 
    “I didn’t even notice. How’s that goo holding up to weaponsfire?” 
 
    “About like water. Why?” 
 
    “Make sure it doesn’t vaporize and spread across the void.” 
 
    “Ugh. That’d be particularly nasty if it did. You said it’s alive? As in one or a billion?” 
 
    “I can’t find a brain, but my Essence touch said it’s alive.” 
 
    “New type of minion I guess,” Greg said as another huge jolt shook the ship around Morgan.  
 
    “What was that?” she asked as her battlemap went down again, but her comms were barely getting through the interference of all the mass within the ship around her. 
 
    “Sorry, just had to send a piece of your ship on its way. A rather big piece.” 
 
    “How much am I going to have left?” 
 
    “At least half,” Greg said apologetically. “The Lurker took out about a fifth on its own and I’m having to trim down a lot of pieces. You should still be jump capable. Glad we designed these things redundant as hell.” 
 
    “Thank the Borg for the inspiration,” Morgan said as she finally arrived at an appropriately redundant auxiliary bridge where a few crewers had already arrived, but most were still enroute or headed to other areas of the ship. When she entered her battlemap suddenly came back on, but that was only because of a short range transmitter within the bridge itself. Everything else were ‘land lines’ imbedded deep within the ship’s architecture that didn’t have to transmit through bulkheads. 
 
    Morgan snapped her fingers theatrically and rerouted Greg’s comm to a hologram pedestal, with her brother’s image popping up beside the stool-like chair she slid into. Her hands went to widely spaced squashed orbs, giving her a direct mental link to the ship’s systems as her armor retracted back down into its normal stylish gold/white Star Force gauntlets on her otherwise nude body.  
 
    “Back in the saddle,” she told him as she rapidly began surveying the damage in detail. “This stuff is hungry as hell.” 
 
    “It’s sending runners out faster than it can digest everything,” Greg said, already several steps ahead of her. “So it looks faster than it is. Actual digestion rate is about 1.4 meters per second through the denser stuff and up to about 3 for the lighter materials.” 
 
    “That’s still damn fast. Did you see how it emitted it?” 
 
    “That’s in your ship’s records, and I’m not seeing any hints. It was inside the sensor blind spot and there were no surrounding ships to look in the hole it tore, so I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose this is the thing’s blood we spilled?” 
 
    “That would be creepy as hell if it’s alive. Got any other theories?” Greg asked. 
 
    “I didn’t see any pores on the Lurker, so unless they’re hidden or Yeg’gor can do something we don’t know about, best guess is the hole in it.” 
 
    “Vengeance weaponry?” 
 
    “Might be,” she said, referencing some other races that developed technology that only activated once a ship or vehicle was disabled or destroyed. Some were self-destructs, but others had gotten a lot more intricate…much like Kara’s jewel had when she tried to take it off. “Let’s assume this stuff can jump and keep your distance.” 
 
    “Move back a little if you can and let the junk drift away.” 
 
    “Done,” Morgan said with a thought directed to the still intact gravity drives, of which she had 68% undamaged and another 14% that were partially operational and currently shut down. She didn’t want one of them exploding when she sent power to it, so those would have to wait until repair crews ascertained if they were salvageable or not.  
 
    “Give me another ten minutes and I’ll have it off you,” Greg said as he continued to shoot Tar’vem’jic and other cutting beam weapons into her unshielded hull, slicing up the Borg vessel like it was a birthday cake and letting momentum carry the infected pieces away from the rest. “What do you want to do with keychain down there?” 
 
    “Keychain?” 
 
    “Look at where the hole you punched went.” 
 
    Morgan brought up a schematic of the arrowhead-shaped Lurker and saw that the hole was in the forward section on the left side, almost near the rim. Which was exactly the position a keychain ring would go. 
 
    “Aptly named,” she agreed. “We’re burning too many drones and it isn’t even dead yet. We can’t contend this much further.” 
 
    “I want to know how much Essence it has left. It felt low to me, but until it stops shooting the drones we won’t know for sure.” 
 
    “It did stop, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It came after the Borgs, couldn’t catch us, then bugged out. Not sure if that meant it was empty or it didn’t want to wait around for one of us to skewer it again. It can’t know that we don’t have more Magicite aboard.” 
 
    “Just don’t let it come into contact with the minions.” 
 
    “We’re finishing them up and daring it to come back out to stop us. I don’t think it will.” 
 
    “We know one thing for sure,” Morgan said as she watched the progress in removing the devouring goo from the remains of her ship. “It has way too much Essence to use. There’s no way we can produce enough to match, and I don’t see how we can defend the Ysalamir even if we have Magicite with us. It will just ram them if it gets close enough if our dampeners are being countered.” 
 
    “It can’t with an Essence user onboard watching and full engine power, and even then it can’t get very close before our star tracking programs sense an anomaly. It would have to ambush us near cover, and I don’t think that’s its MO. I think its cloak is good enough to get by everyone else.” 
 
    “It probably is. Until we figure this out, we have to issue run on sight orders.” 
 
    “Agreed. And the Zak’de’ron are asking what kind of weapon you used.” 
 
    “Ha, I bet they are. Not many of them left, are there?” her voice asked, dipping into regret. 
 
    “They weren’t shy about the combat. The V’kit’no’sat held off better, but there’s not much they could do without more candlesticks and they lost all but two before you arrived. The Zak’de’ron troops just died to get almost no results.” 
 
    “They got data, and beyond that they probably don’t care. A weapon that causes heart attacks to all your crew is damn effective without the regenerators. Now they know to avoid it or equip their entire crew with the Kich’a’kat.” 
 
    “And they will,” Morgan said darkly. “Then they’ll send them in to die a bit slower.” 
 
    “The Viks will too unless we give them another path. I’m surprised they stood down like they did here. They don’t like being useless.” 
 
    “They burned the minions, so not entirely useless, but I understand. I think seeing the Zak’de’ron do exactly what they would have encouraged them to do the opposite. But yeah, we need some options to give them. And it’s not like we have Magicite to just pass around. And even if we did, I’ll bet there are more Lurkers waiting to come out after this one reports back. This war just became a whole lot more unwinnable. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Paul wanted us to poke it with a stick, and we did. Now let’s hope The Admiral can figure out something we’re missing.” 
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    “What was the weapon she used?” the Zak’de’ron asked Jason. 
 
    “A very expensive one,” he said, looking out at the star where the Lurker had taken refuge through an observation ‘window’ large enough to fly a dropship through. He stood next to the huge blue dragon, who had its wings tucked and looked a lot like a spikey Oso’lon if you didn’t know better. “It’s an Essence weapon. We refer to them as ‘Materia’ and have learned we get the biggest effect when modifying an existing weapon. The Lurker obviously did not, and used its Essence to directly attack us, but it has a lot more to use given that body size. We have to store up little bits over time, and the one Morgan used took thousands of years to save up. It was a one shot.” 
 
    “A valuable one,” Nil’horn commented. “And your personal Essence is limited to your body size?” 
 
    “Your default level is. With training it can be increased, but a Hadarak with Essence is capable of producing levels we will never touch. We can’t fight them Essence to Essence. We can’t produce it fast enough, and I think they can harvest it from others, which makes their minion armies even more problematic.” 
 
    “They sacrifice them to recharge quicker?” 
 
    “I think that’s what was happening on the surface, but the technique is not known to us.” 
 
    “Nor would you use it.” 
 
    “Would you?” Jason challenged. 
 
    “If sacrificing low level troops gave us a weapon that could do more good than their conventional deaths, why would we not?” 
 
    “Because death is not the ultimate defeat. How you die matters.” 
 
    “And that is one reason you will not give us Essence?” 
 
    “One of many,” Jason admitted. “But you can always attain it on your own, as we did.” 
 
    “It is not for lack of trying. We simply do not know what it is we are attempting to obtain.” 
 
    “Find a crack and explore it. That’s what we did.” 
 
    “You could reduce our learning curve greatly, and once we obtain Essence our larger size would charge your material much faster.” 
 
    “Do you really think I haven’t considered that?” Jason said, looking away from the star and staring up at Nil’horn’s angular face. “I wish we could trust you, but I know we can’t. You seek dominance, and as soon as we are no longer useful you would betray us so you could reign supreme.” 
 
    “At the moment that is of little concern. Can you take Essence from another without killing them?” 
 
    “We can give it. In theory you could take some, but we…” 
 
    “…do not know, nor would ever use such a technique.”  
 
    “When are you going to admit that we’re superior to you, in methodology at least, and try to emulate us rather than continually insisting that we are naïve?” 
 
    “I try to understand, but I see you throwing away valuable alternatives. Though after today, I cannot and will not deny your compartmentalized superiority.” 
 
    “And you fear it,” Jason noted. 
 
    “Our entire race was reduced to one survivor,” Nil’horn reminded the Archon. “Are we not wise to be cautious?” 
 
    “Wiping out all your competition is not what I would call acceptable cautiousness. And the V’kit’no’sat are what you made them to be, though Mak’to’ran at least is finally shedding his shackles and seeking another path. A better path. I worry less about the V’kit’no’sat than I do the Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “And yet we have not made war against you.” 
 
    “Kara would disagree with that.” 
 
    “I was not responsible for that decision. Why do you hold all of us in suspicion for it?” 
 
    “Based on what you taught the V’kit’no’sat, you’re not big on individual thinking. You act, live, and breathe as a unit, and what tendencies one has the others will as well. Those that do not, I imagine you alter or eliminate them. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “You exaggerate greatly. We do not kill our own.” 
 
    “What do you do to them when they do not obey?” 
 
    “In all my life I have never known one that did not. We all work for the common good. Lesser civilizations war against one another. Zak’de’ron do not.” 
 
    “Do you monitor each other’s thoughts?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Therein lies your inferiority.” 
 
    Nil’horn huffed a single puff of fire at that insult. “Explain.” 
 
    “Creativity and inspiration cannot occur when the mind is bound to parameters. Only free thought produces the most efficient research. Thought monitoring diminishes this.” 
 
    “Why would it when there is no threat involved?” 
 
    “A person must be able to contemplate breaking the rules if they are to break the status quo. Defiance is necessary. You are too tightly bound together.” 
 
    “Our unity is necessary. Do you contemplate betraying your kin?” 
 
    “No, but that’s my choice. Nobody is in my head telling me what’s fair game to think and not.” 
 
    “And yet you must constantly police your lesser members. I do not think the tradeoff is worth it.” 
 
    “It gained us Essence where you did not. Do you truly think it is not worth it, or are you refusing to accept our gaining Essence was anything other than a fluke?” 
 
    “After today I will never consider anything you do to be a fluke. You have been hiding yet another breakthrough from us, and I give you immense credit for that, but if you cannot produce enough Essence to fuel a large number of these Materia, then how do you plan to defeat these Lurkers?” 
 
    “Drones,” Jason said simply. “Better drones.” 
 
    “How can we assist?” 
 
    “Build your own so you don’t have to sacrifice personnel in the heaviest of combat.” 
 
    “They were of little use here.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jason asked, letting that thought linger for a moment. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron looked puzzled, then he caught the gist of what Jason was referring to. 
 
    “You believe the Lurker is now low on Essence? How long does it take to recover one’s full amount?” 
 
    “For me, weeks if I push it close to the danger line. My recharge rate varies and has also improved somewhat, but it’s fairly stubborn within a loose range and based off my total capacity. I have a suspicion that theirs might be considerably longer, though that’s little more than a wild guess.” 
 
    “Why would it differ?” 
 
    “I do not know. It’s just a feeling.” 
 
    “Something you sensed in this one?” 
 
    “No. Just the nature of their movement. This one can accelerate far beyond its natural ability, similar to how we upgraded the Tar’vem’jic. If it could fully recover within weeks, the coast phase of interstellar travel would replenish them enough to indefinitely use it to travel at our speeds.” 
 
    “Do you require sustenance to recharge your Essence?” 
 
    “No, but the more distress the body is under, the more Essence is required to keep the Core attached to it. That is why some individuals die from extreme situations and a Kich’a’kat cannot revive them. You programmed them not to activate when this occurs. Were you unaware of what was happening?” 
 
    “We did not know of Essence, but we knew the interaction between Core and body required more than physical components regrown. Once a certain connectivity was lost, the body became an empty shell even if it did breathe. When that connectivity was no longer present, there was no point in wasting time repairing the empty body, so the Kich’a’kat were programmed to test for connectivity and only activate when it was minimally present.” 
 
    “That connectivity is Essence, and it allows the bridge from body to Core. No Essence, no bridge. No Core, and the Essence doesn’t linger long. It simply disappears. We have to be tricky to store it when we make Materia.” 
 
    “How many more do you possess?” 
 
    “Not near enough if there is more than one Lurker.” 
 
    “You need our assistance, and that of the V’kit’no’sat, to fill them faster. Can you learn this draining technique and siphon some Essence from us without us being given the knowledge?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do it, and I’m not going to kill people experimenting to figure it out.” 
 
    “You have never tried to learn it?” 
 
    “We are working to develop new techniques, but we have lost people by pushing too far too fast. We have learned to nibble with anything new in Essence, and we are not able to tell how close to a breakthrough we are until we get there.” 
 
    “What if we supplied volunteers who would be willing to risk death to give you faster results?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And that is where I fail to understand your methods. If the individuals choose the risk, why deny them the choice?” 
 
    “Are you volunteering yourself, or others?” 
 
    “If I volunteered myself, would that matter?” 
 
    Jason raised his hand out to horizontal position. “If you choose to, make physical contact.” 
 
    Nil’horn visibly hesitated, then to his credit he carried through and moved his leg over close enough to Jason that he could move the final inches and make contact skin to scales.  
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Jason warned. “If you want me to stop, telepathically say so. Do not strike me.” 
 
    “Proceed,” the Zak’de’ron said between gritted teeth…then he felt something horrible stab into him. It wasn’t in his body, and yet it was, turning him inside out and devouring him chomp after chomp. He had to fight every natural reaction he had to let it continue, but after a few seconds he could take no more. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    The vile snake inside him withdrew, but his insides felt damaged beyond repair. His toe rings that contained his armor could not activate to heal him, for they could not detect any damage. He mentally reset them and tried again, but there was nothing visibly there interfering with his body, though many of his normal stats were in danger levels. His body was reacting as if it had been injured and stressed, but no physical damage could be found anywhere. 
 
    “Do you understand now?” Jason asked, part challenge/part sympathy as he could feel the pain rolling off the Zak’de’ron who was not fully containing his telepathy. 
 
    Nil’horn stepped away from him, then began to spasm on the deck, crashing down so hard it made small earthquakes before he eventually puked, then thrashed some more before finally growing still. He wasn’t dead, but his Essence was finally starting to reassert itself over his body as he fought for some kind of control over the invisible damage done to him. 
 
    “That is why we cannot accept volunteers,” Jason finally said into the silence, for they were the only two on the deck at the moment. “We will not do that to anyone who cannot fight back, who cannot control their own Essence. So the only experimentation we can do is with each other, in very small amounts. And even then it stresses us incredibly. What occurred to you is actual damage, and even if you suggest it is worth the price, it is not. We will not become monsters in order to defeat monsters. If you cannot understand that in this moment, when it has occurred to you, then you probably never will.” 
 
    Why me? he finally asked, still laying flat on the ground and not so much as twitching. 
 
    “I am not squeamish, as you believe. I respect all life, no matter how small or insignificant. And no one can choose what you just experienced without first experiencing it. That is why we will not take volunteers. And even if you volunteer again, which I think you won’t, I won’t accept. What I was doing was so crude I was literally tearing you apart as I did it. I will not do that to someone outside of combat, and not even then if I have an alternative. In your case, Star Force and the Zak’de’ron are going to war someday, and we both know it. The only way we can avoid that is by falling to the Hadarak first, or by you learning. And if attacking you now will give you some badly needed experience that will spare others in the future, then under those conditions I chose to accept your volunteering…barely. My gut said no, even under those situations, and I overrode it. We’ll see if I was correct or not in time.” 
 
    Jason crinkled his nose at the smell of the not so small puddle of puke creeping its way across the floor. He used his gauntlets and signaled a nearby cleaning drone to take care of it, with the small half sphere popping out of one of the walls high up and floating down to the floor where it ignored the gigantic dragon laying there and floated over to the pool of puke and began sucking it up with an energy beam while simultaneously sterilizing the floor beneath. 
 
    “I suggest you stay right where you are. Moving will only make it worse,” Jason advised as he turned and walked away. “It will take time to heal. Don’t rush it.” 
 
    Nil’horn didn’t respond, laying there and staring straight ahead as tears of pain rolled down his face and started to puddle on the floor. When the drone finished cleaning up the puke, it rolled over to his giant head and began sucking up the tears…then a tiny burst of Jumat hit it and sent it tumbling across the floor to where it finally stopped, with its dome now crushed and its internal systems destroyed enough that the dragon’s puke began to seep back out the cracks and reform the puddle on the floor around the dead machine.  
 
    Nil’horn didn’t move a muscle for the next two hours, lying on the floor alone as he came to grips with the new reality of the galaxy…and how the Zak’de’ron were totally unprepared to face it.  
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    March 31, 128532 
 
    System 7112934 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Paul-024 entered stellar orbit in the face of evacuating ships, avoiding collisions as they jumped out thanks only to the limited range signals both sides sent up the jumpline just prior to a jump. The Excalibur emerged with only half a drone load trailing behind it as a mix of Star Force and V’kit’no’sat ships were gathered, waiting to jump out. Ace-095’s Borg vessel was here, waiting at the end of the line, and before Paul could make contact his holo popped up in front of him in the command nexus he used when not plugged into his astromech. 
 
    “We’re bugging out, Paul. Don’t try to fight the bastard. It’s got Essence weapons and it’s pissed right now.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Paul asked, pulling battlemap data from the other ships and not seeing it anywhere on active sensors. 
 
    “We left it on the other side. It came out of the star and did some poking at our drones. We left them there to distract it, and all three fleets are pulling out. We don’t have anything left that can hurt it.” 
 
    “What can it do?” 
 
    “Plenty. You’ll see when you get through the records. It’s got Essence weapons, and a huge body to charge them. We have to withdraw…now.” 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Don’t poke it, Paul. We already did.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, mentally working through the records that Ace’s ship was sending him with notations attached. “Standard Yeg’gor?” 
 
    “A little thinner, but the same stuff. We don’t know what it released into Morgan’s ship, but it consumed all the matter it touched like a bacteria colony. It’s still floating out there, and I’ve got a small sample quarantined on my ship.” 
 
    “What the hell is this thing?” Paul said, half to Ace and half to himself as he reviewed the data at lightning speed.  
 
    “It makes the Hadarak look like pushovers. Looks like the Ysalamiri really kicked the bee hive.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “The Zak’de’ron were here?” 
 
    “They bugged out on a different jumpline. They didn’t have many ships left. The Viks actually showed some sense and held back, and we’re heading the same way unless the Lurker comes knocking. It’s damn fast when it wants to be.” 
 
    “Morgan actually used it?” Paul said in astonishment. 
 
    “Yeah, and it worked like a charm. Do you have one?” 
 
    “I’ve got a tiny one, not a Materia, just a collect orb. Unless there’s only one Lurker, we’re going to have to figure out a different way to take them down. Why’d she shoot it in the arm?” 
 
    “Weakest point in the armor. We didn’t know how effective it’d be. In retrospect, should have gone for a brain shot…though we’re not totally sure where that is in this one.” 
 
    “Point,” Paul agreed. “You wasted a lot of drones.” 
 
    “We were trying to get it low. Hopefully that was why it retreated and stayed down so long.” 
 
    “We still have a maneuvering advantage.” 
 
    “If we keep our distance. It’s too good of a jumper at short range to completely block. We need more powerful dampeners if we want to get up close, and it might be doing something with Essence to partially slip through anyway. That’s still up for debate right now, but the dampeners still have some effect, just not enough.” 
 
    “That’s easy to build,” Paul said, his mind working to review everything quickly, but most of his thoughts were spinning off into ways to counter this new threat. “This is workable.” 
 
    Ace’s hologram raised both eyebrows. “Please share.” 
 
    “Working on it. You got a lot of parameters lined up. He’s not so scary now.” 
 
    “Really? We’re all running for a reason.” 
 
    “You’re not me,” Paul said flatly. “Relax, I’m not going kamikaze, but I think I know what this is now.” 
 
    “A super Hadarak, what else beyond that?” 
 
    “It’s their weapon system. The Hadarak are the batteries. And there are no Hadarak in this system right now.” 
 
    Ace flinched, then his whole body went rigid. “Holy power cell, Batman.”  
 
    “Exactly. But it’s playing assassin right now and doesn’t have them. If we keep it separate, we can kill them.” 
 
    “We don’t have that many charged Materia. There could be hundreds of these bastards coming.” 
 
    “Not Materia. We can’t rely on those. We have to use Ysalamir.” 
 
    “We can’t line up a shot…unless we build catching ships.” 
 
    “Dampeners galore,” Paul added, still reviewing data. “But that won’t last long with that disintegrator. We might get a shot off, but the big Ysalamir will only work on the Hadarak. Not the Lurkers.” 
 
    “So…oh shit, I get it. Legion.” 
 
    “Legion with a kamikaze application. We need them to ram the Lurker before the Lurker can disintegrate them.” 
 
    “That’s not what they’re working on now. Not last I checked.” 
 
    “They’re going to. This thing is going to be running from us soon, not the other way around.” 
 
    “The hunter becomes the hunted. I’m down with that until it cozies up to a Hadarak and starts sucking Essence like milk.” 
 
    “Then it can only move at the speed of the Hadarak…unless it can carry one with it, which I doubt.” 
 
    “Even if it did you can’t ignore the extra mass,” Ace added. “I’m so glad you’re on our side.” 
 
    “Riona took the hit for us, and now we’re going to adapt and kick ass. Once we start mass producing Ysalamir this galaxy is going to be ours, not the Hadarak’s. And these Lurkers are not going to change that.” 
 
    “We still don’t know how many Essence skills they have.” 
 
    “We know some, and their speed is the biggest factor. So long as we’re faster, we have the advantage,” he said as Ace’s ship was getting close to being the last ship yet to jump. “You get going. I’m going to have a look at that goo before I leave.” 
 
    “Paul…” 
 
    “I’m not going to attack the Lurker,” he said flatly.  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Ace said, with his hologram pointing a finger at him, then it shut down and a few minutes later the last of the Star Force and V’kit’no’sat ships left the system with Ace bringing up the rear. 
 
    Paul sighed, still not seeing the Lurker on sensors, and accelerated his ship into a fast, low orbit around the star. The great glowing orb appeared to rotate slowly as he did, then eventually he started picking up battlemap signals from the drones left behind who were still fighting the Lurker. There weren’t many left, but Paul signaled them to break off their attacks and scatter. He watched to see how the Lurker would respond, with it chasing after one briefly, then it broke off as the drone accelerated faster than it could, making an emergency microjump further out into the system. 
 
    A bit later Paul’s ship rounded the horizon of the star and he could finally see the Lurker without bouncing signals back and forth from the drones. He could see it, and it could see him. It chose to hold position rather than come at him, and he slowed the Excalibur to an orbital stop 12 times maximum Tar’vem’jic range and stared it down. 
 
    It probably was wondering if he had a weapon like Morgan used, and if he got closer it might attack or it might run, but he wasn’t going to. He was just going to sit here and watch while the drones took a long loop around and back to his ship, with one breaking off to do a close flyby of the goo orb that used to be part of Morgan’s ship.  
 
    “You heal fast,” Paul said, seeing that the hole that had been punched clean through the Lurker was now obscured by internal matter. It wasn’t very thick, and according to the battle data the drones were providing him there was still a massive hole on either side, but the centermost portion had closed in on itself and was healing outwards. 
 
    “I wonder how much Essence charge you’ve got. Can’t be full, but you’ve got enough to fight the drones, and you wouldn’t have come out unless you had some reserves. How far can you go before you start to get lightheaded?” he wondered.  
 
    Paul flared his own Essence, not much, but enough that the Lurker could see it. He expected it to chase him so he’d have a chance to test the Excalibur’s speed against it, but instead the Lurker turned and accelerated in the blink of an eye back down towards the star so fast it was almost comical. 
 
    But Paul wasn’t laughing. This Lurker wasn’t your standard Hadarak. It was clever, and it wasn’t running out of fear. It must still be drained to the point where attacking his ship would leave it vulnerable. Without its Essence abilities, all it had was ramming and its grapple field. It didn’t even have tentacles like the Hadarak did. That meant when it had expended its Essence reserves it had to retreat or refuel. 
 
    And with Paul showing an Essence Rush onboard his ship, it was logical for it to assume that the Excalibur had another Materia onboard. It had no way to know he was bluffing, at least not yet. Maybe in the future it could feel the contained Essence, maybe not, but right now it was running and running fast towards the star as it hit the uppermost atmosphere and began to glow around the edges from the friction as it wasted no time in getting into cover. 
 
    It was hard to believe it could move that fast, but Paul could see the Essence rush himself. Like a halo of fire around it, even at this range, that overlayed on his vision. He wasn’t doing that on purpose, but that’s the way it manifested until he closed his eyes…at which point it was still there glowing with a light only his Core could see. At least that was the theory. So far Star Force hadn’t been able to create an Essence detector or discover how the Archons could ‘feel’ it, let alone explain how it got linked to their sight, but it was here, as inexplicable as it might be. It was here, and the Lurker could use it as well. And it probably had a few million years more experience with it than Paul had. 
 
    He held position and let the drones come to him, save for the one at the goo orb that stood some 62 miles wide. Gravity wasn’t holding it that tightly together, so it had to be a cloying function of its own. The drone got within 120 miles of it, scanning intensely and giving Paul some more data on whatever it was, when suddenly a tendril of it shot out, almost in slow mo, towards the drone. 
 
    Paul backed it off far faster than the tendril could move 120 miles, but it was still traveling multiple miles per second and stretched out more than 430 before it eventually stopped accelerating and began to pull back just as fast. 
 
    The Excalibur leapt from its orbital parking position and flew out to it, keeping out of range but getting close enough for Paul to use his Ikrid with a range boost, thanks to his Essence, and sought out the living being inside the goo that Morgan had reported. And just as she said, there was someone there. The goo was alive. But it wasn’t a single person, rather it was a colony of people, and all recently born. 
 
    Paul had seen many people born, and a fewer amount die, since his elevation to Neo rank, and every time someone was born there was an Essence residue left on them. For Humans it occurred early in the womb and lingered for months, as if the Core wasn’t transported instantaneously, but in a process. During death it disappeared in a snap, but the road in was more complicated in the extreme…and this goo was all showing the telltale residue that made it sparkle in his Essence vision. It wasn’t an Essence Rush, but it was something similar on a very low power level. Whatever this thing was, it hadn’t been born on the Lurker. It had been born as it ate away her ship and gained more mass, meaning most of these people he was feeling had come into existence after the attack. 
 
    Ace’s notes said the sample he’d taken was not active. No person was inside it, so maybe there was a mass issue before one would be ‘born.’ However it worked, this goo was like a minefield. Anything slow enough and close enough it would literally leap to, using its central mass as a platform, then the people in the tendril would attach, feed, and reproduce more.  
 
    Paul snapped his fingers. That was it. This Lurker didn’t have minions to collect resources for it, not in the traditional fashion. But if it set down on a planet and released the goo, it would eat into the planet’s crust rapidly, seeking out the various nuggets of value, digest them, then possibly return to the Lurker to be devoured themselves? Perhaps, or perhaps they’d just send the refined materials back through their gelatinous mass. Could this thing eat an entire planet? 
 
    Paul analyzed what he could without touching the material, compared Ace’s limited notes on it, then began to realize it wasn’t the omnivore he’d assumed. There were a lot of specific molecules in it, stuff that couldn’t be made out of rock and water alone. But it could digest the rock and water, and if given enough of the other materials, in theory it could consume and become a planet in and of itself… 
 
    “Talk about terraforming,” he said, realizing the horror list of what the Hadarak were capable of kept getting longer and longer. Maybe the gravitational crunching would put a stop to it, but he was pretty sure this goo could consume the outer layers of a planet. The crust for sure. And even if it didn’t have enough material to reproduce a lot, Paul was reading a fair amount of ‘fat’ in the material, and by that he meant compounds locked in a gelatinous state that didn’t appear to be part of the lifeforms. 
 
    “Ships taste good, don’t they?” he asked the creature colony, using his telepathy to try and establish some rudimentary communication, but all he got in response was similar to minion minds. Very compartmentalized and focused forward with blinders that limited creativity and curiosity. That made them reliable to a fault, but give them contact beyond their expected methods and they… 
 
    Paul shifted his focus and tried to order the goo to change shape…and right on cue, it began to bulge out a bit and tuck in here and there, working its way towards a cube. 
 
    “Ha,” he said, pumping a fist. “How’s that for hacking?”  
 
    He tried sending a movement order, but nothing happened, and that wasn’t surprising. It didn’t have gravity drives, and the ability to form arms and legs in the space didn’t mean a damn thing if you couldn’t lock onto something for leverage. So he tried to get information from it instead, quickly realizing with horror that it was eating itself to death. Those ‘fat’ reserves was all it had to live on unless it found something else to consume, and in the coldness of space it was having to burn a lot of energy just to keep from freezing solid.  
 
    So yet again, the Hadarak had living weapons they considered to be disposable, but this was even worse than the regular minions. Minion goo would literally only live a few days past its birth if it didn’t have any more material to consume. It was a fire and forget weapon, or would the Lurker be back to pick it up and store it for later? To that end, how did it plant the seed in Morgan’s ship anyway? 
 
    No internal sensors had seen it happen, and no external sensors could see inside once it rammed the Borg vessel, so whatever had happened occurred in the literal and figurative ‘dark’ without any witnesses. How and where it could come through the Yeg’gor, Paul didn’t know, but without the ability to navigate it wouldn’t be able to touch ships with shields unless the Lurker took them down first. That was how Ace was containing his sample, inside a shield matrix that didn’t let it touch any matter, and ramming a ship was a good way of getting past the shields. 
 
    But it was the planetary applications that scared Paul. Hadarak had been known to destroy them, but in the course of feeding on the magma layer or searching for inhabitants and letting the minions do the cleanup work after they landed on top of the largest cities. But if Paul was right about this minion goo, if put down on a planet that had sufficient crust material to sustain massive colony growth, it could consume everything on the surface of a planet given time. 
 
    Assassin was a good description for the Lurker, for it seemed it didn’t just apply to single powerful targets like Ysalamir. It seemed it could also assassinate planets, or at least the outer layers of them, if it wanted. The question was how fast… 
 
    Paul got closer to the goo, using his shields as a scoop that stopped the tendrils that shot out towards him, then collected the rest as he gently rammed it, keeping the mass miles ahead of him with a solid energy field separating the two. He extended his IDF around it then made a microjump further out into the system until he came to an asteroid field with an uninhabited rock some 170 miles wide…onto which he sent the goo flying, with it reaching out and grabbing hold of the rock even before its central mass would have hit. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see how fast you eat,” Paul said, deploying some of his drones into a grid around the entire asteroid to get maximum sensor penetration while he kept an eye on the star just in case the Lurker came back out to play. “And please don’t be as fast as I think you might be...” 
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    Paul had the Excalibur slingshoting around the 12th planet in the system at very low orbit, just above the atmosphere and probably scaring witless the millions of denizens living there in mud huts as the 327 mile wide mass passed through the sky and blotted out the sun momentarily, only to have a smaller, angular mass follow in the same orbital track as Keychain chased the Star Force ship, unwilling to let it get away. 
 
    But it wasn’t catching him, and by now it should have learned that basic fact. Over the previous 3 months Paul hadn’t let it out of his sight, following the Lurker from system to system across 173 lightyears and 13 jumps. Its null field couldn’t defeat the backlit tracking sensors, nor could it absorb the Ghostbane sensor bounces, and every time it accelerated using its gravity drives it pinged the Ghostbane, but the sensor itself was not great for long range and was rarely equipped in Star Force vessels. Paul had one in the Excalibur just for a rainy day, and had confirmed that it could track the Lurker, but he had something even better than that. 
 
    Keychain was a Hadarak, and slow as hell navally unless it used its Essence to enhance its speed. When it did that, the Essence Rush was clearly visible from the other side of the star system. There was no way Paul could miss it, so as long as he was onboard the Excalibur, Keychain couldn’t hide from him and there was no way in hell he was going to let the bastard out of his sight so it could sneak up on and ambush another fleet. 
 
    He’d gotten so comfortable being Keychain’s shadow that he’d told the other trailblazers to start using the Ysalamiri again, but with Essence capable Archons onboard just in case there was another Lurker out there. If Keychain was the only one, and Paul stayed with it acting like a very large tracking beacon, then it was harmless to the Ysalamiri because they could avoid it and only attack Hadarak that were several jumps or more away from Keychain. 
 
    Paul didn’t know if the Lurker had figured that out or not, but he’d been shadow boxing with him for 3 months and getting a feel for its navigational capabilities, even with Essence enhancement. He’d been doing some very reckless things in the name of research, but Ace and the others had gotten a good feel in their combat with it to give Paul some parameters to work from, and so far Keychain hadn’t laid a finger on his ship. 
 
    In the beginning it had tried to hide, then run, but now it was pursuing him aggressively and he assumed it had fully regenerated its Essence levels. That would put it at around 2 to 2.5 months recharge rate, considering it had to be using some Essence for the interstellar jumps. There was no way for Paul to gage its actual power level, but a ballpark estimate was a considerable improvement over none at all. 
 
    And the more he taunted and got chased by Keychain the more he was learning about it, and that in turn would be passed on to the others and increase their safety, so he wasn’t going Captain Ahab after Riona’s death, but he did intend to kill this bastard and had been cutting the margin of escape down considerably to test Keychain’s maximum firing range. He’d trimmed estimates down to extreme Tar’vem’jic range and still hadn’t received any Essence attack, meaning he was now able to pester Keychain with weakened Tar’vem’jic hits that apparently the Lurker could not respond to. 
 
    Yet it chased him. Why?  
 
    As the Excalibur came out of its slingshot, it headed for null space within the system and Keychain soon followed, glowing with Essence as it had to boost its speed again to keep up and try to close the gap, but with the Excalibur’s superior speed it couldn’t make it unless Paul made a mistake…and with him plugged into his astromech and essentially bonded to the ship itself, his reaction speed was so high there was no way Keychain could get the jump on him. 
 
    Maybe that’s why it kept chasing. Perhaps it was frustrated after an eternity of being dominant in a galaxy that had nothing to truly oppose it with. But Paul wasn’t making any assumptions, for assumptions could get him and his crew killed here, and along with them the information they had gathered to date, for there were no other Star Force ships in the system. The last contact he’d had was 3 jumps ago when a courier caught up to him, but he’d told it to leave immediately. He didn’t want anyone else around the Lurker until he got a solid feel for what it could or could not do, and right now he had no idea how many different tricks it had buried inside that Yeg’gor armor. 
 
    He still didn’t know how it emitted the goo that had devoured part of Morgan’s ship, and then an entire asteroid in his own test thereafter. The goo had died shortly after it ran out of resources to consume, leaving behind a decaying material that, conveniently, would make for minion ambrosia. He didn’t have any Hadarak minions to test it on, but based on what he knew of their biology and nutrient needs, a Hadarak could drop a few seeds into the decayed goo and have them grow like wildfire. The goo left in orbit that had previously been the asteroid had been dropped into the star to avoid it being used as a giant egg to grow millions of minions in, or perhaps something a lot larger. 
 
    Regardless, it was minion food in addition to a planetary destruction weapon. Paul’s analysis had confirmed it could destroy the outer crust of any planet before temperatures and pressures at lower depths blocked further expansion. It could destroy a planet Earth’s size in approximately 240 days, as far as rock was concerned. How it would respond to water and biomass was another matter, but it wouldn’t alter that figure by much, for under the oceans was bedrock and it would spread there even if the water itself slowed its progress on the surface. 
 
    Paul had sent a request for a countermeasure to be developed back with the first courier to get to him, for if this was allowed even a day on a planet, it would be virtually impossible to stop. They needed something just as virulent to go after it, for right now they didn’t have any shield dampening technology that could stop a Hadarak from landing on a planet if it wanted to. 
 
    But so far Keychain seemed obsessed with Paul rather than any of the planets they were passing by. The Admiral was buzzing them, not for the effect on the denizens below, but to test the maneuvering capability of the Lurker and note when it had to pull on its Essence to supplement its natural movement ability. The more he did that, the more of the Lurker’s limitations would become known, though Essence had a way of stretching them in unpredictable ways. 
 
    Paul eased back on his speed a touch, letting Keychain get within Tar’vem’jic range again, then just stitched his forward bow with dozens of shots while once again matching speed. The Lurker just took the hits, trying to accelerate more, but knowing if it made a huge surge of speed that Paul would match it instantly. So it wasn’t trying to catch up as fast as it could, but it wouldn’t quit its pursuit or let Paul get very far away, and he was beginning to suspect some plan unfolding. 
 
    But as long as he could score some hits, he was fine dancing around the system and chewing off some Yeg’gor from its hull… 
 
    He got an update ping from the star, showing a new contact coming around the horizon from the far side, and despite the fact that Paul’s eyes were closed and his mind melded into the Excalibur, an eyebrow raised as he saw an identical copy of his ship coming into view and accelerating into a microjump heading not for his position, but a rendezvous point that was transmitted to him from Roger-009. 
 
    He had to wait a long time before they got within realtime comm range, but Keychain hadn’t broken off from its seemingly stupid pursuit, nor was it doing anything about the Tar’vem’jic hits it continued to take, so Paul was patiently watching it while waiting for Roger to get within range. 
 
    “I thought I told you to go kill some more Hadarak,” he said when Roger’s hologram finally popped up in mind’s eye.  
 
    “I thought Ace told you not to attack it,” Roger countered. “Can you outrange it?” 
 
    “Seems to be, but something is wrong here. It’s taking hits like it doesn’t care and by now it knows it can’t actually catch me. I’m not sure what it’s up to, but I doubt it’s just stupidly stubborn. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Same reason you are. We gotta crack this bastard before it kills anyone else,” Roger said as he pulled logs from the Excalibur so he could see what Paul had been up to. “Damn, you two have been dancing a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not letting it step on my toes. Any guess?” 
 
    “Might be trying to see how much fuel you have.” 
 
    “Ha, then we’re going to be at this for a while. He hasn’t eaten anything more than star stuff since we began.” 
 
    “Could be some rock down in the star,” Roger noted, seeing that it had made many stellar dives between system jumps. “Drones?” 
 
    “Been ignoring them unless they’re real close. I think it’s trying to conserve Essence. Other than ramming and goo, I haven’t identified any conventional weapons.” 
 
    “We’re calling it ‘ooze’ now,” Roger updated him. “And we’re pretty sure it’s a minion food generator.” 
 
    Paul sent him his more detailed files since Roger hadn’t pulled them yet. “You sure about that?” 
 
    The other trailblazer sighed. “I was worried about that. The sample we had was dead, so we couldn’t test the rate. These bastards have a long list of tricks, don’t they?” he said as the twin Borg vessel moved into a parallel track but far enough away to not draw the attention of the Lurker.  
 
    “This bastard has more, trust me. I can’t get within medium range to test my theories.” 
 
    “No heart attacks this far out?” 
 
    “No. And I think I know why.” 
 
    “Essence has limited range,” Roger said, echoing his thoughts. “You need a carrier to really reach out and touch someone. I’m surprised they haven’t developed one. A kamikaze minion would seem appropriate.” 
 
    “We’d just shoot it down on approach,” Paul said, wondering why Roger would even suggest that. “Did you have your coffee this morning?” 
 
    “Yuck…no, I’m just ahead of you. Mind if I show you?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Some bee stings,” Roger said as a chunk of his elongated cube broke off and disintegrated into the ‘tiny’ drones, most of which were under half a mile long. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Paul continued to keep his ship ahead of Keychain’s constant adjustments trying to catch up as they got closer and closer to the star at an angle that would cut near it then head them back out into null space. Roger’s swarm continued to spread out as it approached the Lurker, becoming so diffuse that they no longer looked like a cloud. They moved behind it, far behind, then approached from a rear angle that seemed odd, because it wasn’t directly behind Keychain, but Paul knew exactly what Roger was doing. 
 
    He was maneuvering the drones into jumpline alignment, meaning they had to put the Lurker and the star in front of them so they overlapped…and when they did that, they could pull directly on the star’s gravity, enhancing their collision speed by thousands of times compared to a near lateral approach.  
 
    Paul watched as a few of the drones made jumps at maximum speed and rammed the Lurker, exploding on impact and leaving some scratches on the Yeg’gor armor. Despite their mass, the Yeg’gor was by far harder, so it was the drones that broke rather than the Yeg’gor, yet that much collision speed couldn’t be completely ignored, so each hit did a little more than Paul’s weak Tar’vem’jic shots, but at such a cost of machinery it was downright wasteful. 
 
    “Can it hit them?” Roger asked, seeing the Lurker not firing any Essence shots against them on approach. 
 
    “Individually I doubt it, but it could put up a bug zapper field.” 
 
    “Let’s sneak one in before it figures that out,” Roger said, highlighting one random drone in particular for Paul to watch…and when it rammed Keychain a massive explosion tore out some huge chunks of Yeg’gor, leaving a 1.3 mile wide crater in its place, which wasn’t deep enough to get to the interior ‘soft’ material. 
 
    “What was that?” Paul said, seeing the Essence rush and knowing it was some form of Materia, but what form he couldn’t put his finger on. 
 
    “A test. Essence-enhanced warhead. Now let’s see if he starts blocking,” Roger said with interest as he continued to send kamikaze drones to their nearly pointless deaths.  
 
    “Expensive test.” 
 
    “Small load, Paul. I didn’t want to risk losing a big one if it could intercept the drones,” Roger said, his image frowning as he saw no reaction from Keychain at all. “Huh.” 
 
    “You didn’t hit tissue. I wonder if they can even feel the Yeg’gor loss.” 
 
    “If they can feel replicators walking around, they can feel the loss,” Roger reminded him. “Did Morgan clip its brain a bit?” 
 
    “I don’t like this. It’s too easy. Run or engage, but it won’t do either. What’s it waiting for?” 
 
    “Maybe you really pissed it off and it’s fixated on you.” 
 
    “If that’s the case I’m going to be severely disappointed,” Paul said, searching the sensors for anything else in the system that could come into play.” 
 
    “It’s only been chasing you in this system,” Roger noted warily.  
 
    “Yeah. It tried earlier, but gave up when it couldn’t catch me.” 
 
    “So what’s different here?” 
 
    “We’ve got no data on this system. You think there’s a trap laid here?” 
 
    “Another Lurker wouldn’t make this one any faster. Sensors are clear. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “There,” Roger said, noting a change in its Essence aura.  
 
    “I see it, but there’s nothing here except close approach to the star. A Lurker can’t hide with a null field there.” 
 
    And then, barely a moment after he said the words, his ship began picking up traces of movement from within the star…and fast movement at that. 
 
    “Shit,” Roger said as he too saw the silhouette manifest on their deepest sensors of a Hadarak-shaped mass quickly rising to the surface. 
 
    “They snuck one by us,” Paul cringed. “This is why we need more scouts.” 
 
    “We need less Hadarak,” Roger corrected him…then Paul’s ship suddenly jerked and fell behind Roger’s. 
 
    “Paul?” 
 
    “Grapple field of some type,” he said, accelerating hard and not getting much response. “Damn it, I’m stuck. IDF resistance, not total, but I can’t jump out. I’m running the capacitors to full.” 
 
    Several of the kamikaze drones were sticking to the rear of Keychain too, zipping in on collision runs and stopping just short of it, then the Lurker changed course and headed down to the star…dragging the Excalibur with it as Paul opened up with all his weaponry as the ranges between the two diminished quickly as he was being reeled in. 
 
    What was happening didn’t make sense, but Roger’s mind worked as fast as Paul’s did and quickly began to assemble the various pieces of data. He altered the collisions of the drones to target all areas of the Lurker, finding that some approaches were still open, but not directly along the jumpline. That suggested that whatever the negation effect was would also have an effect on Lurker, this it had to have some corridors open to pull on the star’s gravity. Comparing that theory to the tract the pair of ships were on, taking out the propulsion that Paul was throwing in, left the Lurker with an acceleration profile headed directly to the star’s center. 
 
    Roger released another Materia-laden drone and targeted that pathway, flying it around between the Lurker and the star, then jumping it out into it. It hit the Yeg’gor armor at full speed, with no resistance detected, disintegrating on the surface and touching the Ta’lin’yi warhead that was bathed in a particular form of Essence that caused it to become so disruptive that even the clenching behavior of the Yeg’gor couldn’t shut it out.  
 
    The material ate into the Lurker like acid, and it was moving so fast it pressed down into the Yeg’gor like a spike before the secondary explosion of the disintegrated material took hold and pushed back out through the breach, causing a short-lived fireworks display that left another crater in the Lurker…but it did nothing to disrupt the death grip it had on Paul’s ship. 
 
    The Hadarak finally emerged from the star, headed directly for the Lurker, and suddenly Roger realized what was happening, for Keychain was burning so brightly in Essence that there was no way that it could sustain the effort long. It was draining itself to be able to reach out and grab Paul’s ship from such a distance, and even as the Excalibur was reeled in the Essence Rush diminished, but not nearly enough. It was burning the equivalent of all the Materia in Star Force possession every fraction of a second and was going to kill itself in the near future if it didn’t stop…but it was pulling Paul directly to the Hadarak.  
 
    And if their theory was correct, that was one massive battery for the Lurker to recharge off of… 
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    Roger saw the Lurker reach out and latch onto Paul’s ship, though his own Ravager’s sensors could not make out exactly what was happening. It was a grapple field, but altered by Essence into something not quite within the bounds of conventional physics. The ship’s computer could box it in, but it couldn’t see what Roger could see.  
 
    And what he saw was it pull Paul’s ship closer to itself and closer to the star, with the tier 3 Hadarak now rising up into orbit on a collision course. He didn’t know if they intended to smash the Excalibur or get it close enough to hook it with a tentacle, but Roger wasn’t just going to sit here and watch. 
 
     His own navigation was unhindered, so he flew up near the disturbance surrounding the Excalibur but did not come close enough to interact with it, then a series of tiny blue beams reached out to Paul’s ship and latched onto hard points…with the Excalibur doing the same and latching its mooring beams onto Roger’s. Then Roger’s ship pulled hard with its gravity drives and began a tug of war with the Lurker that didn’t last long. The Lurker was using so much Essence that it was literally burning out, but before it finally let go the Hadarak got in between Paul’s ship and the star and made a microjump out to them…and slammed into Paul’s dampening shields. 
 
    They caught a lot of the momentum, but not all of it. The Hadarak’s Yeg’gor impacted the shields and pierced them, then the Excalibur’s own Yeg’gor met the 461 mile wide mass and both deformed as the grapple field from the Lurker disappeared and the Hadarak’s latched on. Yet it didn’t have a dampener within it as Keychain’s had. Paul accelerated hard and the mooring beams that were still attached let Roger pull as well, and that was more than enough to yank the Excalibur to the side and off the Hadarak even as it sent several tentacles out and into the ship. 
 
    Yet they moved slow and the two trailblazers’ reaction speed was unmatched, so there wasn’t much time for the tentacles to get deep into the ship, but a disruption blast from Keychain did hit the Excalibur along with something else. Roger got the damage updates as both Borg vessels sped away from the pair of Hadarak that did not pursue, though he could see a conduit open up between them with Essence pouring from the tier 3 into Keychain. 
 
    “Paul?”  
 
    “Give me a moment,” his voice came back, but a hologram didn’t appear for some time.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Roger finally asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve lost 8% of my ship and 4 crew. The rest are wobbly. We all got hit with the heart attack weapon. I was able to flush it away with Essence pretty easy, but the rest had to suffer the damage and let the regenerators repair it. I lost 4 when a section of ship was torqued with some form of Lachka, and I lost a chunk of the exterior to the disruptor and two holes to the tentacles.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, the Hadarak isn’t being fed on. It’s supplying Keychain with Essence voluntarily. It’s transmitting across a short void.” 
 
    Paul took a moment to look, but the further and further they got away the less detail he could make out and he didn’t feel like going back. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Paul?” 
 
    “I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back, buddy. Shake it off.” 
 
    “It added an engine inhibitor. I don’t know how and I don’t know how it works. It wasn’t complete like an IDF.” 
 
    “I saw. If we keep two ships together at all times it won’t work again. We can pull each other out.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “That’s it, I’m coming over. Rendezvous coordinates,” Roger said, sending him a point far out in the system away from any gravity wells that would make it easier for the Lurker or Hadarak to get to them quickly by, then he cut the comm and began to withdraw himself from his own astromech. When that lengthy process was complete he headed for one of the Ravager’s hangar bays, but rather than hop in a dropship he just activated his armor and flew outside as the two ships came to a stop and hovered at a distance of 120 miles…which looked to be nearly touching given how large both vessels were. 
 
    Roger crossed the distance in a number of minutes, seeing the huge missing chunk of the Excalibur in the lower right corner, but there was also a section of the ship near the midline that was bulging out. That must have been the Lachka-like attack Paul had mentioned, and while Roger had seen it on sensor telemetry, getting his own perspective on it now chilled him to the bone. The Lurker had literally reached inside the ship and yanked part of it outward, twisting as it went, but it hadn’t been able to dislodge it.  
 
    That meant it could bypass shields and armor with more than the heart attack weapon. That was hugely problematic, but so far they hadn’t seen the Lurker use any form of Lachka, Essence enhanced or not, and the Hadarak’s grapple field couldn’t twist anything. All it could do was pull or push, making it the far inferior cousin of Lachka.  
 
    Roger flew into one of the Excalibur’s intact hangar bays and made his way through the massive ship until he got to Paul’s personal quarters where he found the trailblazer sitting motionless in a cushioned armchair with his chin cradled in his hand. He didn’t move when Roger came in, nor did he even twitch when Roger shut the door behind him and pulled up a floating chair from the comm station and drifted it over in front of The Admiral. 
 
    “Talk,” Roger demanded. 
 
    “We would have died if you hadn’t showed up,” he said succinctly. 
 
    “We’re working in the blind here, and you just got us some more intel. Not worth the 4 lives lost, but other than poking the Lurker with a stick we can’t learn this stuff.” 
 
    “I screwed up, period.” 
 
    “Yeah you did. So what?” 
 
    Paul’s head remained stationary, but his eyes rotated to glare at Roger. “How do we learn if we can’t poke?” 
 
    “If the Tar’vem’jic can outrange them, the solution to that is obvious.” 
 
    “It won’t engage the same way if nobody is onboard. It can sense our Essence even if we don’t use it. We have to figure out what it can do, and we can’t do that with drones. Not all of its abilities, anyway.” 
 
    “Agreed. We’re screwed on that part. But we can play standoff and still win, the same way with the Hadarak. We just need better Ysalamir to do it.” 
 
    “We have to know,” Paul argued. “We can’t keep flying blind like this, and we can’t keep losing people to surprises.” 
 
    “You’ve lost people before, and it burns you. It burns all of us, but be honest. You’re shaken because you almost died.” 
 
    “We can’t fight a war with one shot kills, Roger. Attrition will be our undoing. Skill won’t matter. Only numbers will. And in that kind of war, the Hadarak win easily.” 
 
    “Or the lizards,” Roger added. “We beat them with skill, and all your skills didn’t protect you from dying here. I did.” 
 
    “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I was reckless, but I had no way of knowing I was. I can’t counter what I can’t see coming, and I’m not throwing lesser skilled people into harm’s way to figure out what this bastard can do. Where did I go wrong?” 
 
    “Fog of war. Learning can be a bitch sometimes. Just be glad you made it through.” 
 
    “I can’t rely on luck. We can’t rely on luck.” 
 
    “We do if we have to. Some of us have been closer to dying than you have and we’ve learned to just wing it.” 
 
    “If a peon can kill a legend by shooting him in the back when he’s not looking, it undoes everything we’ve worked for.” 
 
    “Then let’s take this by the numbers. Do we still have a navigational advantage?” 
 
    “So far, yes. But I can’t promise there’s not a surge capacity in there somewhere that can surprise us.” 
 
    “We can never disprove a negative because we will never encounter it. If this Lurker could catch you, I think it would have by now. Did you notice how much Essence it was burning?” 
 
    “Looked like all of it.” 
 
    Roger nodded. “I think it had to in order to get the range to snag you because it couldn’t catch you. I sensed extreme frustration in its movements. And the fact it waited until a Hadarak was here indicated that it couldn’t finish you without it. It took nearly all its Essence to reel you in. You’re stunned right now, so you’re not thinking clearly. I’m more confident now than I was before, because I think it tapped itself out and gave us a minimum engagement range.” 
 
    “All I see is unpredictability right now,” Paul admitted. 
 
    “I know, which is why I’m here. What do you think that twist was going after?” 
 
    “I’m still wondering why it didn’t go straight for me if it can bypass the armor.” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    Paul’s hand left his chin and he looked directly at Roger. It took a split second before he realized what he was getting at. 
 
    “Highest concentration of personnel.” 
 
    “Exactly. It didn’t think you’d be alone.” 
 
    “But it didn’t get far enough…maybe the mass does have an effect,” Paul said, mentally interfacing with his quarters’ comm system and linking in to the ship’s battlemap. A series of holograms popped up in the space between him and Roger, with Paul making mental adjustments to them and his counterpart adding a few adjustments here and there.  
 
    “There…see it?” Roger said. 
 
    “I do now. A pure Essence pull with the forward end twisting. Movement parameters match exactly within destroyed mass.” 
 
    “And dispersion.” 
 
    “It went for the highest concentration and missed. Its range wasn’t long enough. That means if it gets close enough, it doesn’t have to use its disruptor and chip away at the ship. It’ll go for us directly.” 
 
    “Why didn’t it do that to Morgan?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “It’s learning about us too. The ship doesn’t have Essence, we do, so it’s learning where to destroy the threat to it. The Hadarak can deal with the ship. This bastard is here to take out the superweapons, and that means the Ysalamiri and any Essence user.” 
 
    “Knowing is half the battle, and we’re starting to know more.” 
 
    “Not enough. If someone met us for the first time and we used Lachka on them, how could they figure out all our other psionics? How could they prepare for them?” 
 
    “They couldn’t,” Roger admitted. “And if they sent drones after us, they’d never learn about Ikrid.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m rattled, Roger. The only way we’re going to learn is by losing people.” 
 
    “They took their best shot at you and failed. You won’t give them a second shot.” 
 
    “Not with these same tactics, no, but I can’t guard against others I don’t know about.” 
 
    “Yes you can.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s all about Essence for the Lurkers. And I am assuming there are more than one of them. Essence has range issues without a carrier, and the Lurker has no carrier. The Uriti do, but the Hadarak do not beyond their minions. This is a bad weakness that may be countered in other super Lurkers, or whatnot, but Keychain is definitely a melee champ.” 
 
    “With a Yasuo Q flip that’s way too long,” Paul amended.  
 
    “You’re a Cait main. Divers always rattle you.” 
 
    “No they don’t.” 
 
    “You prefer to keep them at range and poke away. When they get in close you run. You’ve learned to play melee with our technology and heavy defenses that allow for longevity, but we’re back to quick kills here, and that you are not comfortable with.” 
 
    “One shot kills,” Paul reiterated. “We can’t fight like that.” 
 
    “We…” Roger stopped short as a thought hit him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was about to say we need a Zhonyas, then I remembered what the Knights of Quenar said about the Essence bubble.” 
 
    Paul suddenly perked up. “Not enough for a ship, but for a single person.” 
 
    “Yet that begs the question of whether or not one can be attacked if in the Essence realm…or whatever it is. If you can push someone there, you can obviously interact. Can a Lurker disintegrate you or skewer you if you’re there? If not, it’d be nifty to have a backup in case a Lurker does get within melee range and tried to assassinate you inside the ship.” 
 
    “You’d be dislodged from it if it moved.” 
 
    “You can survive in your armor so long as you don’t emerge in a bulkhead. They have to have some way to push away atmosphere, or it’d get imbedded in them when they came to Davis.” 
 
    “Give me the items I need and I can fight this,” Paul declared. “But right now I feel like a level 3 in an 18 teamfight.” 
 
    “Lurker is a Rengar. Am I right?” 
 
    “One that we can see. Most people can’t, so yeah, it’s a Rengar and we have no armor for it.” 
 
    “But we do have health. Our ship mass.” 
 
    “We can’t build bigger ships. It’ll just ram us.” 
 
    “Not my point. Excalibur’s bulk keeps the disintegrator from getting to the interior.” 
 
    “There’s that, but with other penetration weapons that’s not much comfort…wait. This really is a lot more like League of Legends than I thought.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Minions. You can either win by defeating the champs, or by pushing the minion waves. And if we don’t guard our inhibitors, the minions will defeat us even if we get the champs. The Hadarak and the Lurkers are the champs. Maybe we can win this with the minions.” 
 
    “What’s our version of a super minion?” 
 
    “The Uriti…but we can’t use them against champs. And we have no idea what their turrets look like. We may have to fight this with disposable units.” 
 
    “But we need our own turrets…oh shit, I just had an idea.” 
 
    “So did I,” Paul agreed. “We need some really big dampeners.” 
 
    “And satellite relays to bounce the Ysalamir beam to.” 
 
    Paul pulled a check on the position of the Hadarak and Keychain, seeing that they were still in low stellar orbit and just sitting there, ostensibly with the Lurker getting a partial or full Essence recharge.  
 
    “We have to keep eyes on Keychain, but if it wants to kill us and the Ysalamir, then we can build a taunt to a trap if we want to devote the resources to it.” 
 
    “It can be mostly hollow.” 
 
    “I know. If Keychain has some surprise for us, this will be a very expensive test, but it’ll be equipment lost and not one of us.” 
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    “Much,” Paul said, pounding his fist into his palm, only to have a massive telepathic surge cross into his mind. He flinched, as did Roger, then the ship’s telepathic shielding kicked in to dampen the overload as it pinpointed the source of the signal, though both of them knew where it came from. 
 
    “The Hadarak has more broadcast power, it seems,” Roger noted. “There’s your proof, Paul. It’s vexed because it can’t kill you. It isn’t fast enough.” 
 
    “So it’s calling for someone who is?”  
 
    “Or more Lurkers to work in coordination. Either way, it’s more champs on the field. This is game on.” 
 
    “Then let’s build some turrets. We’re going to need them.” 
 
      
 
    Many years later… 
 
      
 
    The Hadarak signal had made its way across their domain, passing from one repeater to another in addition to being carried by couriers. The majority of their signals were telepathic in nature out on the frontier, but once you got into the center of the galaxy the real communications network was Essence-based and invisible to most of the galaxy. When word came that the single assassin they’d sent to deal with the enhanced weaponry had failed and reinforcements were required, that message was spread across the Hadarak domain so those who needed to hear it could wherever they were. 
 
    But it also crossed an uninhabited planet where a single mind existed that was sensitive to the messages. It had lain dormant here for a long time, watching the galaxy through the Hadarak’s eyes unknown to them and residing within their domain with impunity so long as the individual did not get too bold. It had moved about a great deal in the past, but in recent memory it had remained here, sleeping at long lengths as it filtered the hacked messages crossing back and forth between the prime territory and the frontier. 
 
    The dispatching of the assassin had been notable, but it was not something that hadn’t occurred before. The failure of the assassin caused the mind to wake from its most recent slumber, raising its huge snake-like head up out of the curl its scaled body had been in as it looked in the direction of the Rim. 
 
    “Have you finally decided to fight, or has another risen to challenge? You know you do not have the strength, so why now?” 
 
    If there was a chance of a new challenger, then the mind could not remain here as a mole on the Hadarak grid. It would have to travel to the Rim and find out for itself, and after all this time, even if it ended up being a false hope, it would be good to taste uninfested space again…while it lasted.  
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    March 1, 128533 
 
    Hlem System (Home 3 Kingdom) 
 
    Jenidshen 
 
      
 
    Kara flew through the open air of the planet with nothing but a bikini top and a pair of short shorts on, feeling the thick atmosphere against her skin as she circled around the massive ship being constructed on the planet’s surface rather than in orbit. That was unusual for a ship 26 miles long and 6 wide. The highest point was still within the comfortable zone of the atmosphere, for the planet had a blanket of gases 138 miles high, yet the air pressure wasn’t too much for a Human to handle once you got used to it. 
 
    But for the aerial Banwion race, these were ideal conditions for construction. They hated being in space suits or having to use remote drones to construct their craft, so they preferred building medium-sized vessels on the surface and only resorted to orbital shipyards for heavy repair work or for those few cargo ships too massive to be built planetside. 
 
    Jenidshen wasn’t their homeworld, but it had become the center of their faction once they joined Star Force. Prior to that they’d been a minor member of The Nexus and had nearly been destroyed in that empire’s collapse. Star Force had moved in to stabilize a few worlds, and out of that seed had grown a strong faction that specialized in tinkering. They had facilities to mass produce drones, like all factions did, but the Banwion preferred custom designs and getting their hands on the craftsmanship to instill a personal touch. That wasn’t the best option, but Star Force was so massive and redundant that the Banwion could afford to be quirky, and the winged bipeds were buzzing around their newest ship as Kara waited for its completion. 
 
    The Banwion looked like big humming birds with arms, and they zipped here and there in a frenzy that made it hard to understand how they didn’t run into each other without battlemap coordination, but they’d never needed it before and they’d become a go-to for the Archons when they wanted to test out new designs, even if just for the purpose of trying something crazy. 
 
    That’s why she’d come here, because they’d tried to max out engine speed before and it was the Banwion that had helped them do it. The trouble was, you couldn’t get much more speed than a Valkyrie without adding a lot more mass…and then that mass had to be moved to, so adding additional gravity drives didn’t give you as much of a boost as one hoped. The best they’d done in the past was a 6% improvement, and with recent breakthroughs they might get that up to 8% out of a ship far larger and more expensive to build.  
 
    But Kara needed every bit of engine power she could get, for there was no way of knowing what she was going to find in the Deep Core or how far she’d be able to get. The Banwion didn’t have to alter the designs they had on file much, though they did have to add an Archon Sanctum, because there was no way she was going on a multi-decade mission without the ability to properly train. As for the crew, they wouldn’t take up much room, because they’d be all Irondel and would barely stand higher than her ankle. They’d help her maintain the ship and particularly the bioharvest facility inside, leaving her free to train and explore, but most importantly troubleshoot their way through Hadarak territory and keep them alive while gaining what would hopefully be badly needed intel on what the enemy had waiting to spring on them next. 
 
    Losing Riona had been a gut shot to her as well as all the other Archons, which was why Kara was willing to take the risk. Lack of information had gotten Riona killed, and if they didn’t figure out what the Hadarak had waiting for them more would probably die that otherwise shouldn’t. Paul almost had, and she was very glad Roger had been there to pull him out, but while they continued to hound Keychain and figure out what additional powers it had, Kara needed to figure out if they had more Lurkers waiting in the Deep Core…or perhaps something even worse.  
 
    At the minimum they needed a crude map of what was in there, so Kara was going to have to go on a long, quiet journey sneaking around where others had not gotten before. She’d have to be patient. Very patient. Not even the V’kit’no’sat or the Zak’de’ron had gone where she was planning to go, and when push came to shove she was going to have to outrun these bastards, so every bit of speed could end up being vital given that she didn’t know what she was going to come across in there. 
 
    But even as fast as the Banwion worked, it was too slow for Kara. They’d fast tracked this build for her, but that still left her waiting for months. They were about 3 weeks away from completion, then they’d have to do a few trial runs around the system to make sure everything was set up properly before loading up all the necessary equipment, plants, and crew, at which point she’d sneak off and try to find an entry point the Hadarak weren’t expecting. 
 
    Her ship had no cloaking device, because the Hadarak could feel gravity silhouettes that the cloaking devices could not mask, so she’d decided a touch more speed was preferable to carrying around the equipment that would only work on minions. And when her mission was to collect data, she needed to be pulling active scans, and that was something you couldn’t do with a cloak running. 
 
    Kara was flying a couple miles high, seeing the city-like construction slip surrounding the soon to be chrome needle that would be her ship. She hadn’t named it yet, and felt like not doing so. If she was supposed to get through this mission she needed to not exist, so how could you name something that wasn’t supposed to be there? 
 
    She had plenty of sneaking experience with Clan Ghostblade, but this was going to be different. The ability to accurately sense gravity was a technology beyond Star Force, so the normal means of hiding wouldn’t suffice. However, get close to a natural body of gravity and she should blend in from range. A cloaking device would help then, but she couldn’t afford the extra tonnage. Her ship had the beefy shields necessary to protect her during jumps, but no weapons had been included other than a few pea shooters. She hadn’t even wanted them initially, but if something got stuck on the hull or that goo weapon came close, she needed minimal weapon capability.  
 
    That said, she knew that the biggest weapon her ship had was her own powers, both psionic and Essence, though if they did get into a fight they were probably going to end up dead anyway. Not engaging the enemy was the key to survival, and she expected to be flying through systems so fast that nobody could catch her, picking up what data she could on the flyby. Her preference was to go slow around the edge of systems, but that was unlikely to happen all the time and once she was spotted she guessed they would signal others to look out for her, and if she could stay ahead of that news she would have to be running fast and hard the whole way. 
 
    But what was going to happen was up in the air. She’d have to figure it out as she went, which was why she and not some lower ranking Archon or Admiral had been pegged for this mission. Wisdom and experience were her best weapons, and soon she’d have a ship that would allow her to use them effectively…she hoped. 
 
    Kara turned and headed towards her ship, but at an angle up so that she slowly rose above it and crossed over the top as hundreds of thousands of Banwion were carrying tiny bits of hull plates over to the ship and assembling them on site with molecular aligners that allowed them to take tiny bits of material and create one seamless hull out of it. Normally you’d bring in bigger sections to attach then bond the seams, but the Banwion preferred the incremental approach and had enough workers available to make good time at it, though the Kiritak would have been finished by now if she’d brought the project to them. 
 
    The trouble was, the Kiritak were already maxed out with war production and the resettlement of refugees. That resettlement meant thousands of new planets needed to be colonized, with the cities fabricated before the people arrived. The Kiritak were working nonstop to accomplish that along with the Bsidd and many others, including the Paladin, though they were mostly engaged along the edge of the Hadarak Zone and spamming temporary colonies there to deal with the logistical nightmare this war was creating. 
 
    Kara wasn’t going to pull any of them off construction, so the Banwion were the best choice, for few others had the industrial capability to put together a ship like this in short order. However, the Banwion weren’t sitting idle, and off across the horizon the Archon could see many other grounded ships under construction, many of which were warships that were not meant for the Banwion, but for others elsewhere. The Banwion fleet, per faction status requirements, was large and very capable of defending their own worlds, but this race didn’t have the temperament to be warriors. They did well enough as defenders, but not many Banwion had proved themselves worthy for normal fleet status. 
 
    They didn’t have a mindset for combat, for they were geared for production and building came naturally to them. This was a form of challenge craving that fit well into Star Force, but made them about the last on the list of fleets to call for offensive duties.  
 
    So the Banwion would build ships for others when their own fleets got to capacity. They did not expand them, rather replacing ships with upgrades as they came along and recycling the existing ships into new raw materials. Everything here was shiny and new, and had an elitist feel to it that stood in stark contrast to the many dark and dirty worlds in the galaxy. This was civilization at its finest, and the Banwion took great pride in their craftsmanship, which was why many individual customers came here to get custom work done for them, though all those orders had been put on hold when the war began.  
 
    The Rim didn’t like that, for the war wasn’t here and wouldn’t be for a long time, but the Banwion knew that every ship would matter, especially in combat with the Hadarak minions. They saw it as a race of production, Star Force versus Hadarak, with those who built or ‘grew’ ships faster winning out, and with that mindset firmly in place the Banwion had ignored the rest of the galaxy and focused entirely on war production. It had killed their local economy, but in Star Force the economy was for luxury items only and all natural resource production was done in house so it would never be in jeopardy of being tied to credits.  
 
    However, them closing up their public access shop had a negative effect on their previous customers, who had to go elsewhere for their orders. Some smaller subfactions and corporations still supplied large vessels, but the waiting lines were incredibly long now due to the demand and lack of suppliers. Star Force wasn’t going to let people die in the Core when more ships could move them out of harm’s way, but those races and individuals here that relied on Star Force for their day to day needs beyond the empire’s borders were getting hit pretty hard. 
 
    Self-sufficiency on an empire scale was critical, and too many lazy civilizations had come to rely on the Star Force markets despite warnings to the contrary. So right now the Rim was having a sorting out of who was who, with the more respectable client races being well set and the others having to scrimp and save what resources they had as the Hadarak war was sucking just about everything else away from the public markets. 
 
    Just about everything…for Star Force wasn’t ignoring the people on the Rim, many of which needed rescued just as those in the Core did. Star Force didn’t control the entire rim, and while the expansions had been scaled back considerably, they had not been ended. There were still some Star Force fleets fighting in the Rim to spread civilization, and Kara knew Ginsi was out there rather than fighting the Hadarak, and she envied her that. Naval combat was the way of the Hadarak war, and those Archons who had focused on the Commando pathway had little use for those skills in the Core.  
 
    It was a war on a massive scale, but elsewhere in the galaxy you saw the more personal wars that came down to one person versus another, and that’s where Ginsi and some others were the most effective. They wanted to fight the Hadarak, but until there was a way to do so other than naval combat or short term surface missions that could be erased in a matter of seconds by a drone’s weaponry, the Commando specialists knew their skills were best used elsewhere. 
 
    And the same was now true of Kara, for her skills were needed for exploration rather than combat. Right now, though, she was on a break from training for the next 6 hours and just wanted to get some leisurely flying in as she snooped around her nearly complete ship. She’d been inside many times before, but today she just wanted to feel the atmosphere on her skin, force once she went inside with the crew they’d be stuck there for years unless there was some opportunity for a planet visit in the Deep Core, which she highly doubted. And even if there was, running and continuing to run was best way to stay safe, so Kara figured once she took possession of the ship it would become her second fortress of solitude and she wanted to soak in as much planet-side mojo as she could before that happened. 
 
    After she crossed over the ship to the north side, Kara flew down lower again then picked up speed and headed for the strip of greenery running through the cityscape like a river…and at the bottom of it was an actual river, with several miles of trees on either side. She zipped down to the half mile wide shimmering water, then skimmed the surface until the elevation changed and the calm water turned into rapids and waterfalls.  
 
    She stopped just short of the edge of one of the larger waterfalls, seeing a group of Banwion at the bottom sunning themselves on rocks along with a large number of visitors from non-flying races. Kara went right to the edge of the falls and landed on an outcropping with the water rushing by it a few inches lower on either side.  
 
    She touched down on the misty rock in her bare feet, then sat down on the edge and dangled her legs over, kicking her feet back and forth as the spray from below wafted up and cooled her down from the intense sunlight above, for this system was a binary and had twice as much light as others.  
 
    Kara ignored the people pointing up at her from below, and they were too far down and too small to make out what they were saying, giving her a ‘public yet private’ spot on the waterfall with the cascading waters making so much noise she could have yelled and nobody would have heard her.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to miss this,” she said to herself, dipping a hand to the right and diverting a bit of water up onto the rock…then into the air where it pooled into a ball hovering over her lap. She played with the water telekinetically, then shot the ball out forward until her Lachka let go of it, then it deformed and fell as heavy rain to the reforming river below. 
 
    And that’s exactly how the galaxy worked. With the proper influence you could shape it into something beautiful, but let go and it would quickly fall apart into anarchy. Though in some ways anarchy was even preferable to eradication. The thought of every planet being conquered and cleansed of all life except the Hadarak minions that would replace it seemed impossible, but that’s what was happening in the Core and slowly creeping its way outward. It wouldn’t get here forever, but one day forever would come and this world would also burn under their attack. All these people here would die and minions would replace them…and then what?  
 
    Would the Hadarak leave them in place, or pull back once again? She didn’t know, but at that point she didn’t care. The galaxy had to be saved, even the bad parts of it, for what was coming was, in some ways, even worse. It wasn’t to the people suffering and dying out there in their own little hell holes, which was why Star Force wasn’t ignoring them and only focusing on the Hadarak, but most of those place were low level threats that some of the strong individuals could deal with on their own…but the Hadarak were so massive it seemed unsporting. As if there was no pathway to victory, even under the most unlikely of circumstances. 
 
    Star Force, the V’kit’no’sat, and the Zak’de’ron were the only known empires strong enough to even fight back, and without them the galaxy was doomed. Kara didn’t see the point of it all. If the Hadarak wanted everything gone and replaced with minions, why wait until now? Something didn’t add up, and her mission was going to be to gather more data so that hopefully Star Force could figure out what they were up to, though Kara wasn’t too confident about that outcome.  
 
    Right now they were grasping in the dark, and even a tiny nightlight would make a big difference finding their way forward.  
 
    Kara took in a deep, moist breath and let it out slowly as the heavy sound of the waterfall filled her senses. She was going to miss the natural world, but if living in an elaborate tin can for years on end was the way to shed some light on this menace, then so be it. But as long as she had to wait to get going, this wasn’t a bad spot to do it in.  
 
    Kara laid back on the rock and let her hair soak up the water as she looked up at the sky that was too pink to see the stars beyond, almost as if they didn’t exist. She let that sink in for a moment, almost wishing the Hadarak away, then she realized that most people in the galaxy didn’t know the Hadarak even existed, and they wouldn’t until they showed up in their sky on the day they would die.  
 
    “Kara, you dumb bitch. This is why you became an Archon. Duty calls and Riona needs avenged. And more than just killing Keychain. You’ve gotta figure out how to end the Hadarak before they show up in this sky and a billion others.” 
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    November 19, 128533 
 
    Castle One System (V’kit’no’sat territory) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Nom’ron stood onboard the Ironman-class MCV looking out the observation deck at the other identical ships pouring into the uninhabited system…well, soon to be uninhabited anyway, for the natives living on the 8th planet were not totally evacuated yet. Their removal had not been preplanned, for their proximity to the Hadarak Zone was minimal at some 329 lightyears away from the edge of the V’kit’no’sat border.  
 
    They were still in jeopardy, but there were a lot more people closer that had priority for evacuation, including V’kit’no’sat worlds, yet this one had been reprioritized for immediate evacuation by Roger-009. Simultaneously the trailblazer had commissioned this massive construction project that Nom’ron and an army of builders were about to begin work on. He’d been given the immense honor of project lead, but this was not to be a Calavari-only project. Too many tasks had to be accomplished elsewhere, so units from the Calavari, Humans, Kiritak, Bsidd, Paladin, Protovic, and 18 other factions had been assembled and given to him to command. 
 
    This was by far the largest responsibility Nom’ron had ever been tagged with, but he was one of the oldest Master Builders in Star Force and had worked on 17 different Grid Point Constructs. What they were going to build here was going to be just as massive, perhaps more so, for the trailblazers had not given him final blueprints to work off of. Just the first few pieces that would take years to construct, during which he’d been promised to get the final proofs on the rest of the new trailblazer project designated loosely as a ‘space castle’ that could hold its ground against a Hadarak. 
 
    Nom’ron had jumped at the offer to work on this project, not expecting to be offered the lead, but now that he had it there was an immense amount of work to do and it would take months before all the MCVs enroute would arrive. Already there were 12,934 here with that tally ticking up periodically as the active jumpline continued to spill more into the system. There was a small contingent of 34 warships here for system defense, meaning he wouldn’t have to watch his back as he worked, for the navy would take care of that. No, what he had to do now was begin setting up the mechanisms to feed this massive project, for there was no way they’d be importing what they needed. This was going to have to be on-site production. 
 
    The system had been chosen for its proximity to the Hadarak Zone, knowing that over time this ‘safe’ area would be consumed by the Hadarak, giving Nom’ron plenty of time to build it in the hopes that it would offer a safe haven for battle fleets to retreat into and potentially bait Hadarak to their deaths. Unfortunately it wouldn’t do anything to protect the 28 planets here, which was why the natives had to be evacuated, but in their place Nom’ron’s workers were going to be inhabiting all of those planets plus the outer nebular that stretched in a band around the entire system like a thin donut. 
 
    There were no asteroid belts here, so all ores would have to be mined from the planetoids, which included the 1278 different moons of various sizes, and already he had dispatched the first group of MCVs to 6 prime locations. His own ship would be deployed when necessary, but for right now it was acting as traffic control as the system got busier and busier, and from here on out this would seem tranquil as the work was only beginning to start… 
 
      
 
    Tik’ti’s MCV was one of the first assigned in the Castle One System, with his Kiritak crew being sent to a semi-habitable moon with an icy but breathable atmosphere. The gravity was low, which mean the atmosphere had to be quite deep in order to get necessary pressure, and it was through that atmosphere that landing pods were dropping down to the surface and impacting with gentle thuds onto the ice sheets over the most prime areas the survey team had previously located. 
 
    Tik’ti didn’t like staying onboard the MCV itself, so as normal he went down with the first crews as they began to melt their way through the ice, lowering the landing pods below horizon level all the way down through the newly formed shafts to the bedrock below. It was covered with a few meters of sand, into which the landing pods extended boring rods that drilled down some 12 meters and affixed themselves firmly, after which the pods began to unfurl into a makeshift camp as Tik’ti and the other 62 crewmembers in this pod continued to melt away the surrounding ice in their flight capable envirosuits. 
 
    They used gun-like apparatus that vaporized the ice and channeled it through clear shield-crafted tubes up to the surface where it was collected into one master shaft that sent the vapor several miles away to where it was released upwards at an angle into a shower of quickly freezing snow that began to pile up on top of the ice sheets. 
 
    That process continued for hours until base camp was carved out of the ice and the landing pod was fully transformed into temporary housing for the ‘carving’ crews. Tik’ti oversaw the dropship transfer of larger pieces of equipment down from the orbiting MCV and into their storage berths in the half mile wide structure, then he took the third digger to arrive and boarded it with two other Kiritak and began slowly driving it down into the bedrock and producing a torrent of sand behind it as a byproduct. 
 
    Other crew would be collecting the sand and either using it to feed fabrication machinery if desired, or depositing the worthless material elsewhere, but right now he and his two crewmembers were digging the first ‘road’ down more than a mile into the bedrock and making sure they avoided weak areas that could collapse. These initial tunnels were critical, because they needed to get to the desired pockets of material that would then be used to build the reinforcing structures for future tunnels.  
 
    Without imports available, they were having to do these first constructs in old school fashion, and it required a great deal of skill and experience to see the limited sensor readings available through sheer rock and be able to know where to go and not go, and since time was ample but not unlimited, he had marching orders from Project Leader Nom’ron to proceed as fast as reasonable possible, for a lot more work crews would be arriving in the coming months and they didn’t need to be sitting in their ships waiting for work. They needed job sites up and ready to plug into when they arrived. 
 
    So it was up to Tik’ti to get Moon #73 set up for mining duties while other members of his MCV unit were clearing locations for bioharvest facilities, due to the fact that they were going to have to support all the workers where with what they’d brought with them for the following year or two, but after that they’d have to completely supply this system-wide project with every bit of foodstuffs, clothing, and assorted items the workers would need. So they weren’t just here to construct a space castle. They had to create the infrastructure to house and feed the workers, while they then harvested the raw materials, processed them into useable products, then used those products to produce the high end technology that would finally be used to create the anti-Hadarak defense position. 
 
    As wasteful as that all sounded, it was actually the most efficient way to build something of this size. Shipping in resources from outside the system was costly and time consuming beyond measure, and with so many resources going to the war effort, there was no way they had the luxury of doing that here. So while the first stages of the space castle construction wouldn’t be occurring for a long time, once they got the ball rolling and output began to spike, the final phases of construction would go lightning fast compared to them having to ship in everything from outside the system. 
 
    But the basic building blocks were here, in the bedrock of the moon, and Tik’ti’s job was to start getting them out. They were the food that the factories would eat, and his job in this massive project was to provide that input. He had his little piece of the project to see to and knew everyone else would be taking care of theirs. Over the coming years he wouldn’t know what they were doing, nor hear much of any news from the Hadarak front or the other war breaking out in the Rim. He and the others would be focused on their jobs day in and day out, working frantically to build up the industrial base necessary to build the finished product… 
 
      
 
    And that product was far larger than Fili Veroni had thought when she’d first arrived 6 years ago. Originally they’d been tasked with creating a massive central reactor sphere with conduits stretching out like a spider web to far reaching relay nodes, but by the time the trailblazers had finished with the blueprints the Human Master Builder realized their plans were much more ambitious. 
 
    Her job was creating the technology for the relays, and even though they had no structure yet to attach them to, her MCV had already built four production facilities on the 9th planet and was steadily building up a reserve of sensitive components that were being stored in warehouses she was having to build along the way. In approximately 12 years she’d be able to start assembling them in space. Until then it was fabricate and store, all the while doing a little research here and there with some test applications in space just to see if this theoretical technology would actually work. 
 
    The project was based off Ysalamir designs, and it had a limitation of arcing range, so the space castle had to extend that range via relay nodes that would extend out like tethered sentinels and would bounce the centrally created energy cocktail further and further away from the generator…which would be protected by immense dampening shields larger than any ever created by Star Force before, but those were not her concern. 
 
    The relays had to receive and then shoot off the energy arc again, and based off the trailblazer’s blueprints, the actual width of the space fort was going to be larger than a gas giant. The internal space would almost all be a void, with very thin strands connecting it all and giving the weapon the ability to relay its damage everywhere in a spherical firing arc while keeping the enemy far from the actual weapon at the center.  
 
    That meant it had a radius of some 68,284 miles across which multiple relays would have to work in conjunction to shuffle the beam out to the final emitters. And given how many relays a spherical area of that size would need, Fili could not make anything more than a wild estimate to completion time on her part of the project, which she pegged at no less than 63 years. How fast or slow the other parts of the monster castle would take, she didn’t know, but the trailblazers had added a lot of stuff to the spider web that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    There would be internal transit conduits that could shuffle people and supplies from any point in the web to anywhere else, and many random points were going to be used to house shipyards, warehouses, conventional weapon systems, recycling facilities…meaning those that took whole starships, chewed them up, and spat out useful ingots for use in other projects. As Fili looked down the whole list her mind began to come to grasps with what the trailblazers actually had in mind. 
 
    They couldn’t protect a planet, but they intended to move everything they needed on a planet inside the defensive perimeter of the space castle. The outer layers would be barren, with only emitters and relays to keep the Hadarak at bay. Many of those would be lost in combat, guessing by the redundant nature of them, but the further you went into the interior the more ‘fixed’ structures there were, telling her that the trailblazers did not expect the Hadarak to get that far. 
 
    But the wealth of conventional weapons suggested that they did fear that minions could. Dampening shields would work well against the larger threats, but they could only be focused on a single place with that much intensity. The power required to stop a small planet from ramming into you was immense, so it couldn’t be covering the entire perimeter of the project. Furthermore, dampening fields didn’t completely negate your movement, just gum it up so much that it slowed you down to the point where you were easy target practice.  
 
    They couldn’t hold off a Hadarak forever if the firing mechanism didn’t scare them away or destroy them, meaning the trailblazers were gambling on the fact that they could protect the interior indefinitely…and that meant her relays had to work, or this entire project would be for naught.  
 
    She wasn’t the only one tasked with a critical system, she knew, but if any of them failed this entire project would. All had to succeed, and all had to finish before a Hadarak arrived. Given their current rate of progress they would be completed well before that, but if one came here early there was no way to stop it from wrecking everything they’d built up on the planets and the tiny amount of structure they’d begun assembling as the armored cradle for the main reactor.  
 
    She knew the trailblazers had a reputation for asking the impossible, but this was far beyond anything she had personally encountered before. The Grid Points seemed insane on their own, yet they had been built with a lot of time and continual effort. This, however, was going far beyond that, and she knew this was not the only one they’d ordered to be built. There were at least 13 others already starting setup work, and there were rumors of more in the works.  
 
    That told her there was a time crunch, because normally you would pour all your available resources into a single prototype project, build it, test it, and make sure the blueprints actually meant a damn before you commissioned others. Given the size and local resources production this project required she could understand the time constraints and the need to simultaneously start buildup, but this was all highly irregular and rushed. She didn’t know how bad the fighting was getting, and for the most part the construction crews were under a black out with very few updates getting through. The fleet of warships protecting them had gradually been increasing, and she was beginning to wonder if they were under threat of attack prior to completion, hence the need to start all the projects at the same time. 
 
    But she didn’t need to know any of that until a warrior told her to move out of the way or transfer here or there. Her focus was rightly placed on her work, with the rest of what was happening in the galaxy being a distraction. She and the others had a space castle to build, and it was the most ambitious project the galaxy had ever seen, as far as Star Force records went. Fili wondered if someone else, in the far past, had tried something similar and failed against the Hadarak. But then again, they probably didn’t have a weapon that could blow miles deep crates into their hulls in a matter of seconds. 
 
    And once this beast of a project was finished, it would be able to fire multiple shots in sequence with 2812 capacitors each capable of powering a single shot before recharging…and the recharging rate would be in the matter of hours, not days.  
 
    And while the main weapon was no more effective on regular armor as it was on Yeg’gor, those powerful blasts could be tuned down and used to target large conventional ships in addition to all the ‘normal’ weaponry that was going to be clustered along the outer and middle web. Roger-009 had decided to name these things ‘castles’ rather than giving them a more catchy title, but to Fili this was the closest thing to an actual Death Star, and while it couldn’t blow up a Hadarak in one shot, let alone a planet, it was starting to get within that ballpark, and that was something that she had never thought would be possible. 
 
    She still remembered seeing Star Wars as a child, on Wednesday Throwbacks, and trying to imagine what kind of power source the Death Star would need to produce that much energy to be able to just penetrate to the core of a planet, let alone destabilize it enough to cause it to detonate. 
 
    Now, she was literally seeing the extreme low end of those calculations, and that terrified her. Namely what someone could do with this scale of power if it fell into the wrong hands. But so long as they were facing unstoppable planet-sized killing monsters, they were going to need to build a monster to kill a monster.  
 
    But at least their monster couldn’t move from system to system, making it a defensive weapon rather than an offensive one. Yet still, take it a step further and someday, maybe another 100,000 years or so, and you could probably find a way to move something like this.  
 
    She didn’t even want to think about that after seeing how the Uriti could destroy some type of planets from within. They, at least, couldn’t be ‘built’ by civilizations. That shouldn’t comfort her, but it did because it was an organic threat, not a technological one. But now here she was working on a technological terror, and fervently doing so, because they had to have some piece of this galaxy safe from the Hadarak. Even if it was just a pocket of space inside the defense perimeter. 
 
    The implications of what she was doing still chilled her, but there was no going back. If they didn’t find a way to stop the Hadarak, there wouldn’t be anyone left to misuse the technology later. But when one showed the galaxy that something could be done, others would try to duplicate it, and she reluctantly felt that this was ushering in an age of superweapons.  
 
    But then again, dead was dead, no matter how you ended up that way, so what was she scoffing at? And if it was going to be the age of superweapons, then she was damn well going to work towards giving Star Force the best ones possible.  
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    August 12, 128534 
 
    Virik’tidan System (V’kit’no’sat Coreward Border) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Though it wasn’t necessary, every time they entered a system that they were passing through Kara came to the bridge. Doing so would be necessary later, so she figured she might as well get into the habit on the way to the Core, meaning she had to cut short an obstacle course workout to be here when the Hail Mary came out of its breaking maneuver.  
 
    Greg had suggested the name just before she’d left Hlem, and coming from his football background the term made perfect sense to him, though he’d had to explain it to Kara, since she’d never taken to that sport. It wasn’t played now, and had been lost to history, but the concept of a long range throw that had only a small chance of being caught seemed appropriate for this mission. 
 
    The system they’d just entered, while in the V’kit’no’sat domain, was not inhabited by anything more than their tracking beacons. They were set there to monitor for Hadarak activity long ago, but the presence of the enemy minions not too distant from the border made them all the more important, and the V’kit’no’sat had aggressively seeded all the systems around the galaxy on the their border. They made a giant detection net with patrol fleets traveling along them, ready to act if a breach was detected.  
 
    As far as she knew none had during this war, but it was just a matter of time until they got here. How long depended on how well the triumvirate was in killing minions and Hadarak, and already they had managed to kill two more Hadarak with the Ysalamiri while the location of Keychain was being constantly updated into the Urrtren and passed around the galaxy far faster than Star Force couriers could manage. They were still necessary to reach the fleets within the Hadarak Zone, but they could get word to the nearest Ysalamir far faster than Keychain actually moved, and so as long as someone with Essence skills and a fast ship didn’t lose track of the Lurker, it wasn’t going to surprise attack anyone. 
 
    So the hunt was back on, and she expected to hear word of more Hadarak kills before she left behind the Star Force units in the region and dove into the heart of the Hadarak empire. There were still two bases she was going to pass through before being beyond communications range, but this was the last system in V’kit’no’sat territory she had to pass through, and once she jumped out she would be in the no man’s land between the continually fortifying border and the ever creeping Hadarak army with its tendrils reaching out in multiple directions only to surround and then later consume the systems inside their perimeters. 
 
    Kara expected the tendrils to reach the border before the surrounded systems fell, and that kept the Triad guessing as to when the first incursion into V’kit’no’sat space would occur. Kara didn’t know if she would be back before then or not, for if she could get in deep she wasn’t going to turn around and come back with a few snippets of information. She was going to take the Ring to Mordor if possible, and with her ship set up to resupply itself from natural resources if given the opportunity, the Hail Mary gave her virtually unlimited range. 
 
    That was, assuming she could find a system with the necessary natural resources and the Hadarak wouldn’t be there to stop her. She had no clue what she was going to run into, but it was going to be a solitary mission with only her crew of Irondel with her. Kara expected it might be worse on them, but they’d all volunteered for the extended mission eagerly. Hopefully they hadn’t made a stupid decision, for even as big as the ship was to such a small race, their crewmates and Kara were the only people they were going to see for a very, very long time. 
 
    Kara stayed on the bridge during the hours as they transited around the star to their outgoing jumppoint, with her itching to get back to the sanctum, but when in the danger zone she was going to have to spend every minute between jumps on the bridge or nearby with a link into the sensors so she could get instantaneous updates. That meant no training insystem, because she couldn’t take the risk of something happening when she was distracted or asleep.  
 
    She hadn’t expected any trouble here, but as they were nearing their outgoing jumppoint a ship decloaked in front of them, blocking their path, as a holographic transmission was sent to the Hail Mary. 
 
    “What the hell,” she said angrily, stepping into her command chair so she could receive the transmission from the Zak’de’ron ship. “What are you doing?” she asked the image of the gray dragon that appeared before her, intentionally speaking English. 
 
    “Your mission is known to us. Be aware that we have attempted the same thing in the past and failed.” 
 
    “I know. What’s your point?” 
 
    “If you are going to attempt the impossible again, then I have been instructed to go with you.” 
 
    Kara raised an eyebrow. “I don’t remember inviting you.” 
 
    “An invitation is not necessary. We will follow your ship wherever you go. You have no weapons to prevent this,” the Zak’de’ron said with a disapproving tone. 
 
    Kara ground her teeth, searching through a list of curse words but not finding any particular one sufficient. “Can you keep up? I’m not slowing down if you cannot.” 
 
    “If we cannot, then proceed without us. If you can find a way to penetrate their defenses, we wish to also utilize this route. And you have no stealth technology. We do. We will not be a hindrance.” 
 
    “You can’t hide from gravitational sensors,” she reminded them. “I can’t stop you from following, but if you’ve failed before, why do you think this will be any different?” 
 
    “We do not think it will, but Star Force has surprised us before and we are willing to gamble one ship and its superior sensors on the chance you will find a path through.” 
 
    Kara leaned back in her overly large chair. “So that’s it. You don’t think this ship is advanced enough to get good information?” 
 
    “It is not as superior as ours. If you wish to board our vessel and guide us, you may leave yours behind.” 
 
    “No,” Kara said flatly, and with a venom the Zak’de’ron did not miss. 
 
    “You dislike us.” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know why?” 
 
    “I am told you almost died when you removed your Vorch’nas. Had you not violated your instructions you would have been unharmed.” 
 
    Kara raised a hand and shot a bit of plasma from one palm to another, with the blue fire reflecting off her gray eyes. “The fact that you do not see the sabotage as dishonorable confirms my dislike of your entire race. None of you can be trusted. I cannot stop you from following, and I have no weapon systems to assist you with if you become disabled. I will not be responsible for you.” 
 
    “We do not ask that you are. We simply wished to inform you that we would be shadowing your vessel, as a measure of respect.” 
 
    Kara scoffed, laughing in a way that almost became a snort. “Respect my ass. How about you give me the method to undo the sabotage to my genetic code?” 
 
    “I do not possess it.” 
 
    “And how many of you do?” she asked curiously. “Come on, from one of us who is about to die to another, be honest. How many of you could undo this sabotage?” 
 
    “It is a permanent bond with the Vorch’nas. It is not meant to be undone. I do not believe a method was ever created to undo a permanent bond,” he emphasized. “If it is possible, I do not know how and I am the only Zak’de’ron onboard this ship.” 
 
    “You have no crew?” 
 
    “Not of my own kind. I believe you are in a similar position.” 
 
    “Mine aren’t slaves,” Kara pointed out. 
 
    “Nor are mine, and both are servants by choice.” 
 
    “You didn’t stick this on my arm by choice,” Kara said icily, “so don’t expect me to take your word for that.” 
 
    “I did not come here to anger you. I came to assist as I was able, though I do not know how given what we face ahead of us.” 
 
    “There is no ‘us’ because you didn’t bother to ask permission to tag along. How long have you been following me?” 
 
    “I have not. It was anticipated that you would pass through this system. I have been waiting.” 
 
    “Anticipated how?” 
 
    “We know a great deal about what happens in V’kit’no’sat territory,” the Zak’de’ron said ominously. 
 
    “Ah,” Kara said in an exasperated sigh. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “I am Pol’ake.” 
 
    “Well, Polly, let’s set some ground rules. You do not precede my ship. You do not contact my ship insystem unless I contact you first. You remain cloaked and behind me at all times. I don’t want even a hint of double gravitational silhouette showing that could reveal my position on the system exterior to lesser gravitational sensors. You maneuver to avoid that at all times, understood?” 
 
    “Terms accepted.” 
 
    “I’m not finished. I want all the information you have, maps and otherwise, on the road ahead. I want everything, you hear me?” 
 
    “And you shall have it,” Pol’ake said, with a data packet being transmitted a split second later, though the full file took quite some time before it was fully downloaded.  
 
    Kara quickly skimmed it, using her Sav and mental interlink with the computer, then looked back at the smug dragon. “Why did you fail?” 
 
    “Their systems are so densely occupied, we could not utilize stellar jump routes and their interception capabilities required us to flee backwards. We were not fast enough to avoid their swarm tactics. They would block the path ahead, and we could not cloak beyond their detection. We have since made improvements, but they will be of no use so long as your ship is obvious. I do not know how you can succeed where we failed.” 
 
    “You’re used to operating out of a position of assumed dominance, not sneaking around just to stay alive. We have a lot of that experience,” she said angrily, “thanks to your former apprentices.” 
 
    Now it was the dragon that frowned heavily. “They are not of our making. They destroyed all but one of us. If not for the threat of the Hadarak, we would be destroying their empire as we speak.” 
 
    “You were that close to launching an attack?” 
 
    “If there Hadarak were of no concern, yes. But they have always been there, and if we removed the V’kit’no’sat they would have been free to further harm the galaxy. For that reason we would have waited long enough so that we could replace the border guards as the existing ones fell. That would require a great deal more time.” 
 
    “And after you finished with the V’kit’no’sat, you would come after us because you will not tolerate peers,” Kara accused. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Pol’ake admitted. “Do you wish met to deny it?” 
 
    “I wish you weren’t backstabbing, arrogant, darkside monkeys.” 
 
    “I do not understand your monkey reference.” 
 
    “The other three items should have been sufficient to get the point across.” 
 
    “We were nearly wiped from the galaxy once. We won’t risk it occurring a second time. With your Uriti naval assets, you are currently the dominant power in the galaxy aside from the Hadarak, yet you hold them in reserve…” 
 
    “While you nearly squandered the only effective weapon we have against the Hadarak because of your mismanagement of them. And that mismanagement stems from your darkside nature. That is why you are inferior, and always will be. The lightside is more powerful, when given a chance to fully develop, and that’s why the darkside is always trying to deny it that chance. If you were truly superior you’d build in parallel to us and others, not try and take them down before they can exceed you. Those are the actions of the fearful, not the dominant.” 
 
    “Do we not have a right to be fearful after what has transpired?” 
 
    “Not if you claim to be superior.” 
 
    “I was told your thought processes were perplexing. We do not understand how you have come so far, even with access to the V’kit’no’sat legacy. Perhaps you will be able to enlighten me during this quest.” 
 
    “Are you going to keep blocking my route ahead, or do I have to go around you?” Kara quipped. 
 
    “I merely wanted your attention,” Pol’ake said, with his ship drifting closer to the star and out of the Hail Mary’s path. “I will not delay you further.” 
 
    Kara accelerated the moment the Zak’de’ron ship moved, eager to get to the jump point and into the coast phase where she could analyze the data packet and see if there was anything truly useful in it. 
 
    “How many Hadarak have you killed, all time?” she asked on impulse. 
 
    “183,299,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    “So why are they so pissed now?” 
 
    “Most likely your Uriti.” 
 
    “The Lurker didn’t go for the Uriti, it went for the Ysalamiri. I was hoping you knew something we did not.” 
 
    “We know a great deal more than you, but amongst that knowledge is not the provocation that began the galactic purge attempt.” 
 
    “Attempt? You are arrogant.” 
 
    “Do you intend to lose?” 
 
    “No,” Kara admitted. “But we make this up as we go along. Do you have a plan for victory?” 
 
    “You did not invent adaptation,” the dragon casually reminded her. “And we knew of the weapon we gifted you. It is ingratitude that you will not share the technological version with us now.” 
 
    “That ‘weapon’ is a person that you abused badly, and if we gave you that weapon you could use it to destroy the Uriti. If you were in our position, would you give away such an advantage?” 
 
    “I would not. But you would not have the weapon without our blessing. Remember that in coming days.” 
 
    “And the weapon would never have been created if we could not talk to the Uriti, for it was Shen that explained to us how it worked…at least enough for us to figure out how to replicate it. You obviously couldn’t, and that’s because you see the Uriti and all other races as tools rather than people.” 
 
    “I do not see you as a tool, Kara. If I did, this conversation would be occurring in a far different manner.” 
 
    “Then stop pinging my Vorch’nas trying to access it.” 
 
    The dragon huffed. “My apologies. That is disrespectful, but we learned long ago to take advantage of any opportunities that present themselves, and if I could access your mind directly we could avoid the inefficiency of vocal conversation.” 
 
    “We can avoid it by not talking as well. What is it you need to learn from me?” 
 
    “You are not making a fool’s mistake in launching this mission. What do you know that we do not?” 
 
    Kara smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “Watch and learn, newb.” 
 
    “That is why I am here,” he said neutrally.  
 
    “You are here to watch. I highly doubt you will learn,” she said, cutting off the comm as she sat in her chair staring at the wall ahead fuming. 
 
    “Kara?” one of the Irondel on their counter-level stations meekly asked. 
 
    She turned and looked at him, but apparently her glare was a little too harsh and her expression made him jump. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, letting her facial expression slacken. “I really don’t like Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “Are there any security precautions we need to take?” 
 
    Kara sighed. “No. They can’t hack their way in, and if they want to board us our only option is running. Either way, if they mess with us he’ll have to deal with me. And whether he knows it or not, I can kill him if need be. I’m our security precaution. Just make sure we don’t bump into their ship.” 
 
    “You want us to use Ghostbane?” 
 
    “Yes, until I tell you otherwise. I don’t know if the Hadarak can detect it, so we might not want to use it when sneaking, but for now I want to know where that bastard is at all times…and if he disappears at any time let me know immediately.” 
 
    “Understood,” the Irondel said, turning back to his station and the tiny stool on which he sat with his tail hanging off the backside.  
 
    Kara turned back to staring at the wall, having promised herself not to leave the bridge until they jumped out, but she didn’t feel like reviewing the data packet or anything else right now. She knew better than to throw a temper tantrum over events that she could not alter, but other than turning around and going back, she couldn’t stop the Zak’de’ron from shadowing her ship unless the Hail Mary turned out to be faster, and she doubted that. They would have sent their fastest, and given the size and make of the vessel they had done just that. She could recognize Zak’de’ron technology as easily as Star Force’s, and while there were some minor alterations to the hull, this was definitely a scout built for speed. 
 
    And like it or not, the Zak’de’ron still had better technology than Star Force in a lot of areas, and the only way the Hail Mary was going to outrun them was if she got very, very lucky…and historically her luck sucked, so unless she’d already hit the total quota of bad luck for her life, she was going to be stuck with a dragon following her deep into Hadarak space.  
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    February 12, 128535 
 
    System 2911834 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Kurt-074’s Fishbones Borg vessel was leading the convoy of warships escorting the Ysalamir Black Pearl through a transfer around the massive white star at system’s center enroute to attack a tier 2 Hadarak four jumps away. Now that they had Keychain’s position marked, they were once again using the Ysalamiri to go after select Hadarak, but none of the remaining 8 superweapons were going into combat without a trailblazer, or at least a Borg vessel, along with them. Where there was one Lurker there might be others, but until they confirmed that they weren’t going to sideline their greatest weapons on the threat alone. 
 
    The escort convoy was fairly tightly packed together, but there were also fringe ships pacing them. There always were nowadays, and Star Force couldn’t keep them away if they had the engine capability to stay with them. They stayed far away, beyond weapons range, and watched wherever the Ysalamiri went, much like people had once done with the Uriti, though their numbers had grown so large you didn’t have permanent scouts watching them. 
 
    But a lot of people across the galaxy wanted to know just how effective the Ysalamiri were, and where they were at all times, so there were always some high tech ships shadowing them, but they knew to keep their distance. 
 
    Today, however, one did not and it breached the outer ‘safe’ zone that Star Force had decreed no ships should cross within. It was a large buffer, at over 1 million miles, but as soon as the cloaked vessel crossed within it a drone was sent on an intercept course, as was standard procedure. Wave off warnings were transmitted in thousands of languages, but since the ship was cloaked Star Force couldn’t get an identity on it, just a position, as it continued to approach. Much closer and they’d be able to get some sensor readings on it aside from Ghostbane, which every Ysalamir fleet was now carrying, but the drone got to it before then and got in its path, slowing and making it clear the approaching ship was not supposed to proceed. 
 
    Kurt was aware of the encounter, and there had been others previously where a drone was needed to scare off someone who thought it wise to violate the safe zone around the convoy, but this was the first time the drone actually exploded. 
 
    Kurt immediately assumed command and dispatched several hundred drones off the rear of his column-like Borg vessel that had a full complement of the attack ships attached as he saw the unidentified ship continue to approach at speed. He had the warships redeploy into defensive formation around the Black Pearl as the few drones got within weapons range of the target and opened fire. 
 
    They got some basic silhouette information from the weapon strikes, then the cloak went down entirely. At first he thought it was from damage, but the alien ship was showing none other than diminished shields as it accelerated further, weaving around the blocking drones and trying to make a kamikaze run at the Ysalamir. 
 
    But it didn’t get far. The warships had joined together to produce a massive dampening field wall around the Black Pearl, which caught the alien ship like glue well short of ramming it or even the warships. Its engine power cycled down rather than trying to claw into that invisible sand and getting nowhere. Kurt was about to send a personal message ordering the ship to surrender itself or be destroyed when he caught a flash of Essence from the vessel. 
 
    He immediately set his fleet into action, with several drones lightly ramming into the unknown ship and using their mooring beams to start pushing it further away as a few more got in close and emitted IDF fields so the ship couldn’t fight the pushing. It didn’t fire back, nor do anything other than continue to emit a very small Essence rush, almost as if it was a signal flare. 
 
    Then suddenly multiple ships appeared out of nowhere around it, following by hundreds more, just popping into space with the drones and the nearest warships exploding, though the latter weren’t destroyed all at once. 
 
    Kurt cursed himself for not paying more attention to the first drone’s destruction, for he knew now that it had been destroyed by an Essence attack, because all the ships were glowing in it now as they attacked a portion of the defensive screen around the Ysalamir.  
 
    He moved it immediately, withdrawing from the fight as the whole block of drones on the back of Fishbones disengaged and flew like a swarm of angry bees towards the attacking ships, but the enemy ignored them and pursued the Ysalamir, even through its own emergency jump, with several of them finally ramming it…except they didn’t destroy themselves. Rather they punched right through, glowing in Essence like hot metal, and did just as much damage.  
 
    They then turned and flew back through it again, boring long holes in the massive ship that allowed others to get inside as well without cutting more of their own, and once a fair number were inside there was no way to evade them. 
 
    Kurt brought his Borg vessel into close range of the Ysalamir, ordering it to stop fleeing and bathing the surrounding area with his drones and those from the warships. Several of the alien vessels, which were all around 6 miles long and shaped like hourglasses, were disabled or partially destroyed, but they would not engage the drones. They were totally fixated on the Ysalamir, and from internal sensors he could tell that they were using conventional weapons to rip apart the ship from within. 
 
    So he sent drones down through the bore holes, only to have them disintegrated when they got to the alien ships. It was another form of Essence attack, and right now he knew he was going to lose the ship. What mattered now as getting as many of the skeleton crew out as he could. 
 
    He ordered them to evacuate, then had drones come in to block the hangar bays from enemy attack as the dropships were loaded, but none were able to get free. The burrowing ships deliberately targeted the hangar bays and when they didn’t get there in time they used another disintegration attack to wipe out everything between them and the bays, resulting in such a massive explosion it ripped more decks out of the ship and sprayed so much high speed debris out that the nearest drones were destroyed in the process. 
 
    Kurt maneuvered Fishbones around to one of those external wounds and fired a Tar’vem’jic through the gap in the armor and in to one of the enemy ships, with him able to sense their position via the numerous Essence rushes even when the internal sensors failed. The first Tar’vem’jic burned through deck after deck with ease, then hit one of the ships and seemed to stop for a moment…then the beam continued out the far side, skewering the ship and stopping it dead in its tracks. 
 
    Kurt continued several more such attacks, shooting the Ysalamir itself in order to get at the internal parasites as they deliberately targeted the crew, soon killing every last one of them with no survivors.  
 
    The enemy ships outside the Ysalamir were all destroyed, though most had found their way in through the burrow holes. Their sabotage of the vessel lasted more than 20 minutes, then they all just vanished from the sensors. Kurt saw them all begin to glow…but they didn’t disappear. Not to his ‘eyes’, but to sensors they were all gone.  
 
    The Black Pearl was trashed, but a few gravity drives were still functioning so he took remote control and had the ship move off slightly, with him guessing correctly when the now very faint Essence rushes did not move other than some outward drift. They were hiding beyond the ability of physics to touch them, including the star’s gravity, and beyond the ability of both weapons and sensors to affect them. But Kurt could see them. He just couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    The Ysalamir was all but destroyed. The major superstructure was mostly intact, but all the vital systems had been targeted. The weapon itself was toast, and the entire crew had been destroyed along with all the command and control systems. Kurt had backups running to some of the gravity drives and a slew of isolated systems, but most of what had previously been up and running on the battlemap was gone. It was literally a ghost ship now, trailing behind a nebula of disintegrated material that was continuing to expand out in rings and spurts, marking the spot of the great ship’s death. 
 
    And the attackers were right there, sitting beyond vengeance’s grasp, and there was no way for Kurt to shoot them. He couldn’t even touch them with his own Essence, for he didn’t know how they transitioned beyond this realm. All he could do was see the Essence rush that was probably keeping them there, like bubbles floating to the surface from something hiding underwater. If he got further away he wouldn’t even be able to pick up that much, meaning that if he left he’d lose them entirely…but if he camped on this spot, how long could they stay hidden?  
 
    These were not Hadarak, unless the Hadarak had masters that used technological ships inferior to what Star Force had. The weaponry used that wasn’t Essence related was less than what Star Force had when the V’kit’no’sat war began, and was no match for them now. The alien ships had an absorptive hull, but he had a gut feeling that was being Essence enhanced. He couldn’t review Essence on the battlemap records, so he had to compare them to what he had sensed, and he was kicking himself for not paying more attention. 
 
    He moved the corpse of the Ysalamir far off, around the star to the far side in fact, while he kept his warships and Fishbones out of regular weapons range. That still meant his Tar’vem’jic would work, but he didn’t want those enemy ships getting a shot at more vessels that had crews onboard as all the drones pooled around the ‘sunken’ enemy ships, waiting for them to come to the ‘surface.’ 
 
    Kurt waited for hours, then it became two full days before it finally dawned on him that one of the other ships out there shadowing them might be a scout. He remembered what little the Knights of Quenar had told them about the transport tactic was that the carrier was totally dependent on the two beacons for movement…and maybe that also meant they were blind to what was happening in the physical realm, since no particle or energy emission could transition to it.  
 
    So they were either waiting a predetermined amount of time or they had someone waiting to tell them when they were clear to reemerge…or Kurt was just totally wrong in his assumptions.  
 
    He transmitted a warning to all shadowing ships, telling them to leave the system immediately or they would be considered hostile, and he backed it up by dispensing warships with large enough drone escort fleets to run down and destroy any ships that remained. Some tried, but they quickly realized they could not outrun all the drones when they converged from multiple sides, so they headed towards a number of jump points that Kurt had told them to leave from. 
 
    Those that didn’t were pursued vigorously, some of which were actually faster than Star Force ships, but that only meant catching them was a challenge, for they weren’t running away, just around the system, trying to keep eyes on what was happening.  
 
    Kurt was fairly sure at least one of them was Zak’de’ron, despite it not returning any messages sent on their preferred frequencies. The other 8 he couldn’t be sure of, but once they got all the way out into the farthest reaches of the system he tried something. 
 
    Mimicking the intensity of the first tiny Essence rush he’d felt, and mangling it badly, he tried to see if that signal might bring the sunken ships out…and it did, but only two of them. 
 
    Those two were fired upon instantly and destroyed within seconds, but before the final shots fell something happened. A huge Essence rush was detected, and suddenly all the other faint images shot off rapidly in one direction and disappeared from his view. 
 
    “Damn it,” Kurt said, tracking their trajectory and taking Fishbones along it, hoping he could reacquire the faint Essence rushes, but he never did. He couldn’t use the computer to track their exit velocity, for it couldn’t calculate what it couldn’t see.  
 
    Those two ships had sacrificed themselves to get the others out, whether by intention or they’d just reacted quickly to Kurt’s baiting. Either way, the bulk of the attacking fleet was gone and he had no idea who they were…but there was some debris left, and several damaged but mostly intact ships remaining. He hadn’t boarded them earlier because of the unknown situation with the sunken ships, but with them gone it was now time to get some answers. 
 
    He knew better than to send a crew onboard, or even go himself, for whoever this race was, they had Essence skills beyond his, so he sent tiny man-sized exploration/combat drones into the damaged ships and remotely observed what they found, including the last moments of several before they were destroyed by the crew or internal defenses. Most of the enemy crew were missing, but a few bodies remained to confirm this was an unknown race with crab-like biology.  
 
    Those that were still alive fought long and hard, but they would not surrender and, Kurt guessed, when their Essence reserves got too low they had only one option remaining…that being to kill themselves along with as much of their damaged ships as they could. Kurt saw little disintegration bubbles pop up inside each ship all at once when they finally got to that point, and the resulting explosions from the molecularly unhinged material did a damn good job at destroying most of what was left…but not all. And some large ship sections remained where the crew onboard had died for other reasons. 
 
    The shadowing ships eventually left, save for two, and neither of them could be caught. Kurt traveled out in the Fishbones to try himself, and finally succeeding in winging one enough to confirm it was a Zak’de’ron ship under heavy cloak. A none too pleasant conversation followed when it finally identified itself so it didn’t get destroyed, then once it learned of the Essence attacks and the possibility of an enemy scout in the system the tone quickly changed. The Zak’de’ron ship shot off after the other unidentified vessel along with Kurt’s ship, and they both pursued it up until it had to use an Essence rush of its own to get enough speed to escape to the star and out through a standard jumppoint. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron ship chased after it, but Kurt stayed with the debris as his fleet was still working on dissecting and analyzing the technology, a lot of which was a new version of old ideas, but some of it was unknown and rather quirky. He wanted as much information as he could get, and now, so he didn’t pack up the debris and carry it off elsewhere. Rather he stayed put, almost hoping for the enemy to return again, for he wasn’t sure how those sunken ships could have gotten out of the system and he didn’t want to prove that nothing Star Force possessed could monitor Essence rushes.  
 
    That didn’t stop him from sending several couriers out with a warning to other ships, and by the time one of them came back he learned that this hadn’t been an isolated attack. At least one other Ysalamir had been targeted and destroyed, and Kurt guessed it was just a matter of lag time before word of the others in the field also being taken out made its way to him. 
 
     The trailblazer didn’t know who this was, but his gut said it was ‘the others’ the Knights of Quenar had talked about, though he admitted this level of Essence use and the community of people who were capable of doing such things was beyond his knowledge. There could be ten times the number of these ‘others’ out there hiding just the same way. Some could even be allied with the Hadarak for all he knew. But whoever this was, they really didn’t like Star Force being able to kill Hadarak in an efficient way and they’d stepped in to take away their ability to do so. 
 
    But that said, Star Force would just make more in time, so was this a delaying game or something more sinister in the making. The cat was out of the bag now, with Ysalamiri blueprints spread across secure databases throughout Star Force territory…but did this enemy know that, or… 
 
    Ice filled Kurt’s veins when he realized that the Ysalamiri might not be the only targets, for if you wanted to eliminate a class of superweapon you didn’t just destroy the weapons, but the yards in which they were built. And if you didn’t understand how redundant Star Force was, you might mistakenly assume, if you were bold enough, that you could take out Star Force’s ability to make more with a single strike at the only system presently producing them. 
 
    Epsilon Eridani. 
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    February 18, 128535 
 
    Epsilon Eridani System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Corneria 
 
      
 
    Mastertech Tennisonne was making his rounds between the various research projects when a rare alarm sounded throughout the scientific complex. Originally it had been the tone meant to indicate a V’kit’no’sat invasion, and he still remembered the shock and horror he’d felt the first time. Some of that instinctively ran through him now as he stopped in the hallway for a moment, eyebrows lowering. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat had a contingent here helping them with the Ysalamir Project. The odds of them invading were slim, and Tennisonne knew that since the war with the V’kit’no’sat had concluded the alarm had been repurposed as a general ‘invasion’ alarm, but did that mean the complex was being infiltrated or the planet? 
 
    He didn’t have a comm device on him, for he preferred that people had to chase him down with the important tasks and his roaming kept him somewhat isolated from the next to meaningless complaints, so he had to jog for several minutes before getting to a comm terminal where he could get news updates. 
 
    When he did a hologram of the entire system popped up with warning markings and his jaw dropped. There were unidentified fleets all over the system. They hadn’t come through the primary jumplines, and it looked like they’d avoided low stellar orbit defenses entirely. His frown deepened as he saw their entry points and the video of them arriving. Their geography was all wrong, with most of them not even being on a jumpline within 250 lightyears of here. And they didn’t decelerate. Rather they just popped into existence, entire fleets arrayed in overlapping fashion and in close proximity. 
 
    Tennisonne knew that would be next to impossible during an interstellar jump, but they were here and attacking multiple shipyards…with him seeing immediately that they were going after the Ysalamiri under production. Yet they were inferior ships, medium sized at best, using antiquated weaponry by Star Force’s standards…along with several weapons that he couldn’t positively identify, but they were eerily similar to what the battle records of the Lurker detailed. 
 
    And more were coming. He could see another fleet just pop into existence further out into the system, then immediately break apart and head out on dozens of different vectors. It was different from some of the others, and Tennisonne suddenly realized these weren’t different ship varieties of the same fleet, but different races altogether. 
 
    And Star Force was having none of it. The bulk of the fleet situated around the most likely jumppoint exits was racing further out in the system as the planetary defense fleets were engaging the attacks with a ferocity that made the Mastertech proud. The majority of them were Human ships, but there were several Knight races also stationed here and the Raptors were going berserk, spreading out and hunting down the invading ships individually…and with a little playback Tennisonne was able to figure out why.  
 
    One of the fleets had popped into existence nearby a Raptor fleet and exploded a third of the Star Force vessels immediately. No weaponsfire was visible, they just exploded into atomized shrapnel that created nebula with each detonation. Rather than retreating, the Raptors were heading into the fleet and tearing them to shreds once they found out that the enemy’s defenses sucked. Their shields were low rated, their visible weaponry was as well, and their hull armor was not even what Star Force used for commercial shipping, but a few of the enemy vessels were able to turn back the Raptor fire as if it didn’t even exist. Those that didn’t the S-shaped Raptor ships were tearing apart in a frenzy even as the attackers tried to slip past the drones and get at the control ships. 
 
    Some of them were destroyed by the trackless weapons, but that seemed to only infuriate the Raptors more, and the same was true of the rest of the Star Force fleets. They were not backing down, and Tennisonne suspected he knew why. Had this been a battle in null space, Star Force would have backed away and played for time, or tried to engage with their long range weapons in a poking war, but here they were defending fixed positions. Numerous stations, shipyards, and large transports hauling material from site to site. If the fleet backed off all of them would get hit, so the fleet was uncharacteristically going all in and the carnage was far greater than any Tennisonne had ever seen. 
 
    This wasn’t like the war against the V’kit’no’sat where Star Force was at a disadvantage. The Star Force ships were superior and destroying so many of the enemy he didn’t understand who these people were or why they were attacking this stupidly, but they were doing damage, and it wasn’t until a small group of ships raced through the battle and got within close range of one of the shipyards did he realize what was truly going on. 
 
    Tennisonne wondered briefly if he should go somewhere else, but defense of this compound was not his responsibility and there was nothing he could do to help, so he stayed put and watched as those few ships were hit by the perimeter defenses on the shipyard itself. The construct didn’t look like it could defend itself to the casual eye, but the shields were up and numerous weapons batteries were popping out of concealed niches and opening fire with a combination of beam weaponry and Star Force’s rarely used missiles.  
 
    The tiny projectiles were self-guiding and did huge damage when they got through the counter fire, but they weren’t efficient enough to be carried by the warships because they took up too much space. Here though, when you needed the most bang you could get immediately, they worked wonders, but before all the ships were destroyed another fleet suddenly popped into existence right behind the surviving ships with one very large vessel with them.  
 
    It was shaped as an 8 sided star with the upper and lower points extended. It also had smaller protrusions off the front and back, but the silhouette was clear on the 72 mile long mass, tip to tip. And when the shipyard’s defenses fired on it, nothing happened. The beams just disappeared into some type of shield that the sensors couldn’t pick up as the points on the starburst began to glow blue/green and slowly stretch out towards the center mass. It didn’t happen quickly, and the escort ships engaged the Star Force fleet as it doubled back to cover the shipyard, but they were too late. 
 
    Some kind of discharge was emitted from the almost totally glowing ‘starburst,’ then a massive beam shot out and hit the station, going right through the shields and soaking into the structure. It didn’t do any damage at first, but a quick toggle of the battlemap by Tennisonne brought up a wide swath of diagnostics from that station and he could see some of the anomalies just before the impact site began to fall apart like ash from a burned log.  
 
    That effect began to travel throughout the shipyard slowly, like a contagion spreading, and before it was even a tenth of the way finished the giant ship disappeared along with most of its escorts, leaving behind only a few small ships that were quickly destroyed…but there was nothing that could be done to help the shipyard. The people onboard it, all 72,391 of them, were collapsing in the hallways and turning to the same type of black ash slightly before the corridors they were in did. Tennisonne watched as the entire shipyard disintegrated along with the partially built ships within it, turning the entire area into a flood of particles that mushroomed out as there wasn’t enough space to hold them all. 
 
    And it didn’t stop there. Throughout the battlefield, when the fleets were engaged with other fighting, multiple starbursts would pop into existence by their targets, and always with a few lead ships getting there first to act as some sort of beacon. Tennisonne didn’t know the mechanics of how Essence worked, but just watching the battle made this part clear and the Star Force fleets immediately began going after any stray ships. The Mastertech thought that was going to work, but more fleets began popping in at a distance with no lead ships to summon them, and added more firepower to the battles that saw Star Force losing a fair amount of drones, but rather than being defeated the defending ships were overwhelmed with targets heading in multiple directions. 
 
    Into the cracks the beacon ships slipped and summoned the destroyers, and shipyard after shipyard was turned to ash. It wasn’t the same weapon the Lurker used, nor as fast, but it was far more effective with regards to total mass converted. Then one starburst was summoned in the middle of a massive fight with a fleet of Human ships. Its tips glowed red this time, and before the spikes were fully charged it detonated a spherical attack that didn’t affect shields or armor, but the drones suddenly started moving oddly. It didn’t last long, and an update informed everyone in the system that the crew of the ships had come under attack.  
 
    They had all been bled to death, while those wearing regenerators were clinging to life and recovering amidst a pool of their own blood. The pilots of the drones had been killed, thus the machines had to revert to automatic commands in the lull. That was the change he’d noticed, but the manned control was back again, probably diverted to different ships or perhaps even a planet. There were too many remote pilots in the system for redundancy to fail, but that one burst had not attacked the ships, rather the crews, and killed almost all of them instantly. 
 
    And Star Force had no defense against it. Tennisonne’s mind worked to suck up as much information as he could, knowing that he was going to have to design new technology to counter all this. He turned to the right as a pair of Kiritak ran by, ignoring him, then he looked back at the myriad of holograms and text feeds he was monitoring and adjusting at lightspeed as his hand was on an input node allowing him direct mental contact and control with the interface. 
 
    Star Force had a lot of infrastructure in the system. Too much to be destroyed in this fashion before the fleets would take down the attackers…though maybe not those big ships. They weren’t sticking around for a fight, and even the one that showed up in the midst of one of the fleets had bugged out already, never using engines, just disappearing as if it winked out of existence.  
 
    More were showing up, and he counted at least three other weapon discharges, bringing the tentative total to 5 new weapons that were horribly effective. They had to be Essence weapons, and now he knew why the Hadarak feared them. They bypassed armor entirely, and the Hadarak’s primary defense was armor and sheer mass.  
 
    Yet Star Force’s defenses were superior. It was as if whoever these races were, they had developed their Essence abilities to an insane level but had neglected to improve their physical technology…and Star Force was punishing them heavily for that, but the enemy was getting their Ysalamir objectives none the less. 
 
    Tennisonne saw several other targets…shipyards, warehouses, transit centers…that were not part of the Ysalamiri construction also being hit, and he wondered if the attackers intel was that bad or if they were going to stick around to do more than just take out their work. Several of these projects, new projects, were clear of the shipyards and out on the testing range, but they were being targeted as well, even when those with engine power ran they were hunted down and caught, either by the attacking fleets or the starbursts. 
 
    Then he finally saw one of the big ships take a hit. It had emerged over the planet of Arcadia and had spent a very long time just sitting there taking hits from the Tar’vem’jic on the planet’s surface and those from Sentinel stations in orbit while its escort fleet tried to block shots from the sea of drones piling around it. Eventually it discharged a white glow, but nothing appeared to happen. The single cut on its hull was expanded by two more, with the dark orange beams slicing into easily once the mystery shield began to spot fail in places. 
 
    Then the starburst disappeared with most of its fleet, leaving only a few sacrificial ships behind to be destroyed within moments. 
 
    Tennisonne didn’t know what it had been doing, but he belatedly started to get reports from the planet that indicated a spot on it had been targeted with a heart attack weapon similar, if not identical, to what the Lurker had used. People didn’t bleed out, they just fell over as their hearts stopped pumping and they blacked out. He was wondering why they had bothered to attack the planet, for there was nothing there Ysalamir-related, then when he saw more warnings pop up on Arcadia he realized what had happened. 
 
    Somehow that starburst had dropped an area of effect weapon that was spreading out from its point of impact, and people were falling over dead in a tidal wave that was spreading across a portion of the southern hemisphere and didn’t look like it was slowing down any. Tennisonne couldn’t see it, for sensors were reporting nothing other than the people falling over inside the cities and offering up alerts. 
 
    The little alert flags were how Tennisonne was following it in a crude fashion. Minute by minute it spread, and when it had gotten to cover a tenth of the planet with no signs of slowing he realized they weren’t just here to take out the Ysalamir. They were… 
 
    Suddenly another starburst appeared, this time in low orbit over Corneria, and Tennisonne saw the telltale white glow begin to form. 
 
    He took off running as fast as he could, for he didn’t have a regenerator on him… 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange was monitoring the attack with a mix of awe and disgust along with several other V’kit’no’sat and a few Star Force Pas’cha that worked as his assistants when the starburst appeared in orbit and began to charge. He knew it was here for them, for it had appeared almost directly over the research center. They were here to kill not only the Ysalamiri, but those who had created it, though he saw the flaw in their plan immediately once the white coloration began to charge. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” he told the others just before the invisible weapon fired. The Essence weapon hit directly onto the complex and began to spread across the planet’s surface, with Tar’ange feeling his heart clench up in terrible pain and his body began to go numb. His vision blacked as his legs could no longer find the strength to hold him up…then he fell along with the others, coming to sometime later as the V’kit’no’sat gauntlets that he wore snuck their Kich’a’kat tendrils throughout his body and quickly repaired his heart and the rest of the damage the lack of blood had caused before he suffered permanent brain damage. 
 
    He woke with a jerk, for adrenaline was still pounding through him, and the other V’kit’no’sat in the room were either awake or waking as he was…but the Star Force Pas’cha were not, for they had not been wearing any armor. 
 
    Tar’ange got to all fours and stumbled over to one of them, still weak as the Kich’a’kat was not finished with repairing him, but he mentally interfaced with it and told it to abort further repairs…then he stepped onto the chest of one of the fallen Pas’cha and his leg gauntlet melted down to cover his foot and part of the Star Forcer’s chest. From it the Kich’a’kat tendrils extended, and within a few minutes his Rimward kin also revived. 
 
    The other V’kit’no’sat in the room were assisting likewise, with those not needed running out of the chamber to look for other Star Force staff that did not wear armor to revive before they suffered permanent damage. Even if their bodies could be repaired, data in their minds could not be replaced unless it was genetically locked, and that meant all the scientists working here would lose their knowledge if not revived quickly enough…and if there were too many without Kich’a’kat, they would not be revived at all. 
 
    Tar’ange had to wait during the revival process, and as he did so he looked at the reports coming from Corneria. The area around their complex was devastated with dead bodies, and the reports of the effect spreading continued. Hopefully those further away on the planet would get enough warning that they could get to their armor or a med station, but those nearest here, those that were the most valuable scientists Star Force had, had no time to prepare. 
 
    As soon as the Pas’cha revived enough to be out of danger, Tar’ange withdrew his armor back to his body and let it continue to repair him as he stormed out of the chamber to look for others. It was only prudence, or perhaps lingering distrust of Star Force, that had caused all the V’kit’no’sat here to constantly wear their gauntlets. Had they been on a V’kit’no’sat world safely away from the Hadarak most of them would not be…and that precaution against betrayal had ironically saved them from another threat so bizarre that none of them would have ever anticipated it. 
 
    If the big ships came back and hit them with another type of weapon, such as they had used against the shipyards, they could still die, but Tar’ange immediately knew this was a vengeance strike as well as surgical, and their intention was to kill everyone on the planet…and he suspected the other weaponry didn’t have that kind of spread, for it took far less power to stop a heart than it did to disintegrate mass. Far less, no matter how this Essence truly worked. If it interacted with the physical world, it was bound by its rules no matter how magical it appeared.  
 
    He knew that magic was simply ignorance of how something worked, and he hoped Star Force had some preparations in place for this, but as he made his way out into the complex he knew they had not, for there were bodies everywhere from every race, and he knew the V’kit’no’sat had to move quickly to save as many of them as they could. 
 
    The others knew this as well, so he didn’t need to give them orders, and as he found a pair of Humans and telekinetically dragged them together so he could step on both of them…very lightly…and heal them simultaneously, he saw an Archon run out and immediately do the same to a Calavari. So at least the Archons had worn their armor as the V’kit’no’sat had.  
 
    Good, that would mean a few more scientists would be revived, but he doubted they all could be…and even some of those that would live would be mind-wiped, and if the enemy wished to destroy knowledge of the Ysalamir, then that was just as effective as killing them. 
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    Bzen was onboard a Raptor Warship remotely piloting a drone that had just been tasked for a kamikaze run against one of the starburst-shaped super ships the enemy was using, but when he maneuvered the drone around onto a jumpline that would intersect with the target and then made the jump…no collision occurred. He expected for the signal to go out when it collided, or to be constant with the ship sticking on dampening shields, but neither occurred. Rather, a brief blackout ensued followed by renewed contact with the ship on a very basic level…telemetry only…as it was speeding away from the planet. 
 
    Bzen flicked his tail down hard in frustration. Somehow the drone had flown through the enemy ship and out the other side. A review of the data showed it wink out just prior to impact, then wink back in again far away from the ship on the other side…and it wasn’t the only one. Other kamikaze ships were behaving in the same way, and the Raptors didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    So Bzen summoned the drone back, which took a while, and when it reentered weapons range it unloaded on the target, trying to put another crack in its odd shields, but then it winked out along with most of the surviving escort ships around it, though there weren’t many of them left. 
 
    He looked down at the planet of Corneria, trying to see what damage had been done, but no visible scars were left to say. The planetary shields were still up, and he had no access to other reports from his piloting pod inside the warship. All he knew was where the targets were, and his drone was being tasked elsewhere in the system away from the planet, as yet another fleet arrived out of nowhere and headed for a null orbit factory facility… 
 
      
 
    Tennisonne had been within sight of a med station when he felt a stab of pain in his chest. He was so close, but his stumbling steps didn’t get him close enough and he collapsed a few steps shy of the entrance. His last few moments alive were filled with anger and vexation. All of the layered planetary defenses Star Force had should have meant they were safe here, and whoever this enemy was had just bypassed them all. Over 100,000 years of work, growth, and achievement only for it to end like this. 
 
    The anger remained, saturating him as he blacked out, then an eternity later he woke, looking up into the face of a Kiritak in a medical uniform. He couldn’t move much, but his eyes pivoted enough to see the edge of a regenerator attached to his chest…and in that moment he knew he’d have a chance for payback. He didn’t know how many of the others would survive, but if he made it through this attack, and he figured he had a pretty good chance now if that weapon was their only attempt at destroying this facility, then he was going to dedicate his life to developing technology to defend against Essence. And there was no question in his mind that he would be able to do it, just a matter of time, energy, and resources.  
 
    And after today, he’d have plenty of Essence capable volunteers to help him. It would be a long, slow grind, but it had to be done. He’d been caught off guard, thinking they were fighting Lurkers in the Core of the galaxy and gearing his thoughts towards that threat, not small people in starships.  
 
    No longer. Star Force had to find a way to defend itself, or all the strongholds in the empire were worthless. They had to find a way…forget the Ysalamiri. Others could work on that. He had a new mission, and as soon as the regenerator finished and the Kiritak ran off to find someone else to revive, Tennisonne got to his wobbly feet and started walking. He had to get out of this complex, just in case they did come back and hit it with something more direct. He had barely survived this time, and now he had to disappear in order to make sure he lived to fight tomorrow.  
 
    The medtechs would revive as many others as they could, Tennisonne couldn’t help with that. He had to make sure he survived, so he headed for the nearest exit he could find after checking the battlemap to make sure it was ‘safe’ outside and no conventional threats were out there, then he ran out onto the streets and kept running, putting mile after mile between him and the complex until he came to a small park full of trees and large grassy fields.  
 
    He ran into one of the small forests and climbed a tree to get a good vantage point of the city, for he had left behind all technology. No comms whatsoever that could be used to track him, so he had no way to know what was going on except with his eyes. 
 
    And as far as his eyes could see, nothing was wrong. Nothing was exploding, no yelling or screaming or even the sound of movement. Everything was quiet, save for a few wisps of smoke here and there, which he deduced were crash sites from vehicles or aircraft whose pilots were killed in transit.  
 
    He didn’t know how many people were still alive, but everything was so quiet he assumed the worst. Most of the people in the city were probably dead, and the death ring was expanding across the planet just like on Arcadia. They would have some forewarning, but they couldn’t get regenerators to everyone in time. He knew they couldn’t. There just weren’t that many, despite the precautions Star Force had taken. They never expected everyone on the planet to suffer heart attacks within the same day.  
 
    Tennisonne scanned the sky, looking for more attacking ships, but so far he saw none. The starburst ship was gone, probably having fled after it launched its attack in order to keep from being destroyed itself. If it had escorts that meant it was vulnerable in some way, and Star Force technology…technology that he had helped develop…was hurting them badly where they stood toe to toe with it. They’d attacked one of the most heavily defended star systems in the empire, and they were paying the price for it, but they were achieving their objectives…though not all of them. He was still alive and he intended to stay that way, so Tennisonne repositioned himself in the tree and made himself as comfortable as possible as he kept watch on the park around him and the sky above, ready to move if necessary as he waited out this holocaust, itching to get back into a lab and start work on this monstrous challenge. 
 
    Star Force had to find a way to defend against Essence, or the empire would fall. Tennisonne was sure of that now, even if whoever this was was only going after the Ysalamiri production. Star Force had to have strongholds, otherwise people like him would be easy targets and the best and brightest in the empire could be assassinated, including the trailblazers and Davis, though he doubted this type of attack would work on them, because they had Essence skills. He wasn’t sure about Davis, but the trailblazers did, though he doubted they could survive a direct disruption attack.  
 
    No, he had to solve this, and he couldn’t do that if he let himself die today. The odds of them hitting the planet with the same weapon again were so low he didn’t consider it. So the best play he had was to pretend to not exist and stay away from anything that did. And a bunch of trees and grass was no threat to anyone.  
 
    He was glad to be alive, but many others weren’t and he doubted the attack on the system was over. When it was, he didn’t expect much of the Ysalamiri infrastructure to be left, but that would be someone else’s problem now. They had the files safely hidden in other systems, so they could start over without actually having to start over. But he was going to have to start from scratch, and that meant finding some substances that could interact with Essence…and as of now, he had no possibilities to work with. 
 
    He didn’t know how he would even begin to tackle this, but he was fully committed…and when he saw the final death totals it would cement that determination, assuming this wasn’t a prelude to a traditional invasion, in which he’d have to worry about staying alive until help arrived, but if this was a hit and run attack as he suspected, then this day was going to mark the beginning of a new era for Star Force.  
 
    They had to learn to fight this type of warfare, or whoever this was that had attacked was going to deny them the weapons they needed to survive the Hadarak and let the galactic purge destroy Star Force for them. 
 
    The fate of the empire was literally in his hands, and the few other Mastertechs that were truly his peers. They had to solve this, or Star Force was doomed, one way or another. 
 
      
 
    Tar’ange didn’t have time to look at the battlemap as he ran around the complex, reviving as many people as they could. Fortunately there weren’t that many elite scientists within Star Force, and there were enough of their V’kit’no’sat peers and Archons around that Tar’ange eventually ended up running around empty hallways looking for more until word was passed over the V’kit’no’sat comm channels from armor set to armor set that they’d gotten them all inside the complex, but there were still more people outside that needed assistance. 
 
    The Pas’cha didn’t hesitate, finding an exit and heading out to the areas being highlighted by other V’kit’no’sat ahead of him on their own battlemap-like system. They didn’t have access to the Star Force one via their armor aside from some basic public information, but he could already see numerous bodies tagged in the surrounding area and ran out to them, pounding the ground so hard it felt like small earthquakes as he and the other large V’kit’no’sat ran to the nearest targets. 
 
    Most were small ones, but Tar’ange came up on a Wass’mat that was not V’kit’no’sat and firmly planted his foot on his chest…but when the Kich’a’kat did its work the hexped woke all wrong. It was thrashing violently, spilling bits of words in a way that made no sense, and Tar’ange had to use his Ikrid to take control of the alligator-like dinosaur to settle it down. Only then did he realize the problem…for parts of its mind were missing and parts were intact, and the intact pieces were trying to function without their complements.  
 
    The Star Force Wass’mat had spent too long without blood flow to its brain and large sections of data had been lost. The physical components of the brain were all there, just empty where the worst damage had occurred.  
 
    Tar’ange regretfully put the Wass’mat into a deep state of unconsciousness. He had no time to care for this one now, and the future it would have to endure to recover would be insulting. Had it been a V’kit’no’sat he would have considered killing it here and now to end its misery…but he was glad it was not, for a part of him did not want to do the enemy’s work for them. He left it sleeping and twitching as he ran off to the next target, hoping to find more that were recoverable without brain damage, but as time went on fewer and fewer were…and eventually he got to a Human on which the Kich’a’kat would not work. That meant the woman was beyond recoverable. 
 
    Tar’ange kept looking, finding a few more who were able to be revived but with massive brain deletion. He was so sickened by it he almost wanted to stop and just let them die, but he steeled his stomach and kept saving whatever bit of life was left in them until there were simply no more left to revive.  
 
    He stood looking out at the sea of bodies in the buildings nearby, using his Pefbar to see through the walls. Too many hours had passed, and too few V’kit’no’sat or Archons were around to revive them. He saw some medtechs running around, so maybe the Archons had gotten to them first so they could assist with wider spread revivals. That would be logical, but it was becoming clear that the enemy’s attack, while not killing many of the elite scientists who were here to work on the Ysalamir Project, had done what no other enemy could even dream of doing to Star Force. 
 
    They’d wiped out the majority of a planet’s population in a single attack, penetrating their defenses without having to take them down. Right through the planetary shields, and that was something even the V’kit’no’sat had never been able to do. Tar’ange felt a pang of anger at that inferiority, but his rage was at the deaths of the Star Force personnel, and it surprised him. They had always been the rogue element in the Rim, but now he realized that to him they were still V’kit’no’sat, and an attack on them was an attack on the empire at large.  
 
    Suddenly he stood tall, threw back his long neck and head into nearly vertical position, and roared…a howling, long, painful sound that was picked up by other V’kit’no’sat who emulated and added to it. Some of the other dinosaurs that were formerly V’kit’no’sat or born into Star Force joined in, and then some of the other races did so as well in whatever format they could.  
 
    It was a roar of loss, but moreover anger and frustration. They’d been caught vulnerable without them even knowing they were vulnerable, but this would not stand. The V’kit’no’sat empire would not stand for this. Whoever had attacked Star Force here was now at war with two empires, or rather the two halves of the one galactic empire. And Hadarak threat or no, this was not going to pass without a large payment in blood.  
 
    Tar’ange didn’t know who these vermin were, but they would find them and they would kill every last one of them…and this time he didn’t think Star Force would argue that point. At least not until victory was assured, and then Tar’ange wouldn’t care what Star Force did with the scraps. Whatever civilization this was that had attacked them was going to come to an end, no matter what it took. 
 
    It didn’t matter whether large or small, irrelevant or rival, if someone attacked the empire, their existence would be ended. And by the howling of V’kit’no’sat and Star Force alike, Tar’ange knew they were of the same mind.  
 
    A new war was about to be fought. A war in the Rim while the Hadarak devoured the Core. And it was going to be unlike any either the V’kit’no’sat or Star Force had ever fought before.  
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    Admiral Naerden didn’t know who these bastards were, where they came from, but he was killing a large amount of the attacking ships despite the damage they were doing. This was not a conventional invasion, and he suspected the enemy knew they couldn’t beat Star Force head on, so what this was was a massive razing of the system and he was having a damn hard time stopping it. 
 
    Whatever engine system they were using was not scannable. These ships were not making conventional jumps, and it seemed they had some form of cloaking device that could not be penetrated and it had to use ‘pilot fish’ to navigate by. Those pilot fish he could track and intercept, for their cloaking devices were not so good, and an attempt to run into the planet of Optimus was thwarted by his Human fleet. He expected another massive super-ship would have followed had those pilot fish got through, but he was in a good position to defend this world, and with the reports of massive deaths on the others there was no way he was going to budge from this position. 
 
    He wanted to. For there was combat going on across the system and the enemy had left Optimus when they’d failed to get to low orbit, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t come back. Some of them had moved off, trackable, but Naerden suspected that was bait to get his ships momentarily out of position and he wasn’t falling for it. More than a third of the surviving attacking ships had disappeared beneath their super cloak, for lack of a better term, but if he was right about it navigationally requiring other visible ships to navigate to, then those now invisible vessels wouldn’t be coming to the planet. 
 
    He didn’t know why you couldn’t just mark your position then drift blind until your navigational clock ran out then pop back up again, so maybe this super cloak wasn’t quite that, but he had his ships spread around the entire planet of Optimus in blockade formation and he was interlinked with the planetary defenses, having the surface guns and launchers locked into his fleet’s firing control as well as the orbital platforms and Sentinel stations.  
 
    The Admiral had to hold position, but that meant sitting and watching the casualties elsewhere. The shipyards especially were being savaged, and the pursuing fleets were not numerous enough to defend them all against the kind of weird weapons the enemy was launching with only a moment’s opportunity. They needed his fleet out there, but he couldn’t leave the planet undefended and the static defenses probably would not be able to destroy approaching ships before they could get within summons range of the big weapons.  
 
    And with this super cloak, they could bring an entire assault fleet into low orbit in the blink of an eye. That meant he had to knock down every single ship that came within range of the planet, and for that he needed his fleet to act as skirmishers heading out far away and running down ships making microjumps into the planet before they actually arrived. Thankfully he had a lot of capture drones equipped with mooring beams and IDF generators, for without those some of the enemy ships would have gotten through and Optimus would be suffering the same fate as Corneria and several other planetoids. 
 
    Naerden knew his duty, but it was hard to just sit here and watch. He actually hoped they tried to hit Optimus again, but that wasn’t going to be the case. The assault lasted for hours more, stretching into the next day before the enemy was either satisfied with the damage or they’d calculated they couldn’t do much more, for they simultaneously bugged out, disappearing from view and leaving behind a few ships that were quickly captured rather than destroyed. 
 
    But those ships either self-destructed or the crews killed themselves before they could be captured…and they did so in such a way that they couldn’t be revived afterwards. 
 
    The Admiral kept his fleet around Optimus for the weeks that followed, not knowing if they were going to return to try again the moment he left it, for at the end of the day the other four primary planets in the system had all been hit with the heart attack weapon that left some 88% of the population dead…though that would have been far higher if it had acted faster and not given the far side of each planet some prep time for the medtechs to save themselves. They had no way of stopping the attack, so they all had to suffer through it, then wake up when the regenerators they’d attached to themselves beforehand restarted their hearts…then they went around reviving as many others as they could, with groups of them stationed outside the medical bays so there would be less lag time tracking them down. 
 
    But even with those groupings, people within sight of a medical bay died because there weren’t enough regenerators available and they didn’t work fast enough. Then add to that the hundreds of thousands of people who lived, but had suffered partial or near total brain wipes. They couldn’t even walk on their own, in most cases, so the survivors were being overrun with babysitting duties that they couldn’t take care of. 
 
    Once the attackers were gone, though no one could say for sure since their arrival and departure methods couldn’t be ascertained, relief teams based out of Optimus began collecting the brain wiped survivors and bringing them back to the intact planet to free up the other survivors that needed to man the still intact defenses and other vital operations as Epsilon Eridani tried to pull itself together. They didn’t know if this was just the first wave or a one off attack, but if it was a prelude to an invasion, wiping out almost all the people on the planets in such a quick and unexpected attack would mean very little resistance once they got past the planetary shields. 
 
    Naerden didn’t know if they could insert them to the planet through the shields or not. Their weapons obviously went right through them, even the visible ones that had turned the shipyards to ash. The analysis on that one, which was a bright blue/green beam, indicated it was a form of plasma…but one that tore a hole in the shield rather than draining it. It was like the plasma somehow cheated the energy barrier and the sensor data could not shed light on why.  
 
    The heart attack weapon, which the Hadarak Lurker apparently also could use, passed through shields and armor like it wasn’t even there, yet it seemed to cling to the surface of the planet, for the distribution of the deaths could be calculated to see where it went and when, and it did not appear to be passing through the planetary core, merely spreading out across the surface. 
 
    That’s the weapon that did the most damage to the people, but it was clear this enemy wasn’t just here to kill, but to destroy the means they had to produce Ysalamir. That meant they had to be an ally of the Hadarak, or someone who wanted to use the Hadarak to destroy Star Force and they saw the Ysalamir as a potential solution to the galactic problem. 
 
    But if Star Force couldn’t stop the Hadarak, everyone in the galaxy was likely to be destroyed. So were they really allies with the Hadarak, or just fools shooting themselves in the foot to kill the ant that had walked up on top of their shoe? 
 
    Naerden now wore combat armor round the clock, taking only brief sessions out of it to shower, and the bulk of his crew were as well, but they didn’t have enough for everyone. At least not enough that had regenerators built in. The combat fleets in the Hadarak Zone had been ordered to have their crew wear regenerators constantly, and they’d had to build a lot more to supply them, but out here in the Rim there wasn’t any perceived threat from the Hadarak yet so they didn’t have them. Someone had just exploited that blind spot, though it hadn’t done them much good in the fighting, for the drones were not stopped by their pilots’ deaths, only diminished in ingenuity for the short period of time before control was rerouted to other pilots on nearby ships or planets.  
 
    But right now there was no way to protect an entire planet from this weapon other than to keep the ships away from it, for it they managed to fire the invisible heart attack pulse, or whatever it was, the entire population would need regenerators on them to survive…and that didn’t just mean Star Force citizens, but all the wildlife as well. Corneria had none larger than some insects, but the other planets did, and even Corneria’s insects were now all dead. Anything with a heart, no matter how small, was murdered in one fell swoop, and the thought of that sent eerie shivers down the Admiral’s spine every time he thought about it. 
 
    Yet he had to think about it, for he remained onboard his command ship and saw nothing directly. He was insulated from the damage, and no one on his ship had been afflicted. He was glad for that distance, and the fact that he was not on the cleanup crew that had to go around and collect all the dead across 4 planets and 8 small moons.  
 
    Reinforcements would begin to arrive in the coming days, but not before word of another attack reached him from the next door system to Epsilon Eridani…that being Sol. 
 
      
 
    Admiral Pro’lec was a Bsidd fleet commander with a wealth of combat experience and fresh out of a campaign against Hadarak minions that had lasted 6 years. He’d been cycled back to Earth as a form of rest period that also kept the Star Force capitol with the skill level of system defenders that it deserved. No combat ever happened here, with the only incidents being a rogue ship crossing into areas it shouldn’t and having to be intercepted, and when the first ship arrived in Sol along a rarely used jumpline and failed to check in with one of the customs stations, he assumed it was another sightseer from a random race thinking it could come take a look at the capitol without permission. 
 
    This happened a fair amount, and the Admiral was on station when it occurred, but he didn’t need to give any orders. The captains in the area responded immediately and sent out drones to intercept…then the ship sudden made a microjump and tried to race them out of stellar orbit. 
 
    The Bsidd flexed his mandibles in irritation. Engine profile on the ship wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t up to Star Force standards. Did they not understand they weren’t getting anywhere? He’d seen stupid before, but this was more bold than usual.  
 
    The intercept happened out beyond Mercury’s orbit in null space, with the drones catching and disabling the ship in an IDF field as they all coasted out towards nowhere. The ship hadn’t been headed for one of the planets. Must have just been a random trajectory trying to evade the system defenders. 
 
    Pro’lec thought that was the end of it as he tried to identify the ship’s hull design. It was familiar, but not identical to anything in the database, and it wasn’t responding to hails, so a boarding action was going to have to happen. 
 
    Before he could issue any specific orders on that the drones he had sent to capture it, all 6 of them, suddenly disappeared as a mass of contacts materialized around them and opened fire.  
 
    The Admiral stood up from his command chair as alarms went off around the system, or would once the signal lag worked out. Somehow a fleet of 3,290 ships had bypassed their defenses and were now inside the system. 
 
    Pro’lec was in Mars orbit at the time, but he and a chunk of the planetary defense fleet immediately broke away from their parking slots and accelerated through microjumps towards the enemy fleet, as did several others from the inner planets and orbital stations. Whoever this was was about to get overrun, and yet they still would not identify themselves. 
 
    They didn’t linger for long, heading on a course towards Mars with Pro’lec having to slam on the brakes before they flew by him. He brought his fleet backwards and spread out in anticipation of the arrival of the enemy, but right before they slowed down to engagement speed more ships popped up along with the enemy fleet. Two large ones with some smaller escorts. Both were starburst shaped and larger than the rest, with Pro’lec assuming they were heavy hitters while at the same time trying to figure out how they got here without being detected. 
 
    The two big ships made their way to the front of the formation when the drone wall was in firing range, hammering their shields but doing no discernible damage, then they both started glowing yellow, first at the tips of the angular pylons, then it soaked on further towards the central mass. 
 
    The Admiral knew this was some form of a charging attack, and as the drone wall extended around the flanks into a bowl-shaped formation that could attack on multiple angles, the two large enemy ships shot yellow beams, laser straight, towards each other, connecting them somehow and allowing a mass to form between them. It looked like a tiny star and grew quickly as the enemy’s other ships stayed behind them and fought the drones on the perimeter…but they would not go in front of the larger ships. 
 
    Pro’lec altered the drone wall, pulling ships out of the forward arc without giving the enemy a clear path to the planet. Additional fleets would be arriving within the hour, and if the enemy progressed forward they’d run into the planetary defenses. He was about to withdraw in that direction to bring the Sentinels in range, but that linking up worried him so he decided to draw out whatever weaponry they had here and now…and when they fired the Bsidd’s jaw dropped. 
 
    The small ‘sun’ was thrown forward, expanding as it went into a cone that hit the drones that held position, and when it did the drones dropped off the battlemap. The energy discharge had swatted them like insects, leaving nothing behind but very small rubble…and that rubble was being propelled outward along with the energy wave through more and more drones. 
 
    The pilots did a good job and got a lot out of the way of the ‘slow’ moving attack, but Pro’lec’s command ship and the other warships had to move eventually, or the expanding attack would have eventually got to them. The energy cone continued to expand until it got to about 63,000 miles where it suddenly disappeared, leaving behind a curtain of debris that was heading towards Mars. 
 
    Pro’lec didn’t worry about that, knowing the planetary shields would shrug off what the Sentinels didn’t chew up first, but if this enemy…whoever they damn well were…got that weapon within range of the Sentinels or the planet itself, he wasn’t sure what would happen. He just knew he couldn’t let them get that close. 
 
    The fleet sprung into action, abandoning their wall defense and aggressively going after the enemy as the big ships were suddenly surrounded once again by their escorts…but not before a few small holes began to show where weapons damage was finally getting through from a nearby Mach’nel that was too far away to fire anything but it’s Tar’vem’jic. The massive beam had been defeated 6 times already, but the 7th got through, in small part, and burned a hold into the center of the enemy super ship, but it didn’t go very deep. 
 
    Then some of the escorts broke off and raced towards the Mach’nel. Pro’lec wondered what they were doing, sending drones after them because he didn’t like the idea of them being beyond stupid. They had to have a plan, and that might involve another big ship hiding somewhere. 
 
    Then right on cue, another super ship popped into existence near the small ships and began to charge up, but with blue energy instead of yellow.  
 
    The Admiral immediately ordered the Mach’nel to run, and thankfully the Calavari commander didn’t hesitate. It got out of Mars orbit entirely, then the first two super ships fired another set of weapons, blowing apart drones one at a time but without the telltale discharge. At least he assumed they were, for there was no visible weapon tracks, and he was fairly sure this was the same disintegration weapon the Lurker had used. 
 
    Which meant these attackers used Essence or something like it, and that was something he was ill suited to dealing with. Thankfully there were some Archons on Mars that possessed Essence, and he began getting orders from them on how to proceed. Caution was the name of the game, and putting the drones in harm’s way while avoiding close range with any manned ship like a plague…as well as keeping the enemy away from the planet and the manned orbital installations. 
 
    That he thought he could manage, for the escorts were dying quickly, then all 3 super ships disappeared again, along with most of their escorts, leaving a few behind to continue to fight and quickly be destroyed, though Pro’lec disabled a few of the ships so he could ask questions of the captives. 
 
    But then he saw the truth of the attack, for while the other Star Force fleets were on their way here, a single ship had come out of another jumpline and headed straight for Earth. The defense fleet there was moving out to intercept it, but before they could another enemy fleet popped into existence around it…and this one had better than 30,000 ships in it. 
 
    The attack on Pro’lec’s fleet was nothing more than a distraction meant to get a portion of the system defenses moving away from their true target. They were heading for Earth, and the Bsidd bet anything that the super ships were repositioning there, or there were more hiding and about to be revealed. 
 
    He took most of his fleet and made an emergency jump in Earth’s direction, or as close as he could get without repositioning around Mars for a proper jumpline. He didn’t know what was about to go down, but he was going to get there before this was finished. As were most of the other defensive fleets spread around the system that were halving themselves and sending the extras towards Earth. 
 
    Someone was actually ballsy enough to attack Star Force’s capitol…and that meant they were either insane or capable of carrying it out. And if they had Essence skills, and were ‘the others’ that the Knights of Quenar had warned about, he was worried it was about to be the latter. But no matter how this ended, it was going to be one hell of a fight, especially considering those 30,000 ships were outnumbered 10,000 to 1 by drones. But all those drones were not at Earth, yet…and it looked like the enemy was going to get first strike at the planet if they could get through the on-site defense fleet. 
 
    Pro’lec didn’t like this one bit, but whatever the enemy had planned, it would go down in the next 12 minutes or so…one way or another. 
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    Davis was in his office when the enemy ships arrived, and he got notified immediately as the system went into defensive mode. As for Atlantis, his tower office retracted down into the city while large armored domes rotated up and over other buildings in addition to the primary defense shields covering the city with multiple layers. Meanwhile his entire office lit up with holograms detailing the system, the defense assets, and the attacking fleets. 
 
    They were unidentifiable, but the moment they started using Essence, Archons in the field were able to see it and report it, for Earth was too far away for Davis to pick it up directly until the super ship let loose one of its discharges. That Davis was able to see all the way from Earth as a tiny pinprick of invisible light showing beneath his feet, for Mars was on the other side of the planet and he could sense the Essence through that mass, given how it seemed to defy matter at every opportunity. 
 
    He knew these had to be ‘The Others’ finally showing themselves, and they had to be beyond bold to strike at Sol. It made him wonder if they had more power than he suspected with such a small fleet, but when the planetary defenses started hammering the enemy with long range Tar’vem’jic hits and he saw their smaller ships disappear in one shot kills, he questioned what they were up to. 
 
    One of the larger super ships appeared when the fighting was going the wrong way for them, and it began to soak up some of the Tar’vem’jic shots while killing swarms of drones. Davis knew it was acting as a blocker, and so did the Archons leading the defense, for they were deploying a lot of assets to flank the fleet as it charged towards the planet despite numerous IDF traps deployed by orbiting stations. 
 
    The super ship destroyed several of them, opening up some holes that the smaller ships scattered through and spread out. They didn’t last long, but they were getting within medium weapon range of the orbital defenses as the swarm spread out in a rightward path around the planet. It didn’t become clear instantly, but the enemy was trying to rotate around to get above Atlantis, and when one of the smaller ships got within proximity two more super ships suddenly popped into existence beside it a moment before it was skewered by a Tar’vem’jic and erased from the map in the subsequent explosion. 
 
    Secondary weaponry on the surface painted the two new targets in Ardent beams, more Tar’vem’jic, and a score of missiles and rail guns. The physical attacks passed right through the ships while the energy weapons hit a shield that Davis could see was either composed of sheer Essence or the Essence was enhancing something else. Sensors were inconclusive on that part, and both super ships were charging up their points, one with white and the other with orange.  
 
    Davis couldn’t believe the ships were withstanding the torrent of firepower flowing into them, and when the white one was partly charged he saw the first Tar’vem’jic beam get through. It didn’t do much damage, but more and more there were bits of firepower hitting the hull and tarnishing it, but no large explosions. It looked like the beams were being ineffective, but the hull of the smooth ship with glowing spikes was showing what looked like sunspots wherever damage was occurring. 
 
    The other ship was taking no visible damage, for the gunners were wisely focusing their firepower on one of the ships since they didn’t know how much it would take to get through. The escort ships that had popped into existence with them had scattered to attack the nearest orbital platforms, but they’d all been destroyed within 40 seconds. Only these two massive ships were withstanding the assault, and both were glowing with Essence so brightly Davis knew that was the reason.  
 
    As he’d suspected, the Others had inferior technology augmented by Essence, and they’d come directly here to strike at the heart of Star Force. He didn’t know what those weapons could do, but with full planetary shields up they were either going to be able to get through them or have one massive letdown. Davis didn’t assume for one moment this attack was foolhardy, but there was nowhere he could evacuate to in time and Atlantis was the best defended position on the surface.  
 
    And if Essence didn’t care about matter, going deep underground into the magma cities wouldn’t protect him. His personal guard knew this as well, which was why they didn’t try to rush in and get him to evacuate. But out of habit, he reached into the pocket on his uniform and pulled out his stylist. It was little more than a pen-shaped object he used to gesture with and interact with the comms when telepathy alone wouldn’t work, as well as a few other gimmicks. He’d always had one throughout his career, even back before Star Force was created, but now it was more than just a stylist, and when he mentally keyed it on it expanded over his hand and the rest of his body, giving him a very light suit of armor that would probably do nothing to protect him against a weapon that could get through the planetary shields and city armor. 
 
    Which was why he togged his ring, which was not decorative and actually his own personal Magicite that he had been trickle charging for as long as he could remember. It didn’t hold nearly as much as the ones the trailblazers’ used, for his skills were infinitesimal to theirs, but he’d saved up a decent amount over the years and if he was about to get hit by an Essence weapon they he’d at least try to throw up his own Essence as a shield against it. He didn’t know how to do that, so when he felt the Essence in orbit coalescing into what he knew to be similar to his own discharge patterns, he pressed the top of the ring and mentally linked to it, requiring both activation mechanisms in order to release the stored Essence. 
 
    He poured it into the air around him and hardened it, not knowing if that would have any effect against whatever he was about to get hit with. He was an Archon, and he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. But if he was killed here, the others would avenge him. No matter how long it took, they wouldn’t let this pass. They’d find and kill the Others, even if it meant ignoring the Hadarak.  
 
    Davis’s mind was racing as it searched for options, but he had none if their weapon could get through the planetary defenses, so he held his solid Essence around him, far thicker than he’d ever managed before, and kept adding layers to it as far as he could control. That didn’t exhaust the Magicite, but he forced as much as he could into the egg-like shield as he looked upwards through the ceiling towards the two glowing stars visible to only those with the Essence eyesight to see them. 
 
    Then one of those stars went nova and a massive surge rushed down towards the planet directly over him. A few seconds later…blackness. 
 
      
 
    On the edge of the Deep Core… 
 
      
 
    Kara knew nothing about the attacks on the Ysalamiri, Epsilon Eridani, or Sol. She was beyond communications rage of the relay grid, Urrtren, or even the couriers that were extending the temporary grid through the Hadarak Zone. The Hail Mary and its Zak’de’ron stalker were now beyond the invasion area and traveling through systems the V’kit’no’sat had never been before as they came up on the most heavily fortified Hadarak system Star Force had ever seen. 
 
    She’d come in slowly, creeping into the system then slamming on the brakes hard to arrive in high orbit…and she was glad she did when she saw the organic infrastructure poking in and out of what looked like half eaten planets. They weren’t even round like the Hadarak more or less were. These were sticking out like roots or fungus or anything else oddly organic, and they were infesting every world on sensors in addition to others free floating in various orbits along the primary jumplines into the system. 
 
    There was even one behind her, far out into the system on the jumpline they’d entered on…or to be more precise just off it so the mass wouldn’t collide with incoming ships. Yet it began launching hordes of minions attached to its hull, and they did move out into the jumpline to block it, perhaps fearing that her ship was the first in a long convoy. 
 
    Kara was just glad they weren’t there to start with, or she’d have probably run into one of the half mile wide naval minions that were spreading out like flower pedals as her ship accelerated around the system while staying well away from the star and the massive amount of deadly stuff down there that was probably keeping anyone from passing further into Hadarak territory. 
 
    “The blockers contain high density orbs,” Pol’ake said via hologram. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t supposed to talk,” she said irritably.  
 
    “We are already seen, or they would not be releasing them. Communication will not betray us any further.” 
 
    “There’s still the part about me not giving you permission,” she said, but didn’t cut him off. “And I know about the blockers. I read your files.” 
 
    “They will continue to expand until they cover thousands of miles with kinetic mines, and they will do so on every jumpline around the system. We will have to run through them, bypass them, or exit on a bad jumpline. Which do you plan to utilize? I do not recommend staying here to observe.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to,” she admitted, for they had stuck around to gather data on other less dense Hadarak systems, but the buildup here was too much to risk, especially with millions of warship minions around the ‘planets’ and low stellar orbit. “We’re going to the far side as soon as we start to get some decent return pings on active sensors.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then I make this up as I go. You’re free to turn back, you know?” 
 
    “I go where you go.” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “If you are destroyed I must document it.” 
 
    Kara scoffed, with a hint of amusement in her cough-like laugh. “Stay close then,” she said, activating the engines and slowly ramping up speed as she got better and better information of what was ahead. There was plenty of debris in the system, a lot of which looked like dead minion carcasses left to drift, but navigating through them wouldn’t be an issue for they were spread out quite far apart. As long as she knew what to avoid, she could continue to increase speed to the point where she actually had to enhance the star’s pull to keep her trajectory in a curving loop around the exterior of the system. 
 
    The travel was not fast, and it took more than two days for them to get around to the far side with minions converging on their position from almost all directions, but her ship was the faster and as long as she kept moving they were not going to catch up. The trouble was, she had to slow down to make an interstellar jump, laterally at least, and the minions were busy clogging all the best jumplines out ahead of her. 
 
    That meant trying to get beyond them and make an even weaker jump, or travel to a star too far away to reasonably hit. Kara could snag one if they flew near it, so she didn’t have to precisely hit the long jumps, but she didn’t want to risk it today, and that meant racing the minions to one they hadn’t completely blocked yet that led more lateral around the galactic curve or try for the more direct routes. 
 
    Kara opted for the latter, traveling far out into the system where the gravity was too weak for normal jumps, bypassing the blockers and lining up on the most direct route towards the center of the galaxy. The minion warships still pursued, despite the fact they wouldn’t have the engine power to return to the system, but what did the Hadarak care about minions dying? They were all expendable to them, so these didn’t need to return and apparently they didn’t care, for they keep driving hard to catch up as her ship ground to a halt and precisely aligned on the jumpline. 
 
    Once she had it, she accelerated at 80% power, not sure how much gravity the system ahead would have to brake on, and suddenly the minions were whisking out of her rear view. The Zak’de’ron ship made the jump behind her, but did so with enough accuracy and delicate timing that it ended up being only 149,000 miles behind her and drifting slightly forward, meaning it was well within realtime comms range.  
 
    “Figures,” Kara mumbled, impressed that that kind of navigational accuracy, and on cue the hologram of the gray dragon reappeared. “What now?” 
 
    “We are traveling slow enough that their courier minions might be able to transmit our arrival jumpline to the next system.” 
 
    “Their couriers might make it. Are you suggesting actual transmissions?” 
 
    “We do not know for certain, but we suspect they have faster than telepathic transmission of some nature. Their level of coordination implies such a conclusion. We may be jumping into an ambush on arrival.” 
 
    “That never happened according to your records,” Kara pointed out. 
 
    “We have cloaking devices that the minions cannot easily penetrate.” 
 
    The Archon frowned. “Right. We’re not jumping at max capability. If they calculate outgoing velocity and assume we’re topped out, they’ll put their ambush short of actual position. Plus we can arrive off the jumpline and swing around the star at speed.” 
 
    “That won’t allow for even minimal scans without signal distortion.” 
 
    “Staying alive is our first priority.” 
 
    “I concur.” 
 
    “How much braking power do you have left?” 
 
    “More than you. My ship will not be an issue.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kara half mocked. “Well, as long as we’re stuck together for the next 5 weeks with nothing to do but coast, how about some games?” 
 
    “What sort of games?” 
 
    “The kind where I get to see what sort of intellectual skills you actually have.” 
 
    “There is too much lag for instantaneous connection.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “I’ve played with lag before. Or do you just not want to talk to each other until we arrive at the next system.” 
 
    “It was you who did not wish to speak. Teach me your games and I will show you what superior intellect looks like.” 
 
    “Alright, we’ll start old school,” she said, pulling up the file for Brextron and sending it to him. “Be warned, this is a long game.” 
 
    “The important ones always are, little one.” 
 
    “Alright, youngling. You’ve read the primer by now. Let’s just dive in and see what you’ve got…” 
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    February 18, 128535 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom, Star Force Capitol) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Vochem was walking on his four, hairy, spider-like legs with his robes draping down to almost touch the ground through the gaps between them as the Knight of Quenar strolled across the surface of the city of Atlantis. He did so daily, getting a taste of the planet’s native air and feeling the intense sunlight on his wolf-like fur. There were many places in Atlantis that the Ambassador was not allowed to go, and he respected those boundaries, but where he could go he roamed, speaking to random people and gathering information whenever he could. 
 
    He had very little in the way of duties here other than to be a mouthpiece for the Knights of Quenar, and that position had sporadic activity, leaving him with ample amounts of time to fill beyond training, which he often partook with members of Star Force. The rest of the time he preferred to walk and roam rather than sit confined to a room, and the surface of Atlantis was one of those places that was oddly sparse in population. 
 
    Most of the city was inside the massive construct that sat poking out of the planet’s largest ocean, with a few buildings rising up higher with actual windows that the denizens could see out of…which was a rarity in Star Force. In space, windows were dangerous as a weak point against the sucking void, but on a habitable planet they didn’t have that worry. Star Force cities rarely had windows, for if they came under attack they would provide weak points. Vochem considered that nothing more than paranoia, but that was how Star Force built, making the surface of Atlantis a rarity that he continually pondered the reason for. 
 
    Was it because they felt the capitol city on their capitol planet in their capitol system was untouchable? He didn’t think so. Atlantis was the most heavily armored and shielded structure within Star Force that he knew of, when you counted the planetary defenses along with what the city also sported. No, he felt it was something else…perhaps a critical insight into how the Director thought, for this city had been designed as his home more than the center of the Star Force empire. 
 
    In truth Star Force was decentralized, with the term ‘capitol’ being more symbolic than functional, but this was the planet on which they had begun their expansion across the stars, and even after losing it to the V’kit’no’sat the Director had chosen to return and rebuild the entire planet back to what it had once been. Earth was special for the Director, yet Vochem didn’t fully understand why, and perhaps that specialness involved his wish to view it directly rather than through video relays.  
 
    The Director’s office was in the highest tower on Atlantis, rising well above the rest and ringed with a circular wall of windows that you could see in and out the other side through. It went completely against Star Force building methodology, and every time Vochem walked up here he tried to ascertain why, with today being no exception, but he still couldn’t come to grasp the reason for the inconsistency. Hypocrisy was not the answer, for Star Force was notoriously bound to calibration with reality, so it had to be something else. 
 
    But Vochem would not be figuring out the answer today, for as he walked through the few people out running the surface trails between towers an alarm sounded…with everyone in sight visibly bolting towards the exits down into the interior. 
 
    Vochem didn’t run, and merely kept walking and observing while he waited to be informed by his embassy staff. The message came through about 20 seconds later on a nearly invisible earpiece that was grafted to the interior of his ear where the hair stopped and soft skin appeared deep within the hole.  
 
    “The alarm is a system invasion warning. It is not for Earth.” 
 
    “Someone is attacking?” Vochem asked in disbelief. “What is under attack?” 
 
    “There are ships moving towards Mars. They are known to us.” 
 
    That meant he didn’t want to say it over transmission, for if Star Force intercepted it they might be able to decode it, but if something was happening here he needed to know and he was far from the embassy chambers that had been confirmed to be clear of surveillance equipment.  
 
    “Speak it now.” 
 
    “There is a mixed fleet of Vargemma here, Vochem.” 
 
    The Knight of Quenar Ambassador stopped walking, with the hair across his head and down his back standing up as his flesh puckered. “Have we been told of this?” 
 
    “No. They have offered no transmission. Do you wish us to try and contact them?” 
 
    “Immediately,” he demanded, then as he waited to get a response a small rumble was felt through the city, with him spinning around to look as Davis’s tower began to retract down inside the city…then his attention was down below him as a Jenshar effect caught his attention. It took a moment for him to realize it wasn’t below the surface, but rather on the other side of the planet and all the way out to Mars. 
 
    His senses weren’t that attuned, but even at this range he could sense a Sha’mesh forming…and that meant combat. But what was on Mars that they wanted? There were nothing… 
 
    Vochem’s eyes glanced back to the tower as the last bit of it disappeared down into the city, but the rumbling didn’t stop. It took some time before a large wall began rising up above the nearest fat tower and he belatedly realized it was a giant armored dome rotating up and over his position, along with bits of others appearing on the horizon in other directions. 
 
    The entire city was locking down, but the heavy armor plating would be useless against a Jenshar attack. There was nothing here of value worth that expenditure, despite Star Force being a capitol. If the Vargemma thought destroying it would stop Star Force then they had misread them badly. It would only enrage them into a war, but there was one thing here that couldn’t be replaced, and that was the Director himself. 
 
    Vochem didn’t wait to hear a response from his staff. He took off running towards Davis’s tower, or rather where it had been. As an Archon had taught him years before, the fastest way to cross the city was to come to the surface, fly across it, then descend to your location. Vochem couldn’t fly, but he could run and bypass whatever traffic or restricted areas below would hinder him, and go directly to the tower’s location, then find his way down to it. 
 
    So that’s what he did, and as he ran his staff reported comm silence from the Vargemma. They would not respond to the Knights of Quenar, and he knew it wasn’t because they couldn’t. They simply didn’t care that they were here. 
 
    Vochem ran as fast as he could, actually hop/jumping across the now empty city streets that were being blocked off from the sun as the armored domes rotated into position and locked into place. The one above him was actually in his way, blocking his access to the surface beyond. Vochem used his own penetrative sight, known as Bostromak, to see through it. Beyond was not another dome, but a stretch of city with very low buildings that were in fact already armored plates, and he suddenly had a partial explanation of the windows, for it seemed that every location that had them now had armored domes over them, but this one was blocking the surface street access to the other side. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to stop Vochem. He just hoped Atlantis’s defenses didn’t shoot him as he hop/jumped up near the dome and kept going, switching to a regular run to keep his line of momentum even as he blinked out of existence just prior to slamming into the armored dome…then a few seconds later he blinked back in, dropping a meter out of the air and back down to the ground as he ran beyond the dome and underneath the sunlight as he felt Jenshar signatures in orbit above. 
 
    He knew he’d guessed right. They were coming for Davis and had attacked near Mars as a distraction. Their ships were not as strong as Star Force’s, but all they had to do was get close enough to call in the Olopar, and with their Jenshar barriers they could withstand Star Force’s planetary defenses for a short period of time. And in that brief moment they would destroy whatever they wished. 
 
    “Scatter and survive. They are going to attack here,” Vochem warned his staff. “Do not wait for me. Survive and regroup after,” he said, shutting down his comm unit so that his staff couldn’t further communicate with him. There was nothing more to say. The Vargemma knew they were in Atlantis, and they weren’t even going to bother to warn them. They were just collateral damage, of which the Vargemma often spoke of, but they didn’t have to be. A simple warning would have been enough to get them away, but the Vargemma did not care about them. A few individuals were expendable, and the Knights of Quenar couldn’t do anything in response, so they could kill them at will as they carried out their missions without worry of reprisal. 
 
    Vochem ran hard, using his own Jenshar to increase his speed, making him look like a hopping insect traveling quickly across the city surface, but as expected he was noticed and several shields popped up ahead of him to block his progress. He disappeared before each and reappeared on the other side, then he disappeared inside the next dome before any automated turrets or micro drones could get to him. 
 
    He was telepathically trying to find Davis, but he was too far away with too many minds to sort out and had to take his best guess as to where the tower had come down. He assumed he was still in it, and if he was guessing wrong it would be too late to change his destination.  
 
    He was nearly over the location of the tower when the Olopar appeared in orbit. He could feel their arrival, for the hole they tore into the Jenshar realm was obvious. That meant he only had a few minutes left, and he still wasn’t close enough to pick out Davis’s mind. The tower location had sealed over, and he looked down beneath it, seeing an air gap, then multiple layers of armored sheets that had moved laterally to cover it…then very far below he saw the top of the tower itself. 
 
    Vochem had to get down there, but moving vertically was far more dangerous than laterally. He had no beacon to work with, and if he reemerged within a solid object it would not move away from his position. Gas would, as would liquid if it wasn’t too stubborn, but if he crossed a wall with even one of his fingers it would fuse with it and be destroyed in the process…as well as tethering him to that position. 
 
    He had to make small jumps, so the Knight of Quenar centered himself on the armored covering in the dark of the enclosed dome, then jumped up a couple meters. He needed the momentum, for in the Jenshar region he had no means of propulsion without a Beacon for assistance. He encased himself in the Den’gar technique and used it to pull him into the other realm where no matter existed. If he did it wrong he would kill himself, pulling his Core there without his body, but he had learned long ago how to do the simple technique, and how dangerous what he was currently doing was, for he had no way to navigate other than by counting and hoping his guess was accurate. 
 
    A split second later he popped back in, maintaining his momentum and slamming into the armored panel below. He’d successfully emerged into the air gap between the two, which was some 12 meters tall. He stood up and jumped again, hitting his head on the ceiling above, then fell and blinked out, only to reemerged in the next air gap below, but he was too late. The Olopar began to charge above them in orbit, so close he could almost feel the different ‘heats’ from them. They were directly over Atlantis, and there were two different attacks charging. One that would encompass the planet with a Lian’no, and the other one would rip Atlantis apart molecule by molecule in one simple attack known as a Fruc’zo.  
 
    But now he could sense Davis’s mind, though faintly, meaning he had a location. He didn’t think he could survive that long of a jump, for his counting wasn’t going to be accurate enough, but as he thought about protecting himself if he wasn’t going to be able to get to Davis fortune blessed him, for Davis began emitting a crude Jenshar effect. 
 
    Vochem jumped again, hitting his head and getting the maximum momentum he could out of his short fall, then he blinked out and into the Jenshar realm. Overhead were two suns from the Olopar, and below was a small ripple from Davis. He couldn’t sense his mind, for his telepathy was matter related, and none of that transitioned here, but every Jenshar use in his realm made ripples here, and he could navigate by that ripple…meaning he could let himself fall until he was parallel to it, then Vochem fearfully reemerged, hoping he didn’t end up inside a console or chair. 
 
    The Knight of Quenar came out into Davis’s thankfully bare office half a meter above the floor just before one of the Olopar fired, with him hitting the ground behind and to the right of Davis, who didn’t notice his arrival. His gaze was fixed above him at the incoming attack, leaving Vochem with a single opportunity. 
 
    He lunged towards him as the Olopar fired, wrapping Davis and himself in the Den’gar even before he made physical contact with the armored body…then he got an elbow to his gut before he could send a telepathic pulse explaining that he was here to help. 
 
    The Archon’s combat reflexes were too good, and he nearly lost the Den’gar as the darkness around them in the Jenshar realm went white a moment later as the ripples from the Fruc’zo hit the city around them. 
 
    “Vochem? What is going on?” Davis asked as the Knight of Quenar had him in a stranglehold from behind, with his muscular arms and four legs wrapped around him as they both floated in null gravity within a small air pocket that Vochem had pulled with them into the Essence realm. 
 
    “The city is being destroyed around us. I have pulled us into the Jenshar and we are now ballistic. We are rising in altitude now that gravity cannot affect us. It was the only way to save you.” 
 
    The shower of white around them began to morph and dissipate in a wield kaleidoscope effect, and Davis watched it with his overlaid vision, for his eyes saw nothing but blackness in the lightless realm.  
 
    “How long can we stay here?” 
 
    “I can maintain the Den’gar for hours if need be, but when I release it we will merge with any solid mass at the location. I cannot navigate nor see what is beyond, and the city is exploding around us. We must wait, but if we wait too long we will emerge in orbit. I must guess, and if I guess right, we will fall. You can fly, correct?” 
 
    “I can,” Davis said, his mind rapidly adjusting from expecting death to survival mode now that the Knight of Quenar Ambassador had just saved him.  
 
    “You will have to support us both. I do not know if I can survive the fall. The ocean below will be jolted. If it consumes us we may merge with part of it. We need to emerge in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “What did they just hit us with?” 
 
    “It is the same technique the Lurker used that you referred to as a Disruption attack. We call it Fruc’zo, and it is separating all molecules within Atlantis and the surrounding ocean from their bonds. They are exploding from the decompression and forcing the ocean down. It will rebound back.” 
 
    “The entire city is gone?” 
 
    “I would imagine so. I cannot perceive it from here, but the level of attack used leaves little hope for survivors.” 
 
    “They fired on you?” Davis asked, anger evident in his voice.  
 
    “They do not care about us,” Vochem sneered. “And they have now crossed a line that I will not tolerate. The galaxy needs Star Force, and it needs you, Director. They came here to destroy you in the hopes your empire would fall. I know it will not, but you are not replaceable. I have never liked the Vargemma, but their dominance was unquestionable. Now I do not care. This is unacceptable. I will keep you alive as long as I can. Hopefully they will assume you were killed.” 
 
    “Can they detect us here?” 
 
    “Yes, if they are looking, but for the moment the Fruc’zo shields us. In this realm, Jenshar use makes ripples, so we cannot be attacked, but my Den’gar also makes tiny ripples. When the larger ones subside, the smaller will be visible. Until then we are invisible.” 
 
    “Are you sure we are rising?” 
 
    “Gravity has no effect here, and your planet is spinning. It is simple momentum.” 
 
    “And the planet around the star?” Davis surmised. 
 
    “Yes, but that angular moment is greatly reduced compared to the spin of the planet.” 
 
    Davis ran some mental calculations. “So we’re talking minutes before we get close to orbit?” 
 
    “I do not know. I have never done this before. We can estimate short jumps to get through barriers, or drift through space where there is no obstruction. We do not blindly pass through planets. Even a small element of heavy mass will not be fully moved when we revert, and it could lay shrapnel from the explosion within our bodies. I had no choice.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you.” 
 
    “You are an asset to the galaxy that must be protected.” 
 
    “No, it’s more than that. I feel you are developing a sense of honor, or am I wrong?” 
 
    “Perhaps your proximity has had some effect. Practicality aside, I am furious at what the Vargemma have done. You have a weapon that can kill Hadarak, and I am sure that is why they have acted. They are so sure victory is impossible they wish to ensure that it remains impossible. It is a form of madness.” 
 
    The whiteness around them faded quickly, after which Davis saw small specs of light drifting around them, mostly below, but then those specs would sporadically shoot off like little rockets.  
 
    “What am I witnessing now?” he asked. 
 
    “Those are your dead,” Vochem said regretfully. “When in this realm, you can view their passing. Their Jenshar returns here. That is the small spots of light. The streaks are when their Cores leave it. They pull a portion along with them, but when it fades off we cannot track the Cores.” 
 
    “Those are my people?” Davis asked, seeing the sparks shoot off in bunches as the population of glowing spots decreased rapidly. 
 
    “No longer. Their bodies are gone. Their brains are gone. They cannot think. They are packages. Seeds. But yes, they are the Cores of what were your people. And possibly mine.” 
 
    “Can’t yours survive like you are now?” 
 
    “Possibly, but they will risk the same death as we will when we reemerge.” 
 
    “Can you not fly at all? Not even decelerate?” 
 
    “A cushioning effect, yes. But from several miles high, my Jenshar skills may not be sufficient, and theirs are less than mine.” 
 
    “You have no psionic for it?” 
 
    “We do not.” 
 
    “Are they going to stick around to conquer the planet?” Davis asked, referencing the attackers above. 
 
    “I doubt it. Your technology is too fierce, and they will not waste their Jenshar to destroy all of your ships. I expect them to leave soon. Hopefully before we reemerge.” 
 
    “And if they sense us here?” 
 
    “They can only sense my aura. They will not know you are inside unless they measure it and find the size of two, but those two could be a pair of us. They will not try to kill us. We are irrelevant.” 
 
    “But you can’t be sure?” 
 
    “At this point I am sure of nothing other than our rising through the atmosphere. If we survive this, I do not care what the other Knights say, I will teach you what little I know and help you fight both the Hadarak and the Vargemma. I do not fear death, but I will require asylum with Star Force if the other Knights are not as incensed as I am.” 
 
    “Request granted…” Davis said as they continued to float in darkness aside from the Essence ripples that were quickly disappearing, but as the last of his people made their transition into whatever death truly was, a new ripple appeared, passing through them without incident and appearing to be a wide spread occurrence. “Is that another attack?” 
 
    “It is Lian’no,” Vochem said with clenched teeth. “It is the heart attack weapon, and it will spread across the entire planet. I am sorry.” 
 
    “No…” Davis whispered as they continued to float in darkness, soon to be accompanied by massive waves of sparks turning into shooting stars.  
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    “It’s time,” Vochem said as they floated in darkness. Nothing was glowing above or below them, though every now and then Davis thought he could see some more sparks in the far distance as that ring of death expanded beyond his Essence vision range. “I am not sure what to expect.” 
 
    “I’ll expand my shields around you, unless that’s a problem?” 
 
    “It is not.” 
 
    Davis mentally reset his shield perimeter to include both his armored body and that of the hitchhiker on his back, then a moment later the darkness vanished and the harsh sunlight above returned with a ferocity he was not prepared for. Gravity also yanked back, and Davis had to use his armor’s systems to enhance his own Yen’mer as his body refused to work.  
 
    Suddenly he felt sick all over, and his regenerator instantly began to activate along with Vochem’s Essence glow as their shared shields were hit with massive amounts of water trying to drag them down with them. It felt like they were inside a waterfall, but there was no rhyme or reason to it. No up or down, just water going every which way and, sometimes, crossing each other.  
 
    “I am hit,” Vochem said, though still hanging on tightly to the Director’s armor. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “I’ll live,” Davis said, feeling the clumps of water that had rematerialized in 18 different places in his body began to be removed and the tissue they’d destroyed replaced. Fortunately only one had hit his head, but it was in the skull and not the brain tissue beneath…and less than a millimeter wide. “Are you healing?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, barely audible over the rush of water all around them. Davis had to fight to just hold position, not sure where to go as a rock flew up from below and just clipped the edge of his shields. They were fixed to his armor rather than remotely cast, so the impact bounced them to the side violently and Vochem lost his grip…only to have his feet hit in the inside of the shield and stop him there as if there were a floor directly beneath him. 
 
    “The planet’s crust has been damaged,” the Knight of Quenar said. “The ocean is flowing into the wound. Can you move us away?” 
 
    “Give me a moment. My body is still repairing.” 
 
    “How? I sense no Jenshar in you.” 
 
    “This armor may be small, but it does have a regenerator in it. Once it’s finished with me I can use it to heal you as well.” 
 
    “Do not attempt to do so. My technology would resist…it,” he said, getting bounced to the side by another large wave of water. No sky was visible with all the mist, plumes, and rain, but it was very bright overhead, so they couldn’t have been too far from the top. 
 
    “Fine. The air is thin, but we can go higher. Hang on, I’ll get us started as best I can with my armor, but its antigrav isn’t strong enough to fight these surges. I have to do that…”he said, cut off as another dump of water came down on top of them and dropped them some 30 meters lower, flowing over his invisible shields like a car window in a downpour. 
 
    Davis was having to use his Pefbar to see, and the pounding in his head didn’t help, but as it relented and his skull damage repaired, his range increased and he pushed it out spherically to try and figure out where exactly they were…which was when he saw the rocky material coming up from below. 
 
    He couldn’t wait any longer, so he used his Yen’mer to add power, despite the pain it caused and the number of little psionic nubs that were still damaged and off line. Simultaneously he stretched out his bioshields beyond the armor’s version, adding a needle-head on top of him and Vochem as he drove up through the water as a wave of steam rushed up from below. 
 
    They got bounced around quite a bit, sometimes being pulled down a few meters, but the small amount of progress upward meant less and less resistance, and eventually the rocky material catching them topped out and began to fall back down, leaving only water and steam to contend with as they rose through the mess. 
 
    It took a few minutes of limping upward, but eventually they got above it, seeing bits of sky breaking through as massive geysers crested and curved over, coming down like clear fireworks in the blue sky. Davis kept climbing, maintaining an oxygen bubble inside the shields for Vochem to breath and augmenting it from his own armor’s air supply as his battlemap interlink indicated they were some 18 miles above the Earth’s surface and over the location Atlantis used to be… 
 
    “Can you find any of your other people?” Davis finally asked, looking down on the surrounding ocean as several tsunamis were visible heading outwards, with those nearest the water geyser crisscrossing and pulling back on themselves as the newly formed supervolcano consumed the water and lowered the ocean level around the magma plume. 
 
    The city was gone, completely, with pieces of it being above them and heading into orbit, for there was a giant mushroom-like cloud of vaporized material far above them and spreading out in a thin haze. Davis couldn’t even see it from his position, but the battlemap clearly indicated its presence and outward spread.  
 
    “I have contact with two of them below. The rest are gone.” 
 
    “I need their positions so I can dispatch rescue teams.” 
 
    “Have the Vargemma left?” 
 
    “Yes,” Davis said, reviewing battlemap data quickly as they hung in the air above the ongoing torrent below, with the steam and suspended ash now moving laterally beneath them as it could no longer climb to their thin atmospheric level, but sporadic rock torpedoes were shooting up higher and still posed a threat to them from a random hit. 
 
    Vochem telepathically relayed the locations of the two Knights of Quenar below, and Davis ordered rescue teams to their location immediately, but they were going to have to come from the nearest underwater city or from orbit, because there were no Atlantis personnel remaining to assist. 
 
    “How many of those weapons do they have?” Davis demanded after seeing the impact replay of how it tore Atlantis apart as if it was nothing more than confetti. 
 
    “Many. I do not know the exact number. All the races in the Vargemma contribute to their construction. They can kill Hadarak if they are discovered, but the Jenshar required to charge them is not easily replaceable. That is why the Hadarak cannot be defeated. They mass too much. The more mass, the more Jenshar change is required to disintegrate them. They used a great deal to destroy Atlantis. This was meant to kill you, but also to bring fear to your empire. The Vargemma cannot repeat such attacks quickly. I do not know the status of their wells, but this cannot be repeated across every Star Force world. Fear will intimidate you into their preferred action, they believe, but I know it will backfire on them. You will not yield, you will…” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘wells?’” Davis demanded. 
 
    “We have never been there. Their strongholds. The Vargemma are a combination of all races that break the Jenshar boundary. They seek out those who are new, such as us, before the Hadarak can identify and destroy the threat we pose. But we are not allowed into their ranks until we prove ourselves. The Knights of Quenar are in a trial period. If we prove ourselves worthy we will one day join the Vargemma ranks. If not, we will be left to die to the Hadarak when they eventually discover us.” 
 
    “We are told,” he continued, “that in their strongholds they have massive storage of Jenshar that every individual in their races contributes to regularly. That Jenshar is then used to defend the Vargemma and to accomplish its…goals,” he said apologetically as they looked down on the billowing mass of water, rock, and steam below that continually churned and didn’t look like it was dissipating whatsoever. 
 
    “And they draw from these wells until they’re deplenished…then they’re helpless?” Davis surmised. 
 
    “Not helpless, but what we have seen of their technology is inferior to ours. It is surmised that one reason they sought us out was to incorporate our knowledge of non-Jenshar applications into their collective.” 
 
    “Have you yet?” 
 
    “I believe so, in some ways, but we would never give all of what we possessed. Others cannot be trusted with the power.” 
 
    “Do you have more than us?” Davis asked bluntly. 
 
    “We are peers on parallel, but not identical paths. You have technology that we lack, and the reverse is also true. But your greatest strength is your population. We cannot grow to such a size.” 
 
    “Who else has technology on par with us?” 
 
    “We know of several, but they are all reclusive and low in population. The only ones that can stand against the Hadarak and make a good show of resistance is your triad.” 
 
    “Resistance my ass. We’re winning,” Davis said as a contact popped up with a proximity alert. “And this attack isn’t going to stop us.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this was their only attack,” Vochem warned. “If it was, they would have destroyed the entire star system as an object lesson.” 
 
    “The Uriti?” 
 
    “Possibly, but there are too many of them to eliminate quickly. And they are not what has drawn the Lurker here.” 
 
    “You think they’re hitting Epsilon Eridani now and came here as a side quest?” 
 
    “I would be surprised if they did not, unless an ultimatum came with this strike. If there is silence, then it is punitive and the object of contention will also be hit. This is their methodology and has been employed many times in the past.” 
 
    “Recently?” 
 
    “No. Far before the Knights of Quenar existed. We have been given Vargemma history to learn from, and they have existed for several billion years.” 
 
    “Billion?” Davis said in dismay. “And they still haven’t figured out how to build real weapons?” 
 
    “Jenshar is their weapon, but I agree their reliance on that limited resource is a weakness. One we will find a way to exploit. If the Hadarak are going to destroy the known galaxy, we need to make sure the Vargemma are taken with it.” 
 
    “Do you think the other Knights will feel the same?” 
 
    “I cannot be sure, but you have provided a potential pathway to victory. The Vargemma offer power never to be used in perpetual avoidance. We seek permanent solutions. That is our purpose.” 
 
    “And what is your purpose now that we have the Uriti pacified?” 
 
    “Either destroy them or obtain the power that will make them irrelevant. Either way it will be a permanent solution.” 
 
    “I like the new frankness in you, Vochem,” Davis said as the shiny object to the west descended from a higher elevation on a path towards them. “Don’t let it relapse in the future.” 
 
    “I am now committed to the Vargemma’s destruction. If the other Knights will not follow suit, you are my only avenue to accomplish this. I will remain as frank as I can be without betraying the trust of our brotherhood.” 
 
    “Do you know how many strongholds they have?” 
 
    “Hundreds, but we do not know where they are, only approximate areas based on guesswork.” 
 
    “We know where to start. How did they get into the system without making a stellar jump?” 
 
    “The same way we survived. If you can accurately estimate your speed, you can count down and revert blind into a star system.” 
 
    “And if you have a scout on location? Can they guide the fleet in?” 
 
    “Yes, but they must still travel in a straight line. The scout will only tell them when to emerge.” 
 
    “So you don’t need a beacon to move through walls?” 
 
    “You need a beacon to secure the exit point, otherwise you risk collision, and solid objects do far more damage than water.” 
 
    “Noted,” Davis said as the Star Force dropship decelerated in front of them, then rotated around with a lowered boarding ramp that came to within a few meters of the pair hanging in the air over the supervolcano. The Director flew that last little bit and let Vochem down a full step inside before releasing his aching muscles that the regenerator was continually working on since he was damaging the Yen’mer tissues constantly by using them in their state of disrepair. 
 
    “Davis,” a Mage-level Archon said as he came forward and grabbed the Director by his left shoulder. “We thought we lost you with the city.” 
 
    “I owe the Ambassador for my survival. Get us out of here before the enemy comes back to finish what they started.” 
 
    “On the way,” he said as the pilot took off and the ramp began to retract before the trio was fully inside. “Where do you want to go to ground?” 
 
    Davis looked at the Knight of Quenar. “What’s their top speed look like?” 
 
    “I would assume considerably less than yours, but Jenshar can enhance that considerably.” 
 
    The eldest Human in the empire nodded, then turned to the other Archon. “We hide in transit. Keep us moving, ship to ship, system to system. We never stop. Never give them a stationary target.” 
 
    The Mage nodded. “They won’t get a second shot at you, I promise…” he said, hesitating for a moment as he worked the comm. “The Trilen Asora is coming in atmosphere to pick us up. We’ll jump out from here and an escort fleet will meet us on the way to the star. Do you want him to come along or stay here?” 
 
    “He goes where I go,” Davis said firmly. “But get his two surviving brethren back to the Knights of Quenar so they can explain firsthand what happened.” 
 
    Vochem nodded his agreement. “A ghost you must become, and I will be gladly be your echo. If the Vargemma know I am alive and helping you, they may strike at the other Knights. It is best if I am presumed dead.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I am. I have deactivated my locator. They will assume I was killed in the aftermath. Do not inform your people how you survived, only that you did.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Davis said, turning to the Mage. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    The dark blue helmet in front of him nodded. “Do you know who did this?” 
 
    “We have a lead,” Davis said, glancing at Vochem. “But as of now, we’re at war.” 
 
    A moment later the Mage and every other person linked into the battlemap on Earth got a warning alarm in a very old tone that still sent shivers down everyone's spines, even those that didn’t know what it originally was from. It was different from the invasion alert, and this one had never been heard before in Star Force. It was a signal that Star Force was going to war against a threat that required the entire empire’s might to fight. 
 
    And that tone would spread from system to system around the rim of the galaxy. With it would be recall orders for everyone of merit, including the trailblazers and the war fleets currently fighting the Hadarak. This took priority over all else, for Davis didn’t know how they were going to fight this new type of weaponry, and he needed all hands on deck to figure it out.  
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    May 8, 128535 
 
    System 991284 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    8th planet 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 was in the final stages of minion removal in the third ring of the Hadarak expansion along with a small fleet of Star Force Oso’lon when the courier arrived. The moment the message packet reached her Borg vessel the alarm sounded, jolting her out of a brief nap in the Archon sanctum that she’d decided to take there rather than waste time walking back to her quarters.  
 
    It was an old school alarm, never before used, taken from the Death Star in the Star Wars movies. The sound ran through her and for a moment her hair turned blonde on reflex, then she calmed herself down and bolted to her feet, running to the nearest comms terminal so she could see what the hell was going on. 
 
    There were none inside the Sanctum, nor telepathic repeaters for the sake of keeping training private and uninterrupted, so she literally couldn’t use her mind to link into the computer until she got to an outer chamber and slid onto the stool there, shoving her hand over the tactile interface and seeing in a flash of data sent into her brain what had happened at Earth.  
 
    She already knew about the Ysalamir destruction, but others were handling that while she kept chewing up minion systems and taking them back from the enemy. Morgan had been waiting for a recall once this new enemy had been identified, but until then there wasn’t any ass kicking that could be done. She did not expect, however, to get an empire-wide alert and recall order. 
 
    Sol had been attacked, along with Epsilon Eridani, which had taken the worst of it, but Atlantis had been totally destroyed in a single Essence attack. Davis had survived, somehow, and it wasn’t until she activated a special high access file that she find out. That was a stroke of luck, and if a Knight of Quenar had been here now she would have kissed them in thanks for keeping Davis alive. But the long list of friends and highly skilled Star Force personnel that had been in the city and were now dead was a gut punch…not to mention most of the other people on the planet. 
 
    They’d been hit with a heart attack weapon, now tagged as Lian’no, and too few had been close enough to regenerators. But beyond that, every single living being on the planet was now dead. Since the message had been sent by courier, it hadn’t come immediately after reception, so updates had stacked with it and Morgan could see images of the Earth’s oceans with new land formations visible from orbit…except they weren’t land. They were corpses of whales, fish, octopi, crustaceans, and the myriad of other wildlife on the planet, most of which were now floating dead on the surface. 
 
    On land the dead were not so visible, but they were everywhere. Even down to the ants in the ground. Everything was dead save for a few personnel that had either evacuated the planet before the attack made it around to the far side, or those that had been wearing their armor and were repaired afterwards.  
 
    The casualty lists for Epsilon Eridani were far worse, with the majority of the population in the system having been killed, along with their Ysalamir production facilities. Part of the scientific team working on the anti-Hadarak weapons were dead or mentally incapacitated as well, but the majority of them had survived. They’d been hit with a Lian’no, thankfully, for if their facility had been hit with the same weapon that hit Atlantis they would have been all wiped out as well. 
 
    But it seemed that disintegration weapon, known as a Fruc’zo, had only been used on Atlantis…at least at that discharge level. Morgan had known something like this was possible after seeing the Lurker do it, but the damage inflicted on Atlantis was still jaw dropping. It had taken out the entire city in a matter of seconds, then penetrated all the way through the Earth’s crust to the magma layer, creating an instant super volcano that was still erupting and forming an island where the city once was.  
 
    The ocean would eventually seal it over, and if it wouldn’t Star Force would, but the amount of power the enemy had to put into that one attack was more than every bit of Essence Star Force had accumulated to date in all their Magicite.  
 
    Morgan was scared, for she didn’t know how to fight this and realized how vulnerable Star Force was…but the Essence, it wasn’t unlimited, and the more she thought about it she realized this was an intimidation attack. That’s why they’d gone with such overkill on Atlantis. To send a message that there was nowhere in Star Force that was safe from them.  
 
    To others that would have worked wonders, forcing them to cower away for fear of becoming the next target, but that would have the exact opposite effect on the Archons, and from the timestamp on the alert she saw that Davis had sent it out that same day. It was a call to battle, and a recall order for her, but how many ships she would be bringing with her was left up to her discretion, for they didn’t know yet where the enemy was or how they would be attacking them. 
 
    But the enemy now had a name…Vargemma. Davis’s rundown on them, thanks to info from the Knights of Quenar, said they were basically the Covenant from Halo. A bunch of different races bound together with a common purpose and a fear of the Hadarak. They hid from them to avoid drawing their wrath, though they had the power to kill some of them.  
 
    Morgan ran through the other things Davis had learned, then deduced that her fleet would be of no use in this endeavor, so she ordered the Oso’lon to stay and finish the cleansing of this system while she headed back to the Rim. There was no point in pulling the badly needed combat fleets away from the Hadarak War zone until it was proven they were needed…and from what Davis was saying, there might not actually be that many of these Vargemma. 
 
    But she had to go. That was clear, even if Davis hadn’t sent out the recall order. So Morgan ordered the Captain to get them under way at maximum speed back to the Rim. By the time she got there, hopefully they’d have a few more answers. And maybe a few more dead planets too. 
 
      
 
    Davis needed the trailblazers in the Rim, but he wasn’t waiting for them. As soon as he got situated inside a Mach’nel that became his mobile base of operations with a massive escort fleet, he roamed the star lanes while sending out orders…and the empire responded. There weren’t a lot of combat fleets left in the Rim, but he hadn’t made the mistake of sending them all away. Star Force always operated with reserves, and from them massive fleets emerged as coalitions of many factions headed for the known Stargate locations.  
 
    Knowing that Essence weaponry was involved, he made it abundantly clear that no manned ship was to go near them, but Star Force did most of its fighting with drones anyway, so that wasn’t an issue. Hundreds of thousands of drones were knocking on the Vargemma’s doorsteps within weeks of the assault on Earth, and even more in the following months as word spread around the galaxy. The Vargemma were not concentrated in one area, but were likewise spread around the Rim, and Davis had given orders to assault them all.  
 
    If the Vargemma acted as one civilization, then he wasn’t going to bother trying to identify which races had attacked them and which hadn’t. Typical surrender offers went out when the drone fleets arrived at the hidden Stargate stations, then when no response came they opened fire…but with disruption weapons only. They didn’t want to destroy what was there, only to expose it. 
 
    The shield and field disruptors tore through the general area where they knew the Stargates to be located, taking away their cloaks to reveal the stations beneath momentarily…then they disappeared again with an Essence enhancement.  
 
    Davis didn’t go there, but he read the reports as they filtered back to him. The Neo-level Archons on site identified the augment and probed it continuously with no luck. Eventually they fired conventional weapons until they did enough damage to drop the cloak. The return fire from the stations was standard weaponry save for a few Fruc’zo that destroyed drones in single shots…but that didn’t persist. Davis guessed it was an intimidation gesture, but Star Force had so many drones it didn’t matter and they kept attacking without hesitation. 
 
    The Essence attacks stopped and massive breaches were torn into the hull of the stations, into which micro drones were sent in lieu of living troops. Many of those were destroyed before they could send back intelligence, but eventually some got inside and obtained minimal data before Essence signatures were detected leaving the stations…just before they exploded. 
 
    They all did. None would be taken intact, and Davis had information confirming that at least some of the crew stayed behind sacrificing themselves rather than surrender, but two of the stations didn’t completely pop with their Essence-laden destruction. It was surmised that they had depleted their reserves too much previously, for some of the attack forces poked first before bringing in massive waves of drones, and it seemed those stations had expended more trying to scare away the smaller amount of ships. 
 
    Whatever had happened, Star Force now had chunks of the stations more or less intact to analyze, and what they were finding was amazing. Most of their technology had Essence residue in it, indicating that it was designed to operate in conjunction with it…yet not their standard weaponry, oddly. Some of the components were altered in such a way that they maintained an Essence charge that did not appear to dissipate, but no containers were found. Whatever had been holding their reserves was probably at the center of the self-destruction cascade that had petered out in these two stations.  
 
    No fleet of ships showed up to defend any of them. It was like the Vargemma thought if they hid Star Force would go away and forget them, but that was not going to happen. Davis kept waiting for another of his systems to get hit, and six weeks after the first of the Stargate stations fell it happened again. 
 
    The Vargemma emerged in Uriti Preserve #4 and went after a trio of Sivirs there, but the defending fleets managed to keep them alive, though one got hit with some type of Essence acid that ate a chunk out of its body. It wasn’t enough to kill it, but it was horribly painful and the Uriti almost didn’t respond to retreat orders. They wanted to turn and fight…but thankfully they obeyed and survived long enough for the fleet to turn the Vargemma away. 
 
    Davis felt they were trying to hurt Star Force at the most visible ego points they could, and them missing the Uriti must have hurt theirs incredibly. They weren’t going to be able to assault any mobile targets effectively. Not now that Star Force knew something of the threat they posed. He didn’t have any Ysalamiri left to protect, and the Castles wouldn’t be building those components for years to come as they focused on structural work first, but they would become targets later, if and when the Vargemma found out about them. 
 
    They were still secrets within Star Force, more or less, and he didn’t know how good the Vargemma were at intelligence. And if they truly hid most of the time, he wondered how they got any at all. Obviously there were some ships coming and going through the Stargate stations, or had been anyway. He knew he hadn’t got them all shut down, and finding the others would be difficult unless they drew attention to themselves, but a big part of how these bastards operated was still evading him, and would be, until the trailblazers started popping back up on the Rim and heading to the ultra secret rendezvous he had hinted at in his recall order. 
 
    Once they’d had enough time to come back, some of them at least, he ditched his own escort fleet and had them continue moving around the galaxy as if he was still onboard the Mach’nel while he took off in a tiny Valkyrie counting on anonymity for his protection. He took with him all the data they’d accumulated to date and traveled to the Repository System, which officially was called ‘Nephestus’ because they didn’t want anyone else knowing where they’d stashed all their cool stuff. 
 
    The trailblazers used to have stashes all over Earth, and when the V’kit’no’sat invaded they had gotten some of it out prior to the planet falling, then recovered the rest after they took the planet back years later. Their hiding places had been so good the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t found them, mostly, and afterwards they’d quietly moved them off Earth to a system that wouldn’t attract as much attention. 
 
    Davis knew about it, along with less people than he could count on his fingers aside from the trailblazers, and the planet in question was little more than a rock covered with seas of green sand. Unfortunately the green didn’t come from Corovon, but a mostly worthless compound known as Berronickzon. Because of that nobody had bothered to mine it, and it was located far out in the system, so far out it was actually a cold sand world. Nephestus had a small hot planet near the central star that had a Star Force outpost on it for navigational purposes, but other than that the system was uninhabited and off the major trade routes. 
 
    The people in the outpost didn’t know about the outermost planet other than it being off limits along with the rest of the system to outside development, as many systems had been tagged within Star Force’s domain. This was a little corner in the middle of nowhere with watch guards on it that would make sure to report if anyone went nosing around…which nobody ever did. 
 
    Davis’s ship checked in with the outpost without identifying himself, but since it was a Star Force vessel it could travel to the planet or anywhere else in the system without having to explain itself, so he went far out on the periphery and dropped into orbit, looking down on the miles high green sand dunes as he mentally mapped out the position of the primary repository. No beacons were used, so he had to go off memory and get close enough to find the physical markers, and he had to start by taking his best guess…the problem was sand dunes migrated over time, which kept the surface constantly reworking itself. 
 
    All the better to hide a subsurface facility that actually crawled along with them deep underground, but it did so in predictable patterns off the markers… 
 
    “Alright, let’s start…here,” Davis said, inputting his best guess at the coordinates and letting the ship’s autopilot bring them down into the planet’s thin atmosphere. There was enough to breathe, barely, in the trenches between dunes, but go up to the peeks and it was too thin for Humans. It didn’t affect his ship, and soon he was hovering in one of those valleys searching for a marker. 
 
    It would take an intense sensor beam to find one, for they were stealthed and beneath the sand, but they altered the pattern of the dunes above without being obvious about it. Davis flew around for more than an hour before he spotted a little rivulet of sand on the surface giving away the location of an obelisk-like marker beneath, and as soon as the Director flew over top of it his sensors pinged a faint silhouette below.  
 
    From there it was just a matter of searching out the others nearby off a hexagonal pattern and seeing which directions they were pointing. Those were constantly changing and offering very crude datapoints that others would miss, for their movement was so slow to go unnoticed, but those 6 markers gave 6 digits that detailed the current position of the repository as it crawled across the planet. 
 
    It wasn’t here, but rather a third of the way around the horizon. Davis flew there before the crawler had a chance to meander off, and once he got within proximity the faint sensor trace pinged the starfish shape that the primary repository had been designed around. 
 
    “Gotcha,” he said with a smile as he sent the very lengthy recognition signal down to the complex that was more than two miles deep in the sand…then that sand began to move as if a mole was coming up from below. It took a while, better than 10 minutes, for a tube to shoot up into the air, then Davis flew his Valkyrie down through the tube as it retracted behind him while spreading out the sand with a series of shield ‘fins’ to mask its location again. 
 
    When his ship set down in the hangar bay he saw several others of similar size on the deck, but no one was waiting for him when he walked down the boarding ramp. That was typical, for the facility was more than 80 miles wide and had no sensors to tell it what was going on outside. They were blind to the battlemap as well, and nobody would know he was here until he found them and told them himself. 
 
    Davis whistled, hearing the echo of the distant walls in the hangar. It was a ‘small’ hangar by Star Force standards, but it seemed a lot bigger when nobody else was in it. Things had seemed kind of empty ever since Atlantis had been destroyed, but even when he was on the run he was surrounded by people. It had been a long time since he’d been truly alone, and this place was about as alone as anyone could get.  
 
    Which made it the perfect hiding place…as well as reminding him just how big everything out here was. His job required him to work things from afar rather than going into the field and getting a firsthand perspective on it…but not now. The big and strong worlds were the highest potential targets, meaning he had to reverse everything and get back to his roots. One person alone in the galaxy was very hard to find, and after nearly being assassinated he wasn’t going to give the Vargemma or anyone else another chance at him.  
 
    He walked with his booted footsteps echoing all the way up to the far off entrance which opened before him automatically, with no one on the other side.  
 
    Davis kept on walking, letting the emptiness soak in, until he finally caught the attention of the trailblazers that were already here and Kerrie-057 was suddenly standing still in the hallway ahead of him when he rounded the corner. 
 
    He flinched, for he hadn’t been using his Pefbar and he hadn’t felt anyone else’s Pefbar cross him. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “Practice,” she said straight faced. “I’m glad that worthless Knight finally did something right.” 
 
    “As am I,” he said just as evenly, then Kerrie walked up and wrapped him in a warm hug.  
 
    “Give him a kiss for me,” she said deadpan. 
 
    “No…” Davis said as she let go. “Right now being Director is too dangerous. I’m just an Archon until we can reestablish a stronghold.” 
 
    “Likewise. I don’t like letting other people take the hits, but if we don’t know where they’re coming from we can’t risk ourselves being taken out. So don’t sweat it.” 
 
    “Brainstorm anything yet?” 
 
    “Bits and pieces. This is going to be a tough one, because I don’t see how we can avoid losing more people with this fog of war.” 
 
    “If we can’t save them, then we make sure we avenge them.” 
 
    “I’m just glad we don’t have to avenge you,” Kerrie said as she started walking. “Come on. We need your brain cells...” 
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    By the time Paul arrived with the last of the others more than a year had passed since the attack on Earth and in addition to the destruction of the Ysalamir, two more attempts on Uriti had been made by the Vargemma, with one unfortunately being successful enough to cripple Bahamut Zero. Somehow he’d survived what should have been a fatal wound, yet he was regrowing as if he was more plant than living rock. 
 
    His chest now had a cavity in it that would not reform for a very long time. Estimates were in the hundreds of years at minimum, but thankfully his central brain had been missed by the piercing Son’tar ‘blue’ attack that was essentially a coring drill rather than an explosion. One of the Vargemma’s Olopar, which was what they called their starburst-shaped Essence-laden ships, had gotten into decent range of Bahamut and fired a pair of beams that twisted around each other as they traveled like a DNA helix. One was deep blue, the other bright blue, and somehow it acted like an actual drill because destroyed material flowed up the bright blue side and was released behind the Starburst. 
 
    When drones had flown into the beam to try and break it, they had simply bounced off as if it were solid. Paul still couldn’t make out what it actually was, but it had drilled a hole into Bahamut while delivering an IDF field that prevented him from running away. The Son’tar, when finished minutes later, had cored a hole all the way through his central body, but apparently the Vargemma didn’t realize his brain was actually in the base of his neck. 
 
    Few people knew that, and Star Force didn’t advertise the internal apparatus of the Uriti, for it was virtually impossible to scan through their thick armor. Hadarak had their brains in their center of mass, the furthest from their exterior possible for the greatest safety, but apparently the Chixzon hadn’t been so concerned when designing the Uriti’s biology, for there wasn’t any known threats to them at the time that could even get through the outer layer of armor short of lengthy warfare on a massive level. 
 
    Then again, maybe it had been by design just in case someone tried for a core shot. Regardless, the asymmetrical internal alignment of Bahamut had saved his life, for the Vargemma had left him for dead after he went inert from the massive shock of the damage.  
 
    That battle had been in the field, not in a Preserve, and while Paul had not been there he had been close by and immediately took possession of the Uriti while sending out orders for the rest to scatter and hide. That also meant emptying out the existing Preserves and separating all the Uriti into different escort fleets and breaking up the herds.  
 
    They hadn’t like that idea, but once they were told of Bahamut’s near death and the attacks on the other Uriti they immediately wanted to be taken to fight them…for they didn’t understand the nature of the threat. That was why Paul had Bahamut record a telepathic message that the Wranglers then took to the others, so they could see through Bahamut’s memories and his own orders/suggestions. Even Paul couldn’t figure out exactly what it was they were passing on, but it did the trick and the Uriti were immediately onboard with the run and hide plan…while Star Force figured out a way to fight this new enemy, at least. After that they’d be back with a vengeance. 
 
    Paul had been getting updates through the relay grid long before he got to the Repository System, knowing all the time that the Hadarak were making more advances in their absence. The evacuation fleets had not been recalled, nor the warships protecting them, but the active hunting of the Hadarak was now relinquished to the V’kit’no’sat alone, with Paul having come home by way of Itaru so he could explain the situation to Mak’to’ran in person.  
 
    What the Zak’de’ron did was their own business, for they weren’t coordinating with Star Force, but the V’kit’no’sat were…and Davis had already sent a courier to Mak’to’ran carrying several of their scientists back with them along with the prototype blueprints for the Legion Project version of the Ysalamir. Originally only Star Force was going to develop them, but now wherever they did they were going to be targeted, so while Paul and the others dealt with this new war in the Rim, the V’kit’no’sat would build the disposable Ysalamir and test them away from the Vargemma’s prying eyes. 
 
    At least that was the plan. They knew the Vargemma’s strongholds were in the Rim to keep them away from the Hadarak, but how much surveillance they had of the Core was unknown. The V’kit’no’sat might be bringing the Vargemma’s wrath down on them, but Mak’to’ran was eager to take on the problem and allow them to hit them if necessary. He was worried about the Zak’de’ron stealing the plans, but he wasn’t going to be timid about the testing and production, for he’d already assigned 532 different systems to prioritize the Legion development.  
 
    The Era’tran had said the Vargemma could not hit them all, and if they did it would be little loss, for the Legion was designed for one time use anyway. They were meant to be destroyed, which was why Davis had agreed to let the V’kit’no’sat produce them. The blueprints weren’t quite finished yet, but the few prototypes they’d been doing limited testing on had been destroyed in Epsilon Eridani. Belo’chat, however, had not been, and the I’rar’et was one of the few scientists sent back to the V’kit’no’sat while the rest stayed in Epsilon Eridani doing simulator work only based off data they’d already collected. 
 
    No more planets had been hit by the Vargemma yet, but it was still early. A year in galactic warfare was almost nothing, for the time it took to move around from system to system was immense when the battlefield was the entire Rim. Still, they knew where to find the Ysalamir and the Uriti, so Star Force was going to have to do a damn good job of hiding the latter, and no updates he’d received when arriving in the system had indicated any further strikes.  
 
    After he’d pulled that download from the outpost he’d gone dark and slipped onto the sandy world where he and the others had stashed a lot of their private stuff, including a full Star Destroyer replica he and Roger had made a long time ago. It was fully functional, but extremely outdated by today’s technology, and now hidden in its own hangar underneath the sands separate from all the other roaming facilities, but the one he was arriving at now was the main hub that contained their best stuff. 
 
    It was more sentimental than anything, though there were also some items of importance relating to Essence and a few odds and ends they’d collected from past civilizations that had fallen. They were still working on those tidbits trying to figure out what they were for, but anything that had even the glint of technological superiority got the full treatment at Star Force’s largest research centers. What came here was more of a curiosity and ongoing brain teaser, which was why the challenge-hungry trailblazers had laid claim to them. 
 
    In addition to that there were mementoes from throughout their history in Star Force, whether they be bits of debris from certain battles, genetic samples from odd races, exotic plants, etc. Everything here meant something to them, sort of like a library of past activity they could reference from time to time, but Paul hadn’t been here since before the Hadarak war started. Long before, actually. 
 
    So when he found and landed in the hangar, he took a little stroll down through the small item galleries before he met the others, ending up in the armor hall that had standing mounted combat suits from every version of Archon armor ever fielded…and the hallway stretched for nearly a mile with two rows, one on either side, standing as if at attention. 
 
    When he entered he had come in at the most advanced section, with suits similar to the one he wore as gauntlets on his forearms, except the others were fully deployed so they looked like real people standing there…but between his Ikrid, Pefbar, and Essence he could tell they were all empty as he walked down between them, his flexible boots clicking on the hard, smooth floor as he worked his way back through history. 
 
    All the suits had a similar vibe to them, but when he got to the far end and saw the earliest of the combat suits like he’d worn on that first Moon mission against the Chinese so very, very long ago he almost cringed. They were so bulky and inflexible, no shields, no sensors worth a damn, no regenerator or all the other trinkets Star Force had worked into the design over the years as they figured out how to build components smaller and smaller.  
 
    It amazed him how much they’d been able to accomplish starting with next to nothing, as well as how fortunate they’d been that the V’kit’no’sat had not found them sooner. Luck had been with them, despite the massive losses, and now he sensed they were in a somewhat similar position. 
 
    “No, it’s not that bad,” Jason-025 said, walking into view around the open archway at the end of the hall. “But I had a similar feeling when I got here.” 
 
    “We’re not ready for this, but we hold a technological edge. I’m not sure how much we can dive in head first, and how much we’d lose by holding back. We need to know who these bastards are, and we don’t have the luxury of a V’kit’no’sat database to tell us.” 
 
    “True,” Jason acknowledged, leaning against the archway as Paul stood looking at the earliest of the armor suits. “But we know the Hadarak scare the shit out of them.” 
 
    “Or what’s in the Core that we haven’t seen yet. I get the feeling we and the V’kit’no’sat are the JV teams left alone to pretend we’re varsity when we truly aren’t.” 
 
    “You’re still shook, aren’t you?” 
 
    Paul waved that thought away with a chop of his hand. “That’s not it.” 
 
    “What then? We’ve overcome a hell of a lot before, why not now?” 
 
    “Nothing that I can put my finger on. I just have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Riona?” 
 
    “She didn’t have a chance, and that still pisses me off.” 
 
    “Ditto, but I’m not off my game. You are.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. “How did you notice?” 
 
    “We’ve shared battlemeld so much that I can tell how you’re walking your mind isn’t right.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with a sigh. “It basically comes down to the fact that I don’t know who to punch and what to do until I figure that out.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “You’ll feel better in a bit.” 
 
    Paul’s eyes raised slightly. “You have something?” 
 
    “More mysteries, but yeah, we’ve got several somethings. Davis had a long chat with our new Knight of Quenar buddy, and from that we’ve been able to identify a lot of Vargemma activity around the galaxy that we’d missed before. They haven’t been hiding as much as you might think.” 
 
    “Meddling?” Paul guessed, though thoroughly intrigued. 
 
    Jason nodded. “They’ve got more of an agenda than they let on. We haven’t figured it out yet, but that Essence orb that Ariel found is their doing. They haven’t just been storing up their own Essence, they’ve been quietly harvesting it through various means around the galaxy, and murder seems to be their top preference.” 
 
    Paul’s expression went dark. “Go on.” 
 
    “The Knights of Quenar said they recruit other races that learn how to use Essence, but that’s not all they recruit. They have associates that work for them, we think, so they can act in the galaxy without attracting the attention of the Hadarak. How the Hadarak would find out I don’t know, they seem pretty mundane so there’s gotta be more to it, but a lot of people have gone missing…not whole planets or continents being scooped up…but people vanishing that we think end up on their Essence meal plate before being turned into a meat crop for other races.” 
 
    “Which hides their involvement entirely,” Paul extrapolated.  
 
    “And our shutting down of the meat trade in the civilized areas of the Rim has made it harder and harder for them to do their dirty work. Some of those sickos we’ve had to take down were, in retrospect, working with the Vargemma. Their fingerprints are everywhere now that we know what to look for back through history.” 
 
    “Why not just take us out then? Before we got this strong?” 
 
    “We’ve got a few theories, one of which is that the Hadarak are not the only ones watching them. There may be more varsity teams out there than just the Hadarak and the Vargemma.” 
 
    Paul face-palmed, then ran his fingers through his short blue hair. “What now?” 
 
    “Nothing but speculation at this point, but unless the Hadarak have another means of monitoring the Rim than minions and space monsters, the Vargemma are hiding too damn hard when they could be operating freely, on the deep Rim, at least.” 
 
    “Any luck with a defense shield yet?” 
 
    Jason pointed a finger directly at him. “Yes, and we’ve been going about it all wrong. The Ambassador was forthcoming in that regard.” 
 
    “Is he here?” 
 
    “No, but Davis took good notes. You don’t block Essence attacks, you conscript them…if you’re strong enough.” 
 
    Paul blinked as that thought set in. “Not cancellation?” 
 
    “Not unless you want to drain yourself dry, but he said that will work if you know what’s about to hit you. If not the amount required is too damn high to use more than a handful of times.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “I can’t, because I haven’t learn to do it yet. Still fumbling around, but at least we have something to fumble with now. No more standing around twiddling your thumbs. We’ve got a lead on a defense and we’ve got a lot of work to do beyond that. You want to…” 
 
    “Nope, let’s go,” Paul said, cutting off the sarcastic comment before it was out of his best friend’s mouth as he walked through the archway and out of the hallway of past memories. “We’ve been working this solo for too long. Time to grind this out as a team.” 
 
    “You’re the one that’s late, buddy,” Jason said, following him a step behind and very glad to have Paul back in the mix. All 100 trailblazers were still alive along with Davis, and they had to figure out a way to fight this war before some ass hole with superior Essence skills could change that.  
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    Candancen-11898 was nervous. All the Uriti had been ordered to run and hide, and the Wrangler had taken Jaws 04 away from Preserve #9 by herself while the others scattered. Most were already in the Core fighting Hadarak minions, but some had always been kept in the Preserves and rotated in and out, for they needed to be together and war operations almost always had them individually assigned to missions. 
 
    But keeping them alive was the greater priority now…except for Jaws 04. Orders had come through requesting a dangerous mission, and her Uriti had wanted to accept, so she’d relayed their willingness and waited while hopping from one system to another to keep the Vargemma guessing as to their location. Eventually a set of coordinates worked their way back to her escort fleet and the Archon was surprised to see that the target was one of the systems where Star Force had destroyed the enemy’s Stargate outpost. 
 
    There was a huge fleet stationed there, essentially on the enemy’s doorstep, daring them to come out and try to rebuild the station, so she had plenty of extra defenders to help screen for an attack on Jaws 04, but it still worried her. The Vargemma had nearly killed Bahamut Zero, and it had taken only a single attack to do it. If they could pop in, fire, then pop out again quickly, the size of her defense fleet wasn’t a great comfort…but the trailblazers needed information and the Uriti was their new plan to get it. 
 
    Or at least try. They admitted this might not work, and it wouldn’t take long, so Candancen was bringing Jaws 04 in for a quick peek then leaving within a day, two tops, and returning to their system bouncing until further notice.  
 
    When they arrived no Vargemma response was seen, but they’d been able to arrive in systems before without using a jumpline, with or without a scout ahead and guiding them in. The scouts they could kill with the fleet, but there was no way to know where they’d just pop in, so the system commander had the fleet half spread out with as many skirmishers as he dared while Candancen brought her Uriti out to the location where the Stargate outpost had been and opened the carrier ship. 
 
    Jaws 04 ‘swam’ out, looking like a narrow shark with a tapered ‘head’ leading back to an arrow-like tail that forked into two segments. To her he looked more like a goldfish cracker from the old days, but Jaws was a more fearsome title befitting a Uriti so she hadn’t argued the point. Regardless, he was 16 miles long and 5 wide at his thickest point. Not a little guy by a long shot, but still a juvenile compared to the originals. 
 
    Fortunately that shouldn’t matter, because he wasn’t here to fight…but rather to sniff out gravity threads too weak for Star Force’s technological sensors to pick up. The Hadarak, and by inheritance the Uriti, had always been able to navigate interstellar jumps better than Star Force because they could feel the gravity pulls from distant stars and even nearby ships at a far more sensitive degree, and if there was a hidden stronghold out there somewhere it had to be big, and maybe just big enough for Jaws 04 to find. 
 
    The direction the Vargemma ships traveled to and from this station had been previously noted, so they had a heading to work with. The Wrangler gave Jaws 04 that heading and asked him to see if he could feel anything in the general area of that trajectory.  
 
    It didn’t take three seconds before he communicated numerous signatures that the fleet’s sensors could not, and at varying distances, including a star system along that corridor some 529 lightyears away. She knew it was there because of the map, but the fleet’s gravitational sensors…including the most advanced ones they had inside a special scout ship that had been sent here and failed to find anything…couldn’t sense the distant star, nor see it, because there was a nebula in between, though the nebula didn’t do anything to mask the gravitational silhouette. 
 
    But between that star too far away to jump to there were other things. Her Uriti could feel the small tugs no greater than what a warship would create within Tar’vem’jic firing range from its own weak gravity emission. It was an insane ability they had, and to this day Star Force wasn’t even close to finding a technological copy of it. Even the V’kit’no’sat hadn’t been able to determine how the Hadarak did it, and they had numerous Hadarak corpses to analyze. The Chixzon database in Nefron’s head didn’t offer an answer either, meaning that the Hadarak and the Uriti were the best gravitational sensors the galaxy had…as far as was known, anyway. The Vargemma had been able to hide a huge power from the galaxy all this time, and who knew what else was out there that could surprise them later. 
 
    But right now all that mattered was whether or not jaws 04 could find the stronghold, and not only could he find silhouettes, he could identify some of them, including a small rogue planet, a dead star reduced to nothing but a solid and nearly cold core of super dense material, some large scattered asteroids…the kind of which if you hit during an interstellar jump there would be nothing left to mark your demise.  
 
    It was rocks like that that Star Force scanned for on the primary jumplines and, in some cases, went to very heavy lengths to remove, but this wasn’t a useable jumpline for the distant star was too far away to accurately jump to. Candancen asked if Jaws 04 had the ability to get there and he answered a ‘maybe’ because of the other gravity wells along the route that he could use to steer a bit. When she followed up he said the distance was too great to make a precise jump to, much like their starships, but the bouncing enroute was possible given the proximity of the dead star and an unidentified mass within the nebula. 
 
    He noted that the nebula would also provide problems, but his armor could withstand the sand blast if needed, but Candancen stopped him there and asked about what was in the nebula. The Uriti answered that the overall mass of the nebula appeared as a very weak gravitational field, but there was a spot within it that pulled much harder but not enough to be a planet or star given its weakness in relation to its size.  
 
    It was spherical, but not pulling in the surrounding nebula like a star would. He said there was some clumping around it, but he did not know what it was, for it didn’t match any known behavior of material. It had Corovon in it, but not enough to justify that size. 
 
    “Wait,” Candancen said aloud from the small chamber she was isolated within as her gauntlet linked her to the Uriti through her command ship’s transmitter. “You can smell Corovon?” she asked, though in a telepathic shorthand quite different from English, but over all these years she’d learned to overlap the two in her own mind, and sometimes she ended up talking to the air in order to help her mind translate it into the appropriate mental images. 
 
    Corovon has a different gravity pull, he responded. 
 
    Candancen hesitated a moment. Getting information out of the Uriti was always like an Easter Egg hunt. They’d never just respond to questions with free information, and important facts often slipped out randomly during other conversations, such as just now.  
 
    As far as Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat knew, gravity was an emission that spread out from a source similar to light, but based on how much mass it had and could not be blocked by other objects. All gravity was the same, as far as they knew, and Corovon pulled the same as everything else. So as interested in that object as she was, she took a moment to explore this further. 
 
    “How is it different? It pulls at the same rate, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Acceleration is constant. Source is different flavor.  
 
    “Flavor?” she asked herself without translating as she thought. “What can it do differently?” 
 
    It can talk. This one does not. 
 
    Candancen’s eyes widened as a possible epiphany hit her. “How fast can it talk across stars?” 
 
    We cannot talk, only listen.  
 
    “Who speaks?” 
 
    Stars and Masters. 
 
    “Who are the Masters?” 
 
    Those who speak with meaning. Stars speak with change. 
 
    “What do the Masters say?” 
 
    They have not spoken to me. 
 
    “Have they spoken to the others?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “How do you know what the Masters sound like if you have never heard them?” 
 
    We know. 
 
    Candancen bit her lip. Sometimes it felt like she was talking to an annoying computer, but the truth was Uriti minds were just so damn different it was hard to get them to overlap enough to communicate…but then again that was her job, not Jaws 04’s.  
 
    “Does the object in the nebula hum?” 
 
    I feel it. Pattern does not change. It does not speak. 
 
    The Wrangler snapped her fingers. She was finally getting somewhere. 
 
    “What do stars say?” 
 
    They say what is in them. They say what season they are. They say what will happen. They say what has happened. They say what is happening. They say who is in them. 
 
    “Who is in stars?” 
 
    We are. When we are inside, they sing.  
 
    If Candancen had been holding a cup of red she would have dropped it. After all this time hunting for Hadarak and being unable to scan very deep within stars, Jaws 04 was telling her that the Uriti could tell if they were in there or not…but wait. 
 
    “Do they only sing if there is Corovon?” 
 
    Not all stars sing. Some are always silent. Some are never silent. When we enter, star will speak if able.  
 
    “Ok, so not a total detector, but still…” she said to the air, frustrated but relieved to finally be learning this. “Does anything other than Corovon sing?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    Many things. Different songs.  
 
    “Does Star Force sing these songs?” 
 
    You hum Corovon and…  
 
    Jaws 04 couldn’t explain what else because they hadn’t established telepathic identities for the concept, so Candancen got a slew of images and feelings that were hard to sort through. He had to send them at least 15 times before she started to piece them together and she was grateful for his patience. Eventually she picked out what it was, or at least what she thought it was. The other Uriti had talked to each other about it, and it seemed some ships hummed beyond Corovon, and the ones that did were some of the Borg vessels. 
 
    And Candancen knew that some of them carried Materia and some did not. That was her best guess, and she was willing to bet a planet that captured Essence hummed somehow. They’d always known that Magicite got heavier with more Essence in it, but they’d never guessed it was a different kind of gravity being added, just more of the same.  
 
    “Does the object in the nebula sing this song?” 
 
    No.  
 
    She frowned. If the Vargemma were there they’d have all kinds of Essence bottles laying around.  
 
    “Does anything move there?” 
 
    It is dark beyond. 
 
    “Behind it?” 
 
    The stars beyond sing, then they do not, then they sing again. 
 
    “As you move through this system?” 
 
    It blocks their song.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” the Wrangler said, guessing to some kind of high level cloaking device, possibly shielding against something that Star Force didn’t even know existed, let alone had a way to detect…except apparently the Uriti could. “How far away is the object?” 
 
    She got an approximate position, but as Jaws 04 suddenly moved away from the remains of the Stargate outpost to get some parallax on the target, the object got narrowed down enough for her to overlay on the already mapped exterior of the nebula…and it was well within the boundaries. 
 
    “Conventional ships making a jump there would get incinerated by the friction,” she said to herself. “But a Stargate effect bypasses the mass. How cute.” 
 
    “How fast could you go to get to the object and stop before you hit it?” she asked, taking a wild chance that he would answer something intelligible, but to her surprise he fed her a clean acceleration profile based on the mass of the object as far as he could sense, then he gave her a second one that was much more favorable. 
 
    “What’s the difference between the two?” 
 
    One is with song, the other is not. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she actually fell backwards from her standing position onto the knee-high padded pedestal that others liked to sit on when engaged in telepathic conversation, though she rarely did, but the full implication of that simple statement would change everything for Star Force going forward. 
 
    “You stupid Uriti,” she said to herself and not him. “You’re a lot more advanced than we thought. Thanks for the early birthday present.” 
 
    Candance’s euphoria at the recent revelations dimmed quickly as Jaws 04 sent her a warning. 
 
    The glowing ones are coming. Do we fight or run? 
 
    “Where?” she asked, immediately linking into the battlemap network as she mentally switched gears and sent an alert to the bridge and the overall fleet.  
 
    They come from the object. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    The glow overlaps. Many sparks. 
 
    That meant a fleet popping into the Stargate Effect would have a surge with the push to get them here, then coasting with less Essence use. Good thing this Human wasn’t as stupid either, because she was able to translate that explanation clearly.  
 
    “Get back to the carrier, we are leaving now. They are coming to kill you.” 
 
    Thankfully Jaws 04 didn’t argue, instead turning and heading towards the carrier as Candancen recalled it and had it race to his position while she got updates from him but couldn’t see the approaching glows herself…but she doubted she would until they were right on top of her. Thankfully the Uriti seemed to be ultra sensitive to Essence too…which was why even a little flash across a star system was enough to get their obsessive attention. Fortunately Jaws 04 wasn’t reacting that way. Whatever Bahamut Zero had told them in his message seemed to have knocked out the ‘pursue and destroy’ command encoded into their genome. 
 
    When she asked him about that as he reboarded the carrier the explanation was simple. Their orders were to destroy the glowing ones, and if they could not they were to warn. And Jaws 04 had just warned her. Apparently Star Force was seen as their masters now, and Candancen really wanted to know what Bahamut Zero had said to them to make that change.  
 
    So they were still just as obsessed, but when their ‘masters’ were here they deferred to them. She wondered if the ‘masters’ were the Lurkers or something else.  
 
    They are not, he said as the doors on the carrier were slowly closing and the ship was already accelerating back towards the star with her escort fleet paralleling it as the system defenders were reforming to take on the Vargemma when they arrived…wherever they arrived. They are destroyers. We no longer follow their orders. We follow orders of the masters. Old masters abandoned us. Old masters demand we be destroyed. You save us. You protect us. You are our masters now. 
 
    “When did that change occur?” 
 
    Masters must glow. Only those that glow can defeat others that glow. We cannot defeat old masters. We cannot glow. You can glow. You save us. You teach us. You are masters now. The herd will fight when you decide. We wish to fight the ones that glow.  
 
    “So do I, but we have to learn more about them first. If I glow now, will you attack me?” 
 
    No. We do not attack masters. Only threats to master. All who glow are threats to masters. Masters are not threat to masters. 
 
    “Simple enough,” she said, causing an Essence rush around her body just to check. She was low because of the training she’d been doing during the interstellar jump…which was the only time she could practice her Essence skills without Jaws 04 attacking her, or so she’d thought. Apparently that wasn’t an issue now, for he didn’t move as the doors finally closed on him. “Well that’s a relief…” 
 
    Candancen cut off mid-sentence as she got hit with a massive burst of Essence…so big it nearly overwhelmed her, but it wasn’t weapon grade. It was just raw Essence, and felt like she was dipping her hand into fully charged Magicite, though this was much more powerful than the few times she’d actually done that during her Neo training under Wilson’s direct care. He had some of the largest Magicite repositories in the empire, but this was far more potent. 
 
    It didn’t last long, and suddenly she was within a ball of Essence several meters from her body’s perimeter, but as she absorbed it, and absorbed it easily, it slowly shrank down until it pulled back within her body and left her so high it felt like she’d eaten a box of ambrosia in a single bite. 
 
    But that overload faded, and what she realized was that her depleted state was now completely gone. Jaws 04 had just refilled her using its own Essence like the Hadarak had done for the Lurker when it nearly killed Paul. 
 
    “Thanks,” she told him as they coasted through their microjump as a fleet towards the central star in the system and another chunk of the mystery of the Uriti was revealed. “This is fucking awesome!” 
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    July 30, 128537 
 
    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Bren-5288 was the commander of the massive fleet stationed outside the front doorstep of the mysterious Vargemma domain. The Stargate station was destroyed, but Star Force wasn’t leaving. The Vargemma hadn’t done anything since the station self-destructed, but now with a Uriti in the system they had come out of their hole. 
 
    He couldn’t see it, despite his Essence skills, but apparently the Uriti could and indicated the enemy fleet was on their way out of a distant nebula, which apparently contained their stronghold. Yet after the Uriti left no attack came, though they did get close enough for him to see them. It was little more than a series of flashes on the edge of the system…on the very deep edge of the system far beyond where the Stargate station had been…and based on what they had learned thus far he guessed that was them turning around, for no ships appeared on sensors.  
 
    But in order to turn around they had to have a beacon here to send them back. They also had to have some surveillance in the system to know the Uriti had arrived, and then left again. That meant there were scouts in the system, and now that he knew that he intended to find them. 
 
    The fleet launched all its drones, some 4.2 million of them, and began scouring the system as Bren played a game of chess with the unseen enemy. He made it look like general scanning, but what he was really doing was maneuvering ships into specific areas with Archons onboard that could sense Essence, then he moved drones and his own command ship out to the area where he had seen the enemy fleet turn around. 
 
    When he did, he saw two more flashes. He mentally recorded the approximate position of them and moved closer. It took a while to search the area, but eventually one of the other Archons found them sitting there in the Essence realm and otherwise invisible.  
 
    Bren moved right over top of them, barely 30 miles away while not risking them reverting back inside his own ships. There was just a little Essence rush marking their position, and he assumed that was what held them there. If it ended they would pop back up, and they probably thought they could hold here until his ships left then come back out…but they’d need someone with eyes to tell them when, if they didn’t have a way to sense out of the Essence realm. 
 
    So there were probably other scouts here, but they couldn’t all be hiding this way. So how were they avoiding detection? 
 
    If they didn’t have a good cloaking field then they’d have to stay at distance to avoid being picked up. That meant they needed to be flushed out, and if they were hiding very far away from the star that was a lot of ground to cover. Fortunately he had an insane number of ships to do it with. 
 
    When he gave the order the patrols moving around the star in an orderly fashion suddenly shot out in all directions, leaving the innermost part of the system empty and expanding out spherically like a balloon inflating. Bren moved his own ship out as well, abandoning the ‘sunken’ ships while leaving behind a few probes that hopefully wouldn’t be noticed from the far away spotters. 
 
    It took more than a week before those probes reported back, and when they did they were quickly destroyed…but not before they got sensor scans on the pair and what type of cloaking devices they were using.  
 
    They weren’t bad, and were more than null fields. These could actually produce a mimicked image of what was behind them, but not a very good one. It was fine for distant starlight, but get in front of a planet or the star and they wouldn’t be able to defeat good sensors.  
 
    So they had to stay back and observe from afar, and when this pair saw they were exposed they immediately ran further out into the system where the gravity was getting painfully weak, then they split up, but Bren could still track them because some of the nearest drones…who were supposed to be too far away to track them…were equipped with Ghostbane sensors. Bren wished all his ships were, but the expensive sensor was only equipped on special occasions and was a bit cumbersome.  
 
    Standard warships didn’t carry them on the drones, but the newer versions of the warships themselves had at least a low powered version. Most of the warships here were old, but still more advanced than most of what the other races in the galaxy had. The top line ships Star Force produced had mostly been sent to the Core to fight the Hadarak, though Bren had some here, just not enough. But now that he had some of his Ghostbane-equipped hunters on the scent, these two Vargemma ships were not getting away.  
 
    That meant he had two chases going on, for they’d split up, then another drone got lucky enough to pick up a fluctuation in a cloaking field. It was minimal, but the Star Force crews were being meticulous as they searched the system and finally they’d hit pay dirt. This one didn’t run, rather going sunken and hiding, but a probe drop nearby would reveal him when he came back up, and Bren’s fleet had all the time in the world to wait. 
 
    As for the two that were exposed, they were eventually run down and hit with disabling weaponry, ripping their cloaking fields off and letting the sensors get a good look at them just before they too disappeared into the Essence realm. 
 
    The ships were not the same model, and didn’t look to be even from the same race. One was elongated similar to how Star Force warships were, but the other one was a ring with three orbs in the center with what looked like thin icicles rising off them, but the ring remained a perfectly smooth white hull. 
 
    They were still hiding, all three of them, by the time a Borg vessel arrived in the system with new orders for the fleet. 
 
    “We’ve got three sunken ships at different locations pinned down,” Bren reported to Greg-073’s hologram. “Scouts to relay information to the main fleet would be my guess. We still haven’t been able to pick up any transmissions, but they are talking to each other unless they have a way to sense us from the Essence realm. I’d guess there are more out there watching that we haven’t found. I assume you got the Uriti update?” 
 
    The trailblazer nodded. “That’s why I’m here. It’s time to go say hi.” 
 
    “How? That gravity well isn’t big enough to jump to fast enough, and if we go the slow route and they have a way of getting to use, they can pick us apart during the 5 month coast phase, at best. Not to mention the nebula friction.” 
 
    “We’re not waiting that long.” 
 
    “You bring some special toys?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Nope. Just a special brain. Observe,” Greg said as he assumed command of the fleet with a thought, retasking hundreds of drones to a low stellar orbit jumppoint enroute to the nebula.  
 
    “Kamikaze?” 
 
    “Not when we don’t know what’s there, but we will be losing most of the drones…even if they don’t attack.” 
 
    “You’re…oh, right. I get it.” 
 
    “Prove it,” Greg challenged. 
 
    “Rocket line?” 
 
    “Good boy,” he said approvingly. “Should be able to trim some time off the trip, and the other drones can surf the nebula to get out of the way if they survive. Let’s see how this works…” 
 
      
 
    3 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    After a slow jump out of the system and a long coast phase, it came time for the 6 long chains of drones locked together like Legos to begin to decelerate. They all used their gravity drives to pull on the distant star as well as push against the nebula and the object ahead, but they had nowhere near enough gravity to work with to slow the speed they were approaching with. Still, they trimmed a fair amount off before getting near the nebula perimeter and the sandblasting that was about to occur when they hit the thin outer edge of it. 
 
    No enemy ships had appeared to stop them, and Greg didn’t have eyes on what was happening, for the relay lag was unbearable given the moving position of the transmitters. Only some basic position data would creep back until one of the drones got stopped and began transmitting normally, for they hadn’t been equipped with any better transmitters than what they normally had. 
 
    The 6 chains had launched simultaneously then drifted into a hexagonal arrangement around the jumpline facing the target so they would be out of each other’s way when the first drone on each detached like a bullet being fired from them. In reality it was the mooring beams in overload, each pushing so hard and fast they actually damaged both drones, but the kinetic energy bled off was worth it, for the now wayward drone was moving faster than before while the rest of the chain was moving a bit slower. 
 
    A minute later the next drone was launched, and the next and next until only two remained. When those split the last drone got the largest braking push of the all and came to a near stop with its gravity drives running as high as they could to continually brake, but it still wasn’t enough. It and the other 5 nearby, the last of the Mohicans so to speak, all deployed their shields forward into braking mode, creating umbrella-like shapes that continually altered depending on how much nebula material they ran into.  
 
    The thinner it was the wider they would get, then when it got thicker they would narrow down into cones, eventually bringing all 6 to a halt while their brothers had either deflected off the nebula onto routes through it, using the friction on the shields to navigate into new courses to avoid the thicker stuff towards the center, or they couldn’t redirect enough and got burnt up by the friction on courses sufficiently away from the target that they did not want to hit…today at least. 
 
    That left 6 drones in holding position just inside the outer bands of the nebula. One of the drones reversed course, slowly moving back out so it could transmit in the clear while the others formed a dotted chain as the first of them headed in towards the object that was still obscured, but now visible on sensors as a giant black orb. 
 
    No signal was coming from it, but with the nebula around it highlighting the void it stood out easily. The drones kept their distances as they relayed information, then when instructions finally got to them from Greg the first of them got closer and closer…  
 
      
 
    The trailblazer was watching over a 9.4 hour delay, for the drones were not equipped with interstellar coms with the big, power sucking transmitters, and he was surprised there was no reprisal. There were no sensor beams being reported coming from the object. In fact it wouldn’t even reflect back the drones’ own sensors. He began to suspect that the Vargemma were so insistent on hiding that they never bothered to scan the nebula around them.  
 
    The drone creeped its way all the way up to the null field barrier…then it began to malfunction. The second drone in line saw it cross inside the boundary, with no signal coming back and very messed up data during the passage. It took Greg’s people nearly 8 minutes before they sorted it out, in which they determined the drone itself was malfunctioning along the line of progress into the field. 
 
    The portions of the drone within the field couldn’t talk to those outside it, meaning this wasn’t a normal null field. He waited 6 hours on the drone to come back out again, for it had been programmed to retreat on physical contact with anything solid inside, but it never returned. That suggested that this field might be an outer boundary with clear space inside that was the actual defense perimeter. The drone could have been blown apart on the other side but he’d never know it because no transmissions were getting through. 
 
    So he did the only thing he could. He reprogrammed the second drone in line to just dip inside halfway, record what it saw, then come back out. If it got shot he’d be able to tell from the end still visible, but what happened was far worse.  
 
    The drone wasn’t shot, but it was destroyed…at least the portion that had passed inside the field. Every bit of circuitry that the field touched was blanked. The data was lost and the hardware had to be rebooted from defaults because all software not physically encoded was lost as if someone had hit a massive delete key. That meant the first drone might not have been destroyed, but it had no way to function inside except on defaults…and the order for it to return had not been physically encoded into the hardware.  
 
    It was the equivalent of a person getting a head wound and their memory wiped. Their genetic code was still intact, along with all the information it contained, such as how to breathe, but all the stuff learned over the years was lost, and the Star Force drones had a massive amount of data in them that allowed them to operate outside of remote control if it was lost or, for operations like this, where direct control was not possible. 
 
    That meant any drone going in would lose whatever data it recorded unless it could physically encode that data. And that wasn’t something the drones had been built to do…ever. No field such as this had ever been encountered, nor was detailed in the V’kit’no’sat database. So this was either some advanced technology beyond them or an Essence effect, and Bren suspected the latter, but without getting an Archon within range Star Force had nothing that could detect Essence to put on a drone. 
 
    So Greg had some physical encoding crystals built and loaded up onto three more drones, then had them stacked into chains and delivered the same way, sacrificing the other drones to be destroyed or lost as they drifted around the nebula, though some were still transmitting enough to be picked up, but their engine power was so limited here they couldn’t return to base position for years.  
 
    Greg also had some old school thrusters added to the three newly delivered drones designed to work off the nebula material itself. That gave them three ways to navigate the gas field, first being the limited gravity from the object, second from the shield modifications that allowed them to ‘swim’ by pushing the gas around them, and now third by ionizing it inside tiny rocket thrusters and magnetically expelling the solidified particles close to lightspeed, which was by far the most efficient method since they had an unlimited amount of hydrogen gas to collect. 
 
    That meant they were the fast 3 drones whereas the other surviving four and a half were slow as hell in comparison. One of the three gradually approached the field, then creeped into it, moving at about a foot per second for the half mile long drone. It stopped halfway in, waited 22 seconds, then pulled back out again even slower, for it was only using gravity drives to not send exhaust towards whatever was inside.  
 
    When it pulled back out its electronics were blanked, just like before, but the crystals designed for data collection were now physically locked and the limited amount of data was now accessibly once the drone’s systems rebooted in the affected sections. 
 
    That information got relayed through the nebula to the outermost drone holding position to send a signal back to the fleet some 4.9 lightyears away. When it arrived Greg was surprised, for there was no defense perimeter, and no hollow space at all, aside from a few mile gap in which the first drone was now sitting stationary with the front end kissing a massive wall.  
 
    Their drone had scanned the wall, briefly, once its systems reset on the other side, but there were no ports, weapons or otherwise, on it for hundreds of miles. Beyond that they couldn’t see, for the wall curved ever so slightly. What the drone could tell was that the field was a double blind, for it couldn’t see anything through it, nor sense the incoming signals from the outside, which the other drones were purposely transmitting for this test.  
 
    The wall itself was a hybrid metallic compound unknown to Star Force, but the drone hadn’t been programmed to analyze it, so it just ducked back out and transmitted the brief glimpse at what lay beyond. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Bren asked him as they watched the update together, but from different ships as they simultaneously monitored any activity from the sunken ships that stubbornly would not come back up…and whose number had increased to 8 as the fleet found and scared more into Essence hiding. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it is,” Greg said, a bit awe-inspired. “If the mass readings are right, that thing is mostly hollow. That means it’s a legitimate Dyson Sphere, and far bigger than anything we’ve ever tried to build times a million.” 
 
    “And they don’t have it defended, do they?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We can probably cut our way inside, but we’ll get hit with an Essence attack as soon as they locate the incursion point. We’ll be sitting ducks if we use anything other than drones.” 
 
    “So how do we invade that thing?” 
 
    Greg smiled. “I don’t know. You got any ideas?” 
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    February 28, 128538 
 
    Kanethrol System (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    High Orbit 
 
      
 
    Drilling work into the Vargemma stronghold had to be done remotely, with the work on the far side of the disruptive barrier occurring based on programming alone. An old school shuffling relay had been built inside a drone that was now sitting on the barrier, with one side on the exterior and one inside. Signals would not pass through, but crystals would. They had to be encoded with information then mechanically dragged to the other side, read, then recoded and sent back. It allowed for slow communication as to what was happening, and so far the Vargemma seemed to not even know the drones were there. 
 
    Bren wasn’t sure if that was because they weren’t aware or just didn’t care, but the drilling through the outer layer had shown a synthetic material that was 68% the strength of Yeg’gor, but fortunately it wasn’t very thick. Only 6.3 meters of the stuff was holding back a thermal barrier, inside of which was a seemingly natural rock layer.  
 
    That didn’t last long, for it quickly turned to magma the deeper they got. Different equipment had to be sent in, and that meant more delay and more sacrificed drones to get the equipment to the location without having to go the very slow route. Several automated supply ships had been sent that way, creeping towards the target and drifting off jumplane to avoid collisions with the faster drone linked convoys that were expediting certain equipment. So far no person had been sent, for if the Vargemma fleet appeared the Star Force ships wouldn’t have enough gravity to work with to effectively run away, let alone fight them, unless they chose to confront the invaders with conventional weaponry only. 
 
    Bren couldn’t take that chance, so everything was grindingly slow, but eventually the breach point, which now had an airlock installed on it so it wouldn’t drain the magma out into space, had an extending column building up through the magma layer and taking the drilling teams with it to the underside of another rock layer. The Archon hoped this was the underside of the crust on the inside of a Dyson Sphere, and the colder the rock got the more he realized he had been right.  
 
    Then the day came when the transmission of the first images came back to him across the lightyears gap, showing the drilling drone, which was no more than two meters wide, pushing out of the rock into dirt…then roots…before it popped up into air with the vision sensors kicking in and showing a tree canopy from the underside.  
 
    Small reconnaissance drones were then ordered up through the tunnel after a multiple day delay, with them finally giving Bren the information he needed. 
 
    It was a Dyson Sphere, with a tiny pinprick of a star at the center. The land was flatter than on any planet Star Force possessed, for the curve was so slight as to not be there at all. The drones had to float up above the trees to see what was around them, and there wasn’t a bit of technology or inhabitation visible on the surface…but up in space was another matter entirely. 
 
    The recon drones, which were little orbs the size of basketballs, were programmed not to use active scans, but the incoming light from above, when amplified, showed them quite a bit. There was nothing directly overhead in ‘orbit,’ and within a Dyson Sphere there was no such thing as orbit, for the curve of the land was reversed and arching up rather than down.  
 
    But the little drones couldn’t see that through the haze of the atmosphere until they enhanced the view, then they could see almost every bit of land rising up all around them and even across the vast gap of space to the other side. They were inside a giant ball with the land on the inside rather than the outside, and that ball had a radius of 58 million miles. 
 
    Bren couldn’t believe what he was seeing. That meant the entire sphere was slightly smaller than Venus’s orbit around the sun and it had an internal surface area trillions of times larger than the total surface area of Earth. 
 
    No wonder the Vargemma hadn’t detected their presence, and even the Uriti had not been able to see the full size of this thing, only the tiny, tiny star in the center that was really just a reactor. Multiple tubes or shield conduits, it was hard to tell given the distance involved, appeared to be sending material to the center of the Dyson Sphere for the hydrogen fusion to take place, then pulling away the resulting helium and dumping it back into the nebula that was apparently feeding the reactor its hydrogen. 
 
    It was ingenious, because the full mass of the nebula was so spread out it wasn’t jumpable, but if it all came together into one gravity well it would become a large, normal star. The Vargemma had pulled in little pieces of it, created the reaction, then expelled the resultant waste material to avoid a large mass forming. Even now the central ‘star’ was little more than a planet in mass, and that’s what the Uriti had ‘seen,’ not the thin sphere surrounding it. 
 
    But that wasn’t all of it, for within the massive void around the mini star was infrastructure. Lots of infrastructure, including fleets of ships looking like decorations on a Christmas tree there were so many of them. From across the gap the little drones could see massive cities sporadically dotting the backdrop of landscape, but they were few and far between, and Bren’s gut told him this place was mostly uninhabited for its size, but there had to be at least hundreds of planets’ worth of population just on those ‘orbital’ facilities, most of which were far from the exterior ‘surface.’ 
 
    He relayed his findings out through the battlemap under encryption, so only those with the necessary access could see them, then he waited for Greg to decide what to do next…but the trailblazer was mum in that regard. Other than get more information, he didn’t know what to do either after they tested a biological mass passing through the barrier field and confirmed that if a person went through their mind would be blanked the same way a computer would, meaning they couldn’t send an invasion force even if they wanted to risk it. 
 
    It would have to be all drones with no remote control possible from here. They’d have to put someone on the outside of the field and use the crude shuffle relay to get any sort of real time interface going, and just because the Vargemma hadn’t found them yet didn’t meant they couldn’t if they attracted attention. If they used their Stargate Essence technique, they could move their ships through the solid walls of the Dyson Sphere, pop outside, shoot the Star Force ships, then pop back inside. 
 
    Greg hoped the other trailblazers would figure something out, but if he couldn’t then Bren wasn’t too confident the others would. He didn’t rule it out, for they’d worked wonders before, but Greg was here with the most information and he was stumped as much as Bren was.  
 
    And while this probing was going on, the Vargemma were not idle. Not finding any Uriti or Ysalamir to hit, they’d progressed to harassing Star Force’s most formidable systems, including Shangri-La. They’d assaulted it, killed the inhabitants on 6 planets, then bugged out after losing one of their Olopar. Bren was glad they’d finally killed one, but the losses were not worth it. Apparently the Vargemma made the mistake of assuming Sol was the most heavily defended system in the empire…which it was, per planet. But Shangri-La was far larger, and while having less planetary defenses, they had a much larger combined fleet, and once it had collapsed on the invaders as they tried for a 7th planet kill with their heart attack weapon, it had been overloaded with kamikaze drones. 
 
    They’d all passed through, as they’d done before, but each one had to be drawing down the Essence reserves, and eventually the other defenses were penetrated as it charged for its main attack…then the whole thing blew to pieces as more kamikaze drone strikes hit it and the kinetic impacts ripped the thing apart. 
 
    The Vargemma fleets hadn’t stayed after that, but they had hit other systems, all Star Force strongholds. It was like they were trying to intimidate Star Force by showing them how futile resistance was, and eventually, after another 8 months of this crap and trillions of people killed across 19 systems, not to mention wildlife losses far larger than that, a demand was finally made. 
 
    Another ship showed up in Sol and transmitted a message before it left, demanding that Star Force kill all of its Uriti and stop fighting the Hadarak in the Core, citing resistance only emboldened them and their assaults needed to be deescalated. They said Star Force could continue to evacuate people, but they could not fight the Hadarak. And failure to heed this demand would mean more systems would be hit. 
 
    That was when Bren made the decision to volunteer himself, and only himself, for a reconnaissance mission to the barrier. Greg overruled him, but after some lengthy arguments and a few sparring matches he finally beat some sense into the trailblazer, who didn’t want anyone going if it wasn’t him. 
 
    But Bren wasn’t a trailblazer, and while Greg was here he wasn’t even fleet commander. He was valuable, but he wasn’t that valuable. He didn’t want to die, but Star Force couldn’t just wait this out and the Director had already stated through the battlemap that Star Force would not back down from the Hadarak and that they’d kill the Uriti over his dead ass.  
 
    Greg hated letting someone else risk themself, but Bren was an Archon too and they’d come to an agreement. Star Force citizens were being murdered across the galaxy and there was little they could do to stop it, only mitigate it when it began. The answers lay with what was inside that stronghold, and they needed to know what that barrier was if they were going to have a chance of penetrating it. 
 
    Point of fact, they needed to know if it was Essence and if it could be penetrated by Essence…and whether or not that would set off an alarm inside. Bren knew this might be a suicide mission, but he wasn’t going in unprepared. He evacuated his entire command ship, then took three other empty warships with him on the slow route in. That meant 5 months travel creeping in towards the nebula then decelerating against the micro-star’s gravity and what else they could get from the surrounding nebula.  
 
    When they finally hit the edge of it they hadn’t slowed down enough, so they had to use the friction to come to a halt, then very slowly move to rendezvous with the automated ships, one of which was on the outside of the nebula and acting as a more powerful transmitter. That hadn’t alerted the Vargemma, but when the warships got near the barrier Bren kept waiting for an attack, either from the ships or from the Sphere itself. 
 
    Neither happened, and his donut-shaped command ship kept getting closer to the barrier, which he could already see with his enhanced eyes was made of Essence…or maybe enhanced by Essence. Regardless, it glowed dimly. Very dimly for something that size, which was probably why the Uriti couldn’t see it from lightyears away.  
 
    Bren stopped the ship only a kilometer away from the barrier, then walked into a dropship and had a mooring beam from the ship attach itself to the dropship in order to allow him to ‘fly’ it in an efficient manner, for the gravity was so weak he almost could have got out and swam through the gas faster.  
 
    He also needed the precise movements to avoid hitting the barrier, which seemed not to exist at all on sensors. Bren could see it easily, so he had the dropship towed up next to it, then he opened the rear hatch and swung it around facing the barrier, getting within two meters of it at the closest.  
 
    The Archon walked out in the artificial gravity of the dropship, looking at the magnificent thing. The Essence was of a variety he had never encountered before, immensely complex and almost beautiful. It was also laced with non-Essence energy similar to a cloaking device, but heavily altered by the mixing.  
 
    “Ok,” he said to himself, hoping this wouldn’t set off an alarm. “Time to see if I can get through.” 
 
    He knew his telemetry was being sent back to Greg constantly, but the comm lag didn’t allow him to talk to him or vice versa. He was on his own here, but if he did die the trailblazer would have record of it. Bren wasn’t going to walk through the barrier, for he didn’t want to get mind wiped, but his Essence was another matter. 
 
    He caused a rush, wondering if that would be enough to attract attention. He held it for nearly half an hour, watching for a respond and getting none, before he finally caused it to stretch out into a ‘stick’ extending from his right arm. He pushed it into the barrier, feeling it get whittled away on contact.  
 
    He frowned. That had never happened before.  
 
    He tried again with the same results, then he tried to harden his Essence to the max and found he could get a little more penetration before his ‘stick’ was destroyed where it hit the barrier. Then he tried to make a hollow tube out of it, and make it very thick, hoping to push through and create a small empty area inside for signals to pass through and, hopefully later, a person…but it failed miserably.  
 
    The barrier was strong, very strong, and everything he put into it fell apart like a snowball, including his ‘straw,’ but at least he confirmed the barrier was more than a couple inches thick, for he got that far before he lost control of his own Essence to the field. 
 
    “Damn it, they said defense was based on converting the enemy’s Essence into your own, and this thing is conscripting mine like it wanted to bolt. Greg, this is a no go. I’m going to stay here and work the relay to see what I can find, but this barrier is definitely Essence based and far more complex than we thought. I don’t think you’re going to have any better luck. I’m not dead yet, and unless this spooked them I think I’m in the clear. I’m going to wait ready to run, but if I’m not approached I’m holding position. Figure this thing out, buddy, because we’re not getting any people through the barrier.” 
 
      
 
    Greg frowned when he finally got Bren’s message, for if they couldn’t get people through the barrier and couldn’t remotely control drones through it, the enemy was pretty much secure in their position. He could try a kamikaze attack with drones from this side not slowing down, but that Yeg’gor-light armor would absorb most of the collision and the magma beneath would solidify in the wound, resealing it soon thereafter.  
 
    They had to hit the Vargemma in their own backyard in order to draw their attention inward and prevent them from making attacks elsewhere, but how were they going to do it? That sphere was beyond anything Star Force could even begin to produce, and the more limited information that came back via the recon drones showed a massive and mostly empty Dyson Sphere with a heavy defense fleet inside with hundreds of Olopars.  
 
    But there wasn’t just one version of ship in there. He could see different fleet designs, ostensibly from different races. They had the perfect hiding spot where nobody could counterattack them, and enough resources on the surface of the sphere to supply them with everything they needed for an unlimited amount of time.  
 
    Something about that didn’t feel right to Greg until he got another update from Bren. It was weeks later, but the Archon had used the limited remote controls available through the shuffle relay to get some technology samples from the outer shell, for it wasn’t just an armor barrier.  
 
    That technology sample included three components Star Force was familiar with that were high end, plus another 6 that were completely unknown to them and beyond current comprehension. They were not primitive, but highly advanced, and even the three that were known were far beyond the technology of the Vargemma ships that had attacked Star Force to date.  
 
    The images of the infrastructure in space was painfully limited, and even active sensors from the surface wouldn’t have given enough data, but Greg was betting that what he was seeing was of the same make and model of the ships and NOT the construction of the Sphere…which meant the Vargemma probably hadn’t built this thing. Someone else had and they were just occupying it? 
 
    Maybe. Or maybe the Vargemma were just using their second line troops, but Greg didn’t think so. He was getting the eerie feeling that they’d stumbled onto something even more advanced than the Vargemma, and that was both terrifying and possibly beneficial if they hadn’t been able to unlock its secrets yet.  
 
    “Covenant and Halo,” he told the other trailblazers in a message he sent to them. “I think we’re actually living it out now. We have got to get in there and look around, regardless of the risks. Otherwise they’ll continue to strike us at will, and if this barrier is Essence fed, I’m guessing we’re not going to win the attrition war with them. They’ve got to have an enormous supply. One of us has to get in there somehow, so the sooner you figure out the Stargate effect the better, because that looks like the only way in and out. And mark my words, if we don’t capitulate soon, I’m guessing the Grid Points will be their next target. We don’t have time to wait. One of us has to play Master Chief and get that barrier down for us to spam them with drones. That’s our only play unless you can figure out something else, because I’ve got nothing to hit them with.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8 
 
      
 
      
 
    March 7, 128539 
 
    Jepiker System (Home Two Kingdom) 
 
    Forge 
 
      
 
    Vochem had floated around with the fake escort fleet that Davis had left for many months, detailing what he knew of various Jenshar techniques to some of the Archons there before being transferred to the Archon home system…which strangely was not on Earth. The Knights of Quenar had not realized they were based elsewhere, and as soon as he arrived the Head Trainer of their warriors, by the name of Wilson, found him and began asking very specific questions. 
 
    It became apparent to Vochem that Star Force knew more about the Jenshar than the Knights of Quenar were aware, but they had significant gaps that he was glad to fill…at least as best he could. He wasn’t a master by any stretch, but he taught them the way he had learned, which often involved conforming his Jenshar to a specific technique and intermingling it with another’s so they could ‘feel’ the Jenshar and mimic it.  
 
    But that wasn’t enough for Wilson, and he pressed for the reason behind the various techniques, and that was something that Vochem could not provide him. Most of what he did he did by memory, not understanding, though he could read between the lines of the questioning with regard to their attempts to create a Jenshar shield. Wilson never confirmed that, and Vochem knew it was impossible because the Jenshar couldn’t block itself. Every contest, even one with hardened Jenshar into quasi-phyiscal weapons involved one overcoming the other on contact and asserting control, meaning the loser’s construct would melt and the other’s would pass through. 
 
    Then during an exhibition, Vochem had a Jenshar sword extending from his arm blocked by an Archon. 
 
    The Knight of Quenar immediately stopped and backtracked, not understanding what had just happened. What followed was a long conversation that convinced him that Star Force’s breakthrough into the Jenshar had not occurred the same way it had for the Knights of Quenar…or perhaps even for the Vargemma. They had taught them nothing of this clashing of the Jenshar in solidified forms, so either they did not know or they were not giving the Knights of Quenar what Star Force considered to be the basics of the Jenshar.  
 
    That had prompted Vochem to ask for permission to contact the other Knights, and once Davis had given the go ahead the apparently dead Ambassador returned to his people and had a very uncomfortable discussion with them. They were not happy he had disappeared and shared Jenshar techniques with Star Force, but they were even more unhappy with the Vargemma’s sabotaging of the anti-Hadarak efforts and their demand to kill the Uriti while leaving the galaxy at the enemy’s mercy. 
 
    While the Knights of Quenar would be happy to see the Uriti finally dead and gone, the Hadarak had become the worse threat and taking out one of the roadblocks to their expansion was going the wrong way. Plus, the Vargemma had not bothered to explain the demands to his Order, nor the deaths of the Knights on Earth. The Knights of Quenar leadership was stuck with doing nothing…that was, until Vochem revealed his insights as to Star Force’s alternate path with the Jenshar.  
 
    Then had come the knowledge of the Vargemma stronghold. Davis had chosen to share that with Vochem, and it was knowledge the Knights had never obtained from their ‘masters.’ The fact that the sphere was built of technology superior to what the Vargemma used had solidified the ire of the Knights of Quenar, for they’d been told that the Vargemma had constructed the strongholds and were the sole power within the galaxy. But if they were merely squatting on what was a magnificent construct put there by others, then that was duplicity enough for them. 
 
    Combined with the murder of the other Knights, a line was crossed and Vochem returned to Star Force as Ambassador once again, but with a contingent of Jenshar trainers to swap knowledge with Wilson and the Archons as they sought to create a defense against the Vargemma’s offensive power. They didn’t bother to tell the Vargemma that, for they were quietly switching sides in this war and they intended to avenge those killed on Earth if and when they got the opportunity. 
 
    But first they had to learn and teach, and it was becoming clear that there was far more to the Jenshar than they had ever imagined. They’d always treated it as a sea in which to live, never cut off from it and always affected by it. But Star Force looked at it as a power source that they could shut off at will, despite the fact that it inhabited every portion of their bodies.  
 
    The Jenshar was like a book, and each person had different pages of it, but all the pages were of the same material and if one was shared with another it rewrote itself to match the one possessing it. This was how the Knights of Quenar had learned to defend themselves, by rewriting the pages that came there way, and it was also what the Vargemma had greatly enhanced their knowledge of. A stronger opponent could rewrite any attack by a lesser one, but a lesser one had no defense against a stronger attack. It was the hierarchy of the Jenshar users and why the Knights of Quenar had never thought of challenging the Vargemma until they also rose to such a level, but perhaps that was also a ruse on their part to keep the newer acquisitions suppressed. 
 
    By the time Vochem had returned to Forge, what knowledge he had imparted to Wilson had apparently been enough to get them past their plateau, for they now had a very basic technique established to shield themselves from all attacks.  
 
    It was flimsy and unreliable, but it shocked the Jenshar Masters that Vochem had brought with him, and Wilson immediately incorporated them into the testing and refining of the technique that had the Jenshar somehow reflecting and containing the other Jenshar prior to rewriting, almost as if holding it in queue.  
 
    Then Wilson let slip that they had Jenshar weapons that used a reflective effect to store the Jenshar heavily upgraded by a find they’d made. Vochem was not given knowledge or access to that find, but so far the Knights of Quenar had not been able to store Jenshar outside their bodies unless they maintained a stabilization charge. That meant a Knight had to stay with the container constantly modulating the containment aura. If it was left untouched, the stored Jenshar would quickly empty out. 
 
    That was why the Knights of Quenar did not have Jenshar-enhanced weapons that were self-contained and could store up massive amounts. They had technology to move objects when many Knights worked together, including entire cities, but it was all active manipulation of Jenshar and not storage. 
 
    Vochem had assumed Davis’s ring that he stored Jenshar in had to be constantly worn and topped off, but that was not true, for Star Force had learned how to stretch out and delay the emptying enough that they would only have to periodically return to refresh the containment. 
 
    And all this time he had assumed Star Force had used a Ysalamir to wound the Lurker, but now Wilson confided in him that it was actually a Jenshar-enhanced weapon from years of slow storage condensed into a single attack. The Ysalamir did not operate off Jenshar, but Star Force had many such legacy weapons waiting to be used in specific situations, but they did not want to waste them. None had been used in defense against the Vargemma attacks, because Star Force didn’t know where they were going to hit them in order to get the ‘Materia’ there, plus there was no way to guarantee they would work against the absorptive shields of the Olopar.  
 
    Vochem didn’t know how those worked either, nor did any other Knight, but it was clear they could be overcome with enough pressure, and the fact that Star Force had managed to kill one was a big factor in the Knights deciding to align themselves with Star Force. They didn’t want to take on the Vargemma, but doing nothing aided the Hadarak and that was exactly what the Vargemma wanted. The galaxy could be destroyed, but they would survive inside their impressive fortresses while the Knights of Quenar, who had not been allowed access, would also be destroyed. 
 
    So doing nothing was not an option, but taking on the Vargemma was near to suicide…yet the more knowledge was exchanged with Star Force, the more he grew hopeful. If the galaxy was to be saved, it would be Star Force doing the saving and the Knights of Quenar would have to play a support role similar to what they had been doing with the Uriti. 
 
    Then today, out of nowhere, a message from Davis arrived, from wherever he was hiding in his empire, addressed to Vochem specifically. 
 
    “I would like to thank you for the work you’ve done, and in the limited trust you have given us. Though there are still issues with how the Knights of Quenar operate that I cannot ignore, I am not in a position to do anything about it at the moment, as you well know. Hopefully we will not one day be forced into war against each other, for I think you are learning, albeit slowly, but I’ll take what progress I can get,” Davis’s hologram said with a smile.  
 
    “You also saved my life, but in addition to that you helped us obtain all the Uriti…assuming the two that died actually died. I wish we had some evidence of those deaths to be sure, but your recovery of the others has been critical to the development of our herd. In light of our recent alliance and our previous arrangement regarding the Uriti, I am trusting you with a secret recently discovered. In addition to the Ysalamir, it is how we are going to defeat the Hadarak. You once said if I could give you a pathway to victory you would help us…and you already are, so this is a bit backwards, but I give it to you none the less.” 
 
    “Wilson has already informed you of our Materia weapons and how we have to slowly charge them over years, if not millennia, to build up enough charge. The larger number of the Knights of Quenar that can use Essence would speed this process up, as previously discussed, but that is no longer necessary. We have learned that the Lurker can pull Essence from Hadarak, but in truth it does not pull it. The Hadarak has the ability to give its Essence to the Lurker. And so do the Uriti.” 
 
    Vochem’s wolf-like muzzle fell open at that revelation, figuring out the consequences of that statement a split second before Davis said it. 
 
    “We’ve recently learned that they can give their Essence to one of our Archons, and in fact use them as a channel to send Essence into a Materia to accumulate a full charge in a matter of hours. Only the amount of Essence the Archon can sustain passing through them is the issue, for the Uriti and Hadarak appear to be able to deliver as much as needed instantaneously.” 
 
    “That means we can produce Materia in large numbers, and do so quickly. With them we can hunt the Hadarak effectively, and along with the Ysalamiri we have a way to win…if the Vargemma do not take them from us. Perhaps they knew of this capability even before we did, for they are trying to kill the Uriti and we must keep them hidden. If we can defeat the Vargemma, we have a pathway to defeating the Hadarak and open up the conventional war against the minions without interference.” 
 
    “The trouble is, their minions are expanding exponentially and they alone have the ability to conquer the galaxy if unchecked, so we must defeat the Vargemma. If you’ve been holding anything back, please assist us. We have the key to defeat the Hadarak, but we must get past the Vargemma first. I do not believe negotiation is an option. They have to be conquered, one way or another. Not dishonorably, but effectively.” 
 
    “And this is also my opportunity to remind you that if we had killed the Uriti long ago like you wanted, we wouldn’t now have their recharge capability. They also gave us the Ysalamir weapon. They are our key to defeating the Hadarak, and we must return to spawning new ones. We cannot do that, and just recently the Vargemma attacked and destroyed one of their spawning cradles. It’s almost as if they are allied with the Hadarak, for they are doing more damage to us than the Hadarak are.” 
 
    “So…secret given. Do not share it beyond your ranks. You wanted hope. Now you have it.” 
 
    The hologram shut down, and Vochem sat in his Star Force quarters in silence. What Davis had said made simple sense, almost as if he should have known all along and was just blind to it, but that didn’t diminish the implications.  
 
    They’d done it. They’d actually found a way to kill Hadarak en mass, and while Vochem definitely wanted to see these Materia in action, he didn’t doubt their effect after seeing data on the Lurker’s wound. Davis hadn’t said how big these Materia were, but he guessed they were much smaller than Ysalamir, perhaps even mountable on standard warships. Jenshar had curious effects when mixed with physics, and the Vargemma employed many of them…and if Star Force now had a similar capability, with the Uriti supplying the power… 
 
    Vochem stood up, his four spider-like legs going wide as he flexed his entire body in a fiery rage of confidence. The Knights of Quenar had indeed chosen the winning side, but Star Force needed them to find a way to defeat the Vargemma. If the stalemate lasted, even if the Vargemma stopped attacking installations, the Hadarak would win. Star Force had to be free to fight them with their new weapons, and the Knights of Quenar had to give them that cover.  
 
    Vochem didn’t know how they’d do it, but they now had their mission. They had assisted Star Force before, because they had the ability to control the Uriti, and they would do the same now again, because Star Force had the ability to kill the Hadarak and because their nature was so tame he knew they’d never betray the Knights of Quenar.  
 
    But that same tame nature might not be enough to defeat the Vargemma if sacrifices had to be made. If ‘dishonorable’ methods were required to achieve victory, the Knights of Quenar would have to implement them, for he knew Star Force would not.  
 
    Vochem left his quarters, enroute to one of the Knights of Quenar ships. He had to return to his people and make them aware of the gigantic shift that had just occurred, for this information was too sensitive to try and transmit back to their territory. He had to go in person and make them understand that this was their moment in galactic history above and beyond what they had done with the Uriti.  
 
    Star Force was the future of the galaxy, and a peaceful one at that…if the Knights of Quenar could keep them alive. Dark deeds may be necessary in the coming days and Star Force would not have the will to carry them out, but that lack of will also made them safe to ally with, and was therefore acceptable. They could be controlled via their code of conduct, but the Vargemma could not for they were as unscrupulous as the Knights of Quenar, and that made them much more dangerous. 
 
    And yet, Star Force had come so far in such a limited amount of time whereas the Vargemma had hidden from the Hadarak. Perhaps Star Force was right, and they had a methodology that was superior in the long term. Vochem truly wanted to investigate that theory, but there was no time now. The Vargemma had to fall, and fighting honorably might not be enough.  
 
    He wasn’t going to rule out Star Force finding a way, but the Knights of Quenar had to be ready to act to ensure they won, no matter what methods were necessary. Even if it meant breaking their alliance by doing something that Davis could not tolerate, the Knights of Quenar must ensure Star Force wins this fight so they can then protect the galaxy against the worse threat.  
 
    And if it came to a contest of raw effectiveness, Vochem would put his Knights up against the Vargemma any day. They were literally bred for this task, and if there was a means to accomplish a task, they would find and utilize it. No matter what the cost of victory would be. 
 
    The mission came first. And it didn’t matter how much the Vargemma scared him. If he had to go through them, then he and the others would. Death was not failure, only defeat was. And the Knights of Quenar would find a way to win or die in pursuit of their quest. No more waiting and watching. No more lurking in the Rim and pulling strings of others. This was the moment their Order had been created for, though their forbearers could not have anticipated it playing out on this large a scale. 
 
    A rampaging Uriti was of small importance compared to what they now faced, and the Knights of Quenar had to rise to meet the challenges ahead. 
 
    Challenges…perhaps his time with Davis was wearing off on him. But so be it. Whatever made him stronger. They were going to need every advantage they could scrape together, for he knew the Vargemma had not played their full hand yet. And if his fears were correct, they were capable of a great deal more wizardry than they had told his people about. 
 
    And what they had told them already scared him to the bone, for Star Force wasn’t the first race to cross them…and the few others that had tried had been wiped from the face of the galaxy as punishment for their disobedience.  
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    February 15, 128540 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Vargemma Stronghold 
 
      
 
    Bren had spent months sending drones and supplies through the barrier, and using both to establish a small outpost just inside the armored shell and within the rock layer on the other side, yet shallow enough not to get into the magma layer. The Vargemma hadn’t interfered, nor was there any sign that they even knew, and the Archon had been growing his little base on the other side all the way up until another ship arrived with a trio of people. 
 
    Two were Knights of Quenar, the other was Greg. Bren had given him a long, hard look when they’d met up onboard his command ship, but then let it go. Yes, Greg was too valuable to lose, but he was an Archon and Archons didn’t like leading from behind. And Bren had had a similar argument with him before Greg had allowed him to go, so there were no grounds for him to complain about Greg being here. 
 
    “I trust there’s a plan?” Bren asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “They’re going to punt you and me over the barrier and we’re going to have a look around,” Greg said bluntly. 
 
    Bren’s eyes widened. “Did you ask…” 
 
    “Nope. They’d just say no and we need eyes in there.” 
 
    “How are they getting us across?” 
 
    “The Den’gar will allow us to cross into the Jenshar realm,” one of the Knights explained. “It will bypass the barrier and revert you on the other side. I will carry you across, for this one’s skills are not adequate yet.” 
 
    Greg shrugged. “I can make it work, I just haven’t had much practice.” 
 
    “Did something happen that I don’t know about?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Much,” Greg said. “Nothing that I wanted to encode on drones. We’re working together and swapping techniques. They know quite a bit.” 
 
    “But they’re staying here?” 
 
    “One of us must in order to navigate the other, or we will become ballistic.” 
 
    “How do we get back?” Bren asked. 
 
    “Same way,” Greg said. “We just call for a lift and he’ll pull us back across, even if Bor’ot isn’t with us.” 
 
    “The barrier is made of Essence,” Bren warned. “Is that going to mess with the technique?” 
 
    “When in the Jenshar, nothing of this realm affects you.” 
 
    “Anything I need to know?” Greg asked the Archon. 
 
    “We’ve got room for 4 on the other side, easy. But I haven’t created any real transit tubes up top. Just the ones the drones use, and they collapse regularly. Quite a bit of volcanic activity in this region of the sphere…and no, it’s not from our pinprick. There are volcanos out there that appear to be very old.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Thousands of miles at the closest, but we’re still getting mild tremors. I need to build a proper tunnel but I didn’t want to risk it yet. And the drones just chew through the debris anyway.” 
 
    “So will we, then. You ready?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready. Can they manage without us?” 
 
    “I’ve given them limited access to my ship’s systems. Enough to run if needed. But we need plenty of supplies on the other side in case we get stranded.” 
 
    “Supplies I have in plenty,” Bren said, referencing the automated supply ships parked nearby the pure black barrier that didn’t reflect even a hint of the blue from the nebula. “They push through easy. You just need the drones ready to catch on the other side.” 
 
    “Make a list,” Greg said eagerly. “Let’s get going…” 
 
      
 
    The two Archons and Knights of Quenar stood on the edge of the barrier inside a dropship only a few meters away. The plan was to use the Stargate technique to get them to the other side, then they could fly using their armor into the airlock covering the hole in the Sphere’s armor. Bor’ot had been given a set of Star Force commando armor, for he had nothing well suited for space beyond emergency procedures. Vech’ni was staying behind on the dropship and doing the pushing, and when Bor’ot disappeared along with the two Archons, the remaining Knight could see them as a Jenshar bubble in front of him. 
 
    He used his own Jenshar to grasp hold of it and move it towards and through the barrier…except it would not go through. It acted as if it hit a physical wall, for the edge of the bubble would not pass within it, nor would it bounce off. It just stopped and no matter how much pressure Vech’ni applied, it would not budge.  
 
    Eventually he pulled it back inside the dropship and peeled the bubble off, pulling the three passengers back into normal reality with odd looks on their faces when their helmets retracted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bor’ot asked a split second before Greg could. 
 
    “I cannot penetrate the barrier. The Den’gar will not go through. It is as if it is a solid wall.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Bren said, kicking the toe of his boot into the floor in frustration. “I knew it was too easy.” 
 
    “I thought you said nothing could affect us in the Essence realm?” Greg asked. “Was someone else actively pushing us back?” 
 
    “No. I have never encountered something like this before. I apologize gravely. I do not know what is happening. This barrier defies my knowledge of the Jenshar.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Bren scoffed. “I think it defies theirs too,” he said, pointing a thumb towards the Vargemma inside. 
 
    “Can you elaborate on that?” the trailblazer asked. 
 
    “It’s a gut feeling. I’ve got nothing solid to go on, but the more I see footage of what’s out there, I know they’re squatters. They did not build this place. Someone else did, and they laced it with building materials. There’s even solari laced into the magma. This was built by someone else for someone else to use. Maybe as a cage, or a safe haven. Maybe for the Vargemma by someone else. But whoever built this thing is beyond our technology and far beyond the Vargemma’s. They’ve got sub-atomic restructuring so different from ours the drone systems can’t even identify it.” 
 
    “And you think the barrier is definitely their doing and not the Vargemma’s?” 
 
    “The Vargemma might be powering it, but if they understood even a part of this technology they wouldn’t have such crappy ships.” 
 
    “Their strength is the Jenshar,” Vech’ni reminded him. “They are doing damage without needing advanced technology.” 
 
    “They’d use it if they had it,” Bren insisted. “So you have no idea how to get through this?” 
 
    “I do not even know how it is structured,” the Knight admitted. “Den’gar has never failed us before.” 
 
    “Did you learn it from them?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “Then maybe there’s something they didn’t tell you about it.” 
 
    “Like a passcode?” Greg added. 
 
    “That or there’s a door up there somewhere that will let you through. Can you disrupt this stuff at all?” 
 
    “I will try,” he said, with both Knights raising their hands towards the barrier meters away, but Bren couldn’t sense or see any disruptions within it. Then Bor’ot swore something in his native language that Star Force’s translation programming couldn’t quantify. 
 
    “What?” Greg asked. 
 
    “It conscripts our Jenshar on contact as if it were alive, but I sense no person attached to it. It behaves as if it does not follow the rules of the Jenshar.” 
 
    “Or your rules were never rules to begin with,” Bren lectured. “Just guidelines.” 
 
    “Given by the Vargemma, who were definitely holding stuff back,” Greg finished. 
 
    “No. We learned of the Jenshar on our own. The Vargemma added to our knowledge. This barrier defies all we have learned. It should not exist.” 
 
    “Can you tell us anything about it?” the trailblazer pressed.  
 
    “It is tight matrix. Far too tight,” Bor’ot said. “I do not understand how something this complex could cover such a massive structure. Distance from lifeform diminishes Jenshar control and longevity. The Jenshar should escape it, but I sense no diffusion. It is stable Jenshar, and that only occurs within the body of a living being. I cannot explain it.” 
 
    “Nutfudder,” Greg said, using a custom swear word that Rafa had long ago made up on the fly just babbling, and it’d stuck. “Then we just took a long trip out here for nothing.” 
 
    “We will stay and study the barrier,” Vech’ni said firmly. “We may discover much with time.” 
 
    “Or not,” Bren added pessimistically. “We’ve got to get in there somehow.” 
 
    “I know,” Greg said, blowing out a deep breath. “Just not today, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in Itaru… 
 
      
 
    A trio of tiny Ari’tat walked in formation across what must have seemed like an enormous plaza up towards Mak’to’ran’s platform, for they massed less than his foot all combined. They were flimsy little things, but their place in the V’kit’no’sat had been sealed by their cunning and ingenuity. They could not achieve victory through raw strength, so they provided the empire the other skills that those who did possess the strength never bothered to cultivate to their fullest. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat leader waited until they were nearly out of sight beneath the edge of his platform, then they hopped up on it and walked to metallic pads imbedded within the soft platform that rose up to bring them closer to the Era’tran’s head height and the swirling holographic map of the galaxy to his left. 
 
    “What is the status of Legion?” Mak’to’ran demanded, for he’d given the Ari’tat the privilege and great responsibility for completing the project and keeping it a secret from the rest of the empire…and whoever else might have eyes within. 
 
    “The technology is not easy to construct, and a complete prototype was not fashioned prior to the attack on the shipyards. We are attempting to complete the work, but it is tedious. We cannot field a useable Ysalamir yet, and it is not for lack of trying. We must finish what Star Force did not in order to get the necessary yield from the devices.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed, but he knew better than to expect these Ari’tat of lying to him. He’d chosen them because they were above suspicion, so he was inclined to take them at their word. 
 
    “What estimate of their completion can you reliably give me?” 
 
    “A loose estimate of 3-6 years,” the red one said apologetically. All Ari’tat were born a random color, bright in the extreme and monotone, though variations were often added through medical alteration. Mak’to’ran suspected it was a primitive but effective defense mechanism to avoid being stepped on, though it did also help him tell the tiny V’kit’no’sat apart, for their mental signatures were also nearly identical. “Mass production, if all goes well, will follow thereafter, but we may need to spend a great deal of time increasing effectiveness. We will have useable weapons within a decade. How useable I cannot say, beyond them being able to destroy some Yeg’gor on impact.” 
 
    “Have you been monitoring the Lurker’s path?” 
 
    The tiny eyes on all three Ari’tat blinked in unison. “No. Our efforts are totally focused on the Legion project. Where the Lurker is cannot be a factor until we have a weapon to damage it…unless it approaches one of the test facilities?” 
 
    “It does not, and hopefully it will not be able to find it through means we are unaware of…but the Hadarak do have some means of information gathering that we are not aware of. The Lurker has come to two of the sites where the Ysalamiri were destroyed, as if it could follow their scent. What technology inside them could allow this to happen?” 
 
    “None that we are aware.” 
 
    “Then there must be spies involved…or traitors. You must keep Legion safe, Ari’tat. The empire depends on this.” 
 
    “We know, Mak’to’ran. What else concerns you?” 
 
    The Era’tran altered the hologram and zoomed in on the donut-like band of the Core that belonged to them, then the contentious zone in between V’kit’no’sat territory and the Deep Core that was totally owned by the Hadarak. The path of the Lurker, which was still being monitored by Star Force, showed an erratic course from system to system. 
 
    “It cannot find any more Ysalamir, so it is seeking out the points of greatest resistance and removing them from the path of the Hadarak. I do not think it will be long before it enters our territory ahead of the minion advance, and we have nothing to counter that level of Essence firepower.” 
 
    “Did Star Force not leave any weapons behind?” 
 
    “No. Even their Uriti have been withdrawn. I am told the Rimward enemies are assaulting them as well and nearly killed one of the originals. They must be hidden, and they cannot build new Ysalamir or they will also be targeted and destroyed. But since Legion is going to be destroyed anyway, we are free to use them, and the Hadarak are now our full responsibility since Star Force has withdrawn its war fleets. We will meet them in battle sufficient to deny them the scale required to swarm the galaxy with unending minions, but we must have the weapons to do so.” 
 
    “We cannot accelerate our progress. We are proceeding as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I do not doubt that,” he said, altering the map to highlight another line, this one only three systems long and much closer to the Deep Core. “But time is not our ally in this war.” 
 
    The latest point on the new line zoomed in and highlighted with images taken at that location. 
 
    “Another Lurker has emerged?” 
 
    “Yes, and I do not think it is the only one. We were fortunate to discover it, for it has not assaulted anything yet. I believe the Ysalamir have drawn them out, and without their prime targets they could become emboldened, or just bored enough to take on our worlds in preemptive attack. Or they may merely wait until the Ysalamiri return, but my instincts say otherwise. They will strike at something vital. Perhaps even here if they are more aware of our empire structure than we have previously assumed.” 
 
    “Why has Star Force not left a Materia behind? What do they expect us to fight with?” the blue Ari’tat complained. 
 
    “They expect us to display the dominance we claim is our birthright,” Mak’to’ran said in mild rebuke. “And they have given us their leave to develop the designs our scientists began. That is no small gesture on their part, for they are granting us both the knowledge and the permission to craft weapons that can kill their Uriti.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the Uriti that damaged the first Lurker.” 
 
    “Do you wish to beg them for more assistance or prove your worth?” Mak’to’ran demanded. “They have a much harder war to fight, against an enemy that has weapons we cannot even see. They have the power of the Lurkers, perhaps more. Star Force must deal with it, and we must deal with the Hadarak and their minions. It is the responsibility of our birthright, and we will hold the line to our deaths. But Legion will give us the power to strike back at the Hadarak and the Lurkers in a way we have not possessed before. You must succeed, and you must keep the project a secret. But even that is not enough. You must multiply the project to more sites than the enemy can strike at if they do discover Legion and send multiple Lurkers after it.” 
 
    “Without a prototype, such redundant sites are useless.” 
 
    “Then you will establish and prepare them for when you do have a prototype. Every day that goes by the Hadarak grow closer to victory. We will not waste the days we have. I want 3000 sites, all under extreme secrecy, prepped for the designs you will be providing. And when that happens, I want the weapons as fast as they can be produced. If the production facilities are discovered, they will be the first hit.” 
 
    “Keeping 3000 sites completely secure will be virtually impossible with the amount of resources we are going to be consuming.” 
 
    “That is why I am trusting you to figure out a way…or has your deviousness been over-exaggerated?” 
 
    “There are logistical limitations we cannot overcome without…odd methods.” 
 
    “Then use your odd methods. I want those sites ready to begin production the moment you have feasible designs.” 
 
    “We will have to go in person. I cannot attempt something like this through the Urrtren.” 
 
    “Make it happen. The fate of the V’kit’no’sat depends on your success. And if Star Force fails to overcome this new enemy, then the entire galaxy will depend on us to fight both wars.” 
 
    The Ari’tat all frowned in sync. “Can the Ysalamiri hurt this Essence-wielding enemy? I though they used conventional-sized ships?” 
 
    “I concur. Which means we must draw their attention off Star Force, and we can only do that with Legion. If Star Force falls, I do not believe we will survive the aftermath. They have the Essence, we do not, so the only path to victory I can see is to keep Star Force alive. And to do that we must lure the enemy into chasing Legion in the field.” 
 
    “And they will eventually backtrack them to the production facilities. So we need to expect to lose some of them?” 
 
    “To the Rim threat or the Lurkers. When we produce Legion, we elevate ourselves to prime targets, and I for one do not wish to be in Star Force’s shadow any longer. This is our galaxy to defend, and it is time we earn our keep with victories rather than death counts.” 
 
    “We will not fail the empire. The Ari’tat will create the weapon.” 
 
    “Be quick,” Mak’to’ran warned as he glanced back at the holographic map. “I fear there may be more Lurkers in our midst than anyone is expecting.” 
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    Paul was sitting in an overly cushy chair, staring at a holographic map displayed over his elevated legs while he lost himself in thought. He and the others had been here for almost 4 years now, managing this war from seclusion as system after system got hit randomly. None of the attacks could be protected against, only damage done to the attacking fleets in response that would cause them to bug out before some of their targets got hit. 
 
    They lost people each time, even with new rules dictating that all Star Force personnel wear micro regenerators at all times. Creating that many had been a headache, but by reducing the number of ailments they could heal they’d been able to cut down on the resources required…but not every system had them yet. Each was producing what it could, and some shipping was going out from systems that had reached their quota, but that only meant the heart attack weapons would be ineffective on a mass level. 
 
    And those were the ones that were inflicting the most casualties, but not the ones doing the infrastructure damage. Yet planets like Earth were now totally lifeless as far as wildlife went, and you couldn’t put regenerators on every person from ants to whales on a planet. Right now the trailblazers were coming up with a myriad of ways to reduce damage, but they hadn’t found a way to stop any of it from happening. 
 
    Planetary defenses couldn’t defend anymore. All they could do was kill the attackers, not block a shot. The shields that Star Force had taken centuries to build in order to blanket entire planets were totally useless against these orbital attacks, and so far no actual invasion had taken place, but if they did the Stargate effect would allow them to bypass the planetary shields, meaning Star Force’s basic defense infrastructure was next to useless. 
 
    That meant every fight was a shooting war, with victories being those that had less people die. No-casualty engagements were not possible in this environment, and even the enemy didn’t seem to care if they lost some ships as long as they got their targets. Only their Olopar they seemed to try to preserve, and Paul knew that was because they were essentially Magicite, holding massive amounts of Essence that would be lost when a ship was destroyed…but as for the lives of their crews, they didn’t seem to give a damn about them. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if the enemy was stupid, arrogant, or just had misread Star Force completely. They weren’t going to give in to their demands, and while massive numbers of people were dying…too be bluntly honest…Star Force was so big now those losses were minimal when you looked at the empire at large. They could be replaced easily, aside from a few key personnel that had been lost. Davis living had been a huge stroke of luck, and Paul continually thanked the Knights of Quenar in his thoughts for pulling out that save. Now he and the other ultra sensitive personnel were in hiding while the ‘lessers’ were taking the random hits. 
 
    Paul did not like fighting this way, and in truth it was because they weren’t fighting, just rolling with the blows. All efforts to infiltrate the Dyson Sphere had failed, and a second one had been discovered in the vicinity of one of the other destroyed Stargate stations. This one was smaller, with no nebula around it, but further away from its entry system…at a little under 9 lightyears. That made it even harder to get to, and the first robotic scouts had only started to arrive and report back. 
 
    They were impressive strongholds, on multiple levels, but even when they found a way in it was going to be a slaughter. They had massive fleets inside, and with their Essence weaponry Paul didn’t know how they were going to achieve victory. They couldn’t destroy the Spheres, they were far too big, and an invasion was going to cost so many drones he was worried they might not have enough. Some of the Essence weapons could wipe out entire fleets in short order, so unless he knew how much Essence they had in reserve and fought until it was exhausted, any attack they eventually launched could be one giant waste of resources. 
 
    But someone was going to have to be there to control the drones, for they were too damn inefficient on auto-pilot against an enemy they knew too little about. Send them against the V’kit’no’sat and Paul had an idea of how effective they’d be, for he and the others had programmed them for that enemy, but the Vargemma were too much of an unknown. Star Force had to have people there to adapt to the unexpected, and machines couldn’t do that. They could only do what they were programmed to do, so Paul feared if they just sent them in en mass all they’d do is end up losing them. 
 
    The others didn’t have any answers either, but they were getting better at limiting the Vargemma’s attacks and forcing them to bring larger fleets to accomplish their objectives. The destruction of an Olopar had been a major success, and the fact that the enemy hadn’t been able to destroy all the debris was a boom. They’d been able to analyze a lot of inferior technology in it, coupled with some Essence-laden advanced stuff that was being worked on, because Paul and the others had no idea what it actually did. 
 
    It was looking more and more like the Vargemma had inherited or stumbled across a major technological find and were in the process of reverse-engineering the Essence tech and adding it to their existing stuff, creating an odd but effective blend…and that was another reason Paul really wanted inside that Sphere. There was probably tech that the Vargemma couldn’t understand, and if Star Force could get its hands on it then they’d be even more well suited for killing Hadarak and whatever else would be coming out of the Deep Core in the future. 
 
    No word from Kara had come yet, and he didn’t expect there would be this early, but he wondered what she was getting herself into. They needed to know what was in there, and badly so, but the Vargemma were the immediate threat and one that wasn’t going away. They were a bad roadblock that had to be removed, but Paul didn’t know how to do that, so he often sat during his downtime just staring at the simulated stars on the holographic map and letting his thoughts drift until his level 1 Saiyan body began to object to the stillness and he had to get to the sanctum for another workout. 
 
    He knew he and the others would figure this out in time, but they needed more information and what was coming in from Greg was limited, though fascinating. Paul eagerly ate up any updates, and the bits of map from the interior of the Sphere were fascinating. He knew he was looking at the handiwork of an ancient and extremely advanced civilization…and the fact that they weren’t around made him even more fearful of the Hadarak. If these squatters had taken over in their place, what happened to the builders?  
 
    But while he couldn’t figure this out, more people died and high value targets were lost. The Vargemma had finally gotten around to hitting a Grid Point, and fortunately they only did enough damage to the construct to knock out one of the two magnetic dishes. That left one to catch the incoming ships while a message went out taking that jumpline out of order until repairs could be made. And not surprisingly, that particular Grid Point was on the Hula Hoop, meaning the most heavily active trade route in the galaxy had just been severed for clockwise traffic. 
 
    Star Force could have continued to operate it off the one dish, but if that one went down from another attack or malfunction, all the incoming ships would slam into the construct or miss it and be lost in space, traveling too fast to ever slow down again unless they happened to collide with a black hole or massive star with a sufficiently high magnetic field. If they hit one, lucky as that would be, that was too small, they’d smash right into it and die, meaning Star Force had to be very, very careful with the Grid Point System, and operating on one dish only was not worth the risk for incoming traffic, though they were still allowing outgoing jumps at the site. 
 
    A lot of people disagreed, and the traffic backups were massive as they had to pour through connecting systems and little used gravity jumps to get from one Grid Point to the next over the course of months and, for some of the slower ships, more than a year’s delay, but they had to put up with it, because Star Force was not a democracy…gratefully…and important decisions didn’t come down to what was the most popular or convenient. 
 
    The repairs were ongoing, but the huge chunks of the construct that the Vargemma had vaporized…along with the people inside…were not easy to replace and new components had to be shipped in from neighboring systems or further out in the case of specialty equipment or mass orders, now that the Grid Point was not connected to half the galaxy’s primary shipping lanes. 
 
    If the Vargemma hit more of the crucial locations, they were going to cripple the flow of resources for the civilians and non-aligned races. Star Force was redundant enough they could use traditional trade routes, plus the black hole links, and maintain the flow of resources, albeit considerably slower, but others did not take the time to create the backups because they looked at the Grid Point System as being impregnable. Even the V’kit’no’sat had not taken down one of them during their war with Star Force, so the fact that one had gone down now was a huge shock and disruption to the commerce that depended upon them. 
 
    And add to that the fact that the Grid Points were maxed out on traffic anyway. Star Force needed more of them, and the construction projects that were previously underway had been put on hold when the Hadarak war began, because they couldn’t spare the resources when more and more drones were needed. So as the galaxy grew, more traffic was building up and now that further complicated the disruption. 
 
    Paul had to figure out a way to get at the Vargemma, or they’d just continue to go around and poke holes in the empire he’d helped build, and the enemy had already blown past early estimates as to how much Essence reserves they had. Now the trailblazers had no idea how much they had in reserve or how they were replenishing it, so they’d taken the position of assuming an infinite amount until they learned otherwise. 
 
    And if there wasn’t a limit…at least a known limit…how did you plan a battle against that type of weaponry? The personal shields that Wilson were developing wouldn’t work against naval-caliber weaponry, so other than spamming drones what options did they have? 
 
    Waiting wasn’t one of them, but that’s exactly what they were forced to do while others were taking the hits and dying for the empire…or more accurately just dying when they couldn’t get away from the attacks. Paul and the others were perpetually on edge about that, and there hadn’t been a smile cracked in jest in the Repository for longer than Paul would care to estimate. 
 
    Greg was at least doing something, poking multiple holes in the Sphere with no reaction from the Vargemma. Those holes were being built as access points for an invasion if/when they figured out how to bypass the Sphere’s defense field. None were large enough yet to get a single drone through, but that was on his to-do list, yet it would be pointless if the Vargemma located the holes and just parked above them, comically shooting the drones as they came through with one shot kills. 
 
    Paul was willing to waste as many drones as needed that way to drain the Vargemma’s Essence reserves, but without being able to measure their progress it would be a waste of their small advantage of not being detected yet, as far as Greg could determine. At least they were getting some long range scans of what was in there… 
 
    A knock on his door brought Paul out of his haze, then he felt Sara-012’s mind on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Come in,” he said aloud and telepathically, realizing after the fact that the knock had been both on the door and his skull with a telepathic echo to make sure he heard it. 
 
    A thin and shapely woman with curves etched of pure muscle and long, pure white hair draping down to just above her shoulders walked in and sat down opposite Paul, with a few locks of gold breaking up the nearly all-white montage when combined with her Archon uniform. 
 
    “I don’t like saying this, but we’ve had enough time to consider alternatives and time is not on our side. If we wait looking for a cleaner solution, more people die and we lose more infrastructure. The infrastructure I can handle, but people are getting killed with no way to defend themselves, and we can’t put regenerators on every critter out there. If people are going to die, let it be those that are fighting.” 
 
    “If it were volunteers I’d still veto it,” Paul countered. 
 
    “This isn’t the way we fight unless we’re backed into a corner, and we’re not…but the empire is. We’re too large to be destroyed, I think, but that doesn’t matter to those that are getting hit. We’re not the attackers here, Paul, but to stop this we have to hit their strongholds and we can’t do it the conventional way.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can ram them enough to matter, even assuming everyone inside was hostile. Plus, we need them intact to get at that technology. No point in destroying the tools we need defend ourselves only to have this happen again later.” 
 
    Sara sighed, then got up off her stool and walked to Paul, kneeling down beside him so her head was slightly lower and she was reaching over his armrest. She put her hand on his heart and held it there, starring at him for a long time without saying anything. 
 
    He looked away for a moment, not wanting to give in, but a part of him knew she was right…but the larger part of him that never gave up didn’t want to relent. 
 
    “We fight as a team,” she said simply, feeling like the words were treason even as she said them. “We can’t protect them anymore. Not on our own. We’re up against another Black Knight.” 
 
    Paul’s head jerked around, looking at her as old memories of their basic training flashed back…and how they couldn’t beat him on their own, and even in groups they would get their asses kicked each and every time. They could never defeat him, for every time they knocked him down he would get back up again, and even their Final Challenge had them surviving and evading him to get to the finish, not actually stopping him. 
 
    “The others hate this too,” she continued. “You’re just more stubborn than them, Admiral, because we rely on you a bit more than the others. You know what we have to do, but it’s something we never do unless we’re in the heat of battle, and that’s not going to happen when we’re hiding out…but for the sake of the empire we have to hide out. It’s time to let someone else win this while we…cower,” she finished, barely getting that last word out.  
 
    “If victory is your first priority,” Paul acknowledged logically.  
 
    “Death before dishonor,” she reminded him. “How many people are going to die needlessly before we make the decision? You know what he’ll say when you ask.” 
 
    “But he won’t be the one going,” he said, grabbing her hand and holding it on his chest. “Logically you’re right, but my gut says no.” 
 
    “Because we go in first. I’ve been over this with the others multiple times. We all hate it, because we want to be on the front line. But if you were a pawn, would you not want to go first? In order to protect your Rook so it could strike at the enemy and win the game?” 
 
    Paul’s grip on her hand increased painfully as he jabbed his fingertips into the top of her hand, though her genetically enhanced armor-like skin didn’t break under the pressure. “I hate chess for just that reason.” 
 
    “I know you do, but this isn’t our fight. We’re countered. But not all of the team is. Let Teemo go in. We need a sneaky bastard for this, and as luck has it, we’ve got one of the best the galaxy every created. Poetic irony, if you ask me.” 
 
    “They will get slaughtered.” 
 
    “If you were rooting for the Vargemma, would you say that? Or would you be worried?” 
 
    “If you guys have already decided, give the order.” 
 
    “No. It’s coming from you. It needs to be you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he respect you the most, and he has been wanting to justify the effort we made to save them.” 
 
    “They already have, ten times over.” 
 
    “Have they? They’ve earned their keep more than most factions, but have they done for us what we did for them?” 
 
    “They fight with newbs, Sara.” 
 
    “And that’s a strength we don’t have. They do. Now let them save us.” 
 
    “They…” 
 
    “Let them save the planets out there that the Vargemma are going to hit. Let them choose to risk death to shield the others. Don’t make it about you. We can’t protect the empire, not yet, and by the time we figure this out how many quadrillions will be dead? It comes down to a hopeless death or a nearly certain death. If it were you, which would you choose?” 
 
    “But we’re picking for them.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are, because we have no other viable options. And they want to be picked. We’ve taught them well. Now let them do what they’ve been bred to do, and what we’ve enhanced.” 
 
    “It’s still death trading.” 
 
    “The deaths are going to happen whether we like it or not, the difference is one way there is a pathway to victory, the other is endless, pointless loss. And if the Vargemma don’t kill the empire, the Hadarak will if we wait too long.” 
 
    Paul stood up, getting out of the chair, then his peripheral senses caught whiff of an unfamiliar mind in the Repository. One that he didn’t realize was here. 
 
    “You brought him?” 
 
    “We’re a team, Paul,” she said, walking close to him about to put her hand on his chest again, but at the last moment her palm clenched up into a fist and she sucker punched him in the chin, knocking him back through the air and upside down to land on his head and somersault into his quarter’s wall. “Not his parents.” 
 
    Paul toppled over onto his feet and sat on the carpet, rubbing his chin and knowing her hand had to hurt a lot worse than his jawbone. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?” 
 
    “We were hoping you’d pull some magic out of your butt so we wouldn’t have to do this, but we can’t wait forever and you got nothing, right?” 
 
    “Unfortunately true.” 
 
    “Then we keep looking for an answer while they become the tip of the spear. They’ve earned it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’re not telling me anything I haven’t already thought of,” Paul said, standing up and walking past her. He left his quarters and tracked down the mind that was a few hundred meters away, then he saw Cora-005 standing there with Thrawn and both looked in his direction. 
 
    “I officially hate this,” Paul announced, stopping just a step shy of the 8 foot tall former lizard and looking up into his red, glowing eyes.  
 
    “As do I,” Thrawn said, “but only because I cannot go myself. We exist to serve the empire. And if necessary, die to protect it.” 
 
    “Can you win?” Paul asked, knowing the other trailblazers would have fully briefed him on the reconnaissance they’d obtained thus far. 
 
    “If we remain undetected, we have traction and a technological advantage. If this were in the distant past, and we were still enemies, what would you say my chances were?” 
 
    Paul cracked the barest of smiles, and not one of humor. The Paladin had never been able to fully let loose since joining Star Force, but he could imagine what that looked like based on how the lizards had fought and how much he and the others had upgraded the Paladin since. 
 
    “Kick their ass,” Paul said simply, with Thrawn drawing a deep breath in and puffing out his muscular chest. 
 
    “With pleasure…” 
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    November 1, 128540 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Station 001 
 
      
 
    The hatch on the underside of the Paladin growth pod cracked open, then the hinges swung both sides of it free quickly, dumping a mass of goo and a fully grown Skirmisher to the floor below. The blue reptilian hit the solid ground hard, instinctively fighting back against the impact as if it were an attack in its disorientation. Getting to its feet and stopping the ‘assault’ by the ground took enough time to help clear its mind as the genetic memory began to take hold in association with the newborn’s senses fully coming online. 
 
    Its four fingered claw-bearing hands scratched on the ground as it looked around, ready to pounce, then it finally stood up on two legs in a mundane posture as it saw a number of floating drones around it. They were automated caretakers used to assist in the birthing of Paladin, but where were his kin? They should have been here to assist him. 
 
    He tried to breathe in deeply, but coughed and bent over, hacking out some fluid from his lungs as they tasted air for the first time. The pod above him was his spawn point, where he had been grown out of genetic material and where his Core had entered his body at some undetermined time during the growth process.  
 
    But he was not meant to remain here. This was where he began, but the mission lay beyond. He had to find his briefing… 
 
    The skirmisher looked around, scanning the immediate area and seeing an orientation terminal only a few steps to the left and imbedded into the wall. He took a step towards it and was hit by a force field being emitted from the drones, pinning him in place. 
 
    He resisted it, but it was too strong. That didn’t stop him, and he struggled against it futilely until his mind remembered that there was a deactivation code. 
 
    “I am Ironman,” he spoke aloud, then the drones released their fields and withdrew to another area of the hatchery, for he could see other growth pods beyond his stretching for hundreds of meters, yet his was the only one that had been lifted into release position. The others were still on the ground and plugged into the nutrient delivery systems that fed them the material necessary for the Paladin to grow to maturity in a state of coma until it was time for them to be born. 
 
    Now free of his invisible restraints, he walked to the indoctrination terminal and stepped onto the silver circle at the base, activating the series of neural uploads that were not part of his base template. Included in those were mission data and check programs that would be run within his mind confirming that his development had been successful. His mind responded naturally, almost as if it was talking to the computer without his control, which was close to the truth.  
 
    When a tone sounded he knew he was complete and ready for assignment…but there was no one here to give him one. He understood the basic mission parameters, but there was no commander on site to assign him a work detail. 
 
    A hologram appeared before him, with a notation indicating that it was a recording, and he knew from the odd red eyes on the blue/green Paladin that this was Supreme Viceroy Thrawn. 
 
    “If you are hearing my voice now, then you have successfully infiltrated enemy territory. Neither I nor any other member of Star Force can directly assist you. The shield barrier is beyond our technology and will wipe the mind of anyone crossing it, lifeform or machine alike. All you see around you has been built by crude methods of communication with drones constructed on the far side by memory locked devices. You are the first person on the inside, and to date we believe that our presence has gone unnoticed. It is imperative that remain so as we build.” 
 
    “Your assignment is to assist in the birthing of the first wave of Paladin and expand Station 001 into a level 2 facility, at which point a Viceroy will be early birthed to lead. We cannot risk his template being captured, and if you are unable to remain hidden then this mission will fail. Expand, grow, and do not rise to the surface of the Sphere. You have temporary command until an Administrator is cleared for safe growth. Scout the perimeter. Check all automated systems. Report their status to me using the existing relay system. Realtime communication is impossible.” 
 
    The hologram shut off, and the new Paladin now had his orders. The knowledge in his mind was sufficient to tell him what the current extent of the underground facility was at to date, as well as giving him a familiarity with the surrounding area and even the surface above, which he had been forbidden to go to. He understood that order, for if hiding was imperative then rising to the surface could jeopardize that…even as he realized drones had already been up there and there were many passages cut leading to now camouflaged hatches within the jungle environment. 
 
    But all this had been accomplished by drones without remote control, and that meant important details could have been overlooked. Fully automated drones were good in known environments, but unreliable in new ones. He was the solution to that, so the Paladin left the indoctrination terminal on his bare, clawed feet and walked across to a familiar hall, though he’d never seen it before in his few minutes of life.  
 
    He rounded the corner, then went down two more sections before coming to an equipment room. Typically he didn’t require clothing when indoors, but since he was the first in an unknown environment he stepped into an open skeleton of an armored suit, with it sealing around his body and enclosing him from neck to foot claws in a matte blue shell equal in tone to his skin. 
 
    The helmet was retracted and out of sight, but he could summon it at a moment’s notice. When the internal life support stabilized, he realized it was cooling him a bit more than the air. That prompted him to do a check of the station’s life support systems by walking over to one of the redundant controls hubs placed throughout the growing station. He confirmed his suspicion and found the internal atmosphere running 8 degrees warmer than programmed.  
 
    A check on the systems that were supposed to keep that nominal were showing external heat competing with inadequate cooling systems given that they didn’t have the option of a surface vent at this time. The magma layer of the Sphere was too close, and while the temperature range was acceptable, it was not prime, so he ordered the construction drones off their current assignments and reworked the growing station blueprints to include an auxiliary life support station to accommodate for the excess heat.  
 
    That would delay other portions from needed infrastructure, but a proper base of operations had to be established.  
 
    He reviewed the remainder of the construction orders, found them to be acceptable, then began a tour of the existing 1,309 acres of facility doing his assigned checks and finding a few anomalies. He corrected those then sent a report back across the automated system that would send a signal down through the connecting tunnel that passed through the magma layer to the solid outer shell, then the message would be encoded onto physical crystals that would not be wiped when they were sent through the field to a receiver on the other side that would decode them then transmit the message in traditional fashion. 
 
    If the Supreme Viceroy sent a return message, it would take approximately 1 hour and 12 minutes to get a response. That was painfully slow, but workable, as the Paladin got a series of updated orders from Thrawn over the coming days as he got the station up to proper status prior to the spawning of the first wave. 
 
    There were 99 others that all came out of their pods within a space of 20 minutes. He was there to give them a familiar face and help them through their disorientation periods, then the workforce spread throughout the infrastructure and began expanding it rapidly. The drones were still used, but other equipment had been sent across waiting for manual use, and the Paladin took to the semi-automated tools and began traditional mining, material fabrication, construction, food production, etc. 
 
    It was the beginning of the bee hive, and several waves of reinforcements were grown and birthed over the coming months before Thrawn gave the go ahead for an Administrator variant to be added.  
 
    The genetic material for that individual was not present in the station, so it had to be passed across the Essence shield barrier in a cargo sled that had no computer power whatsoever. A receiving mechanical claw that had been built on this side caught the sled and allowed a 3 man crew of workers to unload it onto a drone that then sped up through the magma layer umbilical to the station carrying several crates of supplies along with one tiny palm-sized canister that contained the Administrator genetic material. 
 
    It was loaded into a growth pod along with the specially designed biogel, which was another rare gem within the Star Force tech tree that they didn’t want others to obtain. It had originally been patterned off Li’vorkrachnika technology, but had been highly advanced since, allowing spawning times to drop considerably. 1st Triad body types were now grown to adulthood in only 19 days thanks to the advanced biogel, but the genetic profiles inserted into it were the true secret of the Paladin and guarded accordingly. 
 
    Sending the skirmisher genetic code in without any guards had been a risk, but a low one considering the Star Force incursion had not yet been discovered. Following it had come the worker and medic templates, but the Administrators were far more advanced. That was why it was coming in now, and only one, for you couldn’t just take a skin sample from a Paladin and grow a new one from it. The genetic samples were specially designed micro-eggs that would form a fully grown Paladin…but the fast growth genetics would disappear upon adulthood.  
 
    It was another safety feature added to the Paladin, as was the fact that they would only grow in Star Force produced biogel. So if someone did manage to steal some Paladin genetic profiles, they wouldn’t be able to grow them unless a very narrow band of conditions were established. 
 
    But with a properly configured genetic sample and the biogel, the Administrator grew to maturity in only 12 days. He was of a smaller frame than the skirmishers, but came out of his pod much the same way…though from a shorter height, for his muscle mass was not as robust. 
 
    All the Paladin were capable of working as individuals and as a team, no matter what variant they were, but as soon as the Administrator was acclimated…which took only a matter of minutes…he took control of the station colony and started doing what he had been designed for…which was organizing and running operations. 
 
    He chose which other variants to grow, and when to grow them, requesting and getting the appropriate genetic profiles from the other side as Thrawn let the colony grow along standard lines without him micromanaging it. It took several months before a level 2 facility was finished, which required full self-sufficiency of material production, foodstuff growth, and defense to allow it to survive without external supply. That didn’t mean it could produce everything in the Paladin catalog without specialty equipment and imports, but it had enough to maintain and grow from here on out alone, which was really the most basic status of a Paladin colony, equivalent to one of their landing cruisers which they hadn’t had the option of employing here. 
 
    Once the level 2 status had been achieved, Thrawn ordered a redundant assessment of all tunnels and minimal scouting above the exit hatches on the surface. When that did not draw any obvious response, he sent over the Viceroy genetic profile while holding all others in reserve until Samsiv was operational. 
 
    All Paladin were given numbers for identification purposes except the Viceroys. They were given names, given how rare they were, and the newly spawned one came out of its larger growth pod already knowing his, though he was perplexed at the green skin he bore. Paladin were supposed to be dark blue, but as he looked around he saw the nearby medics were also green. 
 
    “Why are we…” he said, coughing out the last bit of biogel from his lungs, “a different coloration?” 
 
    “Camouflage, on the order of the Supreme Viceroy,” a medic said, looking of almost identical form to the skirmishers with only a few small adjustments to the same 1st Triad body frame. “We are situated beneath a jungle environment.” 
 
    The large Paladin cracked his neck to the side, flexing muscles that had never moved before, as he saw a smaller Administrator approach from a nearby hallway and walk up directly in front of him. 
 
    “We have activity on the surface.” 
 
    Samsiv growled, knowing he needed to get his indoctrination update, but time did not always allow for procedure to follow course. “Explain.” 
 
    “Passive sensors indicate aircraft will pass within 60 miles of our surface exits. Their trajectory does not match our location, but the proximity is concerning.” 
 
    “Has there been any recent activity, ours or others, to precipitate this?” 
 
    “None noticed, but we do not have full scanning capability due to…” 
 
    “…the nature of our assignment,” he finished. “We have no defenses on the surface?” 
 
    “None other than anonymity.” 
 
    “Then preserve it. Take no action and inform me if the aircraft alter course or otherwise do not pass by as anticipated.” 
 
    “There is a message packet waiting for you from the Supreme Viceroy. It arrived two hours ago.” 
 
    Samsiv ignored the Administrator, who did not need a reply, and moved to the indoctrination station. He got his mental downloads of recent data, then pulled up the hologram from Thrawn…whom his own genetic memory had been patterned off of. 
 
    “This is our moment, brother. Star Force has no stealth entry options beyond the Paladin, and a direct assault is questionable, for we do not understand the nature of the shield protecting the Sphere. You must disable it if we have any hope to mount an assault from the outside, but do not do so until you gather sufficient knowledge of our enemy within. We are at a great disadvantage, and only through supreme intellect can we hope to overcome this challenge…” 
 
    The Supreme Viceroy went on and on, for nearly a full hour, detailing much of what Samsiv already knew, but explaining subtleties to his genetic memory that were critical. Samsiv would not have been assigned this mission if another Viceroy could have been sent, but even if they had survived the crossing of the barrier…which was not even certain…they would have had to revert to base template anyway, so sending one of them would have been counterproductive.  
 
    That meant Samsiv was in charge, though with a lifeline to Thrawn, who was situated just outside the barrier to facilitate the fastest communication possible, despite the risk to him if the entry location was discovered. This enemy had the ability to pass through both the barrier and the solid structure of the sphere, emerge outside the perimeter, and attack at will. So far that had not happened, but they were continually hitting other Star Force installations and it did not appear that was going to relent until something else drew their attention. 
 
    But that could not be Samsiv. His incursion had to remain a secret, though the ultimate success of this mission was the only thing that was going to protect the Star Force worlds, for the power of Essence defied full comprehension and allowed these…Vargemma…to bypass both armor and shields. 
 
    That was both curious and frightening, but the Viceroy was designed to counter hard problems and find a solution, and so long as he had time and anonymity here he would find a way to let the rest of Star Force in. 
 
    But Thrawn wanted more than that. He did not just want the enemy destroyed, but possession of the Sphere, for it was suspected that it was created by a far greater power in the galaxy and now inhabited by a lesser. Star Force needed that power, so Samsiv’s mission was even more important than protecting the empire. It was about securing a future beyond what they currently possessed, and because of that great mandate, Thrawn was sending the forbidden templates.  
 
    They were the Paladin templates that were not allowed to be grown except on special order by Thrawn or an Archon or Maverick, because they possessed psionics. It was an upgrade possibility that the Paladin had earned long ago, but they were not allowed to employ them for standard operations. Most races in Star Force were forbidden psionics unless an individual obtained them for himself, with the exception of the Knight races. Paladin were not a Knight race, nor ever would be. They stood alone as something else, but the trailblazers had known long ago that standard tactics would not be enough in some circumstances, so they created and refined the forbidden templates keeping them in reserve just in case of an emergency such as this…and they had kept those individuals previously grown separate from the existing Paladin and everyone else, though where they were nobody knew. 
 
    Samsiv wouldn’t grow them until needed, and right now he did not. What he needed was to grow and expand beyond this one station, for if it was compromised he could not risk all Paladin on this side of the barrier to be located and destroyed. They had to spread out, as far and wide as they could, creating multiple small colonies and begin to learn about where they were, who was nearby, and how best they could be killed…or if they needed to be killed. The possibility of non-combatants hadn’t been ruled out, but at this point it was assumed there were none and that any individual encountered would be hostile in some extent. 
 
    So the Paladin had to remain hidden while they grew and explored. That would take years. Years that Star Force did not have. But the empire was so large that entire chunks of it could be lost and Star Force would continue to thrive, even with the Hadarak front creeping outwards towards V’kit’no’sat territory. 
 
    Star Force did not like losing people, but when there was no other option they could weather it. Samsiv would not delay, but he could not rush this operation. They were only going to get once chance before they were discovered, and when that happened they had to be ready. And they would be. He may have been born today, but he was a Viceroy as much as the others, and patient, precise planning was what he had been designed for, and even now he understood the privilege of his Core landing in this body. He did not know if there was a purpose in it, or if his arrival threw this spawn point was random, but he was here now and he had the weight of a galaxy-wide empire on his shoulders. 
 
    Which was not a problem. He was a Viceroy. He was built for this. And the one thing that drove the Paladin above all else was the completion of their mission, and the bigger the mission the better. 
 
    And he had just been assigned the most important mission in Paladin history to date.  
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    September 4, 128542 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Station 039 
 
      
 
    The Paladin spawned fast, and not just because of their natural growth rate. Key supplies continued to flow, most importantly biogel, from beyond the barrier. That, combined with the abundant natural resources of the sphere, had allowed Samsiv to rapidly increase the Paladin ranks and expand beyond the first station to dozens of others. He’d also transferred himself, for the key to this entire operation was secrecy, and if the Paladin were found he could not be.  
 
    That was mandated from back when the Paladin’s ancestors were Li’vorkrachnika. He had memories from back then, stemming from Thrawn, so he knew their history, their strengths, and their fatal flaws. But keeping their Masterminds hidden was not one of them, for if the enemy could access his mind, a treasure trove of information would be handed to them. Suicide was not preferred, and Star Force valued his life more than the information, but the armored vest he wore did contain a kill protocol if he should ever need it. 
 
    But that would be a decision he would make in the moment, not before. His death was not mandated, but there were some situations, with some enemies, where a quick death would be preferable to what otherwise would follow. That, combined with the knowledge contained in his mind, was why all Viceroys carried a kill protocol in their vests…just in case. 
 
    So far there wasn’t any need for it. The Vargemma appeared to be clueless, though it wasn’t entirely their fault. The sheer size of the sphere would make it difficult to surveil, though Star Force would have found a way. Still, of the 74 stations that Samsiv had established to date, spread over 2,300 miles and connected by a series of subsurface tunnels with a labyrinth of false ends and sealable passages to thwart intruders, they were essentially in the same spot as far as the sphere went. Even a section of it the size of all the surface area on earth was a tiny pinprick when viewed from the center of the sphere. 
 
    That viewpoint was speculation only, for Samsiv had no assets there. He couldn’t risk putting anything into space, and the only active sensors he had in operation were short ranged around the perimeter of the few stations that had surface exits. Those were all within jungle, though two of the stations had crossed one of the mountainous barriers between the ‘strips’ of the sphere.  
 
    The sphere was not perfectly flat, for there were mountains and other geography spread across it, but those mountains paled in comparison to the boundaries between regions. Those stretched higher than the atmosphere, peaking out at 94 miles, though in some areas that wasn’t high enough and some higher density air would leak over the tops and cascade down into neighboring regions. Samsiv wondered if that was intentional or a malfunction, caused perhaps by the mismanagement of the Vargemma. 
 
    Regardless, each region was massive and stretched wider than 8 earth-sized planets placed together in a line like pearls. However, the length of the regions stretched a quarter of the distance around the star, ending only at the quadrant barriers. Those were of the same height and design, but crisscrossed the strips on the equator of the sphere, then two polar circles that resulted in 8 different super regions of the sphere being outlined.  
 
    Then there were random breaks in some of the strip regions. The reason for those hadn’t yet been determined, but there was so much territory within the sphere that Samsiv doubted the Vargemma had been able to search it all on foot, let alone dig deep beneath the outer layers. He too had the same problem, but with far less time and assets, though he had learned a great deal in the few years he had been here. 
 
    Thrawn would not tell him what was transpiring in the rest of the empire, citing it would only be a distraction, but Samsiv knew the Vargemma attacks were continuing, for every now and then he would see a massive fleet leave the sphere, but through different means. Some appeared to disappear where they stood, ostensibly leaving using the stargate effect that Star Force had learned from the Knights of Quenar. But the other method was of greater interest to him. 
 
    Those fleets would move towards the land within the sphere, then disappear through giant circles. Samsiv couldn’t see those on the near side of the sphere, because he didn’t have an elevated viewpoint, but those on the far side he could. Passive sensors were limited, especially at that range, but he could still see a basic picture of what was happening. A shimmering effect would manifest overtop a circle approximately 127 miles in diameter, then the Vargemma ships would pass through in a column due to the narrow aperture.  
 
    But they didn’t go all the way through. They’d get partway in, then they’d simply disappear. No movement on the exterior of the sphere was noted, not that Thrawn had a sufficient vantage point to know for sure in the immediate perimeter, but the ships were not going to the nearby Kanethrol System or any others noted. Only when the fleets left the ‘traditional’ way would they appear in nearby systems. 
 
    Where these others were going was a mystery, but Samsiv had noted the ship silhouettes passing through. There were Olopar in many of them, but the bulk of the ships belonged to the individual Vargemma races, and they each had a telltale build to them. He had been matching them up with the technology of the surface cities, but not all were accounted for. Perhaps those that were not came from cities on this side of the sphere that he could not see yet…but their ships were not coming this way, for the most part. They were engaging in commerce of some form with the others, and Samsiv speculated that they were not native to this sphere.  
 
    The implications of that were not good, but it was the logical conclusion. If the spheres could connect to each other or different locations, they could effectively bypass the rest of the galaxy in anonymity…as well as reinforce each other. That meant if Star Force assaulted this one, they might have to fight the fleets of all of them as they came here through the portals, and that was something that Samsiv did not think was a feasible fight to take on. 
 
    Defeating those here already would be a gargantuan task given their Essence firepower disadvantage. When the time came, the Archons would bring their Materia and fight Essence with Essence to hopefully tip the scales away from pointless drone carnage, but the unknown capabilities of the enemy worried him. If they were going to have any chance of attainable victory, they had to confine the players to what were already in this sphere. He could not allow reinforcement in unknown quantities on an unknown timespan. 
 
    The Paladin won battles because they were able to assess the enemy and adapt, but if you couldn’t see the source of the reinforcements you couldn’t get accurate numbers or distances. Did these ships require a year to pass through, or a mere day? It was impossible to tell without tagging or at least identifying individual ships and waiting until they reappeared at some point, but Samsiv couldn’t do that at this distance on passive sensors.  
 
    The best option would be to find a way to deactivate the portals, but that was a long way in the future. He had to learn about the sphere, and he didn’t have to go far to do it for there were trillions of interface points built into the structure and designed for people to find and use them. 
 
    His scouts had discovered them as they explored on foot through the jungles only a few months ago. The first one had been in a small abandoned outpost with little more than 6 rooms spread around a central area that contained an obelisk. The top of the outpost was a hexagonal dome that was almost entirely covered with tree branches, but just enough was visible that it could be seen from the air…if only Samsiv had some assets that he could use up there without detection. 
 
    His scouts had been very cagey, not entering the outpost for days and only after getting his personal permission. Even then they had proceeded with a variety of protocols to keep themselves hidden, for they didn’t know it was abandoned until they got inside. The rooms had nothing in them, but the stone the structure was made of was not natural. It was nanotechnology similar to his armor, but far more advanced. For all he knew the entire structure could transform into a ship, landing pad, etc, but the obelisk in the center stood a pure, impressive red and was so foreboding his scouts reported that it was hard to look away. 
 
    There was a reason for that, which they found out soon thereafter. Thanks only to the discipline of the Paladin did they resist that allure in the beginning, but when they began to freely walk around the empty outpost did they come close enough to be drawn harder towards it.  
 
    They didn’t resist, for there appeared to be no threat and no coercion, just a need to get closer and look at it. Then when one of them got within a meter his body was frozen there and his mind scanned…which the obelisk then informed him of and apologized for the rudeness of the interaction. It claimed it required the language files from his mind to be able to communicate properly to fulfill its function, which was to supply information about the Temple. 
 
    The ‘Temple’ was what the sphere was called when translated into English, and the obelisk would not supply information on the language of the builders, nor who they were. Some information was restricted, which the obelisk apologized for, but it eagerly encouraged further questions.  
 
    First from the scouts were about the Vargemma and if the obelisk was reporting their arrival to them or anyone else. The obelisk replied that it did not have the ability to communicate other than by voice, per its design. Mental downloads were forbidden on the grounds that learning was a slow process, and instant knowledge was hollow knowledge. 
 
    Samsiv bristled at that. His existence and usefulness was based on instant knowledge, but he could understand a public database needing to be meted out gradually to strangers. A second obelisk, known as a ‘Responder,’ had been found three days ago some 92 miles to the northeast of the first one, and his scouts there had been asking the same questions to confirm what the first had said and see if there were any deviations or differences in programming. 
 
    A simple map of all Responder locations was apparently banned, but the more general map of the Temple and its purpose was not. His scouts had filed a full report after physically returning to deliver the data rather than risk a detectable transmission, though Samsiv had already ordered subsurface tunnels be established with communication lines to facilitate faster updates. 
 
    As it was, Samsiv had a visual and audio copy of the interactions with the Responders, and while he couldn’t ply it with questions himself, his scouts had covered the basics and the machine interface seemed to like to talk about the grandiose nature of the Temple at length, with this particular snippet being of supreme importance to Samsiv. 
 
    “The Founders created the Temples to provide sanctuary for the Essence users so they might develop to their potential away from the Hadarak, who would otherwise extinguish their light before it could mature. The Temples were constructed in such a manner to remain hidden from the Hadarak and the native lifeforms of the besieged galaxy. The Founders have created an environment where such races can grow without interference and learn from the knowledge left behind. Only when sufficient development has been reached will the Founders return and those that have taken sanctuary within the Temples can then repay the gift of free and enhanced growth by aiding the Founders in removing the Hadarak from this galaxy permanently.” 
 
    “But without the Founders this task is impossible and should not be attempted. And without a full Temple of experienced Essence wielders, the Founders will not have the strength to remove the Hadarak themselves. The Masters and the Apprentices must work together in order to isolate this corner of the warfront and free it from the threat of the Hadarak, but that means you must learn and grow, and based on my scans you know very little about the ways of Essence. Your learning begins now. Ask questions. Many, many questions, and I will be able to answer most of them to your satisfaction.” 
 
    Questions about the Hadarak yielded no useful answers beyond the common knowledge of what their frontrunners were. Lurkers and anything beyond that would not be confirmed nor denied by the Responders, and when asked why they would not respond, his scouts were told that knowledge of the Hadarak would only encourage a preemptive and futile attack, and that such things had happened in other Temples, thus the Responders had been programmed not to encourage future ones by providing information that was not yet needed.  
 
    But it was clear that these Founders…which would also go without description…were the enemy of the Hadarak and engaged in a massive war stretching out billions of years, if not longer. And though it wasn’t specifically stated, Samsiv inferred that this ‘corner’ of the conflict was the entirety of the Milky Way galaxy. Nothing else made sense, given that the Hadarak were at the center and had access to everywhere within it. But if they could be destroyed from the entire galaxy, whatever method of transport they had between them…which Star Force technology could not currently provide…might be able to be cut off or blocked, making this galaxy free from the Hadarak while others still suffered from their…invasion? 
 
    That wasn’t clear, in fact much wasn’t, but there was a wealth of information here to dig through if you knew how to ask the right questions, so Samsiv dispatched Paladin Research variants with the explicit task of remaining at the outposts and quietly gathering as much data as they could without drawing attention from the Vargemma. 
 
    And from that data, Samsiv had learned that the massive regional barriers were in fact empty cities that the Vargemma and others were allowed to inhabit prior to constructing their own on the ‘natural’ expanses between them.  
 
    That meant those cities were built by the Founders, and Samsiv needed to explore them as his other Researchers continued to analyze the construction of the outer shell of the Temple and the other bits of technology they had come across, including massive mechanized worms that dug through the crust leaving tunnels of their own through which magma would rise and harden, creating veins of valuable material more easily accessible with the hidden solari inside it.  
 
    But those weren’t the only Temple drones moving about. The aerial craft that had buzzed nearby the initial Paladin station had not belonged to the Vargemma. Instead they were Caretaker craft that would monitor and repair any Founder technology that became damaged…including the act of destroying those that were damaging it. The Temple had to be preserved, and its continued existence was more valuable than those taking refuge within…hence the Vargemma were expendable if they tried to break anything. 
 
    That meant it wasn’t just the Vargemma that were a threat to Star Force here, but also the Caretakers, and Samsiv sensed their firepower might be greater than that of the denizens, though he hadn’t seen any evidence of it yet. 
 
    There was so much to learn and explore here, but it could not be rushed, no matter what was happening elsewhere in the galaxy. The Paladin only had this one shot at anonymity, so they couldn’t move too fast and risk exposure. If the Vargemma were here learning from the Temple, then so too would the Paladin. And once they’d learned enough, including how to access the Temple from the outside and what would trigger the Caretakers’ combat protocols and what would not, then and only then could Star Force launch their attack on the Vargemma. 
 
    Thrawn agreed, and urged further caution, but Samsiv knew that the longer this mission took the more of Star Force would die. He was not comfortable with that, but it was the situation thrust upon them and not of their own choosing, and he would not endanger the mission to try and change it. The future of the empire, and perhaps the galaxy as a whole, depended on conquering the Vargemma here and taking possession of this Temple.  
 
    And until they knew how to do that, there was no path available to Samsiv other than to stay hidden and learn…while growing an invasion army beneath the surface where the Vargemma hopefully would not detect it until the time to act eventually came years into the future.  
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    April 17, 128543 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 1193 
 
      
 
    Skirmisher 33929 was far from any of the Paladin stations, as were many of the others. The Viceroy had many scout teams out exploring various locations on the sphere’s surface, some of which were identified by the Responders, but his current one had not been. The automated information terminals were very useful and forthcoming with basic information, but a lot of specifics were not allowed to be known...or perhaps just not known by people who could not use Essence.  
 
    The empty rooms in the Responder terminals were actually Essence training locations that required a means of interaction that the Paladin did not possess. But the Viceroy had deduced much from the information given to them, and 33929 was now on the periphery of an undisclosed location within the massive jungle in this sub-region. The sub-region itself was more than 10 times larger than most planets, and without orbital or even aerial surveillance finding this location would have been next to impossible, but using long range scoping on the far sides of the sphere and working out a not so obvious pattern, the Viceroy’s instructions had led him straight here. 
 
    It wasn’t much, given the grandeur of the entire ‘Temple’ sphere, but it was several miles wide cut out of the jungle with multiple buildings spread around what was basically a landing pad for Caretaker craft. 33929 had been instructed not to interfere with their operations and they should ignore him, but he wasn’t going to enter the facility just yet. First he would get visual recordings of the area, moving around the entire perimeter, and observing the activity…of which there was a lot. 
 
    The odd aerial craft were moving in, picking up cargo, and moving out by the hundreds per minute. They appeared to be using a very old design of aerolift engines rather than anti-grav, based off centrifugal force and spinning a series of discs on the underside of the butterfly-like wings. It was efficient, but far inferior to anti-grav, which seemed to conflict with the ultra-high tech nature of the sphere.  
 
    The crates they were carrying were simple cubes, being brought up from below ground by robotic workers that were mostly arms and rolled about on a spherical ball rather than wheels or legs. Hour after hour it was the same, crates coming up, nothing going down, and nothing opening up.  
 
    The Skirmisher needed to figure out what was inside, so after many hours of careful surveillance from the jungle’s edge, he activated his ‘ninja’ armor and disappeared beneath a decent cloaking device. It wasn’t perfect, especially on dirt and moving through leaves, but on the solid landing field all the cloak had to do was mimic far off objects as he moved through the air. Even the heat shimmers coming off the area were easy to replicate, he just hoped the Caretakers’ sensors couldn’t see him. 
 
    He wasn’t registering anything exotic, though there were various sensor beams in the area coming from the workers as they navigated about. He slipped by those easily, making sure not to get run over, for these workers were some 5 meters tall or better, and headed for a stack of crates that had not yet been picked up…but he was too late, for another aerial craft swooped in just before he got there and plucked them up into four niche slots along the spine, then lifted off and sped across the jungle to parts unknown. 
 
    The delivery pattern was chaotic and seemed never to repeat, and while the Viceroy thought he knew what they were carrying, verification was required and the receiving places that had been identified would be far harder to sneak into. 
 
    So he waited in the middle of nowhere as the workers and aerial ships moved about, then saw another stack forming. A worker had brought out a single crate and left it sitting rather than handing it directly to an aerial craft. They didn’t do that much, and he hoped this was another dead drop pile forming. Regardless, he took off running and got there just as a second crate was added.  
 
    He could already see an aerial craft heading towards this spot, so he didn’t have much of a window of opportunity to get to the crates and scan them. Being there when they got picked up could count as interference, but this was the best option he had and he decided to risk it. There were no Vargemma around to see him, and the Caretakers did not communicate with them. That had become clear early on, so there were two opponents on the field and this one was not a threat as of yet. 
 
    33929 ran up to the side of the first crate just as a third was being delivered. He smashed his body up against the side of it, allowing his cloak to create a bubble around him and side of the crate, hiding his reveal of a small object that he attached to the side of it. A few seconds of scanning and then he was gone, running away from the crates as the aerial craft slid overtop them with only a slight hum from the rotating lift discs. 
 
    Nothing fired at him, and the workers didn’t deviate from their busy loading patterns. The skirmisher slunk across to the side of one of the buildings that the workers were coming up out of and stopped there, out of the way, and reviewed the scan. 
 
    Just as the Viceroy had predicted, the crate was full of resource cubes. Solid hydrogen cubes kept at ultra low temperatures to keep them in their metallic state and in the smallest volume possible. This was the fuel for the quasi star at the center of the sphere, but not just that, apparently, because the aerial craft were moving them about everywhere and not just the feeding ports that were sending the hydrogen gas out through shield tubes from the surface to the reaction array that was providing the sunlight and heat for the entire sphere.  
 
    It was possible that the other locations were for power generation for the mechanisms here, but that was still unconfirmed. 33929 had just confirmed it was indeed hydrogen cubes, so his mission here was virtually complete. A surveillance path darting from building to building and getting some visuals from the interior was all that remained, then he was back off into the jungle to relay the mission data logs to a courier that would then take them back to another courier and so forth until they got to one of the subsurface Paladin stations. Then and only then would the data be transmitted over the landlines to all of the facilities, including whichever one the Viceroy was currently hiding at… 
 
      
 
    Skirmisher 73918 was on a different mission in a different location, and he was not alone, but rather in a team of 6 that were approaching the edge of the jungle where it met a massive vertical wall. 
 
    That wall was the strip between regions, and itself was a massive internal city that appeared to be deserted. The Responders could not, or would not, tell them what the population of the Temple was or how many of these cities were inhabited, but passive surveillance in the previous months had shown no activity whatsoever at this point, whereas others further away showed obvious craft coming and going from the top of the wide wall. 
 
    Fortunately the Paladin would not have to climb it, for there were entrances at ground level. The skirmisher team had waited outside for nearly an hour before approaching, and only then under cloak, to the large archway that had no door within it. The opening stood 28 meters high, and as soon as 73918 passed through it his cloak failed.  
 
    Some sort of energy barrier was within the archway, and as soon as he got on the other side his cloak reactivated and he disappeared again, save for a minor outline sketch provided for his team so they wouldn’t bump into each other. That small signal was designed to be as minimal as possible and undetectable by most surveillance technology, but whatever that barrier was it had ripped right through the cloaking field and made them totally visible for a couple of seconds. The question was if anyone was watching. 
 
    The temperature inside was starkly colder, and it was dark. Pitch black not too far inside, but a series of lights activated flanking the Paladin. More lit as they walked further in, and it became obvious that the city was tracking them, possibly by their footsteps, for the cloak couldn’t mask the pressure on the floor. 
 
    They continued to walk silently, noticing behind them that the lights turned back off once they got far enough away from the archway. It was as if the city was expecting people to come here, but was in powered-down mode until they came and claimed it. The whole thing wasn’t turning on because of the Paladin team, just the area around them, until they came to a ‘T’ in the corridor and the light went right, but not left. 
 
    They were obviously guiding the Paladin, who remained cloaked, and the team decided to split up and see what happened. Three went the way of the lights, while the others took the other hallway. After a few meters of walking it was clear that the city only wanted them to go in one direction, because the lights didn’t follow the others. That meant they were being led somewhere important, or into a trap.  
 
    So they all split up, with 73918 taking point and following where the lights led him. The others didn’t get far away, but explored down side hallways getting some battlemap data that would later be combined between them to make a better map of the tiny sliver of the barrier wall city they were inching their way into. 
 
    Oddly their path didn’t take them far, barely two miles inside before they came to what looked like a control center. The entire circular room lit up, showing 6 different levels around an open air atrium. It was unoccupied, but a number of systems began auto-activating on their arrival. The skirmisher had been prepared for this, and already familiar with the Temple technology as taught by the Responders. He moved to a master control panel and shut down the auto-activation sequence, fearing it might alert the Vargemma if they could monitor the status of the empty cities. 
 
    The other Paladin joined him shortly, then they set shop while sending one back to the jungle to call in a waiting team further out. No signals were sent, so he had to run there, then a group of skirmishers escorting 4 Researchers returned with him, bringing the Paladin’s scientists into the control center where they began to quickly analyze the technology and found out what it could control. 
 
    Far more information was available to them here than had been via the Responders. They were able to get a current map of everyone in the Temple…which also meant someone else could see them here too, but the interface population numbers were continually going up, ostensibly as new births were occurring, so a handful more shouldn’t draw attention.  
 
    That said, if someone had configured their systems to monitor for new arrivals…but the entire sphere seemed to be invitation only, so there wasn’t much of a risk of detection if someone had to be constantly monitoring. 
 
    Still, there was a risk, and it was possible they’d been detected already. Given that fact, they opted to stay and gather what information they could before returning to the jungle. They’d intended to stay only a few hours, but there was so much information they ended up staying for days without any interference from the outside. It was only lack of supplies that caused them to leave, though there were automated systems that could have Caretaker-produced foodstuffs delivered to them. 
 
    They did not execute that option, fearing a larger profile here. So they gathered up a wealth of data then left to return it to the Viceroy and let him decide how to proceed… 
 
      
 
    Samsiv belatedly approved their decision to stay and get the data, though he didn’t like the exposure. They might have gotten lucky, and in their study they found that the population data was only for the border cities. The Temple’s monitoring systems did not extend out into the wilderness areas or the infrastructure created in orbit by the Vargemma, though it did include the space infrastructure not created by them. 
 
    So the population number he had was incomplete, for there were many Vargemma cities in the Regions between the border cities. Why they had created their own while there were vast tracks of unoccupied city confused him. Star Force would have done the same, but in order to produce their own technology. The Vargemma appeared to use the Temple technology, except for the Olopar, which were in fact produced by Caretaker shipyards under the direction of the Vargemma…though the Vargemma had to supply them with the necessary materials harvested from the sphere. 
 
    But there were massive Vargemma cities with high populations, not just workers. It took a while to assimilate the data on all the various races…some 20488 in total as monitored by the Caretakers…but eventually Samsiv was able to figure out what the information did not say. The dispersion patterns were obvious, despite the varying sizes of cities.  
 
    The Vargemma had a rule or agreement to only colonize certain areas for each race, probably as a hedge against a race to occupy territory. It appeared they were not united, and historical records of time spent here detailed several wars between the Vargemma races that the Caretakers immediately stepped in to stop…lethally. Though they weren’t visible currently, the Caretakers did indeed have warships and smaller anti-personnel drones that activated and destroyed all those Vargemma engaged in combat.  
 
    Those that did not shoot were spared, but even those that defended themselves were targeted and destroyed with alarming efficiency. And that meant if Star Force was going to fight here, they’d also have to fight the Caretaker army simultaneously. 
 
    That made this mission nearly impossible. The Vargemma with their Essence weapons were problematic enough, now the Viceroy had to deal with a potentially even more dangerous foe.  
 
    When Thrawn was brought up to speed his worries mirrored Samsiv’s. This Temple was basically a sanctuary that allowed the Vargemma to murder whoever they wanted out in the galaxy, then return here and be protected. They could hide out inside and launch surprise attacks forever, and the Caretakers would defend them so long as they didn’t shoot back.  
 
    Curiously though, the Olopar had not been used during those previous wars. Perhaps because they were Caretaker technology? And the war machines that emerged from hidden areas were all conventional technology, no Essence weapons, and that was a key giveaway to Samsiv. 
 
    The Caretakers could not produce Essence, so they had not been configured to fight with it…yet the sphere itself used Essence for its shield.  
 
    Samsiv sent the team back again, for he needed specific searches for items of interest, and when he got them a gigantic mystery was solved. The Caretakers were machines, so they could not produce Essence, but they could harvest it from others. They had massive collectors embedded within nodes on the outer shell of the sphere, but still buried within the perimeter, that could detach and move out into the galaxy to harvest Essence when and if the reserves got too low. 
 
    Those harvesters fit the description the trailblazers had provided of the damage done to several planets in the distant past. People ripped up from the surface and killed, draining their Essence into storage canisters, one of which had been left behind for Star Force to find, and those canisters were also Caretaker technology and available for production if you had the necessary Essence skill level to unlock the mechanisms. 
 
    The entire Temple seemed geared to enticing the denizens into developing their Essence skills, as well as requiring periodic donations of their own Essence to fuel the reserves that ran a number of different systems. It seemed the harvesters were a last ditch respite if the Temple emptied out, or ran too low on population to provide enough. And that also explained the zero tolerance policy for fighting each other, for that would quickly diminish the population levels and the available Essence that they produced. 
 
    There were collection terminals everywhere, and it seemed that the act of producing the Essence was part of the training that increased one’s own reserves. So the longer they lived here and produced for the communal reserves, the more they would be able to produce.  
 
    Samsiv had extensive knowledge of how Essence worked, given to the Paladin by the trailblazers, and that verified what he was seeing here. Any Essence Rush would trigger an adaptation to up the amount of Essence a body contained. It wasn’t a big adjustment, but over the millions of years an individual could amass more Essence than an army of novices combined. 
 
    And with the population demographics came their Essence level ratings as well. 
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    July 5, 128543 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 1193 
 
      
 
    The amount of information that Samsiv was receiving was growing exponentially, as were his Paladin. Critical supplies continued to flow in from the outside, while the bulk of logistics were being produced locally, beneath the surface where the Vargemma could not see. Population levels had risen to 1.2 million after two and a half years, which was decent considering they were having to build entirely underground. Their spread would be greatly enhanced if they could build on the surface and not have to carve out interior space for everything…including getting rid of the rock, which was having to be chucked back out the entrance holes and into the nebula to hide it from the Vargemma. 
 
    Surveillance on the nearest inhabited cities had begun, with his scouts using passive scopes to observe the surface and surrounding foot traffic, then Samsiv was correlating that data with what they were getting from the Temple’s own monitoring systems. His small team had so far gone unnoticed within one of the empty cities, but he knew that would not happen if they moved in there in greater numbers. The Vargemma probably didn’t think it was possible for anyone else to get inside the Temple, so they weren’t monitoring for an incursion. 
 
    That was sloppy of them. They had to know Star Force was looking for a way in, and the number of ships being sent off towards the nebula should not have been missed unless all the Vargemma scouts had been eliminated. Samsiv didn’t know if that had happened or they just assumed the Essence barrier around the sphere was impregnable.  
 
    Then again, they might not have a way to monitor the exterior either, or get out there. They could obviously use the stargate technique to hop through the walls or other barriers, but the more Samsiv learned he began to understand that that was not a part of the Temple’s design. There had to be some modification of the barrier to allow that, for the Knights of Quenar couldn’t get through using the same technique, but all of the noted paths in and out of the sphere were in the form of the Stargate portals built into the landscape. 
 
    They connected to other Temples, but beyond that he had no information from the Responders or the city databases. It was as if he could access the ‘head this way to get to’ signs, but nothing beyond that. No map of all the Temples was available, and Samsiv was assuming it was a containment protocol in case this sphere was compromised. The invaders wouldn’t be able to find the others’ coordinates, and unless they could use Essence to activate the Stargate portals they would be useless.  
 
    That mean the Vargemma could come and go, but the Paladin could not. He had been looking for another entrance, for what if all the Vargemma died? Or how did they even get here to begin with? He suspected, due to the excessive redundancy of the Temple technology and design, that there would be a way for someone on the outside with Essence skills to get here without invitation, but so far they hadn’t located such an entrance, nor had their questions regarding such been rewarded with even a simple ‘no.’ Just the typical line that additional data requires Essence capability. 
 
    Apparently the Responders were designed for both Essence users and those that were not, for according to the active monitors within the cities, a great deal of the inhabitants here were not Essence capable…at least not yet. 62% of the 18.4 trillion monitored denizens were, while the rest were probably born here and had not been able to break through yet. Or they hadn’t earned it yet. Evidence suggested a method to make someone break through the transitional barrier, because the Responders had noted that elevation was a personal journey and only one who had achieved Essence manipulation could enlighten another. 
 
    That could mean there was a way for one Essence wielder to pass the ability on to another, or more likely some type of medical alteration that would do the same. Samsiv suspected there might be Founder technology to do that, but it would have to be operated by an Essence wielder. That meant the Paladin wouldn’t be able to acquire it, at least not without help…and that kind of help would alert the Vargemma to their existence. 
 
    But the Viceroy thought he now had what he needed to achieve victory. The battle records and follow-up research into the public knowledge of the temple contained a wealth of information that his superior mind had been sorting and exploring. He now thought he had a decent understanding of the Caretakers’ protocols. Fighting alone would not trigger their kill codes, for there were instances where nearby Caretaker units would intervene in a non-lethal fight where damage could occur until it stopped, but they also did not seem to be activated by sparring matches. 
 
    It was only when deaths occurred did they become violent, with a purging protocol for any offenders. But that protocol didn’t pursue them to the death if they stopped fighting or ran away. After a period of time they would let them go if no further deaths occurred, but they were so fast and efficient that few did live that long.  
 
    The reasons for the most recent war inside the temple were not clear, for the Caretakers did not record all information from the races here, but they did monitor them and get some data on who they were and what they did. There were 6 dominant ones that had the highest Essence ratings, and they appeared to give orders to the others. A fight between them had been the last war, and two of them were nearly exterminated here, but others arrived afterward to bolster their populations enough to recover their numbers over time. 
 
    Samsiv’s best guess was that they knew of the Caretaker protocols, but some bad blood between then was severe enough to suffer the payback in exchange for a chance at a quick and decisive strike. Ships had arrived from another Temple and then together with the Brattigh and Jestiv forces here, they had bombarded the Proloat, Vigorra, and Hampenst from within the atmosphere…but only the expansion colonies. Not those within the Temple border cities.  
 
    The Caretaker response had been laggy, and a lot of deaths had occurred before they intervened, but robotic units of varying sizes, including starships, appeared out of hidden bunkers everywhere within the crust and within the orbital facilities…then they totally laid waste to the assaulting fleet and went after the infantry fighting below, for a simultaneous attack had been made inside the border cities after the Caretakers had been drawn to the naval bombardment. 
 
    Only the Yiqq had not been involved, and they now held the largest population of any race here, but not enough to be singly dominant. It was clear to Samsiv that the races present were not a true alliance, more like various party guests brought together by someone who didn’t know about or care for their bad blood. They had to coexist, and when they didn’t the Caretakers would step in and stop, or destroy, those reducing the number of Essence wielders. 
 
    Samsiv thought that was the key to it all. The Temple had been created as a sanctuary for Essence wielders, to give them a place safe from the Hadarak to grow their skills and their numbers. If they killed each other inside that would be counterproductive, and it was better to eliminate a few troublemakers and suffer that loss than to let them kill far more through their irresponsibility. 
 
    The key fact that changed everything was the Olopar. They had not been used, and it wasn’t because of prudence. The Olopar could not be used within the Temple, for they were Temple technology and programmed to be impotent inside the sanctuary. Take them outside and you could murder whoever you liked, but not the people inside. 
 
    Samsiv had made multiple inquiries about that, and the response had been a firm ‘no’ from the Responders. The Olopar and other Temple technology available for production here for the sake of the denizens were not to be used against other Essence wielders here, and there had been protocols written to prevent such a use.  
 
    And it wasn’t just about Essence wielders, for the Olopar could not even be test fired inside the Temple. That meant Samsiv would not have to face off against the Vargemma’s strongest weapons, which was a huge relief, but the presence of the Caretakers might be an even bigger problem…if he wasn’t a Viceroy. A plan of attack had already been forming in his mind for some time, and the more supplemental data he was receiving was making him supremely confident…but they needed far greater numbers if they were going to pull this off. At least 120 million, he calculated, with more to be spawned thereafter once the Paladin could build on the surface. 
 
    There was a question of whether or not the Caretakers would intervene because the Paladin could not use Essence or because they were not invited, but his gut feeling was no. The Vargemma did not run this place, they were merely guests, and the Responders had made that clear. They freely offered their available knowledge for those without Essence, indicating that non-users being here had been predicted and accommodations made…which further suggested that there was another pathway here that might even be accessible to non-users.  
 
    He wasn’t sure about that, but a great deal of forethought had been put into a facility that seemed to run itself. If the Founders were here and watching, Samsiv wouldn’t know it. The Temple was so large it was easy to hide in, which was fortunate for the Paladin, but all the history records were mum as to who the Founders were, and all automated reactions appeared to be just that, with Samsiv unable to identify even one instance where the Caretakers didn’t follow established protocol. 
 
    The Viceroy was convinced that the Founders had built this place then moved on. To where he didn’t know, but he suspected it was either to fight or monitor the Hadarak in the Core, or perhaps beyond the galaxy itself. Regardless, they did not appear to be here, and his fight was with the Vargemma, not the Founders, so far as he knew, though he didn’t rule out that possibility if they turned out to be involved in the attacks on Star Force territory, or if they had occurred on their order. 
 
    There were more questions left unanswered, many more, but a lot had been illuminated since the Paladin’s arrival in the Temple, and the key to defeating the Vargemma was something no interstellar race had ever accomplished other than Star Force, at least as far as Star Force records went. That protocol had been included in all the Paladin’s genetic memory, and was referred to as ‘Code Blue.’  
 
    Code Blue was going to deliver this Temple into Star Force possession. It wouldn’t be quick or easy, but Samsiv thought he’d found their Achilles heel. He wasn’t ready to risk the operation on that assumption, and it would take many more months before he had the required amount of Paladin troops to launch their attack, but before then he needed to risk exposure to gain more data, and that meant growing one of the forbidden templates… 
 
      
 
    The Mind Raiders were based off the same body template as the Viceroy and the Dragoons. Some 7-9 feet tall and muscular build, but the Mind Raider had a much larger cranium, making their head extend backwards further to accommodate a larger brain. Samsiv did not have this configuration, for his mind was sufficient as it was for his task, but a Mind Raider had to have Ikrid tissue to give it the telepathy required to interrogate prisoners…and it had to have enough that even a novice could get the job done, so that meant a lot of extra basic tissue that would upgrade over the years, but the Paladin did not have years. They had to be mission capable when they spawned, hence the Mind Raiders ended up being based on the largest body chassis in what the Archons humorously referred to as ‘big head mode.’ 
 
    Samsiv had two spawned, then when they were ready he had a team of Skirmishers find isolated Vargemma on the fringes of their colonies and capture them. They were stunned and brought underground to specially made prisons, for they most likely had Essence skills that could kill the Paladin within seconds once they were conscious again. 
 
    Initial telepathic scans were done while they were unconscious, but that limited the amount of data that could be pulled. When the first of them was allowed to wake, the meter high race known as the Itolati hissed with a snake-like tongue out of its cat-like quadruped body as it groggily walked around its containment room. A few minutes later it melted the door with a disruption attack, looking like a bomb going off on the surveillance cameras, then it moved out into the exterior corridors…only to find more locked doors. 
 
    It destroyed them and kept moving until it appeared to run out of Essence, or at least wanted to keep some in reserve and not get so low it could not defend itself. Regardless, once it stopped breaking doors a hologram appeared of an identical image of the Itolati, but it spoke with Samsiv’s translated voice, for all the language files of the races here had been categorized by the Caretakers, but the one being spoken was the ‘holy’ language taught to them all by the Responders as the language the Founders wished them to speak. 
 
    “You are a captive,” Samsiv’s voice said from the Itolati hologram. “You will not be harmed. We only wish information.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the cat hissed, flicking its tongue out as if it was putting the period on the sentence.  
 
    “You will know in time, but that time is not now. A conflict is coming, and we need it to be bloodless. Do you remember the last time there was a war here?” 
 
    “Capturing me is a violation of the Alliance!” he hissed. “Are you Jestiv or Gorgonnen? Answer me you trash!” 
 
    “Neither,” Samsiv admitted. “We are superior to both of them, and soon to be the masters of all here.” 
 
    “None have the strength to accomplish that. Are you mad?” 
 
    “I am superior, but we wish you no harm, unlike the Jestiv. We simply needed to talk without revealing ourselves. I apologize for the methods, but they were necessary.” 
 
    “Spare me your apologies. I demand to know who you are…or at least what you plan to do. Answer me!” 
 
    “Tell me what you know of the Knights of Quenar.” 
 
    The Itolati snarled. “So that’s what this is about. You’re afraid they’ll tip the alliance to the Yiqq. You’ve delayed their entry long enough. What do you expect capturing me will do to help you?” 
 
    “Why do you believe they will align with the Yiqq? Their nature is quite different.” 
 
    “Their base priority is defense, of course they will align with the Yiqq. The Proloat were foolish to even try and recruit them.” 
 
    “They were following Temple protocol. Do you no longer believe in it?” 
 
    “Release me, whoever you are. I can feel you near. I will strike you if you do not release me, and you will have to deal with the Caretakers when they arrive as well. I will not remain a prisoner.” 
 
    “No, you will not. I have no wish to detain you for long. I just have a few more questions, then you will be free to go.” 
 
    “There will be an atonement for this, mark my words.” 
 
    “Do you hate the Jestiv enough to finally do something about it?” 
 
    The Itolati flinched. “Are you asking for assistance?” 
 
    “No, not at the moment. The Itolati would not be of much help, but I am wondering if you object to someone else doing the hard work while you assist in a lesser way?” 
 
    “I do not speak for the Itolati. I can make no bargains for the others.” 
 
    “Understood. But what is your personal inclination to the idea of the Jestiv being made to pay for what they’ve done in the past?” 
 
    “It is long overdue, but impossible with the Caretakers monitoring. The most we can hope for is to drive them from this Temple or acquire one of our own, but they will not allow that. They do not want us growing beyond their number, for our rates of conversion are far higher and they know it.” 
 
    “Interesting. Thank you, Itolati. That is all I needed from you. You are free to go as promised,” Samsiv said as a secret doorway opened up in the wall leading to a long hallway that led to an archway into the jungle beyond. 
 
    “You risk our ire to ask a few meaningless questions? You must be mad.” 
 
    “As you said, the Caretakers prevent any real response, so we expect nothing of consequence from the Itolati.” 
 
    “If the alliance fails, we will see you dead along with us. We will not submit to Jestiv or any other subjugation.” 
 
    “Yes, you will. You just don’t realize it yet,” Samsiv said as the Itolati walked into the hallway…and was immediately stunned unconscious by a series of turrets imbedded in the walls. Once the cat-like alien was laying on the floor in a pile of supple black fur, two Paladin Skirmishers emerged from the other end of the false tunnel, coming through the holographic jungle environment to pick up the unconscious body and carry it out to the real exit elsewhere in the interrogation facility, then they quietly returned the captive near to the location they’d acquired him, allowing him to return to his people hours later when he woke, not knowing who had captured him. 
 
    But during the brief interrogation, Samsiv had learned a great deal. For one, the Itolati could sense the Paladin beyond the walls at various ranges, giving him at least a minimum detection range without the luxury of Pefbar, for the walls were shielded for it. The Itolati had to be using an Essence technique or other penetrative locator, perhaps one boosted by Essence. But what the Itolati could not do, as was documented in the Caretaker database, was use telepathy. Samsiv had made sure to grab only races without that psionic, and like the others this one had no idea a telepath had been inside his mind searching through memories and recording them for Samsiv to look through later. 
 
    The hidden Mind Raider had also been feeding the Viceroy bits of information during the conversation, letting him know what the pressure points were and a few of the big revelations he was quickly downloading from the fully awake mind. One of them was the fact that there was visceral hatred between the races here, and the Itolati had been taking the brunt of a lot of it. All under the guise of ‘you can’t strike us or the Caretakers will intervene,’ and that impudence to do anything of merit allowed for harassment galore that would not rise to the level of interference. 
 
    It has gotten so bad an alliance had to be formed with rules to keep the races from fighting each other, for even with the threat of the Caretakers killing them all, some things simply could not be tolerated. This Temple, and the many others that had representatives from all the major races in them, were a literal powder keg that would have exploded long ago without the Caretakers riding rough shot over them.  
 
    “So inferior,” Samsiv mewed, swiping his thick tail back and forth in a dismissive gesture. Star Force had far more races living in harmony with each other, more or less, and these 20,488 were so bitter and incompatible that they were being artificially held back from killing each other until one faction was left standing. And this was with an immense amount of room inside the Temples for them to live separately.  
 
    The inferiority was insulting to the grandeur of this place, for those who had constructed it were a far higher level than these ‘guests.’ The Founders might very well be darkside, but at least they were builders. These Vargemma were more likely to destroy themselves than to live up to the purpose of the Temple, whatever it truly was. 
 
    Well, that was going to change. Once Star Force took control of the Temple and the others, a new power was going to rise over the Vargemma races and teach them the ways of the lightside and mutually beneficial coexistence…whether they liked it or not. 
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    May 2, 128545 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Caretaker Resource Tower 
 
      
 
    The Vigorra were an odd race, unfit for land yet born to it. They resembled an octopus, walking around on their tentacles rather than legs in an upright position with a hydrogen gas bladder in their bulbous heads that helped counteract their weight, but not entirely so in the Temple’s atmosphere. On worlds with a thicker blanket of gas they could actually float, so they had to choose worlds with the right amount to move around freely outdoors without being flattened to the ground and having to crawl, or being too light and getting thrown around in the wind. 
 
    That left them few options for colonization outdoors, forcing them into internal cities. Here on the Temple surface they were slightly heavier than they liked, but at least they didn’t get pushed around by the winds enough to lose their contact with the ground. That was most important here, for they were more than a mile above the surface in a Caretaker facility that was producing Carry Orbs.  
 
    Normally this facility was mostly dormant, with the Caretakers only producing what they needed themselves for their myriad of duties within the Temple network, many of which the Vargemma knew nothing about. But the Vigorra were here to produce more of their own, which involved giving the Caretaker facility the additional resources required and detailing what specifically they wanted made. How it worked was not totally understood, but the end results were never in question. The Temple was flawless. 
 
    Here though, the interface was high in the air while sealed sections of the factory extended down the thick needle of the slanted tower beneath the surface. There were no entrances visible except at the top, and only one there in the form of a wide landing platform. The Vigorra had been assigned this Caretaker facility for their overwatch, with the Carry Orbs being produced going to multiple assault fleets for many different races involved in the war against Star Force. They had to continue to apply pressure on them until they broke, and so far there was no sign of that occurring. Their will was stoked by the massive size of their empire, and the Vargemma had to inflict many more casualties until they felt enough pain to do what was required of them. 
 
    Despite their Essence use they would not be allowed into the Temples. Not now. There had been some discussion about that earlier, but now that they were under assault there would be no inclusion of them here. They were too great a threat, and their history indicated that once spurned, they would not forgive and forget. The Vargemma had to do a great deal of that in order to survive, and if one race or civilization would not, the others would be forced to eliminate them. 
 
    Or at least try to. The Caretakers did not want to permit that here, and all of the races inside the Temple network had fully moved their populations inside, leaving no one on the exterior to fall victim to reprisals. If it wasn’t for the Caretakers, the Vargemma would have killed each other long ago, and therein lay the wisdom of the Temple design. Those who could use Essence must coexist in order to increase their strength to a level that would trigger the return of the Founders, and internecine would only serve to diminish, not enhance. 
 
    The Vigorra would play their part in the often odious symphony, and those few living in the tower suffered the unpleasant environment in their artificial suits and living pods, the latter of which had been affixed to a portion of the landing pad, for there were no living quarters inside the facility and a Caretaker facility such as this had to be guarded…for those left unoccupied would be used by other races for illicit activity. Such would create a power imbalance that would threaten the Alliance that had been struck between the races. The Alliance was what bound them together within the framework of what the Caretakers would allow, and it allotted surface territory and Caretaker facilities equally amongst the races based on their Essence rankings…for those where what everyone was here for, and the reason why the Founders had created the Temple, hence it was decided that control would be based upon it and it alone. 
 
    And since the Caretakers were the ones who monitored the levels, there was no cheating possible. But still, there were so many disruptions in their Alliance that the Vigorra could not leave the tower unoccupied, so these few dozen Vigorra had to live up here while supply ships flew in to deliver the very rare cocktail of particles required to create the Carry Orbs that stored Essence in a way that Vargemma technology could not.  
 
    The Carry Orbs did not exist fully in reality, and were somehow blended with the Essence realm. Explanations from the Temple were not complete, or at least the Vargemma did not have a complete understanding of their explanations. What they did know was that each Orb had to be bonded to a physical object, for the Orb itself could not be touched with matter. Only Essence could open it, only Essence could load it. How it was created by machines was an ongoing mystery, and any attempt to break into the inner workings of the Caretaker facilities was met with stiff resistance and quick acting repair teams. 
 
    The Carry Orbs being created here were not full, but rather being taken to the racial wells. The Temple itself had an Essence well that all races were required to donate Essence to, and in turn the Temple used it for a variety of things, including the massive barrier that hid the Temple from the galaxy. But there were other wells, created by a combination of Vargemma and Founder technology located within the newly built cities far away from the prying eyes of both the other races and the Caretakers. None were built within the Temple border cities, only in the wilderness regions where some limited combat was possible before the Caretakers could get involved. If a thief entered and was caught, they could be killed before a response could be triggered, and such limited losses by ‘unofficial’ individuals were not as uncommon as they should be. 
 
    Those racial wells were the most valuable resource in the Temple not guarded by the Caretakers, and it was from those wells that the Carry Orbs were filled. Then they were put onto ships that would take them out to the assault fleets wherever they were stationed so the Olopar could be reloaded. The magical weapons created by the Founders used an immense amount of Essence, which was why population here was such a critical factor. The more people you had that could use Essence, the more you could produce…but also, and perhaps more so, the higher level Essence rating you had, the more Essence you could produce. A single individual level 120 or above could produce more in a single hour than a 800 novices could over a year’s time.  
 
    The Olopar weapons could not be used within the Temple, so sharing them had not been an issue. They were reserved for only when the Vargemma Alliance decided an action elsewhere in the galaxy needed to occur, then the arguing over who could go would begin. This time there was so much work to be done that every race that wanted a chance to launch an attack was getting it, though the Vigorra had opted out. They still had to produce Essence, the same as the others, and deliver it to the Olopar fleets, but they had not felt the urge to engage in combat and lose more of their people. 
 
    The others oddly did not care about the small losses. Their desire to use the Founders’ weapons overrode their wish for more Essence production. They had a need to kill others since they could not do so here. It was a means of handling their frustration and imposed impudence…and for those that still could not control themselves, there were plenty of examples in Vargemma history where the frustration became too much and an internal attack was launched regardless of the Caretaker threat. 
 
    In full honesty, no one had ever defied the Vargemma to the length Star Force was. Their obstinacy was fueling an almost mad desire to do them damage, but even that did not cause them to be so reckless to drain their racial wells. For if one race did strike another here, the wells would power the lesser weapons that the Vargemma had been able to create on their own. Those had no safety locks on them regarding use within the Temple, but they did trigger an automatic lethal response from the Caretakers when used. Killing was forbidden, but using Essence weapon technology to do so was deemed worse.  
 
    Which left them using their own natural skills to kill when it came down to hand to hand combat. That wasn’t quite as bad, but still triggered a lethal response for the worst offenders and any who did not stop once the Caretakers arrived. You could not escape their wrath by simply standing down, for those most responsible would be eliminated for the offense, but the others involved would be spared so long as the killing did not continue.  
 
    But if one race was committed to wiping out another, the racial wells would be the priority target for theft, as well as the primary use in self-defense, so they had to be located away from both the other races and the Caretakers…at least as far as they could get inside the Temple. 
 
    It was a Cold War occurring between the Vargemma, made even colder for the Vigorra up on the tower, for the atmospheric temperature lessened with the higher elevation, requiring the artificial suits. Other races found this temperature and gas content ideal, but not the Vigorra. Even being in the Temple was uncomfortable for them, but being all the way up here was tedious for those few assigned. 
 
    Yet it was better than the conditions in the rest of the galaxy with a Hadarak purge underway. Neiufur reminded himself of that every day of his 500 cycle duty up here. He had 83 days remaining, then another Vigorra would take his place and he’d be reassigned to something slightly less uncomfortable. Looking after the Caretakers was pointless work, but it had to be done or someone else would use the facility for their objectives, and everyone knew the ‘sanctioned’ list of production activities amongst the Vargemma were a joke. The real inventories were much larger, as each race stocked up resources for what they felt was the inevitable next outburst war. 
 
    The Vigorra wanted to survive it by not being involved, but that didn’t meant they wouldn’t be targeted…and the Temple was so large the Caretakers couldn’t get everywhere very fast, or in sufficient numbers, yet those who actually fired on and destroyed a Caretaker unit would be hunted until they were located and killed, without exception. That threat usually kept most of the trouble at bay, but not all of it, though the Star Force stubbornness was diverting some attention away from problems here.  
 
    Neiufur and the other Vigorra here knew that as long as they occupied this facility it would not come under attack. Not with Caretaker units right here amongst them. So when little wrinkles in the sunlight caused Neiufur to stretch out with his Essence senses looking to probe the odd occurrence, he was shocked to find they were actually people crawling on the exterior of the tower. 
 
    They were all over, now that he was looking, but hidden from view. Neiufur did not recognize the body shape, which could have been several different races, but what they were doing here he could not understand. They were visible to Essence, so what was the point of hiding their image?  
 
    Neiufur alerted the others, and then all the Vigorra on the platform and in their housing pods emerged, seeing for themselves as the highest intruders above them detached from the wall and dropped to the landing pad…with energy bolts emerging from the cloaking fields and hitting the Vigorra in one combined volley. 
 
    Neiufur felt his body go numb, but his suit began to counteract the sedative applied…until he was hit multiple times before he could use his Essence to respond. He had hesitated, as had the others, for the Caretakers were so close that if they struck first they would surely be killed. 
 
    And yet, as the invisible Paladin fired their weapons through brief disruptions in their cloaking fields and downed all the Vigorra atop the tower, the Caretakers did not respond at all. They kept going about their tasks, carrying in cargo canisters that were waiting on the deck and using those resources to feed the machinery inside almost as if the attack had not occurred. 
 
    In truth that was accurate, for no lethal attack had occurred. The sensor capability of the Caretakers might not include Essence skills, but it was far more advanced than what Star Force possessed, and as Samsiv had calculated, it could distinguish between damaging energy and stun energy…and stun energy did not violate the Caretaker protocols. 
 
    But what did that gain the Paladin if they couldn’t kill the Vargemma? The Vigorra would be asking that question and many others once they woke, for they could not contemplate a war without killing, yet that was what Star Force preferred. Defeating your enemy was not always the same as killing them, and for this tower at least, it wouldn’t be sending any more Carry Orbs to be filled with Essence and transported out to the Olopar fleets.  
 
    And with the other Paladin teams striking at thousands of targets all across the Temple, there was about to be a major disruption in the refueling effort…at least from this Temple, but that was just the tip of the iceberg. For these lower level Caretaker facilities that were lightly guarded were just the first targets. The larger ones, such as the shipyards in ‘orbit,’ would be hit later, but those on the surface had Paladin units moving towards them through a variety of means, including subsurface tunnels being drilled at rapid pace towards them. 
 
    Samsiv’s plan to conquer the massive sphere was just beginning, and due to the diligence of the Paladin’s secrecy, the Vargemma had no idea who was attacking them, or from where they were coming, and Samsiv wasn’t going to explain it to them via a surrender ultimatum. Since they were using stun weapons only, there was no point, and the more footholds his Paladin could get before the Vargemma could figure out what was going on, the more defensible those positions would be. 
 
    Because he assumed, based on previous behavior, that when the Vargemma did respond it would be to kill, regardless of the Caretakers. And without Essence skills to defend themselves with, the Paladin were going to take casualties. Lots of casualties. And those casualties would trigger the Caretakers to defend the Paladin against the Vargemma. 
 
    At least that was the calculation he was betting the invasion on.  
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    May 8, 128545 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Subsurface Weapon Bunker 
 
      
 
    The Caretakers were everywhere in the Temple, but most of them were unseen by the Vargemma. Those that had duties to do interacted with the denizens as needed, but most were laying dormant until needed for a variety of tasks…one of which was combat.  
 
    Over the past 6 days the alien invasion of the Temple had been monitored. The source of it was unknown, but the identity of the invaders had been discovered by monitoring Vargemma transmissions. ‘Star Force’ was the name they used for it, but no combat had been detected on their part, so the Caretakers merely observed while they searched for the entry point. If there was a breach they would seal it off, but if they had entered through normal means their presence here was not an issue, though there was no record of it. 
 
    And if they had come through a breach, then it was up to the Vargemma to handle them up until the invaders became violent. So far they had not, and aside from a few skirmishes with the Vargemma breaking the rules and local units being sent to put down the disruptions, the Vargemma had been obeying protocol as they searched for the source of the ‘infestation,’ as they referred to it. 
 
    The Temple had been built for all who could use Essence, so the Caretakers were not concerned with Star Force being here. However, the Vargemma were not so understanding, and after 6 days of patience they finally lost their cool and began an all-out assault on the invading armies in 28 different Regions. They used both their technology and their Essence skills, the former of which did not prove effective. The invaders had superior technology tailored to rendering the Vargemma unconscious as well as disabling their vehicles and ships without destroying them. 
 
    That too did not violate protocols, because the Caretakers had been programmed to allow disciplinary action that did not kill. But when the Vargemma began razing the invading troops and killing them, a large scale reaction from the Caretakers was triggered.  
 
    One of many subsurface hidden bunkers opened up, with the top of a hillside peeling off the dirt covering it and flowering apart, releasing a beehive of flying anti-grav drones each about 2 meters long with various arms and weapons sticking off, giving the devices an insect-like look to them. They all had shields, giving them resiliency beyond their small size as they flew out towards the nearest battlefield that saw the invaders coming up from subsurface tunnels and assaulting the outskirts of a Markoo city.  
 
    The bat-like race was fighting both on foot and in the air, with the Caretaker drones moving to intercept both as they ignored the invaders and their stun weaponry. The drones identified who was firing the lethal handheld weapons and marked them as targets. Many fled as soon as they saw the Caretaker swarm approach, and those that didn’t soon regretted the decision, for they were shot multiple times with small white orbs of energy that killed them with remarkable efficiency. They penetrated the armored suits and limited shields the Markoo wore as if they weren’t even there, and those few that took multiple shots in the same area actually had the weapon residue exit the other side of their bodies. 
 
    Then other drones that followed, who were not combat models, swooped down and picked up the lethal weaponry dropped by the dead. Those that ran away were pursued and killed until a set of protocols were met, then those who had successfully evaded that long were let go…aside from the few Markoo stupid enough to fire on the drones. 
 
    Those individuals were tagged with a non-expiring death order. Those drones that went after them would not relent, and soon the city defenses were forced to shoot and down the drones to protect their own. Other races would have let them die, but the Markoo’s natural instinct was to defend their kin…and that only made the situation worse. 
 
    More bunkers around the area opened up, releasing more small drones and some larger ones. All flew, with the larger ones heading for the city defense turrets that had shot and killed the smaller drones.  
 
    At that point the Markoo had to think quickly, and someone made the decision to evacuate the outer edge of the city and shut down the defenses so the Caretakers could kill the technology and be satisfied…but the smaller drones would not let the tagged individuals escape and they pursued them throughout the city until they either caught up with and killed their target, or others fired on the drones and the kill list got extended to include them as well. 
 
    All the while the nearly silent invaders moved along the ground and into the city past the destroyed defenses. The Caretakers knew they were clearing the way for them, but other than recording and analyzing what was happening, they were not programmed to care. They had no cause to ally themselves with the Vargemma over the invaders, for the Caretakers were neutral up until someone violated protocols…and not one of the invaders had killed a single Vargemma, nor fired a weapon capable of doing so. None of them were even carrying lethal weapons, though the claws on their body could be used for that in close combat. 
 
    But biological assets were not a class of banned weapons. If they were many of the races here would have been in trouble every time they sparred with each other. No, as far as biological attributes, the Caretakers judged the actions in terms of results…whereas with technology, if you fired a lethal weapon at someone and missed, they still classified the threat as unacceptable. If you didn’t fire lethal weapons you were still permitted to possess them with the intent of using them outside the Temple. You could even produce them here in mass…you just couldn’t use them here for more than target shooting, and even then that would draw Caretaker attention if anyone was in the vicinity to the weaponsfire. 
 
    Eventually the Markoo got the hint that they should stop firing on the Caretakers, and while they tried to hide those tagged, they didn’t defend them further as they were pursued and killed as punishment for violating protocol…but not all the other races were so prudent. The invaders were able to penetrate deep enough that they were enraged to the point of fighting back at the Caretakers when the Caretakers would not fire on the invaders. That provoked a warship response from the Temple, with it releasing some buried ships along with opening the docks of space-based facilities to release drones that were up to 0.8 miles long and smooth like stones at the bottom of a river that had been polished by the friction of the water. 
 
    Small weapon ports opened up, breaking the motif, as they moved down to the defiant cities and once a few dozen miles above them, they began bombarding the locations where there was heavy resistance. This might catch non-combatants in the attack, but the level of defiance had risen to such levels that efficiency dictated area of effect attacks that were acceptable in order to diminish the number of deaths elsewhere. 
 
    Minimizing deaths was the sole protocol, and eliminating killers was deemed as the means to protect lives in the future…and by protecting lives they protected the Essence capability of those inside the Temple and their growing experience levels. If the elders were killed off and replaced by younger versions, then they would never rise to the levels needed. Thus some sacrifices had to be made in order to put down rebellions quickly, and those emergency protocols would not rescind until overall combat against the Caretakers had ended. 
 
    All but one of those enraged races relented when the orbital bombardment began, but the Jestiv did not. They were amongst the strongest of the Vargemma races, and they actually turned their Essence weapons against the Caretakers in order to protect their cities. The attacking drone warships disappeared in explosive bursts from disintegration attacks while the Olopar remained silent. The Vargemma could not use them to defend themselves, but the weaponry they had built on their own they could use, and someone made the decision to forget trying to appease the Caretakers by sacrificing part of their cities. They were going to fight back, and that was something the Temple could not allow to escalate. 
 
    One of the nearby Olopar that had a crew made up of another race began to move…but only one, and it was not at the direction of the crew. The Caretakers were assuming remote control of it, which was an ability that the Vargemma had not known they possessed. The single Olopar began charging with orange energy at its points, giving the Jestiv fleet ample warning that it was going to attack. Rather than backing off they moved towards it and engaged the Olopar, whom they thought one of the lesser races had figured out a way to use. Only a few realized that this might be a Caretaker override, but not soon enough to stop the fleet from attacking it. 
 
    But the Jestiv weapons were far less powerful than Star Force’s, and the Essence shields of the Olopar easily handled the standard weaponry, as well as the few Essence based weapons the Jestiv fleet had. They couldn’t do enough disruption to the shield before the Olopar fired down into one city, and only one city, as an object lesson designed to scare the others into submission. 
 
    The invaders on the edge of the city got caught in the blast as well, but mainly from debris rather than the directed disintegration attack. The Fruc’zo hit in the city center and transformed all matter there from solids and liquids into plasma. Even the air was split, causing a light so bright it blinded those nearby that saw it without helmet reduction technology.  
 
    The explosive radius threw the surrounding matter out, cracking and breaking it into billions of pieces…then those pieces hit buildings further out and the city fell like dominos, burying the invaders on the edge as virtually all of the Jestiv in the city were killed in that single, swift attack. 
 
    The Caretakers were programmed to let the attack sink into the psyche of the denizens, and if they relented no more cities would be destroyed. If not, they too would be purged until all zones of rebellion against the Caretakers were eliminated. But for the Jestiv fleet that was shooting the Olopar, it would not be spared. 
 
    Nearby there were other parked Olopar that had not moved. Their crews could not use the weaponry if they wanted, and they did not understand why one of the Kik’ki’s had until their own began to operate independently as four more activated and moved to eradicate the Jestiv fleet that had dared to assault the other Olopar.  
 
    When they saw the others coming the Jestive tried to run, but that only got other Olopar and warship drones deployed to hunt them down. By the end of the week every ship that had taken part in the attack would be destroyed, reducing the Jestiv ship count within the Temple by 24% and killing over 30 million crewers in the process. 
 
    But the losses were necessary, for they would prevent greater losses later. So the Caretakers were not concerned with the ‘friendly fire’ that was only aiding the Hadarak. They had specific orders for situations like this and many more than the Founders had outlined, and as machines they had no free will to make choices of their own. They simply did as they were programmed to do. 
 
    The Vargemma, after seeing an entire city vaporized in a moment by their own weapons that they could not control, quickly realized that they had to submit or face further penalty…but the invaders did not stop their assaults. How could the Caretakers not intervene when they were under assault? Had Star Force hacked the Caretakers? Was it because they were using stun weapons? 
 
    Many questions races across the Temple, but in the Vargemma’s confusion the invaders’ assault rolled on and Star Force acquired every major facility within the Temple that was not built by the Vargemma and many that were, but only on the ground. It wasn’t until several months later did the invaders’ own warships emerge from underground to take the fight to the space-based platforms, but before then the land assault continued without stop, and more and more advanced units emerged, including mech armies. 
 
    They too were bearing stun weaponry and anti-tech guns that would disable or pin the Vargemma’s weapons if they chose to use them…and whenever they did they had the Caretakers rush in to aid Star Force. 
 
    Or so it appeared. Some of the Vargemma figured out what was happening, but they had so few stun weaponry of their own that they were horribly outmatched. The Temple was so massive that they had time to start building stun weapons and equipping their troops with them, at which point the invaders started to meet effective resistance in some areas, but there was nothing that could stop them. Even well-established strongpoints with ample stun weaponry were overcome with a combination of deviousness and technological superiority…for every time the Vargemma used their Essence to try and kill the invaders the Caretakers would intervene, and for some reason they’d only been taught a handful of techniques that allowed them to disable with Essence…and those were rarely practiced, for they did not measure on the Temple’s strength rankings. 
 
    The invaders used no Essence at all, and because the lethal techniques were banned they essentially had an even fight with better technology and a steady flow of reinforcements from subsurface tunnels that the Vargemma could not backtrack, though the Caretakers did at last and began to identify the breaches in the outer shell. When they attempted to reseal them Star Force did not intervene…at least not for 5 weeks. At that point most of the breaches had been repaired, but not all, though the close observation of the drones at the breach points had been extremely useful, for suddenly they disappeared from Temple observation and any additional drones sent to the same locations also disappeared. 
 
    In truth Star Force had learned how to jam their transmissions, which were operating on a very curious set of energy frequencies that were not unknown, but had never been utilized in this fashion. The Paladin adapted fast and figured out the weak point in their communications, then when they had them effectively blocked the Paladin attacked and destroyed the drones without the Temple knowing what happened deep under the bedrock where most of their sensors would not penetrate.  
 
    In fact nothing would that could monitor a battle in the hollowed out chambers, and the limited comms signals that could get through the rock or passed along the outer shell to conduits up to the surface were being jammed with redundant jammers. The Paladin couldn’t take the risk of even one message getting out, or they’d be the ones having to fight the Caretakers…for they would not sacrifice even one of their personnel if they came under attack.  
 
    That was why it was imperative that they all follow orders, but for the Paladin that wasn’t an issue. They were united as one, fought as one, and thought as one. Orders given were orders carried out, which was why Samsiv had been willing to pursue this strategy, and after 4 months of combat and the final space-based Caretaker facilities taken, along with the major Vargemma shipyards, it was finally time to let the Vargemma know his demands, for there were far too many people inside the sphere for him to capture. The cities would be beyond his control for years to come as the Paladin population increased, and if he had to pacify them gradually he would, but a negotiation could yield far faster results if the Vargemma were of a mind to cooperate. 
 
    He routed his transmission through several couriers, with no active signal being made that could backtrack to his location. If the Vargemma wanted to talk, he would give them the means later. Right now they just needed to hear him, and with Paladin scattered all throughout the Temple, they could transmit to everyone simultaneously on time-stamped orders to further mask the origination point. 
 
    “I am Viceroy Samsiv, commander of the Paladin occupation force now besieging the Temple. The Vargemma’s unprovoked attacks on Star Force have resulted in your forfeiture of this grand facility. Though we do not possess all of it yet, we will continue to advance and take stewardship of it piece by piece until we have it all. We are not here to kill you, but your misdeeds now require you to forfeit control. This can be achieved through further combat, or you can come to terms and remain here under our domain.” 
 
    “We have assimilated many belligerent races in the past, and our process has become quite efficient. Since I have arrived here, I have studied you…and your lack of leadership is appalling. If not for the Caretakers you would have destroyed each other long ago. This wasteful disrespect for the gifts given to you by the Founders is embarrassing. The galaxy burns under the assault of the Hadarak, and you who have the tools to destroy them hide in fear…worse still, you destroy the weapons we created to destroy the Hadarak in your absence. You have aided the Hadarak…yet you inhabit a Temple whose sole purpose is to raise an army against them.” 
 
    “You can stubbornly cling to possession that you no longer can maintain, or you can submit to our authority and return to the purpose of the Temple. You can use Essence. Star Force can use Essence. We both are targeted for Hadarak destruction because of this. We are natural allies against the Hadarak. You will no longer be able to launch attacks on Star Force from this Temple, but you would be wise to advise the others to cease immediately. If you wish to fight this out, we will win, for we are superior and we are now inside. We will not be removed again, and without the strength of the Temples shielding you, you cannot stand against us.” 
 
    “Star Force is going to destroy the Hadarak with or without your help. If you insist on helping the Hadarak by hindering us, then you will be eliminated one way or another. But I offer you this standing ultimatum. We will assimilate this Temple into Star Force. Those willing to work with us will be greatly enhanced in the transition. We seek no punitive action against you, only the removal of the threat. If you choose to voluntarily cease being our enemy, no harm will come to you. You do not need to fear us.” 
 
    “But we are asserting control, so your sovereignty is now revoked. That is the consequence of your actions against us, or your silence while others in the Vargemma did so. Star Force views all of you as individuals, and each of you will have a choice to make. Your leaders cannot make it for you. When the time comes, you will determine your own path. Until then, you will remain in your cities until we can take full possession of them. Those willing to begin working with us prior to us taking direct possession are encouraged to do so. Those intent on defying us at every turn, you will be dealt with accordingly when the time arrives.” 
 
    “As of now, this Temple and all those within it are being annexed into Star Force territory. Welcome to the Empire.” 
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    January 9, 128546 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Region 119 
 
      
 
    Administrator 428 had been spawned during the second year of the Paladin presence within the sphere and had been moved around to four different assignments, with his latest being the largest. He was tasked with building, supplying, and maintaining security on Prison Facility 28 that was being filled with unconscious bodies coming from the war zones. They were being transported by hover train from three cities that had not yielded to the Paladin, with all the ‘prizes’ being stunned and packed into train cars that followed a series of beacons across the natural landscape out into the ‘no man’s land’ far from any Vargemma infrastructure. 
 
    The trains would pull in at the arrival station, with an army of Paladin Dragoons waiting to unload them. Automated systems on the train would restun any prisoner that began to wake, for the Paladin could not take the chance of direct interaction. The Vargemma had Essence skills that could kill them in a few seconds if they wished, so they had to be moved unconscious and kept that way until they got into the labyrinth that AD428 had chosen to set up. 
 
    There were many different prison schematics within his genetic memory, but the nearest equivalent were those designed to hold psionics capable individuals and those largely used inhibitors bonded to their skeleton so they could not remove them. The inhibitors would block most of their psionics, but there were some prisons built without inhibitors and they were structured on using drone interactions while keeping the prison staff out of range of the psionics. 
 
    But Essence was a whole new paradigm and there were no prisons designed to handle it. AD428 had decided to go with a basic labyrinth that would be accessible by air, and none of the races being sent to him could fly, but he had a shield dome extension that could be built if necessary later to handle those. 
 
    Other Administrators would be tailoring their prisons as they felt necessary, and customizing them for each race coming to them…as well as the different Essence skills of those individuals, which the Caretakers were happy to supply. None of the Vargemma could hide their skills from them in the monitored areas, and there was an easily accessible catalog of their strength levels in addition to the new components being produced in Caretaker facilities under Paladin control that would allow AD428 to directly measure Essence levels and see the aura extensions that the individuals produced. 
 
    He wasn’t going to rely on any non-Star Force technology for the prison, but he was going to use it as an extra. The labyrinth he had set up and was continuing to expand upon was an open air prison with a maze of walls that would give the prisoners a lot of exploring to do to occupy their time. Provisions would be flown in to certain drop points, as well as random others, to keep the prisoners nourished as well as incentivize them to avoid stagnation. The labyrinth was not an indoctrination center, for how to handle Essence wielders was something that the Archons were going to have to handle.  
 
    No, AD428’s orders were for containment, not training, though he did incorporate the standard interface programs that would allow prisoners to spend their idle time on useful things rather than causing trouble. Holographic interfaces that couldn’t be damaged appeared as glowing statues at various points throughout the labyrinth of stone-like walls that rose some 12 meters high and were completely smooth and unable to be climbed without special augmentation. 
 
    Yet the Vizxo could climb them, thought with some effort. Their hands and feet had some type of adhesive quality that when enhanced with Essence allowed them to cling to just about anything, including the anti-grip walls, but the energy shields capping the entire labyrinth prevented them from climbing up and over. After seeing their ability to climb, AD428 added some special tunnels that only had access points at the top, giving the Vizxo a portion of the labyrinth that only they could get to individually, though some of the other races could lift a person up to them if they worked together. 
 
    And they did. As more and more individuals were delivered on a regular basis, they began to organize, explore, and begin to build makeshift shelters that were pointless. The shields kept the rain out and allowed the interior of the labyrinth to be heated or cooled as needed. The natural environment was not a threat, but the Administrator felt the prisoners wanted to exert some sort of control over the area, so they were using a myriad of Essence skills to deconstruct portions of the walls and turn them into other materials that they were fashioning into just about everything you could imagine possible. 
 
    Their ability to do so was impressive, so much so that AD428 requisitioned a research team from the hatcheries to study their alchemy and organizational techniques. He didn’t want them actually devising a way to get out, though he didn’t mind them damaging the portions they were in…because the labyrinth was expanding far faster than they could deconstruct the walls.  
 
    So far they hadn’t been able to do anything to get through the shields, but AD428 was wondering if they might have an Essence technique for that. He knew they could use the stargate method to pass through just about anything, but if they couldn’t see what was on the other side they were risking suicide. With the help of information coming from Thrawn, they’d identified the necessary range for one individual to act as a beacon for another and set their prison beyond it, so the inhabited cities couldn’t just pull their prisoners back to them or invade the prison from within. 
 
    Ranges for that sort of thing were usually less than a mile, but with technological upgrade it could go much further. That was how they got people from the now destroyed outposts into the sphere and back again, but to do it without augmentation meant the ranges were damn short, even for those more skilled than others. 
 
    Grouping together helped to increase the range, but not to what was needed to reach one of their cities thousands of miles away. The Paladin were keeping the airspace clear, for if a Vargemma craft flew over the labyrinth they could pluck some out by that method, but so far none had attempted to do so. He assumed they knew they’d be intercepted, but then again, maybe they didn’t care about those that had been captured. The brief history of warfare with Star Force saw them making sacrificial attack runs to accomplish their missions, so perhaps a jailbreak wasn’t even on their priority list…especially when they were still fighting the Paladin to keep them from fully taking over their cities. 
 
    But AD428 had to prepare for all options as he continued to supply foodstuff by drone drops down through the shield barrier. Some of those drones did not return, being captured or destroyed by the Vargemma, but that was not an issue. He simply made more while having others move in and repair walls that were damaged, giving the prisoners a sense of hopelessness with regards to escaping when whatever they damaged just ended up repaired back to new a few days later.  
 
    So this was a game he was playing with the powerful Vargemma as more and more were sent his way. He kept them separated into sects so they couldn’t all pool into one region and demolish a lot at once, and sometime he had to redesign the labyrinth to separate out new groups as they found or created pathways to access each other.  
 
    It was a challenge AD428 was up to, and he was glad the Vargemma were as well. He would have worried more if they just sat and did nothing, for he needed to preserve them, and not just to appease the Caretakers. Code blue meant the objective was no deaths, and that included from stagnation effects within the prisons. They were to be held here until they could be transitioned to properly built indoctrination centers…but that couldn’t happen until the Archons got here and designed them. Thrawn had said as much, despite the wealth of information coming from the other side of the barrier. Apparently some things required the Archons being on site to handle, but as of yet there was no way to bring them in. 
 
    And that was where the second part of the prisons came in. Mind Raiders were scanning some of the unconscious ones on arrival, gleaning what they could, then when high value targets were identified from that sifting and surveillance of the prison populations, AD428 had to find a way to isolate those individuals for capture…and the Vargemma figured it out after a while, so they’d decreed that no one was to go off into the labyrinth tunnels alone. 
 
    But that didn’t stop the Paladin, and small teams of Vargemma were caught in wall traps or other clever redirection methods that avoided them actually stunning the individuals. Some of them tried to break through the walls, and they could, but they only had so much Essence in reserve and they bled themselves dry eventually, leaving he labyrinth the final victor.  
 
    They were then shuffled into areas where the telepathic range of the Mind Raiders would be able to reach the prisoners without them being able to reach back. That was very problematic with some of the stronger Vargemma, but Star Force also had mind reading technology that could assist from afar. The combination of the two meant that AD428 was gathering intelligence on things the prisoners would not talk about freely, though no method of entering the Temple sphere had been discovered beyond the portals that linked one sphere to another…and no one that had ever been outside the Temple system had yet to be captured and interrogated. 
 
    The Vargemma did not share as much information with their populations as Star Force did. That became clear quickly enough, with a very tiered system that had one race keeping secrets from another, and in order to do that they had to keep secrets from their own population else their minds be read in a similar fashion, for quite a few of the races in the Vargemma were telepathic. 
 
    None were in this prison, thankfully, but some Essence techniques could see through walls and the Paladin hadn’t fully charted them all, thus they had to be extra careful. They’d put Pefbar-blocking compounds into the construction, and that seemed to be enough to keep them from stargate jumping through them, but sensing someone else’s Essence could potentially do the same. 
 
    So far no one had got at the Mind Raiders in this prison, but they had in others. 6 had been killed in total, with only 4 recoverable with regenerators. Some of the Vargemma races were downright scary in terms of what they could do even without Essence, but like him, the other Paladin were adapting quickly and the number of incidents were diminishing into oblivion. That meant the more powerful races couldn’t be mind-scanned in the same way, or at all, but there were plenty of others that could be, and information was being gained rapidly. 
 
    It wasn’t until a fourth race was added to his prison population that there was a breakthrough, for the Vargemma did not co-inhabit cities with each other, meaning each city had only one race within it. Even the boundary cities had no overlap, as if the Vargemma hated each other so much they didn’t want to physically see one another. 
 
    That was partly true, based on their mental scans, but it was also a security precaution. They were not here by their own choosing, for initially the Vargemma had been recruited from dying races that the Hadarak were exterminating. Those originals had been forced to work together here, and had been adding other Essence-capable races to the population when they could, for that was their mandate, but they never trusted any of them. The news of the Knights of Quenar had also rattled many, because they were said to possess superior technology, and there were quite a few races that did not want them included for that reason…and some others that were just the reverse, hoping to gain from their technology, either from trade or theft. 
 
    There was a lot of theft going on, both in terms of Caretaker-made materials along with natural resources. Since they were forbidden from killing, the boldness of some was increased greatly and all kinds of hijinks ensued. Some from individuals just being reckless or looking for a rush, but others were well organized from the top of their races, all of which added to the eternal frustration within the Vargemma. 
 
    In fact, some of the interactions within the prisons between the races were the first their races had ever experienced directly, but since Star Force was the primary nemesis now they were actually working together to try and defeat the labyrinth…and the fact that the Caretaker drones could penetrate the Star Force shields and get down inside the labyrinth at will had ensured that they didn’t start killing each other, for the most part, for there were a few early incidents and AD428 had specifically designed the weaker shields to allow the Caretaker drones through.  
 
    But the inclusion of the Hitori that had finally registered the Paladin’s first solid bit of intelligence on the Temple transportation infrastructure from a highly placed individual who had gotten caught in the combat when his aerial transport was disabled. It wasn’t much information, for all he had heard was a rumor, but it was said that the Caretakers did not go into the galaxy to retrieve the first ones from the Hadarak’s purge. That it was the Founders themselves that did so, then they left the first Vargemma here to grow into a powerful ally over the ages. 
 
    That wasn’t the key point, for along with the gossip was the question of what would happen if they actually went to full war, ignoring the Caretakers’ lethal protocols, and just killed each other with no one left alive. What would happen if there was a total wipeout? Nobody would be left to look for and secure more Essence users. Would the Founders return to start over, or would the Caretakers go out and grab someone to begin the process over again? 
 
    But there was a rumor of something much more simple. A way for Essence users to find their way into the Temple without an invitation, but one that would require Essence use to activate. The individual in question did not know what that was, or even what it could be, but he was convinced that the wisdom of the Founders had left behind a way for the mission to be accomplished even if the Vargemma failed here or refused to do their job in finding other Essence users. 
 
    Once AD428 reported this rumor to the Viceroy, he ordered all Mind Raiders to search for confirmation, and after a few months of work they began to get other hits. Nothing complete, but this rumor was present in many of the races and the Viceroy made tracking it down the Paladin’s top priority, even as they continued to fight the Vargemma in a growing stun weapon war, taking more prisoners on a daily basis, but not coming close to even a sliver of the overall Temple population. 
 
    No method of lowering the shield had been found, and it was known that only Essence use could control the more important Founder technology, so even if they found the shield barrier’s controls, they’d need the Vargemma’s help to take them down, and right now none of their races had submitted to the Paladin. Their stubbornness was admirable, despite the inevitability of the outcome of this war…though with ample time until completion, AD428 agreed that the Vargemma should stick it out in hopes of an altering event to occur. 
 
    And with many ships coming from other Temples to see what was happening here, then leaving before the Paladin’s growing fleets could get to them and disable them, it was clear the Vargemma here and elsewhere were looking for a way to break this no-kill stalemate that favored the Paladin. If they found one, the Viceroy was certain that they’d launch a full-on assault intent on wiping out the invasion to the last man.  
 
    So it was critical that AD428 and the other prison Administrators find the information in the minds of the captured Vargemma that would lead them to the backup method of entry. If they could get just one Archon in here, that would be enough to operate the Temple technology and access the sealed records that the Vargemma already had, but the mundane Paladin did not…and using the Mind Raiders to puppeteer a captive in asking questions for them hadn’t worked, for the Responders had been programmed to know the difference and made that fact known the first time the Paladin had tried it. 
 
    One Archon was all they needed…or one turncoat Vargemma with sufficient skill level. So far not one had turned, or even bothered to engage in discussions. They were hostile beyond hostile, and only the Paladin’s superiority in non-Essence warfare was keeping the war from becoming a slaughter. That and the threat of more reprisals from the Caretakers if the Vargemma should break protocol again. 
 
    At some point the Paladin knew the Vargemma would attack regardless, if they felt they were truly going to be displaced from the Temple. They would die rather than abandon their position here, but so far they still controlled the majority of their own cities, and it was going to take forever to slowly stun and remove the captives from them. Hopefully the Vargemma would hold out long enough to forgo the suicidal response they now knew the Vargemma were building to, at least until they could get an Archon in here to unlock the front door. Once that happened and the Star Force fleet entered, the Vargemma could have their last stand if they wished, for not even the Caretakers could defeat a full Star Force fleet equipped with hundreds of Materia weapons.  
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    August 24, 128546 
 
    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Mountain Hideaway, Region 824 
 
      
 
    As the number of prisoners gradually rose and more Mind Raiders were spawned to accommodate the information search, it became clear that the geography of the Temple was much more complicated than observed. The Paladin had already secured the obvious Caretaker facilities, but there were many underground that were hidden, including most of the more sensitive ones. Additional battles had to be fought to remove the Vargemma from some of them, but others were completely empty, and it eventually was discovered that even the Vargemma didn’t know what they were for. 
 
    Add to that, there were cloaked locations within the space inside the sphere that held other things. The Vargemma had explored some of them, but others were still off limits and whenever someone got close Caretaker warships would appear and warn them off…and if they didn’t turn back they’d be quickly destroyed. And given that there was very little gravity inside the sphere to navigate with, all ships speeds were reduced so low that in effect the size of the inner system was greater than most star systems with regard to travel times. 
 
    That meant there was a lot of empty and unexplored space inside the Temple that the Caretakers were not informing the Vargemma of, but Samsiv expected most of the good stuff to remain inside the shell itself. It was so large and expansive that it would not be possible to explore all of it even with an army of searchers, and what the Vargemma had found had been through following links in the information left behind by the Founders. It was like a massive puzzle to be figured out, and the Vargemma had not done so well in pursuing it because they were more interested with internal politics and status rather than solving the mystery of Temple and its builders. 
 
    But what they had learned was very useful, and as more bits and pieces came in the Viceroy was able to figure out some things the Vargemma had not. Eventually the trail of clues led him to this mountain facility, which he did not come to in person. That was too risky, so as usual for Viceroys and their Mastermind ancestors, they stayed hidden and relied on information transmitted to them in order to guide the Paladin, and in this case that was through an expedition team of several hundred scouring the mountain to find the hidden entrance to a facility the Vargemma had never discovered, though the clues had been right under their snouts. 
 
    How to access the facility had not been clear, but once on site several researchers were able to figure it out within 4 days. One tiny red crystal was hidden amongst the mountain rocks, and had they not known where to look it would never have been found, for nobody was supposed to go into this facility. They were meant to come out of it.  
 
    When the crystal was activated with a generic password the Vargemma had learned to be a mundane way of accessing low level facilities rather than Essence use, a large slab of stone melted away from the entrance and pulled into a surrounding ring. It was molten and glowing, held in check by some sort of energy field around a passageway large enough for a single mech to walk through. In fact, most of the entrances in the Temple were configured to accommodate very large body sizes, on the scale of the V’kit’no’sat, which Samsiv assumed was about the largest in the galaxy as far as potential Essence users went.  
 
    Inside was a large chamber with a circular ring set into the far wall similar in shape to the massive ones visible on the surface of the Temple through which starships could travel. This one, however, was meant for pedestrians. Specifically those that didn’t have an invitation.  
 
    The Vargemma had known something like this would exist, but since none of them had entered via this route they’d never bothered to figure out where it actually was, though the clues had been there. But then again, why bother searching for something that was of no use to them? Position and status within the Temple seemed to be their only concern, and it had become a recurring theme in the mind raids of the prisoners. The drama was blinding them to the greatest mystery in the galaxy, and that led to ever increasing disgust by the Viceroy with regards to the Vargemma. 
 
    There was nothing inside the mountain hideaway except the exit chamber, and while it should be possible to turn on the portal and use it to travel out of the Temple, the Paladin could not do it because they did not possess Essence…but fortunately the displays burned into the walls did not require it, or at least did not require it for all functions.  
 
    They appeared to be holograms, but of a nature that defied the eyes. They looked 3 dimensional, but they were completely flat and almost magically carved into the walls…and they were everywhere, detailing a lot of what was probably valuable information, but the map of the galaxy was the one that the Paladin were after.  
 
    The great swirl showed the location of this Temple and four other points, each of which was at the very edge of the galaxy…the furthest away from the Hadarak you could get…and they were marked in the Temple language as the Bridges. Another wall display further elaborated on them, explaining through a series of pictures and text that they linked the Temple network to the galaxy, and that only those who were worthy could pass through. The Bridges would separate the Temples from those who did not belong here, while allowing those that later proved their worth to enter when the time was right.  
 
    It took more than an hour before the Paladin realized the walls were interactive, with the galaxy map being able to zoom in to see the exact systems where each of the four bridge endpoints were located. It even pinpointed where on the appropriate planets they were, though without the use of any coordinates. The Paladin had to visually map out and remember the locations, but that was easy for the Researchers, who immediately sent the information back to Samsiv via couriers, indicating that they had found the way in for the Archons and they had the choice of 4 different routes...but that wasn’t all that was here, and the information kept flowing back to the Viceroy from what was apparently a primer for those who first arrived in the Temple. 
 
    It spoke of a Great War spread across the galaxies, in which a terrifying enemy lurked in the Core of each, using it as a transportation hub to get from one to another. The only threat to them was those that could harness the full potential of Essence, so they had guardians bred to hunt down and destroy all those within the galaxies that learned to use it. Long, long ago they had simply destroyed all life within their host galaxies to insure that no one rose to oppose them…but life returned regardless. They could not figure out how this happened, but it always did, thus they began to weed the galaxies of Essence users rather than trying to deny them existence or occupy all locations.  
 
    The latter had been tried, but when a galaxy reached the saturation point something was triggered. No one knew how, but great beasts would come out of the darkness between galaxies and lay waste to the overpopulated galaxies...then disappear again never to be seen. They too could use Essence, as well as additional powers that were inexplicable. None could stand against them, and only those that were able to run across the stars were able to survive and tell the tale, for no world in an entire galaxy was spared when they emerged from the darkness in a tidal wave of death. 
 
    So the enemy inhabiting the Cores of many galaxies decreed that their watchdogs would both weed out Essence users as well as preventing the overpopulation that would trigger the apocalypse monsters to return. Keeping their galaxies in a semi-populated state as they expanded to others, destroying all worthy opposition while allowing the lessers to exist in the Rim so long as they did not interfere with their colonization of the Galactic Cores.  
 
    But there were those in some of the galaxies that did not bow, and were too strong to be destroyed. Thus the Great War began, with some of the targeted galaxies being able to repel the invaders, but far too few. The enemy continues to assault them, gathering resources from more conquered galaxies to strengthen them. If this was allowed to continue the holdouts would eventually fall to the increasing strength of the Core dwellers, so it was decreed that resistance cells would be established within the far Rims all conquered galaxies.  
 
    And that was what the Temples were. Breeding grounds for resistance fighters engaged in a war too large for them to win, but also sanctuaries where the Hadarak could not get to them under most circumstances…and with backups in case one or more Temples fell. If and when the resistance fighters rose to sufficient level, a leader from the holdout races would come and guide them in guerilla warfare against the Core with no hope of ultimate victory, but in order to do damage to them so that they could not supply the assaults on the holdouts…or perhaps even draw resources from other galaxies to put down the resistance here. 
 
    None of this the Vargemma knew, at least not their populations. Perhaps their leaders did and were hiding it from them, or perhaps it had been lost over the millions of years they had been here squabbling with each other. Yet it was clearly displayed here for those first entering the Temple to understand what they were getting involved with and why they were hunted by the Hadarak for their Essence use.  
 
    But there was more, including one other tactic the Hadarak had tried…that being to destroy all planets so no new life could arise on them. When that happened it appeared to work for a long time, then new planets and stars began to arise just like the lifeforms did on the existing ones. And each time this happened there was a unique Essence effect, with those capable of sensing it seeing the equivalent of a supernova across the galaxy. One moment there was just the void of space, then a flash of super Essence that would subside to reveal a new planet, star, or even entire star systems, nebula, or whatever else needed replaced.  
 
    And it was somehow linked to the apocalypse monsters, for when they purged a galaxy they ate most of the planets in the process. Then in the aftermath there would be a kaleidoscope of Essence eruptions repopulating the galaxy with planets…then much, much later there would be smaller Essence explosions depositing the first generation of each race, but it would rarely happen when one could see it.  
 
    This was how planets that had no population gained it, and those that had been heavily depopulated would see new races coming out of nowhere, making those on them think they had simply been overlooked before, but they were not. They were coming out of the Essence in some way, though what happened to the mass being eaten by the apocalypse monsters was unknown. Did it return to the Essence or did something else happen? It was detailed on the walls that no expedition to the dark zones had ever uncovered the location of the apocalypse monsters, and that one out of three such expeditions never returned.  
 
    The walls asked a basic question…where the monsters part of the Essence or just another race that fed on heavily populated galaxies? The answer to that was unknown, but the Core Dwellers feared triggering such a thing, so they had to keep population levels low in the Rim to compensate for higher levels in the Core, even if it meant killing off their own to do it. So they could not inhabit an entire galaxy, meaning the Rim would be relatively safe for the resistance fighters so long as they didn’t draw too much attention to themselves.  
 
    So the holdout galaxies had devoted the resources to build the Temples across this and other galaxies in an attempt to slow down the Hadarak, but the murals clearly detailed that this war was lopsided and the holdouts were at a disadvantage as the cycles repeated over the eons. It was possible that even the holdouts had been destroyed since the Temples were created, and if that was the case the Founders wished for those who found the Temples to use and preserve them to defy the Core Dwellers in any way possible. 
 
    The word ‘Hadarak’ was never used, nor were there any specifics regarding the others involved. It was as if they had designed the information to be as simple as possible, expecting the equivalent of younglings to arrive that couldn’t comprehend greater detail, but it was effective enough at getting the point across. Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat, even the Zak’de’ron, had been stepping on a much larger conflict without even realizing it. And the Hadarak had been tolerating them as inferiors not worth their time up until something had changed. Maybe they had discovered Star Force’s Essence use, but how could they unless they had spies in the Rim? 
 
    Whatever had happened, this purge was going to destroy all life in the Rim then retreat to leave it uninhabited. That was clear now, otherwise they’d risk their minions occupying every world being too much for the apocalypse monsters to ignore. So this was not a takeover of the galaxy, just a temporary purge before they retreated back to the Core where they preferred to be. 
 
    That was critical information for the trailblazers that got sent back as well, though in light of everything else it almost seemed to get overlooked. This was an epiphany moment for Star Force that could not be understated, but the practicality of the moment was clear. They could do nothing about the Hadarak or the holdouts, but they now did have a way of getting an Archon inside the Temple. They had four, actually, and the sooner a Star Force Essence wielder got here to start operating and exploring the systems denied to the Paladin, the more they’d begin to learn about the Founders, the Hadarak, and this galactic war that was so large nobody had even knew it was happening. 
 
    And the Vargemma? They appeared all the more pathetic now. Perhaps the hopelessness had been too much for them to handle and they had abandoned the resistance mission, but whatever the case they were nothing more than arrogant squatters at this point, and it was time for someone who was not afraid to fight to use the tools left behind by the Founders for something other than helping the Hadarak do their dirty work. 
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    Dyson Sphere, Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Mountain Hideaway, Region 824 
 
      
 
    A large contingent of Paladin had taken up residence in and around the entry portal in order to secure it for the Archons’ arrival. Fixed emplacements with both stun and regular weaponry had been set up outside and constant aerial patrols made it clear to any Vargemma watching that they were not welcome here. The amount of time it would take the Archons to get out to the closest of the 4 entry points on the Rim of the galaxy had been calculated, but the travel time between portals had not. There were some approximate guesses taken, but no one had any real numbers to offer other than the Knights of Quenar, who admitted to never having traveled even remotely that far through space using the stargate effect…assuming that was actually how the portals worked.  
 
    That was still up in the air, and Samsiv had been analyzing every bit of the murals in the arrival chamber along with the increasing tidbits of information taken from interrogations and explorations of other facilities across the Temple. The Vargemma were still not bowing, though they continued to lose this slow war that was gradually escalating with more Paladin being spawned and added to the fight, so real access to the larger systems and database were still off limits to him, but that didn’t stop the Viceroy. He was learning and learning fast, and the more puzzle pieces found helped him connect others in what was a growing web of understanding. 
 
    These Holdout galaxies were remarkably advanced, not just in Essence techniques but also technology, and that technology he could study without the Archons here. Based on his own knowledge of the Hadarak and their minions, he could loosely figure the effectiveness of fighting them with Founder technology, and Samsiv was fairly certain that the Holdouts were not just fighting with Essence. They most likely had a technological warfront as well, supplemented by Essence, and the Caretakers here were probably indicative of how they accomplished that. 
 
    Their drone technology was far superior to Star Force’s, and when the Paladin had recovered wreckage from some of the Caretakers that had been destroyed before other Caretakers could collect it, the analysis of the internal mechanisms was astounding. A lot of it was variations of what Star Force already possessed, but new ways of doing it that they hadn’t come across yet…such as the casing. Similar materials were used, but the way the molecules were aligned was not natural. It was as if they had been manually aligned, molecule by molecule, into very odd arrangements that were remarkably strong and resilient.  
 
    That may have been the result of Essence bonding the molecules rather than technology, for the Archons had been known to do similar things by introducing Essence into machinery and twisting things around in a way that was physically impossible. They’d also been able to cause plants to grow with lightning speed, but in each case they’d basically pled ignorance as to how they were actually doing it. Most of it was just throwing some Essence and seeing what happened, but these drones attested to something much more precise that allowed the Founders to get more functionality out of the same base materials. 
 
    But the computational systems were the real gem. They were not electrical, crystal, or muodic. They were something entirely new, and the Paladin had yet to figure out exactly how it worked. They’d gotten baselines established, but there was some form of atomic chains that were permanently linked that information was stored in. DNA was the closest metaphor that could be used, but it was structured totally different…and much smaller. These atomic chains were not based on any known element, but rather a construction on a subatomic level that, in a way, made the entire chain a single atom…and yet not.  
 
    The thing of it was, though, that these Caretaker drones did not have the same technology that the Temple did. The computer systems used in the infrastructure were more standard, still highly advanced, but most were based off micro-electrical systems with crystal backups.  
 
    Samsiv theorized that whatever this new technology was, it was required to hold the massive amount of programming required for autonomous drones. Star Force limited their own use of the technology because of unforeseen circumstances that could lead to problems, but these Caretakers were far more intricate in the way they behaved…and without any known controlling system. The Paladin had been looking for some type of control signal beyond their comms, but they had found none. Either they had something else that couldn’t be detected, or they were operating off of an entirely internal logic system. 
 
    And if the Holdouts had super smart drones, they might be able to effectively counter the Hadarak minions without assistance. The fact that this entire Temple was run without anyone here, so they were told, indicated an advanced knowledge of automated systems. If one implemented similar technology into the battlefield with ample production resources, they could accomplish the equivalent of what the Paladin were using technology only…or close to it. A machine would never be able to match a person in terms of the ability to learn, adapt, and improvise, and the Paladin had the genetic memory equivalent of a computer’s database, but if the Founders had gotten close to them using technology only, he could understand how they could handle the Hadarak minions while saving their Essence use for the larger targets. 
 
    But Star Force still didn’t know what the Hadarak had in the Deep Core, and it was speculated they could have all manner of things stronger than a standard Hadarak or Lurker in there waiting to be unleashed. How someone could effectively hold off an invasion of that magnitude intrigued Samsiv thoroughly, as did how such an invasion would occur. 
 
    The murals were not specific about who the Hadarak were, but there were some useful clues in there, particularly the mention that the Hadarak traveled between galaxies from the Core, not the Rim. Now that would make no sense if they used the Stargate effect, for the shorter distance would be from the Rim…unless distance didn’t matter and they just wanted a central hub rather than dozens around the exterior of the galaxy. 
 
    Samsiv suspected it was not that, and there was one thing in the center of galaxies that was not available in the Rim…and that was massive gravity wells. In the center of the Milky Way there were clusters of gravity wells obscuring what was in the actual center. It could be a null zone around which the others spun, but most likely it was the largest well of them all with more material being added to it, or exploding off it, as time went on.  
 
    Normally that would be inhospitable territory, but the Hadarak were not normal lifeforms. They preferred higher gravity and used it to travel between stars. Ignoring the amounts of mass in the way when traveling from galaxy to galaxy, if you wanted to make a grav jump across that gap, you’d need the largest gravity well you could find to get enough speed out of it…and you’d need the largest gravity well you could find to decelerate on the other end. 
 
    That suggested that the Galactic Cores could be used to make super long and fast jumps, and the murals hinted that was how the Hadarak traveled between galaxies. But how much could they send? Was it just a seed that grew into a civilization, or could they send fleets of Hadarak or whatever else they had? There were so many possibilities based off this new information it was impossible to fix anything, but Samsiv couldn’t help but speculate as to how this multi-galaxy warfare actually occurred. 
 
    And if the Founders could travel between galaxies, did they do so in the same way or did they have another route? Could Essence be used to also travel that distance? Did the Hadarak use Essence to enhance their Core jumps, or did they use Essence entirely?  
 
    The Paladin badly needed the Archons here so they could access the higher tiered files that would hopefully contain some of the answers to these questions…and especially that of the apocalypse monsters. Though no images were given beyond crude drawings, it was inferred that they were the size of planets at the minimum, perhaps larger, and were totally unstoppable. There was a small mural that noted combat against them had been hilariously ineffective, but that meant at least someone had tried to fight back, and not just the Hadarak, but they’d failed miserably. 
 
    These monsters were seen as a natural force that counterbalanced the ‘Lifesprings’ that randomly reseeded the galaxies when needed. Some parameters for that were given, stating certain conditions that seemed to trigger them, but it was clear that they were extremely rare…except when summoned.  
 
    The ‘summoned’ term was not fully defined, nor was it referring to new planets popping up, but seemed to be suggesting that new races didn’t just pop up randomly, but that they could also be created by design and then a Core summoned into them to finish the process.  
 
    That was not what the Caretakers were. Samsiv had confirmed they were mechanical only. But the Hadarak themselves…were they created by current races or were they naturally spawned by these Lifesprings? How many other races were created and set loose in the galaxy by Essence users? And what were the downsides of doing such? Were there flaws? Were the natural ones superior? There were a billion questions regarding this that Samsiv could have fashioned, because this was all unknown territory for Star Force, and the idea that giant monsters could swoop into any galaxy they wished at any time and destroy everything was not something that was going to sit well with the Director, Archons, or Thrawn. 
 
    But they had no real information on the apocalypse monsters, unless it was contained in the restricted files. Hopefully it would be, but Samsiv had learned something valuable even without it. If the Hadarak feared triggering their coming, and that coming was somehow linked to overpopulation, then that meant the current Hadarak purge could not fully succeed. If they filled every planet with minions then you would have just that scenario.  
 
    That told Samsiv that the Hadarak would start evacuating worlds near the Core that were currently filled and shove those minions Rimward to continue the purge while leaving vast tracks of territory empty. So Star Force wasn’t going to have to fight an unlimited amount of minions, for the Hadarak would regulate the number at some point to avoid triggering the galactic destruction here that they had inadvertently caused elsewhere. 
 
    That meant backdoor combat options would be available at some point, and that the Hadarak were going to have to mount such a strong offensive that no one would even think about looking behind their lines, and if they did, they needed to have all the local jumplines blocked with fortified systems. There were definitely ways they could make that work, but if one knew there was a repository of empty systems behind the assault wave, one could find a way to get there and sever the Hadarak’s communication lines back to the Core…along with a lot more shenanigans that could be pulled to disrupt the enemy. 
 
    That meant the Hadarak had to fight with one hand tied behind their nonexistent backs or risk arousing the apocalypse monsters… 
 
    And their existence changed everything. They’d been out there the entire time Star Force had existed, and the Empire had been completely clueless to the threat they posed. They wouldn’t have even known about them until they came to destroy everything if the Founders hadn’t left that knowledge here to be found. And since it was literally one of the very first things newcomers to the Temple were supposed to know, it was clear that their existence was of the utmost importance and it dictated the way galactic wars could and couldn’t be fought.  
 
    But there was more in those murals, for they kept altering in unexpected ways, and Samsiv expected them to reveal a lot more information when prodded with Essence, but right now they were spilling some more information gradually over time, almost as if they were monitoring the minds of those reading them and determining what they were ready for next. 
 
    One thing that was added was the Frontier, which was the area of the universe where the Hadarak were expanding into new galaxies. Some were falling easily, others were causing them a lot of trouble but still falling after a considerable effort. None were able to stand except the original Holdouts, and those were limited to only 3 galaxies…whereas the Hadarak owned hundreds. There was not a specific map available yet, only generalities, and that was due in part to the inability to update information. The exact number of Hadarak galaxies could have changed since the Temple was built or last visited by the Founders, so by not giving an exact count they didn’t have to fear being inaccurate. 
 
    Then there was also the fact that the people in this galaxy had more than they could handle with the Hadarak here, so they didn’t need to worry about other galaxies that they didn’t even have the means of getting to. But they did give a general sense of where the other galaxies were, and the Frontier was far from the Milky Way and the Holdout galaxies. In fact, they were dead center in the Hadarak death grip with all the surrounding galaxies exclusively owned by the enemy.  
 
    So even if they could somehow break through the Hadarak surge and assault the galactic Core, the enemy could conceivably receive extra-galactic reinforcements forever. And even if Star Force conquered the Core, the Hadarak could reinvade forever. The battlefield was so stacked against them it made sense for the Founders to establish the Temple sanctuaries, for there was no one to conceivably fight back with a chance to win. They only had the ability to slow down and irritate the enemy. 
 
    But Star Force had something the others did not, and that was the Uriti. Thanks to the Chixzon and the trailblazers’ ability to befriend the formerly terrorizing monsters, Star Force now possessed Hadarak of their own. They might be the lowest level of Hadarak, but they were of the same breed and power, and that was something that had never been noted in any of the Temple material the Paladin had come across. No one had ever taken the enemy and turned them against themselves, or maybe it had been tried and failed and that record was buried in the Essence-only files.  
 
    Samsiv badly needed the Archons here, but as the reception committee kept the arrival chamber secure month after month, no one ever arrived. They were getting so late that Thrawn inquired as to the status of the portal, indicating that they should have arrived by now. It wasn’t until months after that until word arrived via very long courier routes to connect to the Star Force comm relays that the Archons had hit a snag at the Bridge endpoint that was going to delay their arrival considerably… 
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    June 19, 128547 
 
    Uncharted System, Galactic Edge 
 
    23rd planet 
 
      
 
    Jack-020 and Randy-021 had been sent out to find the closest of the 4 Bridge endpoints to the now Paladin-occupied Temple, with the system in question being quite large and on the very edge of the galaxy, meaning there were no stars beyond it to be seen. Look back and you got the normal starfield view, but rotate around and the twinkling lights suddenly stopped…only to be replaced with the view of other galaxies. 
 
    The little spirals and other types of swirls were larger, yet the gaps between them were darker. It gave one a very eerie feeling when looking out there, as if you were literally on the edge of nothing, but now the Archons knew there was definitely something out there in the darkness. Something far worse than the Hadarak. And now the galaxy didn’t seem such a welcoming place, rather a giant dinner plate waiting to be feasted upon once it was filled up. 
 
    The other galaxies out there were the same. The largest visible ones were the nearest ones, and those were full of Hadarak as well. Which ones of the others were Holdouts? Which ones had not yet met the Hadarak? Jack and Randy didn’t know for sure yet, but they all seemed to be the butt end of a massive joke, just waiting to be devoured by something else lurking out there. Something so terrifying it had to be fiction, but if it was what kept the Hadarak from fully conquering galaxies, then it had to be real.  
 
    Star Force was back to being vulnerable again, and not just against the Vargemma attacks. They’d originally lived under the threat of the V’kit’no’sat discovering they existed and coming to wipe them out…and here they were again, escaping certain destruction because they hadn’t attracted enough attention yet. After all the work they’d done in this galaxy, it seemed they had barely scratched the surface of what needed to be done to actually safeguard it. It was enough to make most people just give up and live what kind of life they could while ignoring the threat, or maybe just get what they could before the certain doom came, but those loserisms weren’t in Archon vocabulary. 
 
    They were drawn to challenges, craved them, and the more terrifying something was the more they’d set themselves to facing it. But this? This was something that truly would separate the real warriors from the pretenders, and it seemed the Hadarak wanted nothing to do with this epic and very one-sided confrontation. 
 
     But now that they knew about it, Star Force would not ignore it. Right now, however, they had their plate full of enemies to deal with, so their only hope against this dark mystery was to avoid it…which would come down to the Hadarak knowing not to try to consume everywhere in the galaxy with an unstoppable minion expansion spree. 
 
    The trailblazers thought they could fight the Hadarak and potentially whatever else they had in the Deep Core right now. Removing the Vargemma so they could effectively do that had been the mission, but it was becoming clear that the Temples held greater weaponry and knowledge designed specifically for fighting the Hadarak. That meant securing it and using it to enhance Star Force’s capabilities were now tops on their to-do list.  
 
    Unfortunately the attacks on Star Force were not ending. If anything they were increasing now that the Vargemma knew they had invaders. They weren’t launching from the occupied Temple anymore, but the others were frantically launching attacks and doing a great deal of damage, perhaps in a stupid effort to make Star Force relent, but it was obvious that was not going to happen. 
 
    Star Force was going to have to fight, Temple to Temple, until all of the Vargemma were neutralized…and they were going to have to do it with stun weapons or they’d have to fight the Caretakers as well. In order to do that they’d have to learn how to operate the portals and open the shield that was keeping the fleet out. Once inside they’d quickly start spreading to the other Temples, but the Paladin couldn’t open the door. Only an Essence wielder could, and there wasn’t a Paladin template for that, so Jack and Randy were the two who’d won the mini-contest as to who got to go on this little field trip amongst the trailblazers, and now they were finally here. 
 
    The star system was inhabited, on three of the planets, but the one they were interested in was not…but it did have visible Caretaker presence as well as the remains of previous cities surrounding the continent resplendent in Founder technology.  
 
    “Looks like they couldn’t play well with others,” Jack noted as they flew down to the surface in a dropship along with a heavy escort of drones and skeets as Caretaker craft took to the skies as well to pace them, but none were firing.  
 
    “I supposed nobody thought to place a sign that said ‘No Killing’ for the neighbors’ benefit. I’m seeing several different architectures. This place has been a hot spot for a while.” 
 
    “Can’t put a doorway in and hide it at the same time. People have to be able to find it.” 
 
    “True,” Randy agreed as they headed for the single largest building that rose up into the sky like a fat obelisk, and sticking out of one side was a ‘small’ landing platform only 2 miles wide and barely noticeable from afar, for the entire Founder civilization on the continent contained very large structures everywhere, making Randy wonder just how big these guys were. 
 
    “If it’s not in there, we’re going to have a hell of a time finding it.” 
 
    “It’s there,” Randy said assuredly. “They want it to be found.” 
 
    “By the right people,” Jack added. “And they’ve got plenty of guns to discourage those who aren’t.” 
 
    “It is the universe language. I bet there’s a Responder or something like it down there. There’s gotta be some instructions.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack agreed as they curved around to land facing the entry doors set into the side of the slightly sloped wall of the massive building. The naval drones stayed back a few miles and the skeets continued to circle above them, leaving only the pair of Archons to set foot on the platform…and as expected, just shy of the closed, massive doors, was a small green crystal-like obelisk waiting for them to approach. 
 
    “There it is,” Randy pointed out. “Let’s go have a chat.” 
 
    When they approached the obelisk grabbed and scanned them, with the sensation being a bit irritating, but not damaging, as it tried to get past their Ikrid blocks and eventually did so, since it was a machine interface and not true telepathy, but it took a very specific technology to do it…and the fact that it hacked their Ikrid blocks in a couple of minutes was damn impressive. 
 
    “Greetings,” the obelisk said in English. “Your language has been assimilated to facilitate communication. I am the automated interface for the Bridge portal, designed to educate and test those who are…,” it said, cutting off as both Archons triggered an Essence Rush that did nothing more than surge their Essence beyond their bodies and flare it a bit. 
 
    “Essence use confirmed. Access to the Temple is granted. Those who are deemed worthy are invited to increase their skills with the knowledge beyond. The Temple awaits those who wish to take up the challenge of fighting the beasts at the Galactic Core, and those who have achieved the most basic of tools to do so…the ability to manipulate one’s own Essence. All that you require will be provided to you in the Temple, you need not take anything other than yourself. Only those that possess the skill may travel to the Temple through the Bridge. If you wish to bring other servants, you must do so through another means to be found within. Do you wish to travel to the Temple now, or do you have questions that need answering?” 
 
    “When was the last person sent through the Bridge?” Jack asked. 
 
    “None have passed this portal since its construction. No Essence users have ever been detected on the planet. You are the first to arrive.” 
 
    “What is the estimated travel time to the Temple?”  
 
    “Two hours, 17 minutes, 21 seconds.” 
 
    Randy whistled.  
 
    “Damn,” Jack said, glancing at him. “26,000 lightyears in 3 hours. That’s one hell of a cheat.” 
 
    “I’ll say. What is our method of travel?” 
 
    “An Essence bubble will carry a travel orb with you inside it. The orb will provide life support for the transit.” 
 
    “How big is it?” 
 
    “Slightly larger than your arrival vessel.” 
 
    “Subway then,” Jack confirmed. “How many can it carry?” 
 
    “It will be large enough for the both of you. Are there other Essence users you wish to travel with?” 
 
    “Not at this time. Are there any instructions for us regarding the transit or what occurs thereafter?” 
 
    “Simple enter and, when ready for transit, touch the blue orb at the center. Transit will occur automatically and cannot be canceled en route. When you arrive, all that is necessary will be explained and further knowledge will be granted based off your Essence skill level.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of everything else here?” 
 
    “This facility is designed to preserve and protect the Bridge against all threats. That requires a large amount of preparation.” 
 
    “It has a sense of humor,” Jack quipped.  
 
    “We are ready to travel now,” Randy told the obelisk. “May our escorts remain here?” 
 
    “They cannot interfere with this facility, its operations, or engage in combat against others. Doing so will result in their deletion. Presence is acceptable so long as no interference occurs. This is typically difficult for races to maintain, thus the permanent presence of non-travelers is requested to occur beyond the boundaries of the facility on other areas of the planet.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jack said, relaying instructions to their escorts and the fleet of warships in orbit. “We wish to enter the Bridge and travel to the Temple now.” 
 
    The obelisk didn’t respond, but the large doors behind it did, cracking apart into four pieces then melting back to reveal an internal chamber that had numerous ball-like craft inside that appeared to fit just within the dimension of the circular portal that was set into the ceiling. 
 
    One of the travel orbs detached from a wall niche and floated down to ground level, then it split in half and opened up for the pair of Archon with numerous compartments within designed to accommodate different body sizes…of which the Humans were apparently on the small end. 
 
    The pair climbed up a small ladder and sat down on padded benches around a smooth gray table as the orb gently resealed. There was no visible connection to the other chambers, but the trailblazers could see with their Pefbar that there were concealed tunnels that connected all of them, probably as a backup option in case of emergency or a way of linking compartments if the travelers were of different sizes. 
 
    Once sealed, a blue orb rose up out of the table and hovered in place, waiting for the travelers to touch it and activate the transit. 
 
    “Here we go,” Jack said, reaching out his bare hand and placing his fingertips on it…with the orb pulsing blue light and rising up into the ceiling where it stuck until an Essence wave rushed over them all. A moment later it turned red, and that was when they left the planet behind and entered the Essence realm enroute to their destination. 
 
    “You know,” Randy said, glancing around at the clean and pristine interior as his Essence sense could see through it into the blankness beyond. “I wonder…” 
 
    “…if the apocalypse monsters are in this realm and not the intergalactic void.” 
 
    “It would make some sense if they’re linked to the Lifesprings.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not. I really don’t want to be snacked on enroute.” 
 
    “Me either,” Randy agreed as he sat back and waited. There was nothing to do as they traveled, no map to watch to monitor their progress. They just had to trust that the Bridge was legit, because they were entirely at the mercy of the alien technology…and if the Essence bubble broke, they’d be spit back out into space with only this ball of a ship and their retractable armor to sustain them. And that wouldn’t last long enough, for marooned in deep space was a death sentence for the simple fact that no one could get to them to execute a rescue. At least no one that Star Force knew of. Maybe the Founder technology had a way, but he doubted it. 
 
    So the two Archons sat and did nothing for the trip, counting down the time on their armor’s internal clocks…and exactly as stated, 2 hours 17 minutes and 21 seconds later, an Essence wave hit them and the orb above shifted back to blue and dropped down into the table where it disappeared.  
 
    “No return trip?” Jack wondered just before the travel orb began to split in two. 
 
    “Maybe needs a reset…or maybe it wants us to stick around long enough to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “No reception committee,” Jack said with a frown as he reached out with his senses to find emptiness around them.  
 
    “I don’t sense the Paladin either,” Randy said as he hopped out through the widening crack between the halves and got his shoes on the hard floor. He walked out into the open and saw the reception chamber with the murals on the walls, then he spun around and saw the circular portal behind them. The wall beside it opened up and swallowed the travel orb, resealing over it and denying them their pathway back. 
 
    “Well…”  
 
    “I’ve got nothing on comms. Either we’re being blocked or they’re not here.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Vargemma?” 
 
    “No. Worse.” 
 
    “At least we’re here,” Randy noted. “Let’s see what these murals have to say to someone with Essence.” 
 
    “Be my guest. I’ll look for the exterior door.” 
 
    “Deal,” Randy said, walking over to the wall that showed the apocalypse monsters. It wasn’t too specific, as he’d seen in the records transmitted back to Star Force, but there was something missing. It felt like a void there, and after several minutes of staring at it and the permutations he threw some Essence on it at a specific point…and then the mural came alive and shot out into the chamber in some form of a realistic hologram. 
 
    The vague image changed into something far more accurate, rotating in place several meters over Randy’s head and extending further out into the chamber. There were several, actually, but one was huge compared to the others and they all looked like sea creatures with thick tentacles. Black as black could be, and a little glossy, then the big one split apart…but it wasn’t being destroyed. It was just changing into smaller pieces that matched those surrounding it…then after a pause those pieces recombined with all the others and created a much larger single creature that then began to take on different configurations. 
 
    “Damn it, you’re a shape shifter,” Randy said to the thing. “And a colony hive at that. But what can you actually do?” 
 
    Randy felt some more little voids in the shape, realizing they were interactive ‘buttons’ and pressed another one with a flick of Essence. The monster shrunk in size, then several different sized planets and stars flew out of the mural to line up with it…showing that the larger version monster was wider than Sol’s Jupiter and far bigger than any known Hadarak could even aspire to be.  
 
    A little more mural surfing and Randy got sizes on the smaller versions, with most being planet or moon sized. Eventually he found one display that showed them ‘eating’ a planet, with them seeming to melt and cover it in an ocean of black goo…then when they were finished the monster was much larger and the planet was gone, absorbed into it, which would then split into two or three more.  
 
    That meant a planet death was the way these things reproduced. But what did that have to do with population? Were these things tasked with reducing it or did the people on it serve some other purpose? Essence collection maybe?  
 
    It was clear there was a lot more information in the murals than the Paladin could have figured out…but that still left the question of where they were. Randy got through about half of the options on the monster mural before Jack finally called to him telepathically to get over to his location, but he didn’t offer any explanation. 
 
    Randy ran across the chamber to where there was now an open doorway leading to the outside. A wave of cold air hit him before he got there…painfully cold, prompting him to activate his armor and cover his entire body with the thermal protection as he came up on another Archon armor suit standing in the opening and staring out on a long, flat plain covered in nothing but snow and ice.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Randy said, knowing that they were supposed to be in jungle-covered mountains. “It sent us somewhere else.” 
 
    “It’s also not night,” Jack said, referring to the very dim light outside similar to moonlight, which the Paladin Temple had none of since it was constantly lit.  
 
    Randy looked up into the sky, having to step out a bit to see the distant reactor that functioned as the Temple’s star…but there was only a very, very small pinprick of light. Far too small to be what the Paladin had discovered. 
 
    “Galactic spin,” Jack said, having already figured it out. “The Bridge endpoints rotate slower, so the Temples will pass inside them on a faster track. If they all have an endpoint, the Bridge probably connects to the closest one due to range limitations.” 
 
    “And that means the Temple with the Paladin is out of alignment,” Randy followed. “Which means we can’t get to them with the Bridge unless there are destination options we didn’t see.” 
 
    “And that means there are probably Vargemma in here that are not going to be happy to find us.” 
 
    “But we’re in, and if we can use the travel orb to get back, we have a foothold inside the Temple network.” 
 
    “We have no army to link up with, and we can’t bring a warship through that,” Jack said, thumbing back towards the small portal. “This just got a lot harder. And we have no food.” 
 
    “There’s supposed to be stuff here…oh shit. Is it malfunctioning?” 
 
    “It’s a distinct possibility,” Jack said, thinking aloud. “There’s no way that stellar output is right unless they intended the entire sphere to be an ice cube. If we can’t go back, we’re probably in trouble.” 
 
    Randy turned and ran back to the Bridge portal, looking for another little void button, and was relieved when he found one and the travel orb came back out and split in two, ready for travelers to board. He left it there and ran back to Jack, who was still standing in the same spot looking out on the frozen wasteland that was at least this region of the Temple…except that the exterior temperature was reading at -80F. Nowhere in the few frozen areas of the other Temple had it gotten that low. Not even close. 
 
    “Maybe they need to feed it Essence, or something else, and the Vargemma aren’t doing what they need to,” Jack wondered. “Maybe they haven’t inhabited them all, and they go dormant when nobody is here?” 
 
    “Or maybe this is just where they have the snowball fights,” Randy half joked. “We need to get back while we can. If this place is low on Essence…” 
 
    “Right,” Jack said, finally leaving his viewpoint. “We need to come back with a team and supplies. The answer lies out there somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ll be back. If we can leave. Let’s just hope it sends us back the way we came.” 
 
    “It better,” Jack growled as they headed back to the travel orb. When they got inside the same procedure successfully shot them off through the Essence realm, then when they arrived and the travel orb split, they were both relieved to see the same Bridge endpoint that they had started from. 
 
    They immediately ordered the fleet to send couriers back to Star Force while they organized an initial expedition team to go back with them inside of a few hours, but not before Randy walked over to the obelisk and tapped a finger on its green material irritatedly.  
 
    “Hey, Genius. Mind telling us why the entire Temple is an ice cube…” 
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    June 21, 128547 
 
    Unknown Location 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Randy-021 flew through the frigid air for hundreds of miles before slowing and gradually coming down to a spot on the ice that was supposed to contain a Responder. He and a trio of other Archons all landed on top of a thin glacier that had formed when the nearest bodies of water had evaporated, then covered dramatic portions of the Sphere’s interior with compacted snow while leaving others completely bare. 
 
    The entry portal had been in one of the ice regions, and after an unproductive conversation with the ‘welcome’ obelisk telling them it didn’t contain the information they wanted, the two trailblazers had returned with a 374 man team to start setting up camp here while more reinforcements would be arriving in the following months once they could be summoned.  
 
    But for now Randy needed answers. Jack-020 was working with the murals back in the arrival chamber, for he was the only other Essence-capable individual in the expedition fleet, leaving Randy to hunt down one of the Responders…except this one was buried under ice, along with probably all the others within thousands of miles. 
 
    “Alright fellas, start digging…carefully,” the trailblazer said, igniting the death saber blade on his right wrist and dropping the glowing blue flat blade into the ice beneath his feet as he got down on his armored knees and cut out a chunk of ice…then telekinetically lifted and flung it behind him like a piece of trash.  
 
    The other Archons did so as well, but with a little more effort. They might not have Essence, but their psionics were well developed and their Pefbar had no trouble seeing what was below the ice to avoid cutting it. They worked for the better part of an hour before they got down to the top of the small outpost that held a Responder within it.  
 
    A few inches shy of the actual dome structure they stopped using their death sabers and started to bash and shovel the ice, using either their fists, feet, telekinesis, or Jumat. All worked, and slowly there was an ice cloud forming above them as they threw the tiny debris up through the 48 meter deep crater they’d dug.  
 
    Eventually a breakthrough along the edge of the roof got them into the ice-free interior. Randy went in first, sliding down the snowy incline until his feet hit the solid floor and he stood up. The others followed down the impromptu slide, looking back at the doorway that was completely covered in ice from the ancient snows that couldn’t quite reach all the way inside…and standing perfectly preserved in the center was the red obelisk identical to all the ones the Paladin had discovered in the ‘Alpha’ Temple, as Star Force was now labeling them.  
 
    When Randy walked towards the Obelisk he felt it grab hold of him, though he didn’t fight it. It needed to download the language files directly from his mind, and his skills were significantly advanced enough to see where it probed in his mind and where it didn’t. He made sure it didn’t roam through any secrets as it pulled the necessary information, then it released him and spoke in perfect English. 
 
    “I apologize for the intrusion. A language download from your mind was necessary to facilitate communications. I am known as a ‘Responder,’ an automated interface to provide the denizens of the Temple with…” 
 
    “Why is the Temple covered in Ice?” Randy interrupted. “The other one we visited was mostly jungle.” 
 
    “This Temple is in emergency sustainment mode due to lack of resources. The other Temples are providing the most basic levels needed to maintain vital functions, but far greater resources are needed to bring this Temple up to prime standards.” 
 
    “The other Temples are sending resources here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Vargemma are?” 
 
    “I have no knowledge of the Vargemma. This Temple has never before been inhabited. You are the first to make contact with this interface.” 
 
    “How do you know there are no others in the Temple if you’re not plugged into the information net?” 
 
    “I was activated upon your arrival in the Temple, with the timestamp that suggests you just arrived. Am I in error?” 
 
    “We just arrived, but you’re saying this Temple has never been inhabited before?” 
 
    “If it was, I would have been activated at such a time along with the rest of the infrastructure.” 
 
    “So you’re saying this Temple is brand new?” Randy asked. 
 
    “Its construction date is far in the past, but you are the first travelers to arrive.” 
 
    “Was it built with all this ice?” 
 
    “No. This Temple was constructed to be fully operational, but it is not located within a nebula to draw fuel from. Such fuel must be supplied by other means. Those means have been compromised. Only minimal resources are being delivered by the Caretakers in other Temples.” 
 
    “They are traveling from Temple to Temple?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Such knowledge is reserved for varying skill levels of Essence use. Those who do not yet possess it must earn the knowledge through deeds.” 
 
    Randy pulsed his Essence, but apparently that wasn’t enough for the Responder. 
 
    “Essence use confirmed. Please verify skill level,” the obelisk said as one of the six rooms around the central chamber began to alter, with the stone-like walls melting and reforming into a beam that crossed from left to right and was about a meter thick at Randy’s eye level. 
 
    “Verify how?” 
 
    “Transfer some of your Essence into the beam.” 
 
    Randy walked into the chamber and reached out a hand, sending a burst into the dark gray horizontal column.  
 
    “Essence transfer skill confirmed,” the obelisk said as the beam morphed again, this time into a triangle with two corners touching the ceiling and the third the floor just in front of Randy’s feet. A small sphere detached and floated up inside the triangle and hung dead center. “Without touching the object, remove the sphere using only your Essence.” 
 
    Randy could do that in a number of different ways, but he did the simplest method possible and sent out a tentacle of Essence and simply pulled the sphere, moving it a few inches before it stuck in place as he started to pull harder. 
 
    “Translocation skill confirmed,” the obelisk said as the room changed again, this time with a pedestal rising out of the floor with an obsidian-black cube sitting on it as the triangle disappeared into the surrounding walls. “Alter the molecular structure of the cube into a liquid state.” 
 
    “Umm…” Randy mumbled, not knowing how to do that with Essence, so he raised his hand and opened the armor over his left palm and shot a bioplasma stream into it, melting the cube so much that it flowed like water off the pedestal and dripped down onto the floor. 
 
    “Non-Essence technique used. Verification failed,” the obelisk said as the flow suddenly reversed, with the liquid climbing back up the pedestal and reforming the solid cube.  
 
    Randy shrugged as he looked at the other Archons. “Worth a try.” 
 
    “Use only Essence to transform the cube into liquid.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” the trailblazer admitted. 
 
    “Then you must learn. That is why I exist and the surrounding chambers are for your training benefit. I can instruct you how to learn many techniques, but you must practice. Instruction alone will not grant you the skill.” 
 
    “I have other Essence skills.” 
 
    “Irrelevant. The proper progression must be made.” 
 
    “Can you tell me how the Caretakers are getting minimal resources into the Temple?” 
 
    “Access to the Temple can be achieved in a variety of means. The basic access route that you entered through, known as the ‘Bridge,’ is for first time arrivals. Other portals have been created to move from Temple to Temple. No map of them is made, for security reasons, but those closest in the Temple network are visible.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    The obelisk created a hologram showing the entirety of the Dyson Sphere that they stood within, then a series of dots appeared on the outside of it indicating routes without showing the locations the other Temples were. Randy counted 11 dots in total. 
 
    “Those are 11 other Temples?” 
 
    “These are 11 routes beyond this Temple.” 
 
    “Auxiliary infrastructure like the Bridge endpoint?” 
 
    “You do not have verification high enough for me to elaborate on what is beyond the portals, nor will you be able to access them with your limited Essence skills.” 
 
    “What is needed?” 
 
    “Far more Essence generation is required to charge a portal than you are capable of.” 
 
    “And what if I was able to provide enough?” 
 
    “Your body is incapable of producing enough.” 
 
    “What about over time?” 
 
    “I was referring to over time.” 
 
    “Why can a charge not be slowly attained?” 
 
    “All Essence induced into the system, including the small amount you deposited into this chamber, is prioritized to vital functions. If a portal jump is to be made, the full amount must be deposited immediately. If not, what is delivered will be rerouted to higher priorities so not to be wasted.” 
 
    “It can’t be stored in the portal?” 
 
    “It cannot.” 
 
    “Well that’s odd, because we have Essence storage technology. Why do the portals not possess this?” 
 
    “They are linked to storage devices. They are not storage devices themselves.” 
 
    “Does the portal on the other end have to be charged as well?” 
 
    “To transmit an object through the Essence realm there must be two interactions. One to send, one to receive. Prioritized Essence use is reserved for receiving travelers and other functions.” 
 
    “Why did it let us return through the Bridge?” 
 
    “Bridge travelers are not expected to have sufficient Essence skills.” 
 
    “Where did this Temple get the Essence to send us back?” 
 
    “Storage gained from other Temples.” 
 
    “And if the other Temples have no Essence to send this one?” 
 
    “Then Essence will be collected from the galaxy before the reserves diminish to the point where the Temple network will be cut off from the galaxy.” 
 
    Randy’s face clenched. “Meaning you send the Caretakers out to kill people and harvest their Essence?” 
 
    “The Temples must be preserved. If there are no Essence users inside to provide the necessary Essence, it must be obtained elsewhere.” 
 
    “And what do you do if the Essence users inside don’t feel like donating their Essence?” 
 
    “Essence users will not be harmed directly, but without sufficient Essence to maintain imports of hydrogen, the central reactor will not be able to provide sufficient photonic energy to maintain the ecosystem at preferred levels.” 
 
    “Is this a preferred level?” Randy said, gesturing with a hand to the ice outside. 
 
    “It is not a preferred level, but it is habitable. If hydrogen reserves were cut off entirely, the temperature would drop to a point where the air would become liquid, then solid so long as the artificial gravity remained. If power dropped further, it would cease and surface material would recoil outward, leaving the surface and rendering all unaugmented inhabitants lifeless. This is why Essence levels cannot be allowed to reach zero, for there is no hydrogen outside this Temple to harvest. It must be done so in other locations and transported here.” 
 
    “Why build a Temple without a nebula to feed it?” 
 
    “To remain secret, Temples are not built with familiar geography. They are low mass to avoid drawing the attention of the Core Dwellers, and to prevent them from traveling here using the Temple’s gravity.” 
 
    “Why would they travel here?” Randy baited. 
 
    “Because the Core Dwellers can sense Essence use.” 
 
    “Have they ever done so?” 
 
    “Not at this Temple. Information on the fate of the others is not within my databanks.” 
 
    “What is the protocol if one does arrive?” 
 
    “Depending on Essence levels, a defense of the Temple is possible. Such weaponry requires higher level Essence skills for me to provide details about, as well as higher level skills to operate.” 
 
    Randy frowned, thinking about Thrawn and the others sitting outside Alpha Temple. 
 
    “Can those defenses be used against others than the Core Dwellers?” 
 
    “The Caretakers handle defense of the Temple within. If an incursion is made by the Core Dwellers, the exterior defenses will activate. They will not activate unless an incursion is made.” 
 
    “Will the defense shield affect the Core Dwellers?” 
 
    “Their smaller units cannot pass through it and live. Their larger units can attack the exterior while suffering minimal damage.” 
 
    “What can you tell me of the Core Dwellers, given my limited verification?” 
 
    “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    “What is their name?” Rand asked. 
 
    “They have given none. You refer to them as the Hadarak. Other races have given them their own names, but the Core Dwellers have never told their victims what they call themselves.” 
 
    “What is in the Core of the galaxy? Who controls the Hadarak, or are they all Hadarak?” 
 
    “Their first line of defense is all that I am allowed to inform you of. You do not have the skills to confront the others, thus knowledge of them is restricted until you can do so.” 
 
    “We’ve killed Hadarak already, and we didn’t need Essence to do it.” 
 
    “Essence is required to win the war. Other means are too inefficient.” 
 
    “Can the war be won?” 
 
    “It is a matter of skill level, numbers, and resources. If a sufficient number are obtained, victory is possible.” 
 
    “And what happens when the other Hadarak galaxies send reinforcements?” 
 
    “You continue to fight until they stop or until you are destroyed. This is why the Temples exist as a sanctuary for those that can use Essence to grow their skills and numbers until they are able to stand against the Core Dwellers. To try before one is ready is a quick route to self-annihilation.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s try this the direct way. My people are already in another Temple, and I need to find a way to get to them through this one. How can I do that?” 
 
    “Temple to Temple passage is not allowed until certain criteria are met. Your people cannot access this Temple until an expansion is required, except to go through the Bridge. You cannot reach them until you can fully supply the departure portal, which you cannot based off your current level.” 
 
    “How many of my level would be required to activate the portal?” 
 
    “Several billion.” 
 
    One of the other Archons whistled, and Randy nodded his head in agreement. “Catch 21.” 
 
    “But with gradual Essence donation here, this Temple will begin to return to full function. You can achieve everything here that you require without the other Temples. They are entirely redundant.” 
 
    “Identical?” 
 
    “Other than surface geography and size, yes. Functionality is identical.” 
 
    “Why is there a size difference?” 
 
    “Gravity silhouette must be within certain parameters for the local region to keep gravity-based travel from occurring. The Temples must remain isolated.” 
 
    “The Bridge will not reach the other Temple, so my people there are trapped inside. How can I reach them?” 
 
    “You cannot given your current level.” 
 
    “Can the Caretakers take me there?” 
 
    “They are not programmed to do so. Travel between Temples is restricted for those who have sufficient skills to power the transition themselves.” 
 
    “Alright, next question. How can ships move from the interior of the Temple to the exterior?” 
 
    “An Essence technique allows them to transition into the Essence realm and then return. If the range is short, and the destination is known to be clear of obstruction, a time count can be used to deposit the traveler on location. This is a dangerous technique known as Den’gar, and many novices die when attempting to master it. I recommend you do not try until you have completed the necessary prerequisites. At which time I or another Responder will guide you through the safest possible learning method.” 
 
    “I have some friends who can use Den’gar, but they can’t use it to access the other Temple. They are stopped at the Essence shield surrounding the Temple. Why is that?” 
 
    “It is a defense designed to insure only the Bridges are used to access the Temple.” 
 
    “But I’ve seen others get their ships in and out, presumably using Den’gar.” 
 
    “The defense barrier can be reconfigured to allow such transit, but such reconfiguration must be done from the inside.” 
 
    “Permanent reconfiguration, or some form of passcode?” 
 
    “Multiple options are available.” 
 
    “Can you show me how to do that?” 
 
    “No. You do not have sufficient verification of skills.” 
 
    “Nuts,” Randy said, thinking hard how to work this problem. They were right here inside a Temple, but it seemed they were being forced to operate with training wheels on. 
 
    “If I was to bring an Essence container here, could I then power a portal to get to the other Temple?” 
 
    “That would solve the Essence requirement, but not the skill requirement. The portal must be activated manually for such travel. You do not have the skillset to do that.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Lower level skills must be obtained prior to higher level ones. Your lack is therefore presumed due to your recent failure.” 
 
    “What if we learn out of order?” 
 
    “Irrelevant. We will not harbor incomplete teaching. The proper order must be followed.” 
 
    “What if I already possess the ability to activate the portals? Will you block access because I haven’t passed all the other tests?” 
 
    “No blocking is necessary. The lack of skill is what will prevent you from activating the portal.” 
 
    Randy smiled. Bingo. 
 
    “What is the range of the portals?” Scott-992034 asked. 
 
    “They do not reach across the galaxy. The range of the portals varies depending on time and galactic spin. Those noted on the map are those within range.” 
 
    “And what if our destination is not one of them? Do we have to hop from one Temple to another until we reach it?” 
 
    “Indeed, which is why one Essence charge will not be sufficient if your destination is far away.” 
 
    “Which means we might run into another Vargemma Temple enroute,” Randy said, kicking the toe of his boot into the floor in frustration.  
 
    “We don’t even know which way to go.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the trailblazer said. “One problem at a time. Where are the interfaces for the portals? Where do we activate them from?” 
 
    “Direct interaction with the portal is necessary to activate it. There is no auxiliary control point.” 
 
    “Can they be deactivated to prevent arrival?” 
 
    “They can be deactivated to prevent entry, but if a traveler is sent regardless, they will arrive on the barrier shield exterior. Protocol demands that no such travel be allowed without prior permission for entry.” 
 
    “How is that achieved?” 
 
    “Activation signals are sent regularly indicating which paths are open and which are not.” 
 
    “How fast do those signals travel?” 
 
    “A matter of seconds.” 
 
    Randy felt his jaw drop. “You can send transmissions through the Essence realm, from Temple to Temple, in a matter of seconds?” 
 
    “The greater the mass, the slower the transmission. Activation signals have negligible mass.” 
 
    “Can you teach us how to do that?” 
 
    “Yes, but such learning, while preferred, is unnecessary. The Temples provide such technology to the denizens once they obtain certain skill benchmarks…” 
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    Jack worked through mural after mural, getting every bit of information out of them via hidden little Essence procs as a research team made recordings of everything…and there was a lot to get through. Beyond the war against the Hadarak and the mysterious apocalypse monsters, there was a great deal of information regarding the progression of life and the advancement to Essence level.  
 
    The murals didn’t suggest that it was natural, but that it was the result of individuals pushing themselves beyond the genetic memory that governed most people. Learning to get oneself off autopilot and access the potential that all life had to adapt and advance was critical to getting to the point of being able to use Essence. Those changes in individuals would then be passed on to the next generation genetically…but if that generation didn’t learn to go beyond their autopilot, they wouldn’t progress further. 
 
    So in order for a race to get to the point of using Essence, there had to be a succession of individuals pushing beyond the norm. This would increase the ease of breaking that barrier, and apparently Humans weren’t anywhere close to this. A lot of the progress the murals spoke of was not present in Humanity, though some of it was in the V’kit’no’sat and a lot in the Zak’de’ron. They should have been closest to making it as a race, but the loyalty bonds they operated off of actually hindered their breaking the barrier, for if you were self-constraining to your society’s rules and standards, then you were not of a nature to test boundaries. 
 
    But the Archons were. It was ingrained in their culture to not accept anything at face value and test everything. Curiosity was the most important trait that the murals spoke of, and that was something that could not be encoded genetically. Curiosity came from a person’s Core, and it would run parallel with genetic instructions and nibble away at them, but it took an amount of courage or extreme events to cause a person to break off from the instinctual path and chart their own course. 
 
    The murals also noted an important characteristic that popped up in countless races that made it to easy access Essence level, and it was clear that the Knights of Quenar were an example of this anti-romance vibe. Their existence was based on a mission, a quest to fight and destroy the Uriti, and that was their societal priority above and beyond their genetic instructions. Most races put an enormous amount of time and effort into romance and reproduction…because that’s what their genetic instructions valued as the greatest priority, else their race would die out. 
 
    People didn’t realize this was why they did things. They thought it was for other reasons, but a tell-tale example of people constrained to their genetic instructions were those societies that were obsessed with romantic and sexual relationships, and Humanity did qualify in that regard. The lower levels of Star Force society were more focused on who was involved with who than they were in the Hadarak, fighting pirates, or even just maintaining the food supply. They’d only deal with these things if they were thrown in their face and they had no choice but to respond to them…but when they were handled by others the ‘normal’ person in Star Force spent most of their time chasing romance or other permutations of that basic genetic imperative to pair up and reproduce. 
 
    But go beyond the tier 1 colonies in Star Force and you had people that had different priorities. Continue up the ranks and at the top of Star Force you had individuals who did not reproduce, did not mate, did not date. This wasn’t because their genetic instructions told them not to, it was because they, as individuals, had risen above that basic instruction and took control of their own lives.  
 
    Essentially they turned off the auto-pilot because they didn’t need it anymore, and that was symptomatic of races reaching towards widespread Essence use. The trouble was, the people that got to that point weren’t reproducing…so their genetics were not being passed on to the next generation. Only the lower and mid-level ones were. 
 
    Jack wasn’t upset about that. In fact he was glad. He didn’t want Essence powers for the general population. He wanted it to be damn hard to achieve, but in many races it wasn’t…and that explained, in another mural, why the Vargemma were so apt to infighting. In order for one to break through the barrier and gain Essence skills, you had to think as an individual and, in some ways, disobey your genetic instructions.  
 
    So if the transition was easy, you were going to have people with a rebellious streak getting through that barrier before they learned any other skills…such as teamwork. Archons had to be aggressive, but reckless aggression was a problem, and they all had to learn and sculpt their own emotions into functionality early into their Archon training so they wouldn’t be a threat to themselves or others. Newbs needed to want to crush things, but after you got good at that you needed to learn when to do it and when not to. If you didn’t get to that lesson before you broke through and got Essence skills, you might get the idea that you didn’t need any further lessons…hence you got a bunch of crazies running around with Essence powers. 
 
    That was the main reason the Caretakers had orders to put down any rebellions and enforce a no-kill policy. If forced to live together long enough, it was theorized that the rebellious breakthroughs would stabilize over time and learn from those who attained Essence through less reckless means.  
 
    But that didn’t feel right. The Vargemma had been around for a billion years minimum. Why were they still going after each other’s throats? And for that matter, why hadn’t they reproduced like rabbits and filled all the Temples? 
 
    Another mural depicted the act of an Essence user taking a ‘normal’ and giving them the ability to use Essence…along with a warning that this may have negative side effects if the individual is unworthy, and that the universe kept the unworthy ones away from Essence by requiring them to break the barrier individually. However, given the threat of the Hadarak and the need for more Essence users, there was a way to help people break the barrier, both by individual to individual interaction as well as technological transition. 
 
    That meant there was a Superman box here somewhere, but if there was, why didn’t the Vargemma have 100% Essence use in their population? The Paladin had reported there were large chunks of them that could not use Essence yet. Did they advance too many people this way and that’s what was causing the instability? Were they trying to counter it by making the newer population achieve it the old fashioned way? Whatever the case, it seemed the more Jack learned from the murals the more he realized that something was seriously wrong within the Temple network beyond the iceberg nature of this one. 
 
    The reason for that may be due to the automated nature of them, for as intricately as they were designed, the Founders were not here. That was made clear, as was the fact that they would not return until certain benchmarks were achieved by the inhabitants. They were on their own here, with the toys left behind by races far superior to them. If they learned how to play with them well enough, they’d be contacted by an ambassador of sorts. If not, they’d be ignored. Jack got the impression that not a single Founder was even in this galaxy, and this was a total shot in the dark hoping that some Essence users of decent skill would arise to give the Founders a badly needed ally…but one they were not counting on appearing.  
 
    It was like a resource box buried in the ground out in the wilderness with a map to find it hidden inside a city in case of catastrophic circumstances. The people who hid the box and left the instructions never intended to come back. They were leaving them behind to help those in a time of need if and when it ever occurred. Star Force had many such resource boxes hidden across their empire, and nobody ever checked on them because they were meant to remain hidden until needed. If you sent people out to monitor the status of the boxes, you might alert the wrong people to their existence. 
 
    And given that the Temples were extremely well hidden, the Founders coming here might alert the Hadarak to their existence. The murals made it clear that the Temples could fight and kill a Hadarak, but they could not hold out against an army of them. They had to remain hidden and as inaccessible as possible…hence their lack of a centralized gravity well for the Hadarak to use to travel here.  
 
    It was also made clear that the Founders were not a single race. The Temples had been built by a coalition of races, all left unnamed and undescribed, so the technology here was either an amalgamation of their various techs or resulting from one superior Founder race that the others couldn’t add much too other than labor to help build them. Regardless, the technology here was superior to what Star Force possessed in most cases, not all, which meant Jack and the others had their second major windfall to study, with the first having been the V’kit’no’sat pyramid. 
 
    That pyramid find had elevated Star Force beyond measure, and the Temple technology was going to upgrade them again. Jack didn’t think it would be such a grand surge forward. How could it be after how far Star Force had come thanks to the V’kit’no’sat knowledge? But the knowledge here, both in the databanks and the actual construction of the Temples, came from races not millions of years old, but billions of years old, and that meant Star Force had a lot to learn from the legacy of the ancients. 
 
    But first they had to get the Vargemma to stop attacking Star Force worlds and murdering billions of people. How many Temples did they possess? Nobody knew. And if they couldn’t be convinced to broker a deal for a cease fire, Star Force was going to have to invade them all before the attacks would stop. But to do that they had to get inside with their fleets, or at least allow the Paladin to spread from one to another…which they couldn’t do without supplying the Essence for the portals. 
 
    The trailblazers had to get to them, or find a way to bring a fleet into this one. And so far they didn’t even know where this one was. Randy was going to try and get a starmap of the exterior from the Responder, and from that they could figure out themselves where in the galaxy they actually were. 
 
    There was nothing here to indicate that, which Jack found odd. The Bridge endpoints were marked, but not this or the other Temples. Probably a security issue, in case some Essence users got here then turned around and taddled to the galaxy where the Temple actually was. Making the location secret until you leveled up made sense, but if you had to have Essence to get here what were they worried about? Was the Essence barrier not active here? Could it be penetrated by some method that Star Force hadn’t figured out yet? 
 
    When the wealth of information in the murals was finally exhausted, a wall opened up on its own leading to a tunnel. Jack frowned and walked up to the entrance as the rest of the Archons and techs waited behind him. It had only opened up after he finished the last bit of information, then closed down that mural back to its basic state. Were they meant to ‘read’ them all first? 
 
    A section of the floor in front of him and just inside the tunnel cracked open, then a green obelisk rose up to stand half again higher than Jack, with the floor resealing around it with plenty of walking room on either side to access the tunnel. 
 
    Jack felt himself grabbed by it and his mind read, accessing his language memories. He let it play out, then he was released and the strange aura of the obelisk lessened slightly. 
 
    “Greetings new arrivals. You have familiarized yourself with the function and history of this Temple. Now it is time for you to take up residence. The tunnel beyond leads to transportation that will take you to an empty city that will provide you with the necessary sustenance and equipment indefinitely. You may remain here without worry of ever returning from where you came, though you may do so through the Bridge as desired.” 
 
    “Why is the Temple frozen?” Jack asked, hoping this green one would have more answers than its counterpart on the other end of the Bridge. 
 
    “The Temple is uninhabited and operating off minimal resources. The cities are unaffected and ready for your occupation. You may also build cities of your own elsewhere in the Temple, but additional resources will be required to bring the Temple interior temperature up to sustainable levels.” 
 
    “How can we provide those resources?” 
 
    “They are not for you to provide. The Caretakers will provide them. What we ask, in exchange for the privilege of inhabiting the Temple, is a regular donation of Essence that we will then use to fuel certain mechanisms and more fully awaken the potential of Temple for your use.” 
 
    “And if we don’t provide the Essence?” 
 
    “The Temple will remain yours to explore, but much of it will remain asleep.” 
 
    “Where do we deliver the Essence to?”  
 
    “Any input that requires Essence can absorb small amounts. These walls required you to give such, and they were absorbed. For larger donations, utilize the blue versions of myself. They are designed specifically for Essence relocation and will contain all the answers regarding the transfer and requirements of various mechanism relying upon such. You will find them throughout the existing cities at convenient locations.” 
 
    “What is the travel time to the nearest city?” 
 
    “6 minutes, 8 seconds.” 
 
    “And we can return to this location at any time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jack turned around. “Gary, Scarlet. Wait here. Everyone else, let’s go exploring.” 
 
    Jack and more than 300 others walked down the tunnel large enough to easily encompass two Oso’lon side by side until they got a half mile away and a few dozen meters lower in elevation, coming out into a terminal that had a number of barge-like floating platforms waiting along an elevated dock. The entire group of personnel was easily able to fit on one of them, and with the press of a small blue orb the barge detached and moved towards a wall that melted before them, exposing the frigid exterior without letting any of the cold within. 
 
    When they passed through the energy field protecting the dock Jack expected the temperature to plummet, but a shield rose above the barge to hold in the warm air as they flew across the icy wastelands towards a nearby mountain range that was not made of mountains…but rather a huge city wall dozens of miles high and flat as flat could be. 
 
    As predicted, it took a little over 6 minutes to arrive at the wall where they slid into a mid-level hangar bay and the barge docked with an identical platform inside another pocket of warm air separated from the exterior by first a shield, then solid doors as they soundlessly flowed in and solidified to cover the hangar opening. 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” Jack said, stepping off the barge under the gentle glow of yellow illumination strips lining the walls and ceiling. They looked artistic, perhaps in an unfamiliar language, or maybe that was just how the Founders made lights. Either way, it felt odd with all the light in that spectrum, and it didn’t change when they entered the city.  
 
    Thankfully the temperature maintained its consistency, and Jack retracted his armor back into jewelry mode, as did the others, aside from a few techs that were overly cautious. Not far inside the city they came out into a large plaza in which several floating Caretakers were waiting for them. 
 
    “Hello,” Jack said, looking at the floating robots.  
 
    “Greetings,” one of the four said. “We are here to acclimate you to the city. We can supply food, clothing, and other amenities. We will guide you to where you want to go, provide lodging, training facilities, storage for your existing equipment, and other requirements as they arise. What do you currently require?” 
 
    “Can you show me to a control center for the city?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Indeed I can. Follow me,” the Caretaker said, slowly floating off as Jack followed at a walk.  
 
    Explore, but don’t get lost, he said telepathically to all assembled. Rally back here in 4 hours.  
 
    “Hello,” a tech said, walking up to another Caretaker as a fifth arrived from an elevated wall niche to replace the one guiding Jack away. “Can you show me where we can get water?” 
 
    “Can you show me where we deposit Essence?” another Archon said, and down the line they all asked a Caretaker to show them to something, with as many Caretakers arriving as necessary to meet their demands…and very quickly Star Force got acclimated to their tiny piece of the barrier city that stretched millions of miles across the Sphere. And from here, they began the very long and tedious examination and mapping mission that would continue for hundreds of years to follow, as many more personnel were scheduled to arrive soon and assist them with claiming this Temple and finding a way to access the portals that would get them to the Paladin and the Vargemma. 
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    Bar’ku entered the Beta Temple via the bridge along with 329 other people, though he was the only non-Human amongst them. The Kret’net was the only amongst his Knight race that had learned to make the breakthrough to Essence…and that was only because an Archon had taken the time to teach him. 
 
    Bar’ku was a Maverick, and thus had access to the same knowledge that the Archons had, but without having someone to work with…in his case on a long mission in the primitive regions of the galaxy…you couldn’t learn to feel the Essence of another, which made the process a great deal easier, though painful. When you moved your own Essence around it felt natural, but when someone else did it to you it was horrific. But that pain also came with the knowledge of moving Essence, something that pre-breakthrough people could not experience on their own.  
 
    So a little nudge here or there could be useful if one was close to a breakthrough, and Marren-882019 had been willing to spend some of his downtime to help Bar’ku get over the hump once he sensed he was close. Normally all Essence ascensions occurred in the Jepiker System, which was home to the Archons and Mavericks where Head Trainer Wilson kept them under close watch as they developed their basic skills so that they didn’t accidentally kill themselves in the process. But since Marren was one of the more skilled Essence users, he had felt confident he could handle the Maverick’s upgrade process, though in truth it had been more of an experiment than anything, for no Kret’net Maverick had ever proven themselves even close to the threshold.  
 
    Marren had been surprised when his lessons, written by Wilson, had worked. After their co-op mission against the Vengarri was over, Bar’ku returned to Jepiker and Wilson for further training. Now, years later, he and many other Essence users were being reassigned to the newly acquired Beta Temple as the trailblazers tried to reach the Paladin through the existing inter-Temple transit system. 
 
    Some 43 trailblazers were already here, with the others staying away for security reasons, but so far the Vargemma had not arrived in this Temple, which was supposedly not accessible to them for the simple fact that it had not been needed. They were not the masters of the Temple network, merely the guests, and this one was slowly becoming Star Force property. 
 
    When the travel orb arrived and cracked open, Bar’ku stepped down out of one of the larger compartments onto an elevated platform that led to a ramp down to the floor. The Humans with him moved down smaller ramps while others were close enough to the floor to just step out. The orb had been constructed to hold many passengers of different sizes, and he was by far the largest to arrive here to date, standing more than twice the height of a Human and, more importantly, containing more Essence in his larger body. 
 
    That would make his donations to the Temple system more valuable, but skill level always mattered in that respect, and those with the highest skill levels had a higher concentration of Essence within them. But as far as rookies went, he had more than the others and that would allow him to do more training/exploring before running himself dry as they would be working themselves hard to learn the new techniques and share between them…all in the hopes of advancing at least one person high enough to get access to the portals. 
 
    When Bar’ku stepped into the reception chamber he noticed the murals on the walls, which he’d already studied in detail via the reports taken back to the Empire…but he wasn’t here for them, and the small reception committee camping out in a prefab structure set in the middle of the reception chamber directed the new arrivals to the exterior door rather than the tunnel.  
 
    Bar’ku and the others walked out into the exterior beneath a shield bubble covering a Star Force-built landing pad. Beyond it was the barren ice-covered landscape he’d expected to see, but being here now he could actually feel the magnitude of the Temple. It was ancient and powerful, but also asleep. He looked up, seeing the faint trace of the horizon where the land arched upward and disappeared into the haze of the sky that dimmed the light just enough to make it hard to track, but with an armor enhancement he could in fact see it continue all the way up over his head, with the small glowing spot in the center being the Temple’s artificial star dead overhead, then past it the surface terrain circled back around and down to his position. 
 
    It was too large for the term HUGE to encompass, and apparently they were all alone here aside from the drone workforce the Founders had left behind to care for it. Bar’ku didn’t waste time sightseeing, for he and the others boarded a barge-like craft that was not of Star Force’s construction and took off across the frozen landscape. 
 
    “Where did we get this?” one of the Humans asked the pilot, who was a Bsidd.  
 
    “We ordered it from the Caretakers, along with a lot of other stuff. So long as we provide the natural resources, they build for us. I’m told we’re not going to keep doing that, but until we can get our own infrastructure set up we’re working with the native technology for the most part.” 
 
    “And the platform?” 
 
    “We’ve got a Kiritak colony set up and growing. They built the platform to handle specialized cargo shipments. We’ve got travel orbs coming and going on a two hour basis giving them what they need along with the reinforcements. That’s what those crates are that were stuffed inside the extra compartments. Look there,” he said, pointing a mandible to the far right as they flew.  
 
    Bar’ku glanced along that sightline and spotted another barge heading in from a different direction towards the platform.  
 
    “That’s them coming to pick up the stuff. They’ve got outposts in 4 different Regions already, doing what I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Prep work for the Paladin and Bsidd,” an Archon that had arrived with Bar’ku answered. “We’re moving in here for keeps regardless of whether or not we get to the Alpha Temple.” 
 
    “Why not just use all Paladin?” one of the techs asked. 
 
    “We need experience as well,” Bar’ku answered, looking down on the Humans standing around him, all of which were keeping a couple steps away from the edge of the small open-topped barge. “We have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Wow,” one of the Humans said as the view of the distant barrier city started to pop through the atmospheric haze across the ice sheets.  
 
    “Wait till you see what’s on the other side,” the pilot said, standing behind a dais that held the flight controls. “We’re going up and over, though we do have people inside that…somewhere.” 
 
    Bar’ku understood what he meant. The city was so huge that even a million people could get lost inside a section of it, and Star Force had far less than that here, given the limited trips through the Bridge available to them. The Paladin would be able to reproduce adults once here, but the Bsidd and Kiritak would have to train their younglings for multiple years before they would be useful. That said, they would still multiply rapidly and bypass the need for mass immigration over the decades to come. 
 
    Hopefully it wouldn’t take that long to get access to the portals, but if they were being brought in to colonize, maybe the trailblazers thought it would take that long. If that was the case, then the work Bar’ku had been brought here to do would be even more important than he thought, for speed was necessary to get to Alpha Temple and the others in order to put down the Vargemma, which were still making attacks on Star Force territory and causing massive disruptions to the Grid Point system, with each construct knocked offline cutting transit routes and forcing slower redirects through normal system to system jumps. 
 
    The deaths were mounting up too, with Star Force only able to minimize them during attacks. The Vargemma’s movements and Essence technology were too powerful to stop altogether, especially the Olopar, even with Uriti-charged Materia being rushed to the highest priority targets. 
 
    A lot of Carry Orbs were being created here by the Caretakers, then sent back to the Bridge Endpoint where a trio of waiting Uriti were filling them up to be sent back immediately. Those Carry Orbs were then being taken to an input node so that the trailblazers could get the exterior barrier shield and other systems online. As it was, the Temple was visible from the exterior, but it was in such a remote location that no one had noticed.  
 
    They’d been able to pinpoint it via exterior star views available from the city systems, and it was not within Star Force territory. Rather it was in one of the large sections of the galaxy that remained unexplored for the most part. It was about a fourth of the way around the galaxy from Earth on the anti-spinward side with Itaru more or less between them, though much further into the Core and off the straight travel line from one to the other.  
 
    Star Force’s territory on that side of the galaxy was thin and based mostly off the Hula Hoop route. They’d been nibbling away at it for centuries, but no major push had been made when other areas were asserting their need for a Star Force intervention. There were a few major powers in the larger region, but nothing of consequence in the immediate area around the Beta Temple, which sat in the void of space without a nebula, asteroid field, or even a planetary system nearby. It was just out in the middle of nowhere, making everyone question exactly how had the Founders gotten the material out here to build it in the first place. 
 
    As the barge got closer to the massive wall before them, it began to slowly rise so that when they crossed it they did so without any sudden course correction. The flat ‘roof’ of the city looked like a long plain of its own on an entirely artificial planet, except that the section ahead of them was glowing. 
 
    Bar’ku didn’t catch on until they passed the terminator and the sky above them suddenly got much brighter. The top of the city was too high in elevation to have snow, so it had been completely clear, but now the Kret’net could see that the glow on this side was from the reflected sunlight, which was much more intense. 
 
    “Segmented radiance,” one of the techs said in awe. “They can actually make that damn star shine more where they want it and less elsewhere.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the pilot confirmed as they moved across the lit half towards the far side of the barrier city. “With the extra Essence being added, more Caretaker units have been going out and adding more hydrogen to the reserves. That’s allowed them to amp up the sunlight in one region, and one region only. You’ll see for yourself when we get there. There’s a reason why we didn’t set up camp around the Bridge endpoint. That region is too big, and the Caretakers won’t allow part of a region to vary from some protocols they had, so we needed a smaller one, and this is it. There’s an extra border city crisscrossing it further North, so about a third of it here is isolated, and we have enough hydrogen to light it up to normal levels and the cities are so high the atmosphere doesn’t flow from one to another very much, if at all.” 
 
    Bar’ku was surprised by the revelation, for he hadn’t been told any section of the Temple was being altered, but when the barge finally passed over the far edge of the city the glaciers that had been everywhere else were now melting. Huge rivers of water were gushing down across the landscape towards lakes and oceans that were slowly reforming. Most of the land was still white, but there were large sections of rock visible along with a few tiny bands of green popping up. 
 
    “Are we planting that?” a tech asked, pointing to the green. 
 
    “Nope. The Caretakers are reseeding from stores they kept safe all this time. Apparently everything here used to be warm and flourishing, then the Vargemma stopped giving so much Essence to the Temple network and it had to cut back use in the unoccupied ones. They had to let everything die, because the trips to transport hydrogen eat up Essence. They still made enough to keep the basic systems functioning and some radiation so everything didn’t get down to absolute zero and fly off if the gravity got shut off. But now that we’re here and supplying Essence, they’re fetching hydrogen from who knows where, for they won’t say, and this small Region is getting reseeded as the ice retreats.” 
 
    “Plants only?” Bar’ku asked, wondering if they were introducing animal life as well. 
 
    “Just plants. They expect the oxygen to be consumed by the inhabitants, and when it’s not they have scrubbing factories to turn it back into carbon dioxide so the plants don’t suffocate. They’ve got a damn impressive setup here, and now that it’s got juice it’s coming back online and all sorts of neat stuff is being made available to us. You guys are going to be quite busy, I imagine.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” another Archon echoed. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “The Kiritak colony. We’re basing everyone out of there until we get a better idea of what the city systems can and can’t do. They’re tagged as a research zone, not a habitation. I wasn’t told why, but something happened that caused us to relocate.” 
 
    “Has someone been hurt?” a tech asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” the pilot answered as they began to drop in altitude fast towards a dot of infrastructure inside an icy crater that was obviously artificial due to the precise geometry of the snow melt…which indicated that it hadn’t been melted, but rather dug out. In the center of it was the Kiritak colony, which looked like nothing more than 6 large buildings, each a half mile wide, with numerous active landing pads on the roofs.  
 
    The closer they got they could start to see numerous barges moving to and from the partially constructed buildings with Star Force crews onboard, carrying supplies that were probably coming from mining sites elsewhere…or carrying supplies to the Caretaker facilities so they could use them to build more stuff for Star Force. Either way, there was a lot of activity going on for such a small outpost. 
 
    “The air is still cold, despite the sun. Might want to armor up before you walk off,” the pilot said as he came in on approach and found an empty pad near a reception cupola that was sticking up off the otherwise flat rooftop. “It’s going to be a while before all that snow melts and the land soaks up the heat. Months minimum. So you need to keep your cold gear handy at all times.” 
 
    The barge touched down gently and extended a ramp off all four sides to touch the Star Force rooftop below rather than trying to dock at the edges. “Handler is just inside. Report there.” 
 
    Bar’ku nodded his thanks as the group emptied off the barge and passed through the energy shield, getting temperature readings above freezing on his armor’s sensors as he saw others triggering their jewelry to turn into full suits, but the Kret’net did not. It was only a quarter mile walk, and he felt like tasting the air here without filtration. 
 
    It felt cold and raw, but welcoming. He couldn’t isolate the latter part, so it was probably his own expectations. This place had been built for people to discover it, not drive them off, and now that they were here it was coming back online. That definitely suggested welcome, though the surface was definitely not habitable to most races. Hence the insane amount of continuous cities that crisscrossed the entire temple and connected to everywhere. In truth it was just one giant city resembling a spider web, where you could walk from anywhere to anywhere without having to go outside. But for reference sake the Temple denoted certain areas as separate cities, and Star Force had adapted that, as well as adding its own new monikers to the battlemap that was now accessible to their armor since they were in range of the outpost. 
 
    Bar’ku flipped up a holographic visor so he could review it without activating his full armor as the group moved to the cupola and a Human came out to greet them. To his surprise it was one of the trailblazers…Kai-054…standing in just a T-shirt and shorts with his armor gauntlets gleaming on his bare skin. 
 
    “Welcome to Halo on steroids,” he said, throwing his arms wide for emphasis. “Techs go with Archy. Essence-users, follow me. I’m putting you to work immediately.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Bar’ku asked, eliminating his holographic visor. 
 
    “Yeah, big problem. Every button I have to press takes a little Essence, and there are a lot of buttons. I need more fingers, and that’s you. I’ll fill you in on the way,” he said, pointing to one of the rare Star Force dropships on the rooftop. “Snacks are onboard…” 
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    When the dropship took off it did so far faster than the barge had, flying across the slowly melting region to the far side, then hopping over the other barrier city into another frigid zone. From there they spent another 2 hours before finally arriving at their destination…which was a shield dome covering an area without ice that housed a number of Temple structures on a barren rocky landscape stretching several miles wide. 
 
    “Alright people, we’re here,” Kai said as they descended and watched the exterior view via the tiny holograms in each of their suits, for the walls of the dropship were solid and without windows, even for the pilot. “Don’t overdraw your Essence, but give me what you can. This is going to be tedious.” 
 
    Bar’ku triggered his armor to fully activate, expanding out from his gauntlets to cover his entire body in a black and red solid carapace indicating his Maverick status. The others also fully activated their armor, in a variety of designs and colors, with Kai’s being an odd white/green mix that represented his Clan Yoshi colors, then when the boarding ramp lowered they walked out into a furious wind.  
 
    Bar’ku took the worst of it, given that he was larger than the Humans, but his feet held firm even as they sunk into the snow nearly half a meter as Kai walked lazily atop the snow without leaving footprints.  
 
    “Nice weather, isn’t it?” the trailblazer scoffed. “Use your anti-grav if you want, but not so much that you’ll blow away.” 
 
    Bar’ku did just that, but like Kai he used his Yen’mer to steady himself as he climbed up onto the snow, but his larger mass still left shallow footprints while the Archons’ did not. All of them were having to ‘fly’ into the wind to counteract it, but thankfully all the techs had been left behind and everyone here had most, if not all, of the Star Force psionics. At least the non race-specific ones.  
 
    The Kret’net felt Kai’s mind connect to his, and Bar’ku let him in, for this was the plan they’d discussed enroute. The trailblazer needed to coordinate all of them through his own mind, but not with battlemeld. He just needed to give them a few simple instructions, and that led Bar’ku to break off from the group and head to the left as the others scattered out as well around the solid shield’s perimeter that stood slightly glowing in front of them. 
 
    The outside air was full of blowing and falling snow, but that within the shield was clear and showed 8 pillars bracketing a walkway. The pillars were just inside the nearly vertical wall that was the dome shield. It was so big it looked flat, with the very subtle curve only detectable with a good eye or a sensor kit, both of which they all had.  
 
    Bar’ku walked up to the farthest pillar, which dwarfed him. It was slightly narrower than his body, but stood three times his height. It was not made of the crystal-like material that the obelisks were, but rather rough stone covered with inscriptions. It was the language of the Founders, and thankfully Star Force had already deciphered it and added it to their translation programs, letting Bar’ku trigger an overlay that gave him a series of button labels…but with no buttons.  
 
    At least not visually. With his Essence sense he could feel little nodules within the pillar beneath the labels, and when Kai gave him the first command he sent a tiny bit of Essence into a specific one. 
 
    Nothing happened, and Kai told him to increase the amount gradually until something did. Bar’ku tried 6 times before he got enough, then the script over the button began to glow yellow out of the gray rock, forming little light feathers reflecting off the blowing snow outside the shield barrier. It remained illuminated for several minutes, then went dark again.  
 
    Kai had him press more buttons, as he was having the others do likewise on all the pillars. Two more Archons were also pressing buttons on Bar’ku’s pillar, for there were hundreds on each that made up of some sort of a code lock for getting through the shield. Kai was having to figure it out through trial and error, but each attempt meant depleting a small amount of Essence…hence the need for more fingers to push buttons.  
 
    They stayed at it for 6 hours before calling it quits and heading back, with Bar’ku feeling drained. Each button press took a considerable amount of Essence from him, and many of the Archons had to drop out before the end. He had a much larger reserve due to his body size, but the older Archons had barely scratched the surface of their internal wells and began to pick up the slack when the younger ones began to drop out. 
 
    Bar’ku was glad he’d held out through the end of the mission, but he wouldn’t be coming back here for days, minimum. It would take a lot of time to regenerate what had been lost, but the flipside to that was he’d develop a slightly larger well afterward as an adaptation effect…and that’s how things were going to work here. Essence use when you had it trying to unlock sealed locations and technology, then work exploring and building while you regenerated your reserves.  
 
    The trailblazers were much busier, for they had the largest internal wells off all, but even they had limits and this Temple had been designed for those with far larger ones. That meant any button pressing that Bar’ku could do would save the trailblazers the effort, and he was happy to assist in this manner over the coming months even as more Star Force Essence users arrived…and with them came the Knights of Quenar, en mass, once Star Force had sent everyone they could spare. Some Essence users had to remain in the empire for other duties, including some of the trailblazers, but the Knights of Quenar apparently were able to round up far larger numbers from their hidden population. 
 
    The Bridge was in use constantly once they began to arrive, and they were housed in the Star Force buildings rather than establishing their own colony. Most of Bar’ku’s work was separate from them, but 8 months in and he was assigned a co-op mission back to the same shield dome that had been on his first mission. 
 
    He was there with a dozen Archons, Kai, and some 22 KoQ as they all worked on the problem, with Bar’ku not fully aware of what was going on, for he was only pushing buttons at Kai’s request and not involved in the deliberations about what to press and in what order. Apparently the KoQ had some insight into the workings of Founder lore that had been passed onto them by the Vargemma, and combining that with Paladin-gathered information and Archon intelligence, they finally figured out the riddle before them. 
 
    The Temples had been built to oppose the Hadarak, and seeing as how the Vargemma had never met a Lurker before…for they’d always hid from them…they’d never obtained a genetic sample. But more than that, they’d never obtained a genetic sample from their ‘ooze’ weapon.  
 
    The code that finally unlocked the shield was something that the Vargemma had never figured out in Alpha Temple, for there were many locations still blocked to them. But Star Force had the full genome of the ooze, and a portion of it hinted at by the descriptive text on the pillars was what finally did the trick…though it took more than two hours to manually input the specific genetic sequence. 
 
    The shield didn’t disappear, but retreated upwards slowly, allowing people to walk through underneath while stopping some 48 meters up and keeping the majority of the location covered, though that didn’t stop the winds and snow from blowing in underneath and messing up the pristine landscape inside. 
 
    “Finally,” Kai said, blowing out a long breath and glancing at the Knights of Quenar. “Thanks, fellas.” 
 
    “Let us see what we have acquired,” one of them said from beneath a black robe that covered their wolf-like heads, but left their faces visible while protected by an invisible shield of their own. They looked particularly vulnerable, but Kai knew that was deceptive, for they held a great deal of technology within their clothes and even their bodies that could be called upon at a moment’s notice…though he’d never actually seen them wear a suit of armor. 
 
    Bar’ku stepped in through the opening in the shield, dropping 3 meters to the dry ground when he left the snowpack outside and kicking a little of it in during his slide down with his trailing tail. Then he was walking on natural rock over to the artificial path that led towards a city-like infrastructure some 300 meters ahead. It was broken up into chunks, many of which looked haphazard and sticking out at various angles without purpose, but one thing he had learned since coming here was that nothing here was random.  
 
    What they would find inside he wasn’t sure, but it had been off limits to the general Temple population and Star Force had just earned access to it. The KoQ had said the Vargemma had gone on and on about tiered systems and pockets of power that would only be opened to those who proved themselves worthy. It was an underpinning to their teachings, but apparently had been misconstrued a bit, for without the part about fighting the Hadarak, virtually everything in this Temple lost its purpose.  
 
    But given new revelations, the teachings the Vargemma had given the KoQ were being straightened out and returned to their original purpose, for both Star Force and the enigmatic Order were both empires built on action rather than internal drama. And a lot of the little hints the Founders had left behind became obscured when one took on a passive mindset. 
 
    It would take days at the minimum to search this new facility, but by the end of it Bar’ku guessed they’d have access to a new weapon…or perhaps something much more important. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the Core… 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran had left Itaru again, and not without good cause. He continually felt more and more constrained there, for his empire was not as stable as their Rimward rivals’ was. The independent J’gar were making ploys with those still loyal to the Empire to break away and join them, while the independent Oso’lon were making territorial acquisitions beyond their current worlds. Nothing that conflicted with the V’kit’no’sat patrols or trade routes, but they were seizing systems that technically fell within the V’kit’no’sat domain and they weren’t exactly asking permission.  
 
    They thought otherwise, having claimed chunks of the galaxy as their own, but Mak’to’ran had never sanctioned that and kept his own operations where they were in the Feerno Region. The actual split in the V’kit’no’sat had never been fully acknowledged, but word had gradually gotten out about it and people knew there were autonomous regions within the Empire…what they didn’t know was that they had fully left it.  
 
    That cover kept there from being a war between the Oso’lon and the V’kit’no’sat over the extra territory in Feerno that wasn’t populated by either group, and the same was true of the J’gar, who held the Hesphatus and Delogi Regions, the latter of which was soon to feel the might of the Hadarak on its throat. The two regions were connected to one another, with Hesphatus being further away from the Deep Core, but the J’gar did not actually control them. They controlled pieces, the V’kit’no’sat controlled the rest, or at least oversaw it, though the Didact claimed it all…but without the strength to actually back up that edict.  
 
    Both the Didact and the Oso’lon Primearch had agents within the empire working against him, which was why Mak’to’ran could not leave Itaru without complications. That system was the key to the empire, and he who ruled it had the visible mantle of leadership…but those were semantics that most V’kit’no’sat now ignored. The Hadarak were on the move, and Mak’to’ran had proven himself as a leader. The bulk of the empire was solidly behind him so long as he could show them a path to victory…no matter how treacherous…but there were enough traitors and cowards mixed into the V’kit’no’sat ranks to cause trouble. For there were some that would eagerly abandon their oaths in exchange for power. 
 
    But even if they claimed it, that power would be temporary until the Hadarak reached out to consume their worlds. Such stupidity did not correct itself, and the closer the Hadarak got to the V’kit’no’sat boundary line the more the unworthy would come to the surface and begin to act. He needed to purge them as they did so, but not today. Today he needed to be in combat, and right now his fleet was engaged with a tier 3 Hadarak assaulting a system of 6 partially inhabited planets. 
 
    Star Force was here evacuating as many of them as they could, but without the number of warships they’d once had. Many had been withdrawn to fight the Vargemma in the Rim, but enough had been left behind to cover the evacuation transports…but not enough to kill Hadarak. That was left to the V’kit’no’sat, but the Hadarak were getting bold and intentionally targeting evacuation sites even if they were not the closest to their expansion waves.  
 
    It was as if they did not want to let the inhabitants get away, which made little sense to Mak’to’ran. If they intended to wipe out every planet in the galaxy then the order in which they did it did not matter, but now it seemed as if the Hadarak were beginning to operate out of spite…and that was something he had never seen them do before. 
 
    Regardless, it meant they were leaping ahead to hit the evacuation sites more often than before, and this Tier 3 was a 428 mile wide monster that nobody was going to stop unless Mak’to’ran could. He wasn’t sure if that was possible, but today was the day they found out just how much damage Legion could do. 
 
    His fleet had already engaged the Hadarak in orbit around the 2nd planet, with huge swarms of minions intercepting them before they could land more than a few Tar’vem’jic strikes on the monster. The fleet he’d brought was only a fraction of the size necessary to tackle a Hadarak this large and even hope to do damage, but he needed them for the swarm, not the main target. And he needed them to provide some very specific holes in those minion swarms, which were just beginning to appear now. 
 
    Mak’to’ran personally issued the order for the first Legion Ysalamir to move out of holding position behind the combat. There was a small crew onboard to make sure no interference in communications was possible, and that crew of Ari’tat flew the 38 mile long solid spike past the fleet blocking off the swarms from getting to it, though a scattering of the minions did. They plastered into the side of the craft, trying to slow it with IDF goo, but there weren’t enough of them and the defenses on the expendable craft easily dispensed with the attackers via point defense weaponry and modulated shields that dumped the goo off into the vacuum of space as it flew on. 
 
    It could not go very fast, for it wasn’t ramming the Hadarak, and on approach it felt the grip of the grapple fields, but a countermeasure system activated and nullified the pull. It took an immense amount of power to do so, but the Legion craft had been designed with massive capacitors that would provide enough power to get them to the target. After that they would not be needed again. 
 
    The little Ysalamir landed on the Hadarak’s surface near one of the massive tentacles so that it couldn’t curl over and smash them…but another nearby tentacle could reach that point in a matter of minutes, so they didn’t have much time. The Legion bored holes into the Yeg’gor armor, latching itself in place so it couldn’t be removed with the grapple fields, then the capacitors switched from protecting the bulk of the craft to protecting the crew module as it shot up and away from the Hadarak. 
 
    The anti-grapple fields were now split, with those still in the Ysalamir being weaker and only protecting the internal mechanisms. The grounding ‘legs’ were not covered, and they visibly torqued as the Hadarak tried to pry them free, but it couldn’t do so fast enough. As soon as the crew module got far enough away, enroute to a pickup with a dedicated Kaeper designed to grab and very quickly evacuate them from the battlefield, the tick-like attached Ysalamir activated with a burst of light beneath it followed by four smokey plumes of material moving outward like compass points. 
 
    They were directed via heavy shield columns powered by what energy was left in the capacitors, to get as much vaporized material out of the line of the beam that was boring down into the Hadarak…then when those finally failed the final mechanism activated and consumed the Legion craft as it converted the internal mass into a Ysalamir bomb directed down into the newly cut shaft. 
 
    Mak’to’ran watched the boring from this Kafcha, then flinched when the final explosion came. Or rather the double explosion. First was the detonation into the weapon matrix that puffed outward from the Hadarak in spectacular fashion, then came the rebound out of the wound…and with it flew chunks of Yeg’gor armor larger than some V’kit’no’sat ships, though he couldn’t see them with his eyes for several seconds. The targeting computers had to find them for him and the others as they scoped out the damage done to the Hadarak. 
 
    An 8 mile deep hole had been bored, but the crater was some 22 miles wide and elongated, with the narrowest part being only 6 miles wide. Mak’to’ran didn’t know if that was supposed to happen or was a quirk of how this Hadarak had grown, for they’d obviously found some kind of seam in it. But regardless, they’d damaged in a ‘small’ way the massive Hadarak far more so than anything else they had in their fleet could even dream of doing short of hours’ worth of continuous fire.  
 
    “A successful strike,” Belo’chat said from behind him on the command deck, with the I’rar’et perched on a specially made raised beam installed on the Era’tran ship for their guest.  
 
    “Indeed,” Mak’to’ran mewed. “What do you make of the crater size?” 
 
    “Curious, but not totally unpredicted. We’ve never been able to detonate Yeg’gor in this fashion, so the fracture process has only been guessed at. The end result I am pleased with. Are you?” 
 
    “Far from a skill shot, but it accomplished its purpose,” Mak’to’ran said satisfied as he dispatched another of the 38 Legion craft waiting nearby to target the center of the wound in order to deepen it further. “Let’s see how many it takes to get past the Yeg’gor. I don’t hope to kill this beast today, but if we can wound it badly enough that it cannot further its assault, then we will have a worthy victory.” 
 
    “Long enough for Star Force to finish evacuating the system.” 
 
    “That is secondary, but notable. The victory will be in stopping the unstoppable…but we are not there yet. Right now it is only stung, and not even responding to the attack.” 
 
    “It will when we hit its interior,” Belo’chat assured him. “I can promise you that much, assuming the fleet can continue to screen for Legion.” 
 
    “That we will,” Mak’to’ran said as his personal ship was engaged in sniping activity from the rim of the battlefield rather than staying beyond it like Star Force control ships typically did. He wasn’t going to dive into the heaviest of combat unless absolutely necessary, but he wasn’t going to be a spectator either. He had been a naval commander long before he became the sole leader of the V’kit’no’sat, and he wasn’t about to let the position transition him into a coward. Especially not today of all days, for they were not escorting a Star Force weapon this time. Legion was theirs, as was the responsibility to hunt and destroy Hadarak, for that’s what the very definition of what a V’kit’no’sat was supposed to be, and today they were reassuming that mantle even if Star Force was unable to return to the fight. 
 
    A telepathic chorus of cheers made its way across his ship when the crew saw the damage done to the Hadarak, and Mak’to’ran echoed a ‘roar’ of his own, though the command deck remained audibly silent. A V’kit’no’sat declawed was not truly a V’kit’no’sat, and today they had reattained parity with Star Force on this warfront…and as far as he knew the Zak’de’ron hadn’t, making the V’kit’no’sat, for the first time, truly dominant compared to their former masters. 
 
    He mentally activated his ship’s comm system on an odd frequency and sent a pithy, and quite rude, message to the Zak’de’ron scout ships he assumed had followed his fleet and were observing from afar as the second Legion arrived in the crater and attached itself, preparing to detonate as it shot its crew module back out of the Hadarak’s gravity well to the safety of a pickup ship as a number of minions raced to get to it first. 
 
    The Hadarak learned fast, and before long they’d develop some tactic to make these strikes harder. But before they did that, Mak’to’ran was going to have his fill of vengeance and turn this beast running. It was high time they saved Star Force, and several hours later when the Hadarak had been wounded deeply enough to make it flee for the safety of the system’s star, Mak’to’ran also sent a pithy, but not so rude, message to the Star Force ships in the system. 
 
    YOU’RE WELCOME, HATCHLINGS. 
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    August 28, 128548 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
    Davis stood in the war room along with four of the trailblazers as the newest batch of updates from the Beta Temple came in, with all 5 of them silently digesting the information along with the information from the rest of the empire that was flowing more freely. The Beta Temple had to send reports back through the Bridge, and then couriers had to carry them to the outermost part of the Star Force communications network before they could be transmitted at a more reasonable pace. 
 
    But it worked, and though delayed, Davis and the other hidden Star Force leadership was able to monitor their progress and get the benefit of what they learned…and today there was a bit of new weaponry that they were adding to Star Force’s armory. 
 
    It had been protected behind a code locked shield, and the access code turned out to be a segment of the genetic code of the ‘ooze’ weapon the Lurker had deployed against Morgan’s now dead Borg-class warship. The Paladin had reported the existence of an identical facility on Alpha Temple, but to date the Vargemma had not been able to unlock it. And if it truly required contact with a Lurker, then that explained their difficulty. It seemed the Founders only wanted to give knowledge and power to those who needed it, and the Lurkers were not the first line of Hadarak defense, but the primary responders when the Hadarak were able to be killed in too quick a fashion. 
 
    The facility that had been unlocked on the Beta Temple was a factory to produce a counter-agent, though a technological one. It was an ooze of its own, designed to eat and destroy the Lurker weaponry without damaging anything else not specified. It could be modified to consume natural resources in order to expand itself further, but those had to be preprogrammed into the nanites before release. And those nanites also had a time stamp kill code mandated, so they couldn’t spread indefinitely, because they were hardened against area of effect interference. No signals could be received to override or alter their programming. They were essentially a technological version of bacteria designed to eat the ooze. 
 
    The rate of consumption was far inferior to that of the ooze, but the Shi’va’ti could be used to lay down a line of defense that the ooze would have a difficult time penetrating, thus giving the Founders and their chosen resistance fighters the ability to cordon off sections of affected landscape to prevent the ooze from spreading across an entire planet, or in quick moving applications, parts of a ship or facility. 
 
    Basically it was a fire extinguisher that could grow itself once deployed, and Davis was relieved to have it. Beta Temple was producing a large amount to send back for further research, but so long as they held that Temple they’d have the ability to design and produce Shi’va’ti to use in the war against the Hadarak. So far the Lurkers hadn’t used the ooze again, so Davis had nothing to test it against, but as soon as the Star Force fleet returned to hunting the now multiple Lurkers he was certain that they would start employing more and more of their exotic weapons. 
 
    He’d gotten word from Mak’to’ran that Legion was now in effect and living up to its promise. 18 Hadarak were now dead from it, and that only in a handful of months. The V’kit’no’sat were mass producing the kamikaze Ysalamiri, and he was glad to see that they were becoming effective. So far the Vargemma hadn’t shown up to interfere, but then again they weren’t going after true Ysalamir, but smaller expendable ones. That would make it almost impossible to track and destroy them, especially if the V’kit’no’sat were devoting resources to produce thousands of them. 
 
    Sadly though, Mak’to’ran also reported that a Lurker had already responded to the assaults and massacred one of his Legion-augmented fleets. When they attempted to latch onto the Lurker it simply disintegrated the Ysalamir. The backup plan the V’kit’no’sat had was to skip the drilling phase and just ram the Lurker with a timed detonation. Nearly all attempts were intercepted and destroyed, with just two getting through…and those only burned the surface armor for less than half a mile of penetration. It was a noticeable wound, but it wasn’t going to be enough to kill the Lurkers. 
 
    Davis had promised Mak’to’ran that if he could avoid the Lurkers and just hunt the Hadarak ‘Wardens,’ he’d send Materia-carrying fleets to assist once the Vargemma situation was resolved. He needed those badass weapons here to kill Olopar with, for the losses Star Force was taking across the empire were escalating badly. The Vargemma were being coy about what they were going to attack, which left Davis and the others having to guess with regards to where they sent their Materia.  
 
    Sometimes they guessed right, and the Olopar kill count was now up to 7, but the Vargemma had been able to knock out 9 constructs at 6 different Grid Points, and repairing/rebuilding those was not a quick process. The trade disruptions were giving Davis a headache, but he’d been rerouting much of Star Force’s priority shipping through black hole routes where applicable. The Vargemma couldn’t take those out, and a slower route was better than having to turn around whenever an existing Grid Point link suddenly went down. 
 
    But the civilian traffic was a nightmare in these locations, though the local Monarchs were managing it. The Grid Point system was something everyone in or associated with Star Force had come to rely on, and without it the galaxy suddenly got a lot larger. What normally took months of travel now took years in some cases, though most of the Grid Point network was still up and running, but Davis didn’t expect the Vargemma to stop knocking holes in it until they were forced to, and without a means of reaching the other Temples, Star Force couldn’t do that. 
 
    The death toll was catastrophic, for the Vargemma weren’t just targeting constructs, which had millions of people inside them anyway. They were firing on anything Star Force, and anyone at Star Force locations, so when they hit a Grid Point and the city-like spread of space-based facilities surrounding them, trillions of people were being slaughtered across the galaxy in total, and Star Force had no way to keep the enemy away from the highly populated areas other than to hit them with as much firepower as they could when they emerged. 
 
    That, at least, was diminishing the targets hit by requiring the Vargemma to send larger fleets to screen for the Olopar, but Davis knew they were just making more of them inside their Temples, as well as their own warships, which were dying en mass to accomplish these missions. Their technology was far inferior to Star Force’s, but it was getting the job done because the Essence technology added to it was letting them pop in and out wherever they wanted, bypassing traditional stellar orbit jumpline defenses.  
 
    Davis was used to it now, and though he didn’t like taking losses and becoming calloused to it, he had no choice. The Vargemma were attacking and he couldn’t stop it, so the only way forward was to weather the damage as they pushed for a means to attack the Vargemma in their secure Temples. Davis didn’t want to look at the lists of the dead, but occasionally he did just to remind himself of the horrors he was hiding from out here. For the sake of those dying and those who were going to die, he had to live and find a way to avenge them.  
 
    Another piece of the update from Beta Temple detailed Greg’s exploration of one of the ‘orbital’ facilities. There were no orbital mechanics inside a Dyson Sphere, just anti-grav to resist the tiny bit of gravity the shell emitted. Still, that little bit was enough to travel via dropship out to one of the facilities, all of which were shield locked until you passed the Founders’ little puzzles. Greg reported the Knights of Quenar were indispensable in this, for their Essence skillset seemed to cover areas that the Archons’ did not, and vice versa. Together they were unlocking a lot of stuff, but Greg reiterated that the bigger locks, such as on the portals, were far beyond their reach until they learned and grew their skills following the Temple’s training…and that was going to take years, if not centuries, to get to the prerequisite points. 
 
    Davis tried to console himself by remembering that they had shut down the attacks coming from the Alpha Temple, so the Vargemma had less to hit them with, but it didn’t seem to matter when viewing the battle reports coming in. Star Force was being blindsided everywhere, despite their adaptations that were causing the Vargemma to lose more and more ships as the Archons learned better how to fight them. The power of Essence was just too great to counter with standard weaponry, and the Vargemma were obviously willing to pay the price of these suicide victories with their numerous populations inside the Temples. 
 
    He still didn’t know how many there were, nor how many were inhabited or to what extent. Most people inside had never traveled between them, so the Paladin Mind Raiders couldn’t pull information about other Temples from them. Eventually they might grab someone who had traveled elsewhere, but based on the number of attacks hitting Star Force, Davis guessed they had dozens of Temples as full as Alpha…at the minimum.  
 
    Thrawn had gone a step further and actually attacked Alpha Temple from the exterior, after confirming that the inside of the attack point was clear of people. He tried all types of weaponry, but none of it affected the Essence field for even a moment. Where it was being emitted from was still a mystery, and the hole they tore into the exterior of the Temple was immediately tagged for reconstruction by the Caretakers…who did not travel beyond the Essence barrier to attack the Paladin ships outside. They just repaired the damage, invisible to those attacking from beyond.  
 
    A follow up report on the Caretaker activity repairing the breach caught Davis’s eye, as he was curious where they were drawing resources from. Were they mining them out of the crust, or did they have backup warehouses with ready-made replacements available? 
 
    The Paladin had backtracked some of it, dead ending in well defended facilities with shield-covered access points. The Caretaker craft were being allowed through the shields, and were coming out with crates that the Paladin had intercepted thereafter enough to scan inside…to find raw materials. 
 
    Not perfectly geometric cubes of hydrogen or other resources, but chunks of ore, or in some cases finely ground sand that were being processed in other locations in the Temple. 
 
    That made no sense to Davis. Why weren’t they being processed on site then transported with lower volume? They had their choice of the crust in the entire Sphere to mine, so why… 
 
    Davis froze as a thought occurred to him, and the subtle change in either his body or mind caught the attention of the trailblazers. 
 
    “Davis?” Paul asked from his left where he was reviewing other material with a halo of holograms around him. 
 
    “The raw materials are not coming from the Temple. They’re being imported to replace the mass that Thrawn extracted from the exterior.” 
 
    “From where?” Jax-064 asked. 
 
    “If it was another Temple they wouldn’t be crude. They’re coming from the field where the Caretakers do not have extensive refinement infrastructure.” 
 
    “A field trip,” Paul echoed.  
 
    “Exactly. How far are they going to get ore?” 
 
    Rex-079 pulled up a starmap of the area surrounding Alpha Temple. “Unless there are pockets hidden in the Nebula, the closest point is Kanethrol. I doubt they’re getting in there under our nose, so the next closest would be…19.2 lightyears away. It’s in the nebula or they’re using Essence travel.” 
 
    “Beta has no nebula, so where would they get theirs?” Blake-030 asked. 
 
    “The Caretakers are going in and out somehow,” Davis reiterated. “Maybe they don’t use the main portals after all?” 
 
    “A private back door between Temples,” Paul said. “And one out to quiet mining locations. The lost Olopar and warships would diminish the total mass within the Temple. If they’re precisely monitoring it…” 
 
    “More likely it’s the superstructure they care about,” Jax countered. “I’d guess the surface stuff is expected to be depleted over time, and they put a lot in to begin with.” 
 
    “Point,” Paul conceded. “Unless the Caretakers are programmed to restock it from underground. They have the burrowing technology to do it.” 
 
    “Too visible,” Blake pointed out. “If we get in there and really set up shop, we’ll be depleting resources faster than they could replenish them without an army going out into the galaxy they’re supposed to be hiding from. I’m with Jax on this one. The Temple is supposed to be a storehouse that gets depleted, but repairs to the superstructure are classified differently. They probably have to replace whatever they use to make the repairs, so that the denizens still have their full amount of resources available.” 
 
    “How’d they build these without being even more visible in the first place?” Paul asked. 
 
    Jax shrugged. “I don’t know, but the increase in Caretaker activity occurred when Thrawn poked a hole in the shell. Mass wise, that’s a lot less than the Vargemma are mining daily.” 
 
    “I still bet they have a backup plan for material loss. If they do for Essence, I bet they won’t let the entire Temple run out of resources.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to go through, Paul, but I agree,” Blake said with a nod. “My gut says they’re probably not anywhere near that point. The Essence was nearly empty, so they had to refuel to minimal levels.” 
 
    “Because the Vargemma have their own wells and didn’t give enough?” Rex wondered. 
 
    “We haven’t even found the reapers yet,” Paul pointed out. “I bet they have a separate Caretaker network of portals, and the visible ones are for denizen use.” 
 
    “Piggyback?” Rex floated, pointing out the obvious idea that Davis had been referring to.  
 
    “Without pissing off the Caretakers,” Jax amended.  
 
    “Or going through them,” Davis said with a clenched jaw. “We don’t have the time to play by the rules. We have to get to the other Temples, even if we have to destroy every Caretaker to do it.” 
 
    “They can make more,” Paul added. “I wonder if they will ever stop hunting us if we kill one of them in view…” 
 
    Rex smiled. “Yeah, we just have to be sneaky about it. How much surveillance do they really have?” 
 
    “Not enough down in the crust,” Jax said, referencing how the Paladin had killed snooping Caretaker drones beneath the surface where their comm signals wouldn’t penetrate. “But we’ll have to be damn careful up top in their facilities. The walls probably have a lot of imbedded tech.” 
 
    “We might be able to sneak through,” Blake suggested, “if they can’t track our bodies’ Essence.” 
 
    “Regardless, we have to find out if there’s another way to get to the other Temples,” Davis reiterated. “Don’t be shy about this. They’re just robots.” 
 
    “And robots don’t use Essence to get through the front door,” Rex noted. “The activation of any portals has to be by signal, so maybe, if they use the main ones…” 
 
    “We can replicate the signal and open them up drawing off the Temples’ Essence reserves,” Davis finished. “But that’s assuming we can hack them. We’re not there yet.” 
 
    “I think piggyback is our quickest option,” Paul said, flexing his hands in front of him. “And if we’re going where no man has gone before, we need our best.” 
 
    “Go,” Davis said, glancing at the others. “All of you. If we can fight a ground war without the fleet, then we will.” 
 
    “Well now I’m definitely going,” Rex said, cracking a smile at the thought of facing off against trillions of Vargemma solo.  
 
    “And if you can’t get through,” Davis said, acknowledging a very real possibility. “Find the smallest portal you can and tear it apart. Reverse engineering our own might be quicker than passing the Founder skill tests.” 
 
    “Right,” Blake acknowledged, knowing that would probably put them in the decades range, at least, before they could get reinforcements to the Paladin, let alone any other Temple. “My money is on sneaking in, and if there’s a way we’ll find it. I promise.” 
 
    “Just get it done,” Davis said, pained. And they all knew why, for they shared the same frustration at sitting helpless while people were being ambushed and killed and they had no way to stop it, only survive it, and that did not sit well with any Archon of any rank, let alone the Director who took a more personal responsibility for the Empire that he had crafted, more so even than the trailblazers did. 
 
    Rex punched Paul lightly in the shoulder and ran out, with the other three trailblazers following and getting the rest still in hiding here to join them as they went straight to the hangar bay and then off planet. That left Davis here alone, but that was fine with him. If he couldn’t go with them…and he really wanted to…then it was better not to hamstring any of them by keeping company.  
 
    He still had an empire to run, and though it could do well enough in his absence, a few little orders given here and there could make a difference in lives, so he’d wait and watch from here, passing along clandestine messages to the Monarchs where needed, and keeping himself alive just in case something went horribly wrong in Beta Temple. But a part of him wanted to be there if it did, for he didn’t want to survive if the trailblazers did not…but he had to. That was his responsibility, for he was the Vargemma’s number 1 target, and after surviving in a situation where he should have died, he wasn’t going to test his luck again, though he very much wanted to be exploring the Temples with the trailblazers and actively doing something to get at the Vargemma, rather than sitting in the center of the spider’s web and watching the empire take hit after hit after hit with no relief in sight.  
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    Paul and the other 56 trailblazers crossed the Bridge in a single travel orb, leaving them extremely vulnerable to attack, but they arrived without incident and quickly joined the others who were already a step ahead of them. They’d gotten the Paladin update detailing the location of some of the potential hidden portals and had done some scouting on their own, but they didn’t know that Davis intended for them to use them. 
 
    “He said what?” Sara-012 asked, mildly shocked.  
 
    “We can’t wait,” Paul reiterated as he met her privately in one of the Star Force outposts while the other trailblazers were out talking to their kin in person. “The longer we do, more people die. If we can get in this way, we’re going to.” 
 
    “And he sent everybody?” 
 
    “If this works, we’re going to need the most skilled people going first.” 
 
    “No Golden Knights?” 
 
    “Not for scouting. If this works, they’ll be coming along with everyone else small enough to fit.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this?” she asked cautiously.  
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Even though we could be walking into a buzz saw.” 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting, and so is Davis.” 
 
    “It’s reckless, Paul. Extremely reckless.” 
 
    “So why do I see a hint of a smile that you can’t completely suppress?” he asked deadpan. 
 
    “Because it will be ridiculously badass if it works. What makes you think we can piggyback?” 
 
    “They have to use an Essence bubble. If we get inside it there should be no problem.” 
 
    “Do they have to be spherical bubbles?” 
 
    “That’s one of the many things we’re here to find out. So are you going to guide me through or make me figure it out on my own?” 
 
    “We’re going in pairs?” 
 
    “Yes. Singles are too risky, and depending on what we find, we might need battlemeld.” 
 
    “Hopefully not. Alright, I’m your date. How do we know where we’re going and how do we get back?” 
 
    “We don’t. We just surf the Caretaker grid and map it out as we go.” 
 
    “Long term supplies?” 
 
    Paul nodded. “We brought plenty.” 
 
    Sara bit her lip. “We really are going out on a limb, aren’t we?” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay here.” 
 
    “Not my point. But some of us might not come back.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Vargemma are that smart. It’ll just be the Caretakers and whatever else the Founders built. We can handle that.” 
 
    “You hope,” she reminded him.  
 
    “Thrawn is going to keep shooting holes in Alpha, so hopefully if we follow the supply flow we will end up there eventually.” 
 
    “Assuming there is a supply flow to follow and they’re just not going out in the backyard to some mining outpost to draw resources from.” 
 
    “We need to find out regardless.” 
 
    “Wait, why aren’t you going with Jason?” 
 
    “He has his apprentice, and I didn’t want to break them up. Morgan brought Ginsi, and we have a few other hitchhikers, but I wanted an original.” 
 
    “And you’re still level 1 Saiyan.” 
 
    “Not the best for this kind of mission, but you know my reasons.” 
 
    “I know, Admiral. Don’t worry. I’ll hold your hand.” 
 
    “Sooner rather than later. The others are leaving as soon as somebody figures out how.” 
 
    “Give me 20 minutes and a pack, then I’m all yours.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Paul said as she ran off to do whatever.  
 
    He waited in the hallway by the cupola that led onto the small landing pad atop one of the many research outposts set up near, or in this case, on top of a Caretaker facility. This one, according to the battlemap Paul was surfing while he waited, was set over a Responder. Sara had probably been training or testing out with her Essence skills, which was something she couldn’t do in the main base. Other stations were set up where Neo-level Archons were helping armies of techs analyze, record, and break down as much as possible, though some facilities resisted being tampered with and sent out Caretaker guards to stop the techs from prying too much. 
 
    The Knights of Quenar were also here en mass and helping with a variety of things. Paul hoped they behaved themselves, for the last thing they needed now was a stab in the back…which was why this mission wasn’t being input into the battlemap or even told about to the local personnel save for a handful of trustees staying here to coordinate who went where and service them when…or if…they came back. 
 
    True to her word, Sara showed back up some 17 minutes and 21 seconds later with her armor armbands glimmering in the sunlight coming in through the open archway door to the landing pad.  
 
    “Where’s our gear?” 
 
    “In the dropship,” Paul said, falling into step with her as they jogged out. Neither one wanted to get beat by the others in being the first pair to make it out of the Temple. “I’ve got us a prospective exit point. Have you been there?” 
 
    “No,” she answered his telepathic location data. “But if it’s like the others, the first barrier is a shield and then you’ve got a lot of monitoring equipment inside that activates Hound units. If you can avoid detection then you’ve pretty much got the run of the Caretaker areas.” 
 
    “How much of a cloak?” Paul asked as they ran into the rear of the dropship. 
 
    “Level 19 was what did it,” she said as the trailblazer mentally triggered the ramp to rise and seal, then she caught a heavy geodic hexagon as Paul tossed it to her.  
 
    “Level 28,” he said.  
 
    “I didn’t know we had a 28,” Sara said, pressing it against her right forearm gauntlet and waiting as it melted it into it. The material made her gauntlet extra thick, but it still covered no extra skin on her arm. 
 
    “It’s pieces of 28. The most the Mastertechs had finished. Figured we needed all the advantages we could get.” 
 
    “I won’t argue that,” she said as the dropship lifted off and began to auto-fly to the location at Paul’s mental prompting as he pulled out a similar hexagon and incorporated it into his armor. Then he opened a crate and effortlessly tossed a large square box to Sara. 
 
    She caught the backpack enhancement, but she had to deploy her armor across her torso in order to attach it to her shoulder blades. That left her with a Paladin-like vest that saw her forearm pieces moved up and into shoulder-pad position. In truth she could position the armor pieces anywhere on her body she wanted to carry them, but forearms was the norm, except when they needed a pack to fill up with supplies. 
 
    Sara opened up another crate, then telekinetically started flying foodstuffs, weapons, and other small, compact bits of equipment up and over her head, then deposited them neatly inside the pack that continued to enlarge as needed to fit them all. By the time she and Paul were finished they looked like Ninja Turtles, with hilariously large packs that would not be well suited to fight in…though for a trailblazer they wouldn’t be all that hindering.  
 
    Still, Sara didn’t like the bulkiness…but the idea of running out of supplies and dying from starvation somewhere totally unknown within the galaxy made a little awkwardness totally acceptable. And she could ditch anything she wanted enroute if needed, so both Archons became pocket hoarders all the way up to the arrival point, but they weren’t the first ones here. 
 
    The dropship landed in the bitter cold of another Region beyond the one that had fully melted and was in the beginning process of planting, with numerous Caretaker craft zooming all over depositing seeds or seedlings based on some preprogrammed pattern, then other drones would bring in Essence pods and ‘spray’ specific seedlings with it. Not very many, and he was surprised they were willing to use the limited amount of Essence that they’d donated to the Temple so far for plant growing, but the results couldn’t be argued with. 
 
    Mature trees, covines, bushes, vines, and other things that were apparently essential grew to maturity in less than an hour, sucking resources out of the ground and air so fast they created mini storms around the site and sank into a depression in the ground during the process…but that only helped with water collection after the growth spurts were ended. 
 
    Paul was curious about the patterns, and Sara hadn’t been able to detect a reason for it yet, but they both had bigger things to worry about, though Morgan and Ginsi getting to this exit point first wasn’t really one of them. They just acted like it was. 
 
    “Ah nuts,” Paul said, seeing their dropship already on the frozen ground and two icons of armored suits walking across the snowpack into an ancient archway set into a hillside, marked as the infamous Master/Apprentice duo from ages past. 
 
    “Guess I shouldn’t have washed my hair,” Sara joked. “Let’s see how well they sneak in. Neither of them has been here to try before now.” 
 
    “How many attempts did it take you?” 
 
    “Twice after Rafa figured out the cloak needed. They’re really sensitive to sound, so any big footsteps and you get particle sweepers that the cloaks can’t handle.” 
 
    “Plasma?” 
 
    “Something finer than that. We didn’t get a chance to analyze it. We were trying to hide from it.” 
 
    “Step lightly, got it,” Paul echoed as they set down next to a Temple barge that looked to have been parked here a while based on the snow stuck to the shield dome over it. That was probably from a team of techs that had been here studying the site, and Sara confirmed his telepathic question with a simple mental ‘nod’ as they ran down the lowering ramp and passed through their own containment shield keeping the frigid air out of the craft. 
 
    Frost formed on Paul’s helmet faceplate, but since it was opaque anyway it didn’t make much difference, but get too much on it and all the little micro-cameras imbedded into the armor might get covered, so a de-icing program automatically kicked in and tiny rivulets of water flowed around to the back of his neck where they were splashed off down towards the ground, keeping his helmet completely clean of water and any other foreign substance that found its way onto it. 
 
    But Paul didn’t need the visuals when he had Pefbar to navigate with, though colors and long range objects weren’t detectable with the psionic, and he preferred getting as much information as possible, especially when they were going into the unknown. 
 
    Sara jogged ahead of him, with Paul matching her stride so his footprints in the snow fell inside hers. They had approximately the same size feet, so if anyone was watching later it would look like one set of tracks instead of two…though he did notice shallow, almost filled, depressions from what was probably the tech team arriving earlier. 
 
    That meant a lot of snow had been falling here, or blowing, which made the exterior conditions even more inhospitable, but as soon as they passed through the archway their feet hit synthetic rock tiles set into an odd triangle pattern with Paul’s external temperature gage jumping back above freezing.  
 
    He kept his armor on, save for his helmet that he retracted. Sara did the same, then the two Ninja Turtles jogged up into a room that held 8 techs and the fleeting image of the backside of two more enormous packs disappearing around a corner on the far side. 
 
    “Jensen?” Sara asked, knowing one of the techs on sight. 
 
    “They’re heading into shaft 1. We figure if we try to get at the portals from different directions it might spread out the Caretaker teams if you’re discovered. Take shaft 4. That’s furthest from them. And good luck. We’ll be here if you come back this way.” 
 
    “How will you know?” Paul asked. 
 
    “We snuck a few cloaked cameras inside,” Sara admitted.  
 
    “How are they transmitting back?” 
 
    “Spiderweb lines,” Tech Jensen answered. “The Caretaker surveillance is looking for people, not microline. Not here anyway. Elsewhere they’ve got far more sensitive surveillance. These must not be high priority areas.” 
 
    “Or no one would be stupid enough to risk pissing them off,” Sara noted. “Either way, good for us. You ready?” 
 
    “Born,” Paul answered pithily. 
 
    “Mimic me and be quiet. Don’t use telepathy or battlemeld. They have sensors for that.” 
 
    “Hand signals it is then,” Paul said, resealing his helmet as Sara did the same, then he followed her at a brisk walk down a serious of corridors that led to the point on his battlemap that had been updated as ‘Shaft 4’ with a gleaming purple/blue energy shield covering it. Sara stopped well shy of it, then they both watched as a small Caretaker unit came out carrying a small cubical crate of some kind. It was impossible to say without scanning it, and right now they didn’t want to draw attention. 
 
    They let it get further away, then when Paul was sure there was no more sounds of the swooshing air the Caretakers faintly made, Sara lifted a hand and twisted her fingers around in a pattern that meant ‘going ninja,’ after which she activated her cloaking field and went invisible save for a faint outline. 
 
    Paul did likewise, then reduced his tracker emission down to a range of 5 meters. It was a very odd and short range type of signal that nearly all races didn’t even know existed, let alone built equipment to track. If they did, they’d have to get close to pick up on it, and because it was so weak it could only pass very limited information between the two of them, and then it was scaled down even further, with just enough remaining so they could see the location of each other’s bodies while cloaked so they didn’t run into each other. 
 
    To everyone else they weren’t there, and even the air moving around them was pushed a bit by microshield paddles to make it slide over their armor and reset in a stable position behind them rather than creating a current. It wasn’t perfect, but nearly so, meaning the Archons could run past somebody and they wouldn’t feel the wave of air. The same was true if they fanned the air in front of someone’s face, for it would cling to their skin and then be deposited still once their hand had passed. 
 
    It was damn-advanced technology, with a few new tweaks added in this partial level 28 version, including the shield bypass function that allowed them to reroute the Founders’ inferior shield around them so that the equipment producing it didn’t detect a disruption. That wouldn’t work on Star Force’s most advanced and sensitive shielding, but it was good enough to get by these egress shields, which were designed to allow the Caretakers in and out but nobody else. 
 
    Paul and Sara got through by disrupting the shields while hiding the fact that they were disrupting them, but there was still a tiny visual blip the moment they made contact, but not on exiting. Both passed through and waited a moment, but they didn’t sense any sounds of activity change, and they didn’t dare risk scanning with their sensors or psionics. Not even their Essence. They had to be ghosts, and in terms of ninja skills, that meant going old school navigating while hiding under their new school cloaks.  
 
    Sara reached her hand out to the side, then signaled that they were good to go. After that Paul followed her step for step and let her lead, trusting that she knew a few tricks in this environment that he didn’t, and tried to minimize his interactions with the ground to give his sound-dampening boot treads as much help as possible… 
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    The ‘work’ area for the Caretakers was huge. There were miles of passages linking various factories and repositories, all with varying sizes of drones floating around attending to their business as the pair of Archons quietly snuck past them. And there were a lot of them. Far more than were visible on the surface of Alpha Temple, and Beta Temple had far less than that moving around because most of the Temple was still an ice cube. 
 
    In addition to horizontal corridors and chambers, they came across a lot of vertical shafts, one of which Sara pointed down, then hand signaled that there was a ‘lot of stuff’ down there. Paul got the message she was trying to send, indicating that these facilities on the surface were just the tip of the iceberg, and most of the Caretaker domain was further down in the crust.  
 
    He knew from the battlemap that most of these areas had not been explored by the trailblazers that had got here before him. They’d only backtracked the flow of some of the cargo carrying Caretakers to the portals, which were in the surface…or at least near surface underground facilities. That made sense, because they’d be accessible to the flying traffic as well as the depths in as neutral a spot as you could get. Paul wondered if there were other portals in the orbital facilities, or if they only trusted them on the superstructure itself. The main ones weren’t in space, but imbedded into the surface where ships could descend into them, and perhaps there was some unknown reason for that. 
 
    He didn’t expect to figure that out today, and eventually Sara and him came to an area with far more traffic that required them to move slower. Eventually they came to a bottleneck of drones that they had to crawl by, for they were all floating but too wide to move through with their packs. The archways seemed to be just slightly wider than the width of the largest cargo canisters they were carrying, so crawling was the only option, whether it be on the floor or ceiling. 
 
    They opted for the floor and caused their bulky packs to flatten out as much as possible, making their ‘turtle shells’ even wider as they dropped to the floor, then Sara signaled him to wait. He saw her hands and feet rise off the floor, leaving her floating an inch above it but not moving.  
 
    She was either using the anti-grav in her armor or her Yen’mer, Paul wasn’t sure which, and she was waiting to see if they could detect it. Since gravity seemed to pass through everything without diminishing, it shouldn’t alter the anti-grav of the drones directly over them, but when dealing with advanced tech from an alien race, you never knew for sure. 
 
    Sara’s body eventually started drifting forward, even as the drones shifted up a position in line. Paul opted to crawl behind her for a few strides, then saw what she had. One of the drones ahead of them was lower to the ground than the others, and it was going to be a very tight fit.  
 
    Precision flying was the only way to get through, otherwise they’d have to wait in line and move with it. Neither trailblazer was going to be that patient unless absolutely necessary, so Paul took flight a fraction of an inch off the ground, then got even lower. His mind was used to precision naval maneuvers, and translating that to personal flight wasn’t that difficult. He was using his Yen’mer, just in case the artificial methods left something else detectable. They both worked in a similar manner, but there was some more exotic compounds in his armor to make it extra efficient that were not present in his body. 
 
    But his Yen’mer had been finely tuned long ago, and he slid across the ground with a 1/6th of an inch air gap in between his chest/knees and the floor a couple meters behind Sara. When she made it under the low bar ahead he followed, gliding by without incident, then she sped up and began zipping underneath the line almost as if she was racing him. 
 
    Paul lifted up a little bit more and increased speed, making sure not to brush his still flat and very wide pack against the sidewalls, but a couple minutes of that and Sara suddenly twisted to the left and got out of the line as they entered a larger chamber. Paul followed, coming to his feet and shrinking his pack back down into a narrower block set into his armor as he got his first look at the portals, which were clustered here and other places around the Temple, but this group was the nearest, and if Morgan and Ginsi had made good time, they should be here already. 
 
    He didn’t see any outlines, so either they were here and out of range, or they hadn’t made it yet…or maybe they’d already gone through. There were 8 different vertical rings set into the far wall, each some 22 meters wide, and the line of drones were busy loading up larger transport craft that the other trailblazers had labeled ‘puddle jumpers’ because they were cylinders that fit the dimensions of the portals perfectly to maximize internal volume.  
 
    Those were what he and Sara had to piggyback on, but it was obvious they couldn’t cling to the side walls or they’d be scrapped off when passing through…or maybe not. These weren’t stargates exactly, and when one of the puddle jumpers finished loading and dipped into the shimmering effect, it didn’t go all the way in. It got about halfway then the entire transport blinked out of existence.  
 
    Paul knew that was it transitioning into the Essence Realm, and he heard a pop of atmosphere disappearing. The perimeter of the bubble was important to know, but apparently Sara was already well ahead of him, signaling to follow her as she crept her way towards one of the portals in the middle. They’d organized with the others so they didn’t double up and go through similar ones, though Paul didn’t know which was which. Sara knew, and he was just tagging along, but it was possible that all 8 would go to the same location…or they could be targetable and go anywhere within half the galaxy…or whatever the range of these things actually was. That still hadn’t been determined, for the Responders were mum on certain upper limits of Founder technology. 
 
    Sara led him to one of the puddle jumpers just coming down from an overhead hatch in the chamber through doors that were constantly opening and closing. Paul didn’t know why they were doing that with the constant traffic when you could just leave them open or use a shield barrier…then it clicked when he saw the shimmer on the portals disappear each time one of the doors opened.  
 
    He took a slight chance and opened his senses to Essence without using any of it. He hoped that didn’t give off a reflection or absorption deficit that was noticeable, but it allowed him to see the Essence pooled in the portals because some of it was actively being used. If it wasn’t he wouldn’t pick it up without a scan effect, which he didn’t dare use here. But the feed lines running to the portals disappeared when they dropped a certain depth, and Paul knew it wasn’t due to a lack of range on his part. 
 
    This entire chamber was shielded to hide Essence use. Perhaps as a way to keep the denizens above from realizing how much was actually going on down here…or maybe to keep Essence thieves away. With it being the most valuable commodity in the universe, at least as far as the Founders were concerned, it would be conceivable that the Vargemma or others might try to siphon it out of the Temple for their own uses, so making these portals invisible to their senses was probably just another layer of security. 
 
    But what Paul could see when the doors closed again, shielding view from above, was the perimeter of the Essence bubble created around another puddle jumper when it blinked out of existence. It was almost too fast to see, but apparently Sara had gotten it too, either now or before, because she signaled to head to the front of one just descending towards the middle portals. 
 
    He followed her around the line of drones that started filling up the rear end of the craft that split open to reveal an empty cargo hold inside. The duo didn’t try to get in it, but rather walked around to the front side where there were four claw-like protrusions that appeared to be adapters that could incorporate other containers. They were empty at the moment, but the almost afterimage that Paul had of the Essence bubble had it going around them and leaving gaps inside, and the same was true of the flat back, which had a curved bubble over it. 
 
    Apparently it wasn’t easy to make form-fitting Essence bubbles, and an elongated cylinder with curved ends was better than anything the Knights of Quenar could do, for they had said spherical bubbles were the only known shape possible to generate, and the entire defense barrier around the Temple was also a sphere, though giant in size.  
 
    Paul still didn’t know how to produce the Stargate Effect, but apparently the Founders had found a way to… 
 
    Wait a minute, Paul thought. Why aren’t these spheres like the travel orbs? 
 
    He wanted to ask Sara but knew he shouldn’t, so he pondered the thought as he watched her float up to the front of the puddle jumper and slide into one of the four slots. Her silhouette touched the ship, then when there was no response her form appeared to melt into it as she made her body conform to it as much as possible. 
 
    Paul did likewise, sitting in another notch with a view of the wall they had entered through as well as the 5 portals to their ‘left,’ for the puddle jumper was being loaded in a sideways position. When ready it would spin about and head into the portal, but that too didn’t make much sense because they were being back loaded, not side loaded. 
 
    Then the farthest portal visible ahead of him had two puddle jumpers descend in sequence, only to connect like a train front into rear. Two more followed, and the train now was 4 cars long and looking like a fat spear…which was when Paul spotted a 9th portal far ahead set perpendicular to the eight. It must have been to accommodate the long trains, because there wasn’t enough room the other direction to feed these portals…so what was the difference? Long trains were a rarity or was that one a longer range portal? 
 
    He wanted to ask Sara if she knew, but if she did she hadn’t chosen to go that way. They were both in super ninja mode and not budging from it, making like a pair of rocks stuck to the hull of this puddle jumper as it finished loading…but before it left, he did see the long train begin to load from the side, so these transports did have multiple options. He wondered what was going in this one and if it was filled to capacity or not, but he wasn’t going to get an answer to that from the forward view, and before too long the crater-like cavity set behind the ring portal ahead of them disappeared as a shimmering wave covered the horizon. 
 
    Sara and Paul were pushed through it, seeing an Essence bubble form over the front of the craft when they touched the horizon. It was as if the shimmer was part of an Essence bubble being laid over the craft, and as soon as it passed over them the view ahead went dark to their visual scanners, but their Essence view saw a vast void with a sheet of slightly glowing ‘plastic’ covering the prow of the puddle jumper ahead and making a tent over them.  
 
    Then something changed and the sheet disappeared, leaving them in the Essence Realm for a moment before a bright claw grabbed hold of them and pulled them through the Temple.  
 
    Paul could see many things glowing in Essence at varying distances, and he knew those had to be Temple functions currently consuming Essence and causing a rush…or maybe they were storage visible from here? Whatever they were, they were something to break up the void, but then a giant umbrella-like glow appeared, almost as if it was a flower pulling them into the center, but with small raindrops hitting it from afar. 
 
    Those had to be puddle jumpers coming in from elsewhere, but he thought the barrier shield was what caught them? There was no barrier shield up around this Temple yet, for the Essence levels were too low, so what was this taking its place?  
 
    Paul turned his head slightly, making sure not to pass through the bubble barrier. If he did, the matter in his body would probably be sucked back into the normal realm, either with all of him or in part. Both would be disasters, but he wanted to look in the other direction so he squirmed around enough…to see a cornucopia of energy flowers in the center of the dotted sphere that was the Temple. 
 
    He could see the outline easily, meaning there was Essence activity everywhere and not just concentrated near the greening region. But in the center was the most activity, telling Paul that there had to be a lot of hidden orbital infrastructure in and around the center of the Sphere. Stuff that the denizens were not supposed to get to, or at least not until they were way more advanced than they were now, the Vargemma included. 
 
    Tiny little streaks were coming in to many of those flowers near the center, but a handful of flowers were located in the shell at various points. What was the significance of that? Paul didn’t know, but as they were drawn closer and closer to the center of the flower, he got the feeling that he was going to find out soon…and when they finally did hit the center, with him glancing ahead into oblivion then back towards the beehive of Essence activity in the Sphere, they were catapulted away at insane speed, with the Temple shrinking rapidly and totally disappearing within seconds. 
 
    Paul twisted his head around, looking with his Essence-enhanced eyes to try and pick up anything, but nada. It was completely empty, yet the background of the Essence realm seemed to hum with a subtle warmth. Visually it was complete black, for there was no mass here to reach his armor’s sensors or eyeballs.  
 
    How long this trip would take he didn’t know, but he had plenty of air and additional reserves in his pack. And if it took longer than a few hours, his armor was configured to be able to syphon off his body’s wastes through Regenerator style filaments to avoid him having to soil his clothing. 
 
    So he and Sara were set for a long trip, already vibrating their muscles to appease their Saiyan bodies, with neither one of them knowing where they were going or if it would be the same place as the other Archon pairs heading through those 8 portals. They were completely trusting in the automated nature of the Temple network, and hoping that trust didn’t end in disaster, for they had nowhere to bail out to, other than deep space with no hope of rescue or even navigation. If they jumped ship now, they’d be adrift in no man’s land, assuming they survived the transition intact.  
 
    No, they were committed, and taking a huge gamble…but that game was better than hiding out and doing nothing while more and more Star Force worlds got massacred. And given the insane risk involved, nobody aside from the trailblazers were going to go first. Unlike chess, in Star Force the pawns went last, because the most advanced and powerful units had the best chance of survival and mission success. 
 
    But both Sara and Paul knew there was a chance they’d die out here, or that some of their brothers and sisters would. They couldn’t play this safe anymore, and in truth they preferred not to. They weren’t reckless, but they knew the place where they belonged the most was in the field where there were no guarantees and death danced with them on a constant basis.  
 
    That’s where Archons belonged, not in the training Sanctums, and it had been a long time since they’d been pushed into this kind of jeopardy, so as weird as it sounded, Paul and Sara both felt comfortable flinging themselves into the unknown…and part of that was because they knew the enemy would never expect it.  
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    Paul and Sara rode in silence for 19 hours, 13 minutes, and 42 seconds before a tiny spec of Essence light became visible ahead. It didn’t last long, mushrooming out into the brief image of a flower before they ran into it and stuck without any trace of momentum.  
 
    Sara looked around, not seeing any other flowers or Essence rushes at all, just the single one that was pulling them down one of the petals towards the end, but before they got there visible light flashed into existence around them as they left the Essence Realm and emerged through another circular portal into a receiving area that had no atmosphere.  
 
    She saw the Essence bubble around them disappear soon thereafter, so Sara rolled out of the niche despite her sore muscles and dropped to the ground as the puddle jumper continued to move away from the portal. Paul came down on the other side and both of them let the craft move on as they turned around to see not just one portal, but hundreds of them set into a high wall. Only theirs was turned on, but within a few seconds the shimmer over it went away, leaving the entire bank of them inactive. 
 
    Sara walked over to him and held out her hand. Paul took it as he triggered his cloaking field to coopt with hers, then when their armored hands met they established a hard comm link that they hadn’t had available during the trip due to them being stashed in separate niches. 
 
    “Looks like this is meant to accommodate a lot more traffic,” Sara noted. “Pretty dead right now.” 
 
    “No atmosphere either. This clearly isn’t meant for visitors. Wanna do a telepathy check?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s risk it. I get the feeling we’ve gone where no man was ever meant to,” she said, letting go of Paul’s hand then reaching out with her telepathy. Anyone listening? 
 
    Paul glanced around, looking for signs of detection, but the only thing he noted was a different portal turning on with another puddle jumper coming through three rows up then heading for a tunnel in the opposite wall. In fact the other wall had multiple tunnels, leaving them in a giant box that had… 
 
    Look up, he said, with Sara’s outline tipping her head up and seeing the narrow strip of starlight visible through the gap between higher up infrastructure. 
 
    Are we on a planet? 
 
    Let’s find out, Paul said as he began floating upwards on his Yen’mer. Still no sign of their telepathy being detected, or perhaps they were and there just weren’t combat units here to intercept them? 
 
    When they got to the ceiling gap they passed through it, but were still in a cluster of blocky extrusions in what looked like a geometric forest, but when they got halfway up those the gravity went away and they began free floating. Sara immediately sent a Bataf conduit out to Paul, and both of them used it to push each other away from the center until they collided with one of the buildings on either side…where they stuck to the walls using their fingertips and knees to slow their momentum regardless of the disruptions to their cloaks.  
 
    I think we can rule out planet, Paul said as he spidermaned his way around into a wall crouch with his feet attaching him and nothing else, leaving him free to look back down at reception room while also glancing at Sara on the far side some 40 meters away.  
 
    I need more stars to get a location fix. Climb, she urged, with both trailblazers scaling the blocky protrusions, but Paul’s ended before hers did…yet when the sightline over him was clear they both stopped and looked out at what was beyond. 
 
    They were in fact in space, onboard some sort of station with numerous craft docked along pylons stretching as far as the eye could see…but they weren’t small ones like the puddle jumpers were. Most were the size of Star Force naval drones or larger, but it was the largest of them attached to a distant ring that drew Paul’s attention. 
 
    Reapers, he said with a growl, referring to what they had wrongly assumed was some form of Super Hadarak back when Ariel had first discovered the leftover carry orb. Based on the information in the Temple they knew they existed, but there were hundreds of them here, shaped like giant clams, and from the tidbit of memory he still carried from the Essence he had come in contact with, he knew the two halves would open up and skim a planet’s surface with horrific results. 
 
    The technical schematics were available in the Temple, but not where they were actually housed. None had been found inside Alpha or Beta, but apparently that was because the Founders had facilities beyond the Temples.  
 
    Paul signaled to Sara, and she flipped him up like a pole vaulter using another Bataf conduit to get him near the top of the building she was climbing on, then she joined him on the flat top as he stood there pirouetting around to see the intimidating view beyond. 
 
    They were standing on the second tallest building in what looked to be a small city of skyscrapers located at the center of a web of pylons jutting out like spokes on a wheel. A halo-like ring existed on the far end of those spokes, with the Reapers docked to it, but on the interior pylons there were many other craft, a lot of which had not been found in the Temple databases, but Paul knew some of them by design alone. 
 
    Warships, he said, pointing to a certain group. Probably all automated. I’m surprised they haven’t shown up at Alpha to deal with Thrawn’s attacks.  
 
    Maybe that’s not what they’re for.  
 
    Field trip escorts? Paul wondered. 
 
    You saw all those portals. I think this is a nexus point, Sara said as her armor’s computer finally got a position fix based off the stars that were now visible in nearly an entire hemisphere around and above them. They were bright stars, for there was no sun nearby, no planets, no nebula. They looked to be out in the middle of nowhere inside the galaxy, and the position trace confirmed as much. 
 
    We didn’t go that far, she said with a frown. Only 278 lightyears. That must have been a lower powered Essence push we got. Otherwise it should have taken less time than the travel orb. 
 
    I only noticed one flower. 
 
    Yeah. This place isn’t built for Essence use, at least not much…wait, do you see that black spot? 
 
    Paul followed the telepathic pointing towards a section of the star field that was obscured. I’m picking up faint gravity from that direction. Enough for a small moon. 
 
    Enough for the Reapers to navigate on. There’s a star system 2 lightyears away. They can get in and out without using Essence if they’re patient enough. 
 
    Or use Essence to enhance the pull and get there faster, Paul added. But the Hadarak mass more than that gravity well, so they can’t very well use it to brake against. But the mostly hollow Reapers can.  
 
    Wanna risk sensors or stay hidden? 
 
    I want sensors, but we need a ride out of here. I don’t want them shutting down the portals if they detect an intruder.  
 
    Agreed. Where do you want to start exploring? 
 
    Follow the logistics, he said as another puddle jumper emerged from below, coming up through the gap and passing them by as it rotated around and headed laterally out towards the parked craft.  
 
    They’re not using gravity drives, he realized. They have to have energy tethers. I can barely feel anything with my Yen’mer as is. 
 
    Don’t test your suit’s anti-grav, just in case, Sara urged. We can move without it. I don’t think they’ve got security set up for Essence users or infantry, but they’ve probably got conventional sensors to detect naval interlopers. Might even have a self-destruct protocol if this place is found, and I really don’t want to try and hijack one of those ships. I left my infiltrator toolkit behind.  
 
    Same here. So we stay dark and snoop, then catch a ride somewhere else and keep bouncing around until we like where we land? 
 
    Unless you can figure out how the portals are rigged, then that’s our only option. If they’re taking goodies out to those ships, then I bet they’re not mothballed. Think they’re building more? 
 
    Might be, or maybe repairing. I doubt they’re gearing up for an assault on anything. The Hadarak are not even close to making it this far out. 
 
    Would they then? 
 
    If the Temples are in jeopardy I wouldn’t put it past them. What else would they be used for? Internal security would require them in the Temples, and Alpha already doesn’t care about external attacks. They just repair the damage. 
 
    Something else is going on here. Something a lot bigger than what we’ve already discovered. You gotta wonder just how a galactic war against the Hadarak looks when someone can fight back.  
 
    Hopefully Kara will be back with some information on that, Paul said, a bit worried. She had been gone 15 years already, and while that didn’t mean mission failure, it mean she had either found a way to go deeper than expected…or she’d been killed in the attempt.  
 
    There’s no way they just have Wardens and Lurkers. So if you don’t have an army of Uriti refilling your materia, how do you successfully fight them? 
 
    Don’t get conquered in the first place. We still don’t know how they get from one galaxy to the other. If they have to grow most of their troops locally, then maybe they fought back when the Hadarak were early in their development.  
 
    I don’t buy that. They’re conquering galaxy after galaxy. Next? 
 
    An army of Caretaker-style, super smart drones.  
 
    With a huge emphasis on grooming Essence users? What else you got? 
 
    Mass produced Olopar with the Essence users fueling them in lieu of the Uriti. 
 
    That’s more reasonable, but I doubt that’s the whole of it. Why do you need so many reapers?  
 
    You think they used them against minions? 
 
    Why not? If they’re going to use them on hapless locals, why not use them on minions too? And the database was not very forthcoming with information on how they work either. 
 
    Do you think they can eat Lurkers? 
 
    I wish, Sara said without completely ruling it out. What do you think those spear-like ones are for? They’re not in the database as far as I know. 
 
    Paul looked down at the closely parked ships set into a rack that bound them near the midpoint with the narrow ends sticking out quite far in other directions, but it was clear that they were not part of the station, for they were not even of the same dark gray color, but an odd, dark green.  
 
    No clue. They don’t follow the Founder design pattern for drones.  
 
    That puddle jumper is heading for them, I think. Wanna hitch a ride on the next one? 
 
    Assuming there is a next one…yeah. How big of a bump can we risk? 
 
    We’ll try to intercept by velocity and not pull ourselves onboard. We just have to get there before it makes its turn, because we’re not catching it with Yen’mer.  
 
    The pair remained atop their perch speculating about what this and that might be for until another puddle jump rose up through the slat below them and the two Archons delicately jumped off the building at a precise angle and speed, intersecting the approaching ship a little ahead of the midsection, Paul first, with Sara arriving a second later to his left. 
 
    Both gripped the side of the ship when their armor made physical contact, feeling themselves tugged to the right with the momentum, but the puddle jumper apparently didn’t notice. If Paul had been programming these things for security purposes he would have included a subroutine to watch for erroneous momentum, much like they’d just given the ship when their bodies hit it, as a sign of interference, but if Sara was right and this was a low key facility, maybe the puddle jumpers weren’t designed for that detection and only the facilities were, or perhaps in conjunction with. 
 
    When the ship didn’t respond Paul almost wanted to decloak and see if that would get a reaction. This was getting too easy for such a security-obsessed Temple, unless they figured the lack of air would thwart any intruders.  
 
    Maybe they have a big inter-galactic portal hidden out here somewhere beyond the Temples, Sara suggested. 
 
    They could have anything out here, given the scale of what they’ve already built. Wait...I think that gravity well doubles as a storage bin. I can just make out tiny blips moving to and from it. 
 
    Sara strained her eyes as well as her helmet’s amplification, but eventually she picked up on what Paul was seeing. They look elongated. 
 
    Sara, look at your mag readings. 
 
    She mentally flicked up the stat, which wasn’t registering much at all, but then she realized it was residual fluctuations coming off a much larger source.  
 
    Are we standing on it? 
 
    I think so, he said as they were hanging on the side of the moving puddle jumper as it got closer to the spear-ships. Backups have to be non-Essence. 
 
    And our trip in was so slow because it’s probably low Essence travel. 
 
    I think so. This looks like a piece of a gigantic Caretaker network designed to support the Temples.  
 
    Zoom in on the spears now, Sara prompted. 
 
    Paul did so, seeing that they were not actually smooth, but rather studded with tiny nubs that were… 
 
    Those are stacked puddle jumpers? 
 
    Yep. Probably around a drive core. They’re big cargo trucks.  
 
    Trucks to or from where? They gotta have mining sites somewhere.  
 
    I’d bet the puddle jumps are so small because the mining sites are small or mobile. Never staying in the same place for too long. They’re probably sneaking all over the outer rim and grabbing resources where nobody is around to see them, then stock piling them here and other places until the Temples need them.  
 
    There’s so much in the Temples, what are they expecting to deplete them? This is a lot of activity for a mostly empty Temple network.  
 
    Good question. We know the Caretakers have harvested Essence from planets before, and that wasn’t exactly subtle. Maybe they’re doing a lot of other crap out here that we aren’t aware of.  
 
    To what end? 
 
    Sara’s outline shrugged. Something big. 
 
    And all run by automation, Paul said disapprovingly. They’re either way better at building it than we are, or they don’t care if it messes up. 
 
    They harvest people for Essence, Paul. They don’t care about being sloppy so long as their mission objective is met. 
 
    But to go millions of years without someone checking in? 
 
    Maybe they do have some monitors somewhere. 
 
    I’d kick the crap out of a system like this given sufficient time to find a weakness, he scoffed. You gotta have someone to troubleshoot. 
 
    Apparently they don’t. 
 
    Maybe because their enemies are planet-sized mother fuckers who can’t get out here, but we could cause all kind of havoc if we wanted to. 
 
    I would hope on a galactic scale we’re near the tops. The security in the Temple would have stopped just about anyone else. 
 
    I wouldn’t trust a system like this. 
 
    You have a lot higher standards than most people. 
 
    For good reason, Paul said as they flew out over a gap in the buildings…only to find that there was no floor beneath them. It was an open passageway to the underside, with stars visible below as well as a little bit of a curve of white in the distance that stopped on a flat rim. It wasn’t easy to make out, but with a little help from their armor’s analysis systems they were able to highlight the curve in the structure all the way up to the far rim, with a fair guess at the whole thing curving around into an inverted bowl on the bottom side of the station. 
 
    There you go, Sara said, her mental voice slightly impressed as the discoveries continued to unfold. It’s a magnetic launch dish. This is their version of a Grid Point, and I bet these spear ships are equipped with magnetic drives. 
 
    Meaning we have to hitch a ride if we’re going to get anywhere near another temple. 
 
    Unless you think there are a lot of these auxiliary facilities across the galaxy that we can hop across? There are a damn lot of portals in there.  
 
    Ahead and below of them as they approached the spear docks one of the craft far ahead began to detach and slowly drift their way and down, beginning to twist to fit long ways through the crack in the dome beneath, ostensibly heading towards it. 
 
    Moment of truth, Paul said. Go or stay? 
 
    Sara bit her lip. They had no idea how close the shield perimeter on that thing was, or even if they could get through without being detected…or shot.  
 
    Yolo it, she said, throwing Paul off as he simultaneously jumped, then she jerked as a Bataf conduit between the two dragged her behind him towards the soon to be passing 6 mile long spear ship below them… 
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    It took more than two weeks before the spear-like magjump ship finally arrived at its destination, and both Paul and Sara were relieved. They’d snuck onto the back of the ship to ride on the side that was pointed away from any interstellar collisions, underneath the fairly skin-tight shields that they had to use their Jumat to get through. That hadn’t set off any alarms, so they’d clung to the ship as it jumped, snugged nicely inside its own IDF field so the momentum didn’t rip them off the back, but after several hours they’d decided to break their way into one of the puddle jumpers. 
 
    They had to cut through the exterior, but with their armor and psionics that wasn’t an issue. Apparently there weren’t any security measures in flight, because they got in without incident, finding the interior of at least this one puddle jumper to be completely empty. They guessed that all of them might be, and were perhaps returning to a resource pickup point, but regardless the trailblazers needed the few hundred square feet of vacuum to stretch out in. Being stuck in their armor unable to move was beyond frustrating for Saiyans, and just being able to walk around in the artificial gravity inside the puddle jumper was a luxury. 
 
    But after a couple weeks of that they were both busting at the seams to do something, and training with each other in the small confines was not enough, so they were both glad when they finally came out of their jump and stopped against a much larger station. 
 
    The pair climbed out and onto the exterior of the transport, staying within the shield perimeter and not using any active sensors, but they were no longer cloaked. First Sara, then Paul re-engaged their invisibility, but they knew it would fail when they had to press through the shields again.  
 
    That one is a lot bigger, Sara said as they both got a partial view of what was ahead, and it looked like a giant plant stalk with numerous receiving bowls pointed in different directions. 
 
    Transit hub, Paul guessed. We are really lost now, aren’t we? 
 
    Yeah. Do you think there’s any air in there? 
 
    I intend to have a look before we hop another ship. 
 
    Docking bay or jump off now? 
 
    I say we wait. I don’t see any other traffic out here. 
 
    Hopefully that doesn’t mean we’re stranded for a while. We don’t have infinite supplies, even when we’re being lazy. 
 
    Yeah, I want to get into their storehouses and at least absorb some raw materials, if not power.  
 
    How long do you think we’re just going to sit here? Sara asked, referencing the spear ship.  
 
    Not too long. I wonder if that’s a warehouse or processing facility? 
 
    Paul, look at the stars. 
 
    He frowned, looking at the pinpricks of light, none of which were anywhere close to their location, but there was something abnormal about them. Their spectrum was just a little bit off. 
 
    We’re near a massive gravity well, he said, looking around but unable to see anything on this side of the ship. Crawl. 
 
    Both of them began clawing their way around the circular perimeter of the ship, going up and down through the dips between docked puddle jumpers and leaping when they were able. Eventually they moved around enough that the star light became even more distorted, all the way up to a ring of folded light that surrounded a pure black orb. 
 
    I don’t get it, Sara said. I thought they didn’t want anything near gravity wells so the Hadarak couldn’t use them for navigation? 
 
    There’s got to be a lot of traffic going through this black hole, just from the locals. Yeah, it doesn’t make sense to me either. 
 
    You’d think they’d notice it, Sara said as the stars began to swirl as the spear ship altered position and headed for a gap in the bowl, apparently heading for the interior of the station. 
 
    Mining operation? Paul guessed. 
 
    Some compounds they have to get from black holes, but this seems too obvious. I wish we could risk sensors. Maybe this whole thing is cloaked? 
 
    The magnetic variance of the black hole would disguise the power in this place from onlookers, but only from afar. We’re nowhere near that thing, so anybody passing in between should easily be able to…no, wait, they wouldn’t. This station can’t jump anything in the direction of the black hole. 
 
    Directional arrays all point away, and unless you come on a line you won’t get enough pull to notice. They can hide in plain sight, magnetically speaking anyway, and this place won’t have enough gravity to navigate off of. You’d have to know it was here to get to it, so is it visible or not? 
 
    My eyes say yes.  
 
    We could still be inside the perimeter.  
 
    At least there’s no Essence shield here.  
 
    True dat, Sara agreed as the stars were eclipsed when they passed through the gap in the bowl and entered a corridor that made the two Humans feel very, very small. It lasted for a long time, with solid walls all around and no gaps between them, but the way ahead opened up into an interior chamber, one that appeared to run the length of the cylindrical station once they got fully inside.  
 
    The spear ship moved to an empty dock on the interior surface along with many others sticking into it like pinpricks, but still leaving a huge amount of empty space in the central corridor. Too much room. Wasted room. Unless it held another purpose. 
 
    Well, where do you want to go? Sara asked as the spear ship slid into its slot and jerked to a stop.  
 
    Wherever they go, Paul said as a wave of the puddle jumpers began to peel off the front of the ship in sequence.  
 
    Lock on, she said, doing likewise and waiting for the puddle jumper beneath them to get its turn. When it did it detached quickly and flew with the others into apertures in the curved wall spread around the gaps between where the spear ships were stuck in place. When they did so gravity returned, and the pair hopped off and floated to the floor, getting their invisible feet back on a truly open area with miles of free space to run through as the convoy of puddle jumpers flew by overhead like a flock of migrating birds. 
 
    Finally, Paul said as he stretched, doing a backbend then a few handstand pushups before flipping back over to his feet. Why did we volunteer for this again? 
 
    We’re lazy asses, Sara joked. 
 
    Right. Let’s start working it off. 
 
    After you. 
 
    Paul took off running, not flying, and relished the feel of it on his very stagnated legs. Sara fell into step beside his outline and the two of them followed the flow of puddle jumpers until they got to the first tunnel leading off to the side…actually a honeycomb of tunnels set into the extremely high walls. They picked the lowest one and ran into it, starting to feel claustrophobic again as it was barely wider than the puddle jumpers, but at the moment none were moving through this one. 
 
    They kept up good speed, not wanting to get squished if this dead-ended, but fortunately that wasn’t going to happen because where it did end there was a side platform where smaller Caretaker-sized tunnels would probably be delivering or offloading supplies through.  
 
    They hopped up onto the platform and took off through a random tunnel, eventually finding their way through a labyrinth of passages and cross passages to a very large room filled with racks of tubes. 
 
    Paul?  
 
    I know, he said, looking out at the thousands of the people frozen inside some sort of stasis tech. These are either prisoners, Essence food…or we found the Founders.  
 
    There’s no atmosphere here. I don’t think this place is for them to walk around in. I think it’s to hide them in.  
 
    Why not put them in the Temples? There’s plenty of room there. 
 
    Unless they need to be hidden from the Vargemma and the other Essence users. I don’t know, but I doubt this chamber is the only one with them in it.  
 
    You know, Paul said, having an odd thought. The murals said that when the denizens reached a certain level, or number, or whatever the mark is, that a leader would be sent from the Founders to guide them in resistance against the Hadarak. Maybe that’s what these are? Stashed away in stasis to preserve them until the time is right? 
 
    Did they lose their original galaxies? Sara asked somberly. 
 
    You might be right. In which case these might be their survivors. But again, why not take refuge in one of the Temples and just make it off limits to everyone else? 
 
    Or are they traveling this way? Passing through this galaxy to another and using the backdoor routes? No need for food or living accommodations if you’re sent as cargo. 
 
    That actually makes more sense, but there’s a lot of them here. Where are they going? Where are they coming from? And who are they? 
 
    I don’t think we can wake one up to ask them. 
 
    Then let’s at least get a closer look. 
 
    Agreed, Paul said as they walked across the room then levitated up about 14 meters to get to the lowest row.  
 
    They’re not the same, Sara pointed out. I’m seeing at least 5 different races. 
 
    Not very big either, Paul said, looking at a winged creature barely larger than a dog, but it did have an interesting crystal-like tail tip that reminded him of the Hjar’at’s Saroto’kanse’vam. Who the hell are these guys? 
 
    This mystery gets deeper the further we go, but bottom line, are we going to get anywhere near to a Temple?  
 
    The puddle jumpers came from one, they will take us there again if we find the right one. Or we could be bouncing around these automated facilities for the rest of our life. 
 
    That’ll be about 3 months if we don’t get resupplied. Let’s have a look around here, then we need to go. We don’t know how many more of these we’ll have to pass through, or how much traffic they’ll have.  
 
    Let’s see what they’re loading up first. I doubt it’s these guys, and our ship came in empty. I get the feeling these facilities all have multiple purposes piggybacking on each other. 
 
    I got the same impression, she said, turning away and flying down the chamber. There was no more time for running, no matter how much their legs ached for it. From here on out it would be flying, but at least that would give them something of a workout up until they hopped their next ride…assuming they could find one. 
 
      
 
    15,398 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Cora-005 and Steve-004 had found their way into the backdoor channels the same as the other Archon pairs, but they had gotten luckier than most and found a roaming mining site hopping from one asteroid field to another in the Rim. It had an insane amount of traffic, with puddle jumpers and larger ships coming to pick up the raw ore. They’d decided to follow one of the big ones, and after waiting 3 weeks they’d finally caught one leaving.  
 
    The hitchhiking ride took them another 4 weeks stuck to the outside of the large craft. Unlike Sara and Paul, they hadn’t risked cutting through the thick exterior hull and had to put up with scurrying over the surface of it beneath a 1.6 meter Essence barrier as it moved from one portal to another through a series of 6 different jumps through small rerouting facilities that amounted to little more than a block floating in deep space that had Essence stored within it. 
 
    Though they didn’t realize it at the time, but they had stumbled onto the Caretaker’s Priority Route, while most of the other trailblazers were picking their way through the normal ones that did not require Essence use aside from exit and entry to the Temples.  
 
    When the larger ship finally arrived, it came out of its Essence bubble through one of the main Temple portals, emerging into the atmosphere and then beginning to rise up into the space that was contained inside the massive sphere. 
 
    Time to get off, Steve said, jumping free of the Caretaker ship and letting himself slowly fall back to the grasslands below with Cora following close beside him. They didn’t release their cloaks until they hit ground, then they stood there, staring up at the bright sunlight and testing the air before they finally peeled back their armor into backpack-carrying vests, letting their skin breathe. 
 
    “Ah, that feels so good,” Cora said, craning her neck back until it hit the rim of her backpack.  
 
    “Better yet, I’m picking up battlemap signals…faint, but it looks like we lucked out. This is Alpha Temple.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” Sara said, mentally interfacing with her armor to check, and sure enough, there was a faint signal getting to them with generic updates, but their suits were not nearly powerful enough to transmit back. Apparently the Paladin weren’t anywhere close to this Region…and according to the map update that followed, they were several hundred thousand miles away from the closest outpost. “I can’t believe we ended up here.” 
 
    “The Vargemma are probably chewing through so many resources trying to fight the Paladin that this Temple is getting the lion’s share of replacement shipments.” 
 
    “I wonder if any of the others are here yet?” 
 
    “We’ve still got a ways to go,” Steven reminded her. “And a lot of unfriendlies between us and the Paladin.” 
 
    “Easy peasy,” Cora scoffed as she twisted around and disconnected her pack from her armor. “We’re here. That’s what matters.” 
 
    “We need to keep moving, not set up camp.” 
 
    “I’m eating food before we do anything else. I’m sick of being fed through a Regenerator. My jaw is sore from lack of chewing.” 
 
    “We should have brought some gum,” Steve said as Cora tossed him a ration bar. It was ultra condensed, and many had already been cannibalized by the regenerator in her armor to feed her, but they’d brought enough for months, and one bite was enough to supply enough calories for a ‘normal’ person for a day, day and a half. But for an Archon, not so much. 
 
    Steve bit off a large hunk and started chewing, finding his own jaw sore from lack of use as he used his psionics and sensors to scan the area. It wouldn’t do to get ambushed right after they got here, and as pissed as the Vargemma were they might just kill them on sight and hope the Caretakers didn’t intervene fast enough to matter. 
 
    “Better?” she asked. 
 
    “Much,” he agreed, swallowing hard, for his throat also hadn’t seen use in far too long. “That transport is going for the orbital facilities, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Looks like. They haven’t been before, have they?” 
 
    “Not since the Paladin took them over. So what are they replacing?” 
 
    “More Caretaker warships? Oh shit,” Cora swore, suddenly realizing why the signal was so weak. “There are no orbital transmitters showing. It’s only surface locations.” 
 
    She pulled up her visor and did an enhancement, zooming as much as she could through the slightly hazy sky to look for certain things on the battlemap. The first few checked out, then when she spotted one of the tiny facilities that manufactured Olopar there was an asteroid field surrounding it…except it wasn’t asteroids. It was ships. And they were not Paladin. 
 
    “Steve, something’s happened since we left. I think the Paladin are losing.” 
 
    “Eat on the way, we have to get moving,” he said, reforming his armor and cloaking again as he raced into the sky and took off flying across the landscape towards the nearest friendly outpost on the battlemap. Cora chewed one more mouthful, then threw the remainder of her ration bar into her pack and followed him, resealing her stagnated flesh inside her armor, but that didn’t matter now. They had to get to the Paladin and figure out what was going on and how to reverse it, for right now the Vargemma held the high ground, and if they could find a way past the Caretaker defense protocols, their fleet could bombard every surface facility the Paladin had and wipe most of them off the face of the Temple within hours. 
 
    They were finally here, but the question was, were they too late? 
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    June 12, 128549 
 
    Unexplored Frontier  
 
    Black Hole 8273 
 
      
 
    Paul and Sara had been able to get a position fix from the visible stars, finding they had traveled even further Rimward and deeper into the Frontier. Star Force had long ago sent mapping missions out to at least get a count of all star systems in the galaxy, though they hadn’t done more than pass through and log the jumplanes. What was in those systems wasn’t known, in many cases, and there were many other non-star gravity wells out there that had not been classified, but the basic map allowed the trailblazers to plot their approximate location, especially with a black hole here, which was about as obvious of a gravity well as you could get, regardless of whether it put out light or not. Ship engines saw gravity, not light, and thus star charts were based off of gravity silhouettes. 
 
    This black hole had no known name, just a catalog number. There was no way of knowing what sort of traffic passed through here, but Paul knew it wasn’t going to be any Star Force ships. If there were, he would have tried to flag one down, but as it was he couldn’t detect any ships out there, which was very odd. Signals should be everywhere with ships transmitting heavily to warn others of their approach with the lack of stellar radiation that most races used as a natural radar to navigate off of. And if you went very close to the black hole your sensor image would bend, which meant that having beacons constantly transmitting was the safest way to navigate the usually high levels of traffic passing through black hole systems. 
 
    But there was nothing here, and Paul knew their distance from the black hole was not an issue. Even if he couldn’t see any ships, there should have been residual signals coming out from them. He detected no shield around the station to dampen anything, and it was beginning to look more and more like this was a private black hole. 
 
    Paul had no idea how that could even happen. A Star Force scout ship had passed through this location once, but what would keep the locals from using it regularly? They would have to have another gravity well to jump to, and since this one was pretty far from other black holes it would reduce the number of people capable of using it as a binary link…but even if you didn’t have the engine power to reach the closest black hole, you could still jump off a lot of other stars and use the insane gravity here to brake no matter how fast you went. You couldn’t do that in reverse, but increasing speed on half a round trip was something no naval navigator would waste. So where was everybody? 
 
    I don’t like this, Paul said, standing on the exterior of the station as he kept passive scanning for any sign of ships out there. 
 
    Maybe there’s something that’s hunting them down there. If they’re laying in wait they wouldn’t be transmitting. 
 
    You think this is a new facility? 
 
    I wouldn’t guess so, but I bet those directional arrays can move. It’s possible the whole network can shift locations with a lot of coordination, and everything the Founders built reeks of coordination. 
 
    So it’s just a massive connection between Mag Grid and galaxy? 
 
    The other station had a small gravity well and ships designed to jump off it. If the Caretakers have to go out and do stuff occasionally, they have to have non-essence access points. 
 
    But a black hole is too damn obvious, and I don’t see any warships to protect this place. How long do you want to sit out here? 
 
    Until I find a ship, Paul said defiantly. 
 
    I prefer not to run out of food, and we have no idea how far we are away from it. When the next spear leaves, we have to go with it. And we’re too far away to grab one from here.  
 
    Fine, he relented, standing up on the exterior of the station with his boots sticking to it. Back inside.  
 
    Sara nodded, invisible as she was, and the two walked back to the gap in the exterior they had come out of. Since there was no air anywhere, the station didn’t need airlocks, so the trailblazers didn’t have to hack or break into anything as they walked back inside until they got within the artificial gravity field again.  
 
    Where do you want to camp out? Paul asked. 
 
    None of them appear to be loading, so I don’t know…she said, jerking as a sound penetrated the silence of the atmosphere-less environment. 
 
    I felt that, he said, turning and heading back outside again. Paul ran in a slow jog that kept at least one of his feet in contact with the exterior hull at all times, but when he got outside there was nothing visible. 
 
    It had to be big, Sara said, looking around as well.  
 
    Did we get hit with something? 
 
    Maybe, but I didn’t see anything nearby.  
 
    There, Paul said pointing. Sara followed his silhouette’s finger and looked at the very bottom of the station where a tiny piece of it had detached.  
 
    That’s where some of the stasis pods were. 
 
    And it’s tracking for the black hole. Directly there, Paul said as he ran the navigational numbers from his passive sensors through his highly trained mind regarding such things. Do you think… 
 
    That they have a facility down there? I’m starting to.  
 
    Could they be sucking Essence out of a person in stasis? 
 
    I don’t know. It connects a person to their body, and if their minds are nearly stopped how could they use it?  
 
    But what if it regenerates when taken away regardless of the state of your mind? 
 
    Popsicle power sticks? If they could do that they’d have farms of people and no need for the Reapers. 
 
    Point, Paul said, slightly relieved. Are they hiding them then? 
 
    More importantly, are they importing them here and can we backtrack the flow? 
 
    I get the feeling we might be waiting a long time for that. There’s a lot more pods in there waiting for a ride, if that’s what’s going on.  
 
    I don’t want to try going down there, Sara said. 
 
    Neither do I. But I do want to backtrack where they are coming from. 
 
    I just want to get out of here. If this network is as big as its looking, we could be lost in it for years.  
 
    Alright, first ship out we take. Let me get some more data on this one, then we’ll camp out and hope we get lucky soon. I just wish we had time to really go through this place. We were lucky to stumble onto those pods at all.  
 
    Take what we can get and run with it, buddy. Don’t get greedy. 
 
    Wise words, he said, watching the shrinking dot that was the Caretaker ship getting further and further away, then it finally winked out of view, and not from passing through a shield of some sort. Afterimage tracking suggested it was a normal gravity jump in towards the black hole, so if this place wasn’t shielded, were was all the traffic? 
 
    That fact bothered Paul for the following 8 days as they waited impatiently for another spear ship to leave. One arrived before that, then they finally got their chance to hop a departing one. What it was loaded up with they didn’t know, for they hadn’t spent enough time inside to find out. They had to race hard to get to it before it got into a mag jump bowl, given that there were many of them. The pair almost didn’t make it, having to leap off the bowl itself towards the ship and got to the shields minutes before it launched. 
 
    They used their Jumat to punch through and glued themselves to the side, unable to get to the rear immediately. They were still underneath the shields, but that wasn’t a great place to be if they did hit something, and since they had nothing to do but wait, the pair worked on slowly crawling along the spear for the next 3 days before finally getting around to the rear and picking a place to lock on to and cut their way inside the outermost puddle jumper. 
 
    Sara alternated her time between crawling laps around that location and standing up inside the very small puddle jumper interior. She had it worse than Paul, for she was a Level 2 Saiyan with a higher metabolism. Standing still for these long periods of time was awful for her, but she and the others had chosen to endure it in order to go on this mission. Thankfully there were techniques developed by others to slow one’s Saiyan nature so it didn’t tear your body apart, but she wouldn’t be able to go Super Saiyan again until she undid the ‘Brake’ she’d put on herself.  
 
    And it hurt, constantly. Like a low level headache. Paul had one too, but not as much, because he hadn’t gone to the same depths of Saiyan potential due to his need to be in a command nexus controlling fleets for long periods of time. Sara needed to as well, but the really long naval engagements were something that she had rarely taken part in during her life, and the increased hand to hand combat potential was much more in her wheelhouse than Paul, though he wasn’t alien to it. He’d simply chosen another path, and vibrating his body off and on during the day was enough to keep him satisfied in addition to their long crawls outside, for the most part, though he was still having trouble with it. But at least he hadn’t had to use a brake, meaning he could go Super Saiyan 1 if need be. 
 
    Sara normally could, or go up to Super Saiyan 2 that had massive power potential in addition to speed, but it was her bane now, and the longer they stayed in ‘tick’ mode the more it got to her. Not enough to make her freak out, but others that didn’t have her mental fortitude would have long ago.  
 
    It took a total of 29 days for this mag jump, and by the time they arrived at a smaller transfer facility Sara was almost catatonic when she wasn’t crawling laps. Paul had to physically jab her to get her to wake up on arrival, then the walk into the facility did her as much good as it was painful, for her unresponsive vibrative state was basically running itself while her mind took refuge somewhere to ignore what was happening to her body. 
 
    You’re getting bad, aren’t you? Paul asked as he floated across a small gap, then stuck to the wall on the other side that had an open doorway several hundred meters down that they began to climb towards.  
 
    You’re only now noticing? 
 
    Did you know it would be this bad? 
 
    I’ve never tried to Brake before. Never wanted to. I figured I’d just dive in and learn when I needed to. That’s now. 
 
    And? 
 
    I’m going to lose a lot of levels doing this, but if we can get to the Paladin it will be worth it. We’ve got to stop the attacks. 
 
    How much worse are you going to get? 
 
    I think I’ve plateaued for now. It’s scary because part of me doesn’t want to move around. 
 
    That is bad, Paul agreed. Let’s get a lot of light sparring in here before we move on. 
 
    No. That will make it worse. I mean, it would help my body, but my mind doesn’t want to go through the wind down again. I need to turtle up until I can get in the clear. 
 
    I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have taken the mag jumps.  
 
    It’s the fastest way to find out what’s going on out here. If we’d stayed local, we probably would have ended up back in Beta with only a map to show for it. I’m not doing this for peanuts. 
 
    But you’re regretting it. 
 
    Too late to bitch now, Paul. My eyes are ahead. Let’s keep moving. 
 
    Paul knew that was because she couldn’t stand to think backward about what had already happened and calculate what might be ahead. She had to live in the moment and let her natural endurance carry her through this absent calculation, otherwise her subconscious mind would start freaking out. 
 
    I count three launch bowls on this one, but I have a feeling there might be portals inside. 
 
    Why do you say that? she asked as they finally got to the entryway and got into the artificial gravity again, with Paul stretching out as soon as he did, but Sara just stood still and watched. Definitely not a good sign. 
 
    Just a hunch. Let’s find out. 
 
    What are you thinking? she asked as they walked with Paul in the lead and Sara following a step behind and slightly to his right, with both of them still cloaked. 
 
    Our mag jump range is probably less than theirs, and if there are as many Temples as we suspect, then I’m just doing the math and guessing that they wouldn’t want to put extra waypoints in if not needed.  
 
    So you’re hoping this is somebody’s doorstep?  
 
    It doesn’t look like there is anything of value in this location. No mining assets, no black holes, no nothing. And the direction those bowls are pointing suggest stuff away from that direction, Paul said, gesturing to his right.  
 
    I’d hope you’re right, but right now I’m too practical for it. Let’s find the Caretaker flow and see what they do with the ship we came in on.  
 
    Already on it, he said, with the duo walking for another 14 minutes before finding one of the autonomous drones. They paced it all the way back to an access point into the spear where it joined a lot of its buddies unloading crates that Paul was able to sneak a scan of. He left Sara behind for a moment and got his head on the side of one of them, then used his Pefbar to peek inside. It was a risk of setting off alarms, but he did it anyway. Had it been something other than ore the destination might have been unclear, but since they knew ore was coming into Alpha to help repair the damage, then there was a good chance this was heading to that Temple or another, for it seemed the refinement factories were within those giant Spheres and not out here in their own separate facilities. 
 
    Ore shipment, Paul confirmed when he ran away from the crate before the Caretaker who was carrying it turned a corner. Follow the rocks. 
 
    Sara caught up with him and the two of them paced this drone while staying out of the way of the others trailing it in convoy fashion. When they got to a bottleneck they had to crawl/fly underneath them again, but to both of their relief the packed line did end at a puddle jumper terminal that held multiple portals.  
 
    See, I told you so, Paul said, trying to wake Sara up a bit. As the days had added up, her talking had likewise diminished. He had it rough too, for his body was rebelling against the tiny tidbits of activity he was feeding it, but so far it hadn’t gone into full revolt the way he figured hers had. Pick your chariot. 
 
    Sara didn’t answer, other than to crawl out from under the line, get to her feet, then almost reluctantly jog over to one of the side parked puddle jumpers. Paul saw her outline jump up and crawl into a niche unnecessarily soon, which meant she was trying to steel herself for the stagnation ahead. The puddle jumper allowed them inches to move around, while the spear ship had let them crawl for miles if they wished and stand up inside the empty ones…though technically the second one they had to ditch some of the cargo to make room for themselves inside, and they couldn’t do that here and now without risking damage to the Essence bubble-holding technology, wherever it was inside the craft. 
 
    “Damn,” he said to himself as he crawled up in another one, then reached a hand up over the edge and stood up to make the extra distance. Something he couldn’t do during transit. He grabbed Sara’s hand and triggered his armor to peel back a little. She did as well, allowing them a little skin to skin contact without exposing themselves to vacuum and Paul made direct contact with her mind. 
 
    He recoiled at the horrified state he found her in, but she appreciated the soothing his mind offered. Simply having another perspective to see from was a luxury after spending so many weeks alone inside her armor and her own mind. It actually started to unnumb her, and she squeezed out a few tears in the process. This had been a very bad idea, but she had no way to know beforehand. It needed to be the trailblazers that went, but those that were Level 2 Saiyan or higher were not built for this.  
 
    Paul wondered how Ginsi was doing. She was a Level 4 while Morgan was a level 3. Hopefully they hadn’t hopped a mag jump too. As bad as this was for Sara, it would be exponentially worse for that pair if they couldn’t spar with each other every day or so. And playing paper/rock/scissors with fists and feet didn’t truly count as sparring. 
 
    But they’d have to deal with that themselves. He and Sara had their own problems, but they were hopefully in the final stages of this mission. They’d found another portal, and in moments they’d be off through the Essence realm for what would hopefully be no more than a few hours trip.  
 
    When it came time to leave Sara didn’t want to release Paul’s hand, but they both knew they had to. She clenched her jaw and let go, then flexed against the inside of her armor as she lost his touch on her mind and was returned to her torturous cocoon. If she could have slept she would have, but the best she could do was a Sesspik trance to try and heal some of the damage occurring to her body. At least it gave her something to do, though her mental discord made it hard to maintain the state. She kept snapping out of it and fighting to regain her control for half the Essence Realm travel, then she lost it completely and just laid there twitching nonstop as her body required much more movement than that and was suffering mightily for not having it… 
 
      
 
    15 hours later… 
 
      
 
    Sara didn’t realize when they arrived, for her hope at this ending was her undoing. It was pulling her off the Brake enough to make her fight her own instincts and she was losing that battle until her armor’s sensors pinged her indicating that she was back inside atmosphere.  
 
    Part of her said to stay still and wait, but she forced herself up and out of the niche to look around, then seeing that they were in a receiving area, with atmosphere, she jumped down and attacked the discord within her. It was painful and chaotic, but the chaos diminished greatly as she now had a mission before her that she could act towards. The waiting was over, and now with something to do she had something to fight back against…and that was a mindset that her body reacted to favorably. 
 
    Sara stretched her arms out, then did a very sore backbend as Paul did the same beside her, though both were still cloaked.  
 
    “Finally,” she said to herself, remembering not to use telepathy here as she drew in some of the exterior air and relished the different smell to the recycled warm air inside her helmet. The air here was considerably cooler and had a tinge of machine to it, while the inside of her helmet now felt and smelled like part of her body despite the refreshing protocols built into her armor. 
 
    Paul signaled to her with his invisible hand that he was going to take the lead and moved along with the path of outgoing Caretakers pulling crates out of the puddle jumper. It took a couple minutes before they found a side passage where they could break off, after which it was just the two of them working their way through miles of Caretaker work areas until they found an exit archway with a shield over it and guards on the exterior.  
 
    Paul walked up slowly, then gradually eased through the shield while letting his cloak and armor systems penetrate while hiding the fact that they were penetrating. Sara watching his outline, then saw a little ripple in the shield as he made contact, but the Caretaker guards beyond didn’t react until she passed through, perhaps a little too fast, and they flew up to the shield with weapons aimed. 
 
    She froze inches beyond the shield, playing possum until her own ripple disappeared and the Caretakers had nothing left to analyze. They remained on station for a few additional seconds, then returned to their waiting positions. 
 
    Sara didn’t say anything to Paul and vice versa, remembering that some of the Caretaker units had telepathic sensors. They had confirmed earlier that the entry points did have the heaviest sensing capabilities, so right now she and Paul needed to behave as if they weren’t here. 
 
    When she finally took a step forward that plan was busted. Maybe the recent ripple had set the guards on extra heightened mode or maybe they were a different model, but as soon as she planted her foot on the dirt off the stone slab that was underneath the shield, the slight depression her footprint made triggered their sensors and they swung their weapons around and fired. 
 
    It was a stun blast, but it hit her cloak and disrupted it enough for her armor to be seen absorbing it…at which point she took off running while Paul threw a Lachka wall up in front of the drones to temporarily pin them in place when they tried to pursue, then he and Sara bolted from the area with her cloak reforming and her feet leaving the ground to hop on a few nearby boulders that wouldn’t leave footprints. 
 
    A couple more shots followed their trail, then the pair either lost their pursuit or the Caretakers weren’t programmed to pursue once they drove the interlopers away from the secure area. Either way, Sara and Paul kept running under cloak for several miles before finally coming to a stop and looking around. 
 
    I think we’re clear, Paul said amidst the forest landscape that was a mix of grass and snow between the trees.  
 
    Sara decloaked, with Paul finally laying eyes on her for the first time in what seemed like ages, then she waited and waited, wanting to make damn sure they were in the clear. When nothing happened Paul finally did likewise and removed his helmet. He sucked in a deep breath of badly needed air, though the awkward gulp that Sara made when she removed hers made it clear she was still a mess.  
 
    “How bad do I look?” she asked aloud when she noticed Paul staring at her. 
 
    “Umm, not that bad,” he lied in an obvious way. “Shake it off.” 
 
    “As ordered,” she answered, triggering the rest of her armor to peel off save for a vest that held her backpack on, but after a moment she ditched that as well, dropping it to the ground then letting herself fall to her knees on the snow-covered grass…then she flipped over and started to make a snow angel. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Paul pronounced, hopping past her so he could climb a nearby rock pile and get a better view of their surroundings. He wasn’t picking up any battlemap signals, and that worried him. 
 
    “Sara, get up here,” he said gravely. 
 
    She sighed, still on the ground and looking up at the partly cloudy sky. “What now?” 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said, hopping up quickly and relishing the movement as her mind and body began to unpack all the damage done to it. She felt the activity start to act like a healing agent, with a cool wave running through her muscles as they seemed to melt away a layer of stagnation. 
 
    Sara ran up to where Paul was, then when she got to the top and saw the view down the mountainside where they had come out of, she blew a raspberry on her lips. 
 
    “Not where we hoped,” Paul said, referencing the huge city some 100 or so miles away rising up off the inner surface of the Temple, one that was made of a technology not cataloged by the Paladin in Alpha. 
 
    “At least we have air, and the Caretakers will give us food,” Sara said, mentally refusing to even think of getting back into the interstellar traffic flow. “Let’s find a quiet corner and take a vacation…please.” 
 
    “I need to recover too. And we’re a little too close to that for comfort sake. You up for a cross country hike?” 
 
    “My legs are begging for it.” 
 
    “No flying until we get further away,” Paul said, looking at the mysterious city. “Vargemma or somebody else?” 
 
    “Unless it’s the Wizard of Oz I don’t care. Let’s just get moving.” 
 
    “Guess we’re making this up as we go,” Paul said as he jumped down from the pile, with Sara moving twice as fast to grab her armor that was still laying on the ground. Paul took off away from the city and she caught up with him, both visible and with their arms and legs bare as they ran in shorts and T-shirts with enormous turtle shell-shaped packs on their backs that they carried almost effortlessly.  
 
    Sara ran two steps behind him for several miles, then when she was ready she forced herself out of the last bit of the Brake and her hair turned blonde…with her sprinting ahead of Paul and leaving him in her snow dust for a moment. 
 
    He smiled, glad she was recovering quickly, as was he. He activated his own transformation, with his body ratcheting up to movement and metabolism levels that a regular Human could never hope to obtain and chased after her, catching up a few seconds later and letting her lead as they moved as two blurs across the landscape doing better than 80 miles an hour over the semi-rough terrain of the now third discovered Temple, unknown to the different races of Vargemma who lived here.  
 
    They were now behind enemy lines with no easy way of getting back to Beta Temple, but this is why all the trailblazers had chosen to go on this mission. They were now where no man had gone before, and if they had to make everything up on the go in order to survive, then you needed to send your best troubleshooters and most skilled warriors out into the uncertain galaxy, for they, if any, had the best chance of not only surviving, but of finding a way to disable or at least hamper the Vargemma’s attacks on Star Force territory. 
 
    After all, they were behind enemy lines…and that truly was a double-edged sword. 
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    June 12, 128549 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple 
 
      
 
    Morgan-063 and Ginsi-500289 landed on the roof of the now expanded Kiritak colony in Beta temple, having just returned from their exploration mission and caught a dropship back to base from the Caretaker subsurface network that spanned the massive sphere. Both Archons walked off the boarding ramp and into the now warm air stiff and sore, and neither one of them intended to go back out on a second mission unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    Both girls wore their armor retracted, having spent far too much time in it, but they didn’t have to use their Rensiek to fight off the cold, for the environment in this region was now well above 70 degrees Fahrenheit. It hadn’t been near to that when they left, and Morgan was surprised at how fast the Temple mechanisms worked when given the basic amounts of Essence that it required.  
 
    Now they knew what a lot of that Essence was used for, having mapped out an extensive network of near Temple facilities that were inaccessible to anyone other than the Caretakers…or those that hitchhiked with them under cloak as the ‘puddle jumpers’ moved from one location to another carrying various materials, most numerous among them being metallic hydrogen, but Essence carry orbs as well. 
 
    Those were rarer, but it was how the machines moved Essence around without having an Essence user to do it. However it worked, the carry orbs were created using stored Essence, and they could then store more inside them. Whenever Star Force created their own storage units, known as ‘Magicite,’ there had to be an Essence wielder manipulating the physical matter in a way to make it reflective to Essence. Somehow the machines were able to do it, except that they couldn’t produce the Essence themselves, yet once some was donated into the Temple system there was a lot they could do with it. 
 
    The transportation of these cargo-carrying puddle jumpers seemed to consume a great deal of it, and in exchange those cargo carriers brought in the metallic hydrogen that fueled the artificial star in the center of the Temple, the one now generating the heat for this region of the sphere while the rest of it remained a visible ice cube beyond the sky. 
 
     Morgan and Ginsi had found where some of that metallic hydrogen was coming from. Alpha Temple harvested it from the nebula surrounding it, but Beta Temple had none. What it did have was a network of Caretaker units scrounging it up from the surrounding area, including one small nebula that had a rather large mining outpost in it. It had taken 5 agonizing hops through the Essence Realm to get there, but within that nebula were a few larger masses that traditional grav jump travel could get to if you were patient enough. So it was a point where Star Force could access the caretaker network without having to go through the painstakingly stagnant travel attached like a tick to the front of a puddle jumper. 
 
    The pair of Archons had traced the metallic hydrogen to not just the temple, but other surrounding facilities that used it as fuel to power their internal reactors. Those facilities, in turn, were manufacturing a lot of stuff using ore shipments and some specialties that were beyond their ability to backtrack. The Caretakers did not just travel via Stargate effect, for they also had a network of mag jump ships with their own version of Grid Points. Morgan and Ginsi couldn’t travel via those, for they expected them to take longer than a day to reach their destination…probably much longer, and the 10-15 hour puddle jumper trips were, on their own, causing the pair enormous physical problems as their enhanced Saiyan bodies refused to accept sitting in one place for more than a few minutes. 
 
    They had to fight it all the way, and get in what workouts they could between jumps. But the way their bodies were complaining now that they were free of the confines suggested that this would not be something they would be trying again, and they doubted the other trailblazers would be either. Hopefully the little piece of the Caretaker grid map that they’d cataloged, when combined with the others, would be worth it, but right now Morgan was cursing her stupidity for volunteering for this trip. 
 
    “We’re the ones that decided to go more than one jump,” Ginsi reminded her as the short haired level 4 Saiyan stretched her arms high over her head as they walked. 
 
    “At least we know what not to do in the future,” her level 3 Saiyan master noted. “You think any of the others tried the mag jump?” 
 
    “I hope not, but knowing you guys, someone probably did.” 
 
    Morgan cringed at the thought. “You’re probably right. We’re all going to lose a lot of levels for this.” 
 
    “I’m going to the sanctum now,” Ginsi said as they walked down and into the cupola on the rooftop landing pad.  
 
    “I thought you’d want to see what the others found.” 
 
    “I do. You can fill me in when you catch up. I really need something to punch over and over and over again.” 
 
    “I hear ya. Get going youngling.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Ginsi said sarcastically as she broke off at a T-junction, with Morgan headed to the left and through a series of hallways and lifts to the main control center where she didn’t find any other trailblazers, only Count Gorva, who had been brought in to run the colonial expansion and free up the Archons to focus on Essence related challenges. 
 
    Morgan frowned. “Are we the first to get back?” 
 
    The Calavari, dressed in flowing robes for each limb but with a trim fitting torso uniform, crossed his lower arms over his lower chest while leaning forward and resting his upper elbows on the work table before him.  
 
    “No, but the others went back out again. They wanted to report what they immediately found before going further, and I’m glad they did. Studying the Caretaker network is a fascinating endeavor. What have you brought to add?” 
 
    “A hydrogen mine along with a lot of other little manufacturing facilities spread around the perimeter of the Temple. We also found a Grid Point system, but we couldn’t scout that without our bodies exploding.” 
 
    The Calavari’s large head turned away from the growing map as Morgan touched the work table and added her data to it. “You can actually explode?” 
 
    “Our cells can. Metabolism expects resources to be depleted, and if they’re not they build up inside until the cell wall breaks. We have a way of slowing this down by rerouting some of the excess material back into the blood stream, but there are so many other functions that require activity that it feels like your body is tearing itself apart. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if I had to stay put for an entire week. ‘Explode’ is accurate enough.” 
 
    “I hope not. Three teams also found mag jump launching points and were going back to travel on them with additional supplies.” 
 
    “Oh those idiots,” Morgan said as she too leaned on the table and studied the Caretaker network map. “Have to show us up, don’t they?” 
 
    “Your skills lie elsewhere, we all know.” 
 
    Morgan cranked her left arm back, hearing something pop, as her normal flexibility was shot right now. It would take months to restore it again. 
 
    “Give me the run down.” 
 
    “We have a massive support operation hidden from the galaxy, with a few access points that outsiders can use if they know where to look, but the Founders were very careful to keep them hidden. We assume the Reapers use these when they need to go out and harvest Essence from their victims…” 
 
    “We found Reapers?” Morgan interrupted. 
 
    Gorva highlighted three different locations, then brought up one for closer analysis, with Morgan seeing data logged as coming from Larry-034’s armor sensors.  
 
    “They not only have fleets of them, they have shipyards to produce more as needed. I think they’re serious about keeping the Temples operational even if there are no denizens. In the grand scale of things I agree, but if you sacrifice your principles to attain victory, you accomplish nothing because you have now become the enemy. I do not think the Founders care about preserving individual life, only the collective, and that is a dangerous philosophy.” 
 
    “It’s an old and recurring one, unfortunately,” Morgan said, shifting around to the other two locations with Reapers. “They’re using moon-sized gravity wells as a jumping off point?” 
 
    “Doubling as a supply depot. The planetoids are artificially built from imports, we believe. That way if they need resupply they know where to get it rather than to have to rely on active mining sites that may or may not acquire enough. The planning is extremely thorough, though heartless.” 
 
    Morgan glanced up at him. “What else?” 
 
    “They have hunter units patrolling certain areas looking for corovon-heavy space-faring creatures. Jason found a harvest facility where they are bringing the living creatures they collect, then slaughtering them. He came back to get the necessary explosives and other ordinance to wreck the place a week ago and took a team of Archons with him.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Are they just harvesting corovon?” 
 
    “No. They’re stripping down their bodies for other compounds, as well as Essence. I think this is their primary means of backup supply, and when it isn’t enough they resort to sending out the Reapers to harvest the surface of planets.” 
 
    “Why have we not found these…space whales?” Morgan said, not wanting to call them baby Uriti, for they were far smaller and inferior to that.  
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat apparently were aware of them, but they seem to have disappeared from most of the galaxy. Perhaps from over hunting, or perhaps they’ve gotten better at evading capture.” 
 
    “Where are the Caretakers hunting them?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet, but the cage ships were not jumping in from existing spacelanes.” 
 
    “But they were jumping?” 
 
    Gorva nodded. “Grav jumps, not stargate travel. We think their tiny little planetoids may be using an alternate form of gravity propulsion that makes their silhouette larger.” 
 
    “You’re talking about what Candancen found?” 
 
    “I think so, or something related. If one can alter the frequency of gravity to increase propulsion, perhaps it can also be used to enhance range of acquisition. The hunter ships came in on grav jumps, and I have no other explanation for their travel beyond a network of small gravity wells beyond the known star systems.” 
 
    “Another hidden network,” Morgan mewed as she chewed her bottom lip all the while her arms and legs were slightly vibrating to stave off the stagnation that was still clawing at her. She understood why Ginsi had went immediately to get into heavy workouts, but the point of the mission was more important right now and worth the delay to the trailblazer. 
 
    “Possibly,” the Calavari agreed. “But I think we are just sampling the tip of the iceberg here.” 
 
    “Hitting,” Morgan corrected. “Not sampling.” 
 
    “That would denote tragedy, not discovery.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong about that, for Jason’s sake. The Caretakers get pissed off really fast.” 
 
    “We have not been able to get any information on the space creatures from the Responders. Either they do not know, or they are withholding the information for higher level individuals.” 
 
    “I can understand an emergency, but why are they farming them regularly?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Temples are not supposed to be in this condition.” 
 
    “Why build so many then? We’re still estimating hundreds, right?” 
 
    “At least.” 
 
    “So why build them if you can’t sustain them? There’s something else going on here.” 
 
    “I agree. Hopefully Jason can ask the creatures if he gets a chance.” 
 
    “If they’re anything like the Uriti they might just ignore him, but who knows. Damn, now I want to get back out there again.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “No,” Morgan admitted. “My body doesn’t. The rest of me does. No one has made it to Alpha, I assume?” 
 
    “None have returned that have found it or another Temple, and we have received no word through the bridge of any arrivals.” 
 
    “They’re probably elsewhere on the mag jump network.” 
 
    “That was my thinking.” 
 
    “How many grid points have been found?” 
 
    “11 so far, counting yours.” 
 
    “Damn. They have to have a shit load of outposts out there. Why?” 
 
    “Why not keep everything at the Temples? I asked myself the same question weeks ago, and I haven’t gotten a good answer, but I do have a suspicion that these networks service the Temples…as well as something else.” 
 
    Morgan raised a brown eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting. Have you seen any supply flows elsewhere?” 
 
    “Nothing that I can identify as not eventually getting to a Temple.” 
 
    “Are the Reapers used to hunt the space whales?” 
 
    “Jason doesn’t think so. He thinks they’re different mission priorities. For if they weren’t…” 
 
    “…then why bring the whales back alive when you can harvest the Essence on the spot.” 
 
    “Exactly. I have been surprised how closely aligned your thought patterns are. You all seem to think as one.” 
 
    “We were recruited because we were all alike, and once we got together we harmonized even further,” Morgan said, remembering back to basic training long, long ago. “You never noticed before?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many of you together in the same place before. You usually travel alone or with an apprentice.” 
 
    “True. Empire-wide duties and all.” 
 
    “You do take on another dynamic when together, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “A highly competitive and efficient one.” 
 
    Morgan cracked a smile. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Which is why you want to go back out again.” 
 
    “I’m too smart to,” she countered. “But I am going out again, just not this way. We’ve got several locations marked as being able to be reached via starship. If something doesn’t happen here to redirect me elsewhere, I’m heading off the long way to get some real scouts out there. We’ll map this out the old fashioned way.” 
 
    “The others said the security beyond the Temple was lessened.” 
 
    She nodded. “Considerably so where there is no atmosphere. It was questionable whether we needed cloaks or not, for in many places we were not picking up any sensor beams.” 
 
    “With so few people capable of using Essence, I wish you would let others take on that mission and remain here. Finding a way to open the main portals is our top concern.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re nowhere close to raising our skill level to the point where the Responders will teach us the necessary technique.” 
 
    “Regardless, I would prefer to have all of you here or in Alpha. I literally cannot push most of the buttons.” 
 
    “You’re not here to, but I get your point. I’m thinking that if we can cheat part of the trip, then maybe some of us can hop the mag jumps. Not all Star Force Essence users are Saiyans, you know.” 
 
    “So why weren’t the others sent?” 
 
    “Because we didn’t know what was out there, and we still don’t have a mapped route to Alpha Temple. Trailblazers go first, then we send the others.” 
 
    “But all trailblazers are Saiyans.” 
 
    “Yeah, we kind of shot ourselves in the foot for this kind of mission with that, but we’re managing.” 
 
    “Can you make a mag jump?” 
 
    “I can’t…or rather I don’t want to try. I’ve taken considerable damage as is. Ginsi more so, I think, but she’s concealing most of it. A level 1 Saiyan might be able to make it, but we only have a few of those.” 
 
    “Paul, Liam, and Roger.” 
 
    “Yeah, they all didn’t want to give up the super-long sessions in a command Nexus. Technically we all still can do it, but the agitation of the stagnation is distracting and diminishes our mental outreach efficiency. They didn’t want that, so they didn’t go beyond level 1. Oddly though, they did create the Borg capability, which is stagnation inherent, and have mastered it.” 
 
    “You also have that ability, or am I mistaken?” 
 
    “I’m a low level, but for short periods of time I can if I up the artificial gravity to 22 or higher. That way I have to fight to stand up enough to keep my subconscious mind busy. I can get an hour or two of good naval combat out of that, but not nearly as good as the others that can devote their full minds to the task at hand. Bottom line is, we got so powerful we had to specialize in some cases, and I chose Brawler skills over Commodore. I didn’t regret that until now.” 
 
    “There is one other significant discovery you need to be aware of,” Gorva said, highlighting a tiny outpost far from Beta Temple, but still short of what the basic mag jump Grid Point range was. “We think it’s a communication node, and Nash and Page both confirmed it was sending off tiny Essence rushes that they couldn’t identify.” 
 
    “Omni or directional?” 
 
    “Directional, with 13 spokes.” 
 
    “So they can’t send a signal across the entire galaxy. Those pesky Responders are programmed to be deceptive to hide equipment specs.” 
 
    “If that is true, can they send signals between galaxies?” 
 
    “We still don’t know how they travel between galaxies, but if these Essence signals carry a long ways you could set up a chain through the void if the Stargate Effect can cheat the lack of gravity wells. So far we only know of pushing from a beacon source, but if there’s a more impressive technique hidden away…” 
 
    “…then they could travel anywhere in the universe regardless of where you had gravity.” 
 
    “And if that technique exists, I really want to learn it.” 
 
    “Or, you could drop portals as you went and use them to launch from,” the Count suggested. 
 
    “Good catch, but you’d have to refill them with Essence regularly. Not quite the same thing as a ship that can go anywhere on its own, but I’d still take it.” 
 
    “Do you think we’re looking at a network of infrastructure with multiple layers, and beyond the mag jumps we might have intergalactic Essence travel built in?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or possibly they just left mag jump locations across the intergalactic void so they could travel the old fashioned way. That would be my choice. Or even deposit gravity wells out there that you could steer on, even if not stop, so you could get really long jumps to land on an accurate point. There are a lot of options if you can use Essence to get out into the middle of nowhere and drop technology. I can see now why these facilities were never found. Without Essence you literally can’t get to them easily, or in some places at all. We’re lucky we got to Alpha the way we did.” 
 
    “Our engine technology is to thank, and few have comparable ships.” 
 
    “Few,” Morgan echoed. “But the few that do matter greatly. And the Lurkers can use Essence to enhance their own. Meaning the Temple network is safe from primitives, but not the major players. Hence the obsessive security.” 
 
    “It’s only obsessive if it’s unneeded. For all we know, a Temple or two might have been destroyed in the past. We are badly hurting for intel, and I am glad you are willing to do what you did to get the critical information.” 
 
    “I don’t like taking one for the team like this, but sometimes it’s necessary,” Morgan said, cringing again. 
 
    “You need to train, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “So what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “I want to go through everything the others found.” 
 
    “I’m not going to delete it,” the Calavari joked. “I promise. Go. Do what you need to do.” 
 
    Morgan stared at the map and the little details along with it, popping up a few more before giving in to the need to move. “Alright. I’ll be back,” she said, not walking, but running out of the room and disappearing in a blur out the doorway. 
 
    “Unable to stand still,” Gorva said with a shake of his head, for in his role as a Monarch one had to sit still for long periods of time sorting through data and brainstorming, with training being a daily activity that was a break from the norm. It was only now that he truly understood the segmented nature of Star Force. The trailblazers literally could not do his job anymore if they wanted to. Their combat skills had gotten so advanced they needed Monarchs to handle the mundane tasks that they were now too wired up to handle. 
 
    “To each their own,” he pronounced in a whisper, happy to leave the extreme combat to them while he plied the empire-building power of logistics to support them in their epic quests. They were the tip of the spear, to be sure, but a spear head had to have a shaft to be latched to, and as Monarchs went, he was the tip of the shaft that had the privilege of connecting to the living legends.  
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    “Got it,” Cora-005 said as she and Steve-004 were flying low through the air over yet another of the limitless forests in the Temple trying to reach Paladin territory. They’d been flying for two weeks, taking as few short breaks as needed to recover and get a bit of sleep, which was a welcome change to the stagnation they had to endure to get here, but they were still thousands of miles short of transmission range to any Paladin facility in the Temple…fortunately though, a passing drone had come in range and Cora had successfully been able to piggyback her armor’s short range transmission through it to the Paladin.  
 
    “Finally,” Steve said as he got visual confirmation as the drone suddenly altered its patrol trajectory and headed directly for their position over one of the many uninhabited tracts of land in the giant sphere. But they weren’t the only ones that had taken notice. 
 
    “Crap, they’ve seen us or the drone,” Cora noted as the nearest Vargemma ships…which were pretty far off…began to race towards their position at the slow crawl that the limited gravity in the sphere’s interior allowed. And like most ships, they moved down towards the artificial gravity zone then skimmed the upper atmosphere in order to move faster, the same way the lone Paladin drone was doing. 
 
    “We can get there first, but it’ll be a race to get to a safe haven,” Steve said as he got a transmitted update on the bad situation in the Temple. “There’s only a handful of surface strongholds. The Vargemma have reconfigured their fleet’s weaponry for nonlethal applications and are bombarding everything within range. Our fleet is in pieces, but we’re still the faster without Essence enhancement.” 
 
    “They’ll use it and everything else they’ve got if they know who we are,” Cora warned. “Let’s get as much of a head start as we can.” 
 
    “After you,” Steve said, summoning a surge of energy through him as he turned Super Saiyan 2, which was configured to interface with his Yen’mer for higher strength flight options, such as lifting heavy objects into the air with him, whereas Super Saiyan 1 was built for quickness in flight with sudden redirects that hand to hand combat and evasive maneuvering entailed. But flying through thick atmosphere at high speed left a lot of pressure to fight, so Super Saiyan 2 was actually better for straight line racing. 
 
    Both trailblazers had achieved level 2, but Cora was slightly slower than Steve so he let her set the pace as they both accelerated in speed more than 5 times what they had been traveling before, cracking the sound barrier and then some, as they headed towards the distant naval drone racing far faster to get to them and plowing a wall of atmosphere ahead of it as it did so in a fiery meteor effect that made it appear as a rising sun on the inverted horizon.  
 
    There were also other little meteors further up the curve, and in multiple locations, as various Vargemma ships moved to intercept them, or more likely cut off their avenues of retreat back to Paladin strongholds. The sphere was massive, and the ships within it couldn’t get around all that quickly, but there were a lot of them and they knew where the few locations the trailblazers had to go to were. 
 
    The two little Archon missiles eventually met up with the ‘+’ shaped drone, passing through its defensive shields and attaching themselves to the hull as it briefly came to a stop to pick them up, then whoever was piloting it lost control as Steve asserted command priority and began flying it remotely from his armor’s interlink. 
 
    Now that he had the drone’s larger transmitters and receivers, he and Cora got all the updates they needed, as well as a direct line of communication to the Paladin Viceroy, though his location was still being masked. After a brief conversation via text messages, they both agreed that they were going to have to fight to get the trailblazers to base, for the Vargemma were sending far too many ships to intercept two Paladin infantry…meaning they had to know, or at least suspect who they were. Had some of the others been discovered on a different Temple and alerted the Vargemma here? The Paladin said no one else had arrived here yet, meaning Steven and Cora should have the element of surprise, though that seemed to be a moot point right now. 
 
    “03 seems our best bet,” Cora said as she reviewed the tactical situation while Steve drove…though in truth he could do both at the same time with his Sav-enhanced mind.  
 
    “We can’t predict their navigation with Essence enhancement. We have no idea which ships are better at it, or how much they have onboard.” 
 
    “The Lurker was limited, but yeah, we’re just guessing. We gotta get to the fleet first and group up…or do we scatter so they can’t hit us with a disruptor?” 
 
    “The Viceroy says the Olopar are not active, so the question is how much Essence weaponry do these bastards have in their ships and how much are they willing to use? If it’s just stun weaponry, we group up.” 
 
    “If we get to the Paladin its game over for them. Do you think they know that?” 
 
    “If they do they’ll kill us on sight, Caretaker response or not.” 
 
    “They haven’t retaken the shield control room yet. If they knew why we were here I think they would have by now.” 
 
    “Point,” Steve admitted. “Maybe they’re just eager to catch any Paladin out in the open.” 
 
    “And they don’t have to hold back against our drones because there are no people onboard. Should we say hi to make sure they know we’re on this one?” 
 
    “They know, but maybe they don’t know who. Let’s not give away that bit just yet.” 
 
    “Assuming they haven’t hacked the battlemap signals.” 
 
    “If they can do that they’re way ahead of the V’kit’no’sat, and I don’t think Essence assists in hacking.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Cora said, tapping her fingers against the armored hull of the drone while her elbows and knees were locked onto it despite the fact that they were inside the IDF field and didn’t feel any of the acceleration or shield drag from the fiery atmosphere passing a few meters above their heads. She continued to sift through information, with the turn of events becoming clear. With a drone fleet, the Paladin ships were susceptible to the Vargemma’s conventional and Essence weaponry. In the beginning they didn’t know which were manned and unmanned, but when they realized the Paladin were using an all drone fleet they’d brought in reinforcements and reclaimed naval superiority. 
 
    Likewise, the Paladin couldn’t use normal weaponry against manned ships…and all of the Vargemma ships were manned. They’d turned the Paladin strategy against them in space, and with the weapon rework the Vargemma had undergone, they now had a plethora of stun and technological disruption weapons that could be used in space or against ground installations. Most of the lightly defended Paladin outposts had been disabled and overrun by troops, which had captured many Paladin. 
 
    But like the lizards before them, they didn’t make for good prisoners. They’d been rebelling at any and all opportunities, and the Vargemma couldn’t kill them in view of the Caretakers. Reports indicated some had gone missing and were presumed dead, but most were being held in prison facilities and were being tortured…but not enough to put their lives in jeopardy. Cora doubted any of them would voluntarily give up information, but some of the Vargemma were telepathic, so they were undoubtedly getting a lot of data on Star Force tactics and technology, though none of the sensitive stuff because the Paladin were very careful to keep their leaders hidden…unlike the trailblazers who liked to go in heads first to every situation possible. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of payback in the queue here,” she said, seeing some of the reports from rescue teams that had plucked a few of the prisoners back from Vargemma custody.  
 
    “Not without the fleet. We’re in a mismatch now.” 
 
    “I know, but still…these bastards have to fall, and fall hard. Get me into a mech.” 
 
    “Working on it,” Steve said, monitoring the position of the encroaching Vargemma ship formations…as well as the Paladin drones leaving the strongholds and headed to various points on the path ahead to provide a reverse gauntlet intended to protect them and punish any who encroached on it…and some were already fighting Vargemma ships trying to stop them from doing so. “We have to go faster, or we’re going to lose half the fleet here.” 
 
    “You want me to get out and push?” Cora scoffed. 
 
    “Just break the wind a little, unless you want to drive?” 
 
    “I’ll drive,” she said, taking control of the drone as Steve unlocked from his position on the hull as Cora raised the shield perimeter a couple of meters, adding to the drag a tiny bit but allowing Steve to stand up and run along the hull. 
 
    There was no artificial gravity generators in the drone, so within the IDF field they were essentially in 0g, with his feet gripping the hull on contact only, meaning he had to run without leaping, because his Yen’mer was equally useless unless they left the confines of the shields, and if he did so he’d be brushed off the ship and unable to catch back up again. 
 
    But the awkward stride was fast enough, allowing him to head towards the front of the drone, where he ran into the center of the ‘+’ like an old style wizard and held position, raising his hands and pulling on both his psionics and his Essence. He created a bioshield far away from his body, then locked his armor into a rigid position and set his shields to transition through his body, making them far more powerful than if they were free floating and physical impacts wouldn’t be fed back to the transmitter. 
 
    He used his Essence to increase the range far beyond what psionics would normally allow, even beyond the needlepoint of the drone’s own shields, to where his were a few hundred meters ahead of that point…then he created a tiny physical shield cone, no more than half a meter wide, and held it firm there.  
 
    The drag on it tried to crush his bones, but he started out with a tiny spec and enlarged it to less than half a meter to be safe, taking some of the friction off the ship’s shields but still transmitting the drag to the drone via his body…but then he used his Essence to make his shield as powerful as possible before converting part of it to ‘floating’ status. That required far more power, because he was effectively throwing energy forward to counteract the incoming momentum rather than redirecting it through his feet to the ship. 
 
    When he did that, Steve’s body stopped being crunched so much, but the pressure didn’t totally relent. He wasn’t strong enough for that, even with Essence, but for the drone the point of greatest pressure over the tip had diminished, with the partial vacuum behind it easing drag considerably while the outer edges of the drone were still getting the full force of the air. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect solution, but the drone’s speed through the air did increase by a good 12%. Steven figured he could maintain this binary shield for a few minutes at least, but it wasn’t enough to reach the fleet. He succumbed to psionic exhaustion before his Essence ran out, with him dropping to a crouch on the front of the ship and locking on as the shield needle took over again and a pressure wave slammed into the ship, slowing it back down in a sudden and jarring nature that the IDF kept the trailblazers from actually feeling. 
 
    “That’s it, I’m out of juice.” 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    “No we’re not,” Steve argued. 
 
    “They’re setting up skipping stones. We’re almost to the first.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, looking ahead and seeing nothing but a fiery blaze all around him. He had to use an interlink to the drone’s sensors to see anything, but up ahead there was a massive amount of combat going on in a lot of different places along their trajectory. Behind the Star Force blockers were a series of drones beginning to accelerate ahead of them in the same direction…and as they did so, they dragged some of the upper atmosphere along with them. 
 
    The closer their drone got to the slipstream, the less resistance there was and that allowed their speed to accelerate. When they caught up to the slower moving drone ahead, it peeled off and the heavy slipstream faded into the slight slipstream of the next one ahead, which increased as they began to catch up to it. 
 
    It then peeled off, revealing a line of 394 more leading to Base 03, and the Vargemma were desperately trying to disrupt the line, but many drones above them were going kamikaze and ramming the Vargemma ships to keep them from firing their Essence weapons on their chosen targets. Many were actually latching onto the enemy ships over their weapon ports, while others were pushing ships out of alignment rather than trying to destroy them. Even a few seconds delay was enough in some cases, but Steve and Cora got through 279 of the skipping stones before a group of them ahead were blown apart as a fleet of Vargemma ships raced into their path and disrupted the high speed course. 
 
    “Shit,” Cora said, diverting them hard right and out of the gauntlet as the Paladin drones reset immediately to cover them. The entire fleet acted like it was under the control of a hive mind, but neither trailblazer was controlling them. It was the Paladin in the surface bases doing so, and it was a coordination level that the Vargemma could not match, so when Cora made the hard right turn the Paladin reacted to it faster than the enemy, and that was enough to create a clear path ahead, but one without any slipstream help.  
 
    But they didn’t need it. All they needed was time, and with drone wreckage raining down all across the Temple surface, the only one that mattered slipped through the heavy defense shields covering Base 03…shields that the Vargemma fleet had not yet been able to breach, meaning the trailblazers were finally in safe territory. 
 
    More drones followed them in, allowed through the shield while the enemy was not, but many never returned and littered a long line visible on the upward curving terrain, testifying to how important these two passengers were…and to the danger they posed to the Vargemma. 
 
    Cora and Steve rode the drone as it decelerated, then jumped off and flew down to one of the small landing pads next to the nearest entrance to the small fortress city’s command center, with several high ranking Paladin coming out to meet them as they set down, but not the Viceroy. He’d never show himself on the surface in a combat area. 
 
    “Thanks,” Steve said, peeling back his armor as he glanced up at the cascade of weaponsfire hitting the high altitude shield as the Vargemma made another attempt to breach it…while ground fire from the Paladin shot back up, but only the ship disabling weaponry, which was far less effective than their big guns. “That’s gonna hold, right?” 
 
    “Easily,” an Administrator answered as one of the Vargemma ships far overhead was hit with multiple white/blue orbs and began to fall out of the sky. Just before it hit the shield hundreds of mooring beams grabbed and stopped it…then began to shuffle it laterally and over the hump of the shield towards the ground where it would be dropped and then invaded by ground troops as an extension of the main shield would cover over it without allowing it access within, like a tiny bubble being added onto the main bubble that would allow its crew to be taken prisoner without any casualties…on either side. 
 
    “We have to get to the Temple shield control room,” Cora insisted. “And get me a mech. A big one.” 
 
    “For later,” Steve amended. “We have to let the fleet in.” 
 
    “We’ve left the controls as they were, but I have no way to know if they’re still operational or locked down.” 
 
    “A lockdown takes more skill than an unlock, and if you caught them off guard I’m guessing they didn’t have time.” 
 
    “If not we’ve got a lot more work to do,” Cora added. “Either way, get us there before the Vargemma can retake it.” 
 
    “We’ve been heavily reinforcing it,” another Paladin said as the group began to run inside the facility rather than summon a dropship to their location. “It’s now our 05 stronghold, but they haven’t tried to retake it with full force as they have here. Hopefully they don’t think it’s that much of a priority, or maybe they don’t realize it has weaker shields. They’ve been assaulting lesser positions via ground assaults. I don’t know why, because some of them are vulnerable to bombardment.” 
 
    “They probably don’t want their stun weapons to damage or disrupt the Caretaker structures.” 
 
    “There should be little effect.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t realize that,” Steve said, “but right now I don’t care. We just have to get there ASAP.” 
 
    “Subsurface tunnels are the most secure route. They won’t know where you’re going, but if we go by air they will.” 
 
    “Good call,” Cora said, running a step to the left of Steve with a couple Paladin ahead of them leading the way with the bulk following in a silent entourage. “But I still want that mech.” 
 
    “We will have one reconfigured to your specifications as soon as you provide them.” 
 
    Cora blinked, sending a mental order through her armor. “Done.” 
 
    “Keep your mech,” Steve said as they ran into a shaft that had no cars in it, but was a direct drop down to the lowest reaches of the base. He grabbed the old school fireman’s pole as a shield appeared beneath his feet and he began to fall rapidly with others doing likewise on the four other poles in the rectangular shaft. “I want Thrawn…” 
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    Traveling underground was not fast, but the Paladin had determined that the Vargemma sensors couldn’t penetrate as deep into the bedrock as they’d built their tunnels, meaning the pair of trailblazers could move around without being followed everywhere there currently was a tunnel network…and the Paladin had been industrious little moles from the moment they had first arrived in the Sphere. 
 
    But the vastness of the Temple meant it took days to reach the control room that operated the barrier shield surrounding the sphere’s exterior and preventing anyone from coming in without getting their mind wiped. The Paladin had captured it along with most of the other notable Caretaker facilities beyond the barrier cities, and so far it seemed that the Vargemma did not anticipate their coming here…otherwise they would have assaulted it with everything they had. 
 
    As it was the Paladin were having to fight hard to keep it and the other installations they’d claimed, for the Vargemma were mounting ground campaigns against them in lieu of orbital bombardment…and that was where Cora headed the moment they popped up in a nearby Paladin-built outpost nestled up against the fat tower that held the control room. The battle lines were farther out, with a defense shield of Star Force making covering both the tower and the surrounding miles, giving the Paladin some territory to defend before the Vargemma could get to the tower entrance. 
 
    Titans of metal stood all around it, with one of them turning around and walking towards the outpost as Cora took flight directly towards it. The Paladin mechwarrior inside stopped short and exited the cockpit, floating down to the ground as Cora took his place inside, for the Paladin didn’t have any extra mechs here for her to use, and bringing more in would alert the Vargemma to the importance of this facility prematurely. A whole army was staging to come here and reinforce the location, but until her custom one could arrive Cora was going to have to borrow one. 
 
    Yet that was still highly preferable to fighting hand to hand, and when she slid inside the spherical cockpit and the force fields lifted her body off the ground, Cora’s mind linked with the machine as her body set into its familiar vibration to stave off the stagnation. Her viewpoint suddenly shifted to the giant mechanical body that had no tail, nor did any of the Paladin mechs, for they were patterned off of Human designs, though it wouldn’t have mattered. Cora could pilot mechs with four legs and no arms, or even the giant Turtle-class mechs that had six and were so heavy they were almost walking mountains. 
 
    One of those was here to her left, firing long range stun blasts towards approaching ground troops in mortar-like fire with the arc going up and over the engaged Paladin troops. Cora took off the opposite way, for the Vargemma were assaulting all sides of the tower, and she intended to go where the defenses were the weakest as Steve went inside to open the door for the real reinforcements…but once the Vargemma saw what was happening they’d have to hold this location long enough to get the fleet in, and that wasn’t going to occur quickly.  
 
    They’d learned that exterior ships entering the Temple had to go through the portals, but ships leaving could go directly through the barrier shield. It was a one way lock, and even when access was granted the incoming ships would stick on the barrier shield momentarily before being rerouted to the closest available portal.  
 
    That meant a Vargemma fleet could jump out of the Temple simultaneously, but they’d have to come back in one at a time. That wasn’t an issue for them when they had an impregnable fortress to retreat to that no one knew existed, but the first ships in were going to be outnumbered…meaning this fight was going to get damn messy, especially when the Vargemma could use their full weaponry against Star Force drones, but not vice versa.  
 
    But down here on the ground the Vargemma couldn’t kill her mech with her in it and not piss off the Caretakers. If they knew who she was they might do so and accept the consequences, but they had no way of picking her out of the field of mechs, because the Vargemma couldn’t read the Star Force battlemap IDs and she wasn’t transmitting in the clear. As far as they were concerned, she was just another Paladin out of thousands surrounding the tower in mechs supporting millions of infantry and aircraft.  
 
    But that wasn’t going to last for long, because as soon as she ran up to the line of mechs sniping the approaching Vargemma crawlers…which were basically mechs so low to the ground they looked like snakes with legs…she ran forward, deciding to engage at close range, and the dexterity the basic Star Force mech designs offered allowed her insane skill level to show immediately. 
 
    Her Neo-frame Renekton-class mech didn’t have death saber mounts, but it did have finger claws that were much thicker and glowed with the same destructive energy. Cora activated those then dove her mech down and rolled through a crude somersault, tearing up the ground but missing the nearby Vargemma infantry in little floating pods that scattered away from the crazy mech as it slid past the first crawler and de-legged it on the right side. 
 
    It fell only a small amount, but the opposite side legs couldn’t get it to its feet, so it was stuck in place and only able to drag itself around in a haphazard way until the pilots figured out how to move using only the four legs on the opposite side. If they were using software to control movement, they might not have a program for this…which was why Star Force used pilot-controlled movement as their primary method of engagement, saving the computer-controlled autopilot for special circumstances only. 
 
    Cora’s mech took hit after hit from the crawler and the nearby units, but her shields held firm compared to the inferior technology the Vargemma possessed. She couldn’t go it alone like this forever, but she could withstand it enough to move across the enemy crawler and disarm it by attacking the weapons only and leaving the crew inside alive. When she was finished she had other Paladin mechs coming forward to support her, with one Braum-class moving up and planting a massive object down into the ground in front of her 26 meter high mech. 
 
    It was boxy shaped, but it immediately started to glow and extend a shield out in both directions, blocking the forward attack and basically claiming the ground around the downed crawler for their own. Cora and the other mechs partially hid behind the shield while firing at the surrounding crawlers that were converging on them…then on cue they all moved into a line behind the shield before the mech that had planted it hit the activation code and the shield shot out a massive wave of disruptive energy in a 270 degree arc, going everywhere except where the grouped mechs were. 
 
    Crawlers all over dropped to the ground, as did the infantry pods, as they temporarily lost power…then the mechs shot out from behind the cover and raced to claw away the enemy weapons while avoiding stepping on the little eggs covering the ground that the Paladin infantry were racing forward to disable in hand to hand combat with the aquatic Gevdak that could not be removed from their pods without killing them. 
 
    It was as if the Vargemma were baiting the Paladin into killing some of them, even by accident, so the Caretakers would turn on them…which was a sickening tactic, sacrificing your own troops to certain death to do so…but the more they learned about the Vargemma this is what they came to expect. Their plans were not working, however, as the little Paladin swept forward on speeders and other small craft to collect and then stack the ‘easter eggs’ onto transports that would permanently disable them and drag them off to temporary prisons in the area…and the active Vargemma troops couldn’t assault them without killing their own people and turning the Caretakers against them, meaning that Star Force wasn’t going to get overloaded with prisoners around the tower as they continually shipped them out through enemy lines that had to allow passage. 
 
    Cora jumped from one crawler down to the ground, then popped up her main stun cannons from each forearm as her red glowing claws disappeared, then she bathed a swath of approaching infantry that were firing so many tiny green blasts that her shields were being picked away at by what felt like a swath of ants. The weapons were not damaging, except to shields, for they were designed to drain them on impact.  
 
    Cora actually dropped her shields briefly, letting the infantry shots bounce off her armor plating, but the nearby crawlers weren’t going to let her get away with that and immediately turned their lethal weapons on her, forcing her shields back up again. They had a good mix of weaponry, and enough fire discipline to know when to switch from damaging to disabling to avoid killing the Paladin units, but they didn’t always succeed. In other locations the Caretakers could be seen periodically sweeping in and eliminating the units that did kill, with their Vargemma brethren abandoning them and giving the Caretakers a wide margin to accomplish their executions, but so far that wasn’t happening here. 
 
    When Cora went after another crawler a wave of infantry rushed around her feet, trying to make her step on them. She barely avoided doing so, jumping up and on top of the crawler and sliding both legs over the sides to ride it as she clawed away at its surface weaponry. When she was finished the entire area around her was filled with little white orbs so close together she couldn’t leave without stepping on them. 
 
    Nearby crawlers all turned their weaponry against her while she was pinned there, bombarding her with weaponsfire as Paladin aerial fighters swooped in and picked at the crawlers. They couldn’t use any heavy bombardment without hitting the infantry, and that seemed to be the Vargemma’s main play now. Use the weakly protected infantry as living shields while the crawlers slowly approached the tower.  
 
    But Cora wasn’t a Paladin, and these aquatic Gevdak had no defense against telepathy, so the trailblazer reached out with her Ikrid and grabbed hold of as many minds as she could around her…several hundred or so…and jammed into their minds the same command.  
 
    Run! 
 
    The little orb infantry scattered away from her mech, allowing her to come down off the disabled crawler and take out its legs, then she took her slightly damaged mech across the sea of infantry with them moving out of her way as she headed towards the largest crawler that was acting as a mobile landing pad for troop ships to come in and deposit more infantry off of. 
 
    The Paladin aerial fighters moved in to assist, for she was drawing so much attention her shields couldn’t fully protect her and the trailblazer was having to burn armor as she fought, but eventually she got to the crawler that was more than three times her height and she leapt up on top of it, pulsing the mechs limited anti-grav to make the jump. 
 
    A cutting torch emerged from her mech’s left wrist, then a powerful white cleansing beam shot down into the crawler where she sensed there were no minds and proceeded to slice off one of the huge leg joints…or rather the power conduit to that joint. She wasn’t going to amputate the 18 legs on the thing, but instead she was going for the reactor…though in a way that would cut power without detonating the thing. 
 
    Slicing through power conduit after power conduit she got the thing disabled, then slid down one side and turned the cutting torch sideways to sever the connections for the landing pad to the back of the crawler even as another transport tried to set down on top. She found the pilots’ minds quickly enough and made them leave, then took another few minutes to disconnect the flat top and let it slide off the back of the powerless crawler.  
 
    It crashed to the ground where there was no infantry, for Cora had cleared them out before it could crush them…then she walked around to the far side, firing off distant shots as she went, before taking cover between the opposite side of the crawler and the disconnected shield that made for an impromptu tent barely large enough to fit her mech inside when she hunched down. 
 
    “Rally point here,” she told the other mechs. “Let’s keep them on the defensive and their attention away from the tower. Bring in the reinforcements. They’ll think we’re trying to launch a counterattack to break them, not that we’re desperate to defend the tower. We’re over reached a bit, so we seem vulnerable. Let’s use that and draw them further away from the tower, but don’t overdo it. I don’t want to be bogged down with rescue missions later. You hear me?” 
 
    A chorus of responses came in over the battlemap as the Paladin mechs moved forward to her position, fighting as they went and often having to lightly kick the little infantry pods out of the way, for they didn’t have any Archons with them, nor did they have any Mind Raiders suitable for this task. Newborns were not powerful enough to deal with multiple minds at the same time, nor at range. That required skill, experience, and thousands of years training minimum, making Cora uniquely suited to the task here. 
 
    “Alright, Steve,” she said to herself. “Get that damn door open before I run out of mechs. These guys might be running inferior tech, but it still stings.” 
 
    Cora used her cutting torch to remove a piece of the landing pad small enough to carry, and took it with her in place of a mech shield that the Renektons didn’t carry. She carried it in her mech’s left hand while using its right to continue to fire down at the infantry and disable them, for they were scurrying all over the place like rats, totally confused between their orders and her periodic telepathic overrides.  
 
    The more of them they could disable and fix to one place the better, because sooner or later someone was going to accidentally step on one, and right now she didn’t need to be fighting Vargemma and the Caretakers at the same time… 
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    Steve flew across the gap between the outpost and the tower, zipping past the Paladin guards and their barricades outside and stopping just inside the only entrance long enough to shut the door behind him and use the bioplasma in his right arm to weld it shut along a meter or so of its length. Then he flew through the corridors and up the circular stairwell to the control room near, but not quite at the top, where the Paladin research team was waiting for him. 
 
    They’d already transmitted everything they knew to the Viceroy, and then he in turn had made sure Steve and Cora got all the updates during their subsurface travel out to the site. Now it was up to Steve, because these researchers couldn’t use the Essence necessary to operate most of the equipment in here…but as they’d informed him, the Vargemma had not been able to shut off what they had long ago unlocked, meaning Steve didn’t have to pass any skills tests to access this facility or its functionality…which was why holding it after capture had been so damn important. 
 
    Steve took a moment to look around, with 18 Paladin watching him closely but not interfering. There terminals everywhere, but they weren’t made of desks. Instead they looked like crystal growths, not quite obelisks, but of a similar material with various buttons and dials fashioned out of bumps and lines that could be physically manipulated, much like the control rooms in the barrier cities, but here there were many blank spots that only those with Essence vision could see the additional input nodes within. 
 
    There were more of them than physical controls, and Steve was going to have to figure out what they were and how they worked, because other than some mind raids by the Paladin, they had no way to experiment and learn without an Essence wielder helping them.  
 
    “Alright, anyone pick up anything new while I was enroute?” 
 
    “Unfortunately no,” a small researcher said, looking up at the taller Archon. “But we are convinced that there is no code required. Only a reset.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of functionality here,” Steve said, looking around at all the different Essence toggles. “What else is this tower used for aside from the barrier shield?” 
 
    “As far as we know, nothing.” 
 
    “Then we’re probably looking at some sort of anti-Hadarak defense system that’s currently dormant.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot Supreme Viceroy Thrawn,” one of the others mentioned. 
 
    Steve retracted his helmet and cracked a smile at the Paladin. “I was thinking the same thing,” he said as the rest of his armor condensed down into heavy forearm gauntlets that he moved around with as if they weren’t even there. 
 
    “It appears this station is monitoring and this one is where they allow them entry,” another researcher said, pointing at two different crystalline growths coming up out of the floor around the edge of the circular dome. 
 
    “And that one?” Steve asked, pointing towards the center. 
 
    “We do not know. They were not using it in recent memory, though some of the prisoners were resistant to mind raids.” 
 
    “Most were just here to flip switches, right?” 
 
    “Yes. They knew little. And the memories of those operations do not make sense to me.” 
 
    “Show me,” Steve said, already having reviewed the intel previously, but he hadn’t actually ran through the memory downloads. Those were very inaccurate when passed around, so using the reports the Mind Raiders made was what the Paladin protocol demanded, but if he could glean even a little out of the perspectively distorted mess, it would save him a lot of trial and error. 
 
    Another Paladin stepped forward with a small memory crown, which Steve placed on his head along with the jewel-like datachip that he inserted into it. The Mind Raiders had imprinted their own memories of the interrogation into the datachip afterwards, and Paladin minds were not very complicated early in life, making it easy for Steve to sort through what they’d seen…the problem was, without intuition, they had a damn hard time categorizing new things, and what it felt like to operate Essence equipment was totally foreign to them. 
 
    But not to Steve, so he was able to get the gist of it. These controls were not just push button, but depth gages. How much Essence you put into a node did different things, making the available ‘keyboard’ a great deal larger than Steve had imagined.  
 
    With the silvery crown still on his head, the trailblazer walked over to one of the outer stations and raised a hand. He ran his fingertips down one of the angled edges and released some Essence into the trim. It wasn’t a button, but a receptacle that powered the station. When he did so it lit up, but only to Essence view. There was text and even visual monitors of a sort, though since it wasn’t using light it looked very splotchy. Like a kid drawing with finger paints, then throwing water on top of it, so maybe he wasn’t interpreting it properly, but at least the monitors were on. 
 
    And what they were showing him was multiple views of the barrier shield status and the nebula around them. Thrawn’s ships didn’t show up, which was odd. Why would you have external sensors that couldn’t see anything… 
 
    “Essence-based technology,” he whispered. “You can only detect Essence rushes, and probably big ones at that. I bet this is a Hadarak detector.” 
 
    “Are you receiving information from it?” the first researcher asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s odd. I can see it, but it’s hazy to say the least. I can see the exterior of the Temple, but not our fleet. The nebula only shows up as a perimeter line. I don’t think it’s actually detecting it, just has it marked for when a Hadarak shows up. Any other monitors in here?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Not that the Vargemma knew of. That’s the only one they monitored.” 
 
    “Then I bet it picks up ships hitting the barrier. That’ll be a shield disruption. Maybe the Knights of Quenar were too small probing it in person for it to show up.” 
 
    “Perhaps they did not alter the shield with their interaction…” 
 
    “Good point. It’d probably take a big Essence interaction to dent it, ship scale, to even show up. And when they do they can allow them entry, but how?” Steve asked, moving to the other noted station on the perimeter. He swiped his hand across the outer edge, powering up the Founder Arcade game with his 25 cents worth of Essence, but getting nothing more than a blank screen. 
 
    “Hope it’s not broken,” Steve half joked. “Send a message to Thrawn immediately. Tell him to start knocking on the door. We may not be able to unlock it until somebody asks to be let in.” 
 
    “You want him to attack or attempt passage?” 
 
    “Passage. I don’t think the Vargemma have any idea we have a fleet outside. I bet they think the Paladin came in through the Bridge or some other means. Or maybe they think our ships don’t have Stargate drives installed so there’s no point…no, wait, there’s got to be some way to let ships in that aren’t equipped. Do you have anything on Vargemma coming in by any other means?” 
 
    “All enter through the portals, but many exit without them. All Caretaker vessels enter and leave through the portals.” 
 
    “Before or after we blew up their outpost?” 
 
    “We detected no difference in their memories. The stations were a type of encoder.” 
 
    Steve frowned. “Explain.” 
 
    “Ships that did not have Essence capability were able to be coated in it, then sent to the Temple.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? I thought all their ships were Essence capable.” 
 
    “They might be capable, but they were not using their own Essence for the travel prior to the destruction of the outpost. The outpost had its own Essence reserve that had to be charged by the Vargemma, for the Caretakers would not service it. We believe it was built of Founder technology, but of Vargemma construction to facilitate entry and exit of the Temple network.” 
 
    “So it’s a cheat they built?” 
 
    “That’s our theory based off the traffic logs.” 
 
    “Then how were ships supposed to get in and out with Founder blessing?” 
 
    “Everything they need is here. Perhaps they did not intend for regular commerce with the outside.” 
 
    “No,” Steve said, shaking his head. “The Responder mentioned another means…wait. What kind of Founder technology was used in the outposts? Is there a facility here that’s designed to build them?” 
 
    “Not a full station, but Stargate engines are built by the Caretakers upon request.” 
 
    “And stationary portals?” 
 
    “No. Those are exclusive to the Temple architecture.” 
 
    “But there are encoders,” another Paladin differed. “Short range stuff. They use them to get from one position in the Temple to another.” 
 
    “I was unaware of that,” the first researcher noted. 
 
    The other green lizard pointed to a niche in the wall behind them near the door Steve had entered through. “One of the Vargemma escaped through there when this facility was taken. I was with the initial team inside and overheard the Skirmishers searching for an exit. They found none and did not discover someone hiding in this facility.” 
 
    “That did not appear in the Mind Raider interrogations.” 
 
    “Perhaps because they were not aware of it. I have no conclusive proof, only deduction, but there have been reports from other teams…” 
 
    “He’s right,” Steve said, accessing the battlemap and using his Sav-enhanced mind to search through millions of reports with those parameters. “There’s a lot of disappearances that were not explained, and some of them indicated these wall depressions as a possible sort of escape hatch, but upon deconstruction they found nothing. This one hasn’t been touched, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then they may be able to get a small strike force in here that way. Damn. I need Cora in here. Whatever comes through is going to be badass.” 
 
    “Can we disable it?” one of the large Dragoon guards asked. 
 
    “If we start tearing apart the tower the Caretakers will try to stop us,” Steve said, tapping against the side of his leg as he thought. “And there’s nothing stopping someone from Stargating through the walls anyway if they get close enough to sense the Essence Rush from the equipment. I’d rather know which direction they’re coming from, so we leave it intact and set an ambush.” 
 
    “Cora,” he said, accessing the battlemap and seeing her mech kicking Vargemma ass, much as he’d expected. “I need your Saiyan blood in here now. There’s an VIP access point that they can use to get a Terminator in here if we manage to get the shield breached. I can’t fight and operate the door handle at the same time.” 
 
    “Tunnel?” 
 
    “No, a Stargate portal. The Paladin think it might be an intra-Temple travel grid for the higher ups. One was seen leaving here when the facility was taken. I’m pretty damn sure they’ll send something back when they find out what we’re about to do.” 
 
    “Damn it, it’s not exactly going well out here. Some of these bastards are using disintegrators to chip away at our legs, and I can’t tell which ones can and can’t. They all look the same.” 
 
    “I need you here. We’re the only ones that can fight with Essence. The Paladin will be slaughtered if even one gets through.” 
 
    “Heading back,” she said evenly.  
 
    “Go unseal the main door,” he told the Dragoons. “I welded them shut.” 
 
    The Thrawn-sized Paladin nodded and two of them left to get the doors open for the other trailblazer as four remained on site guarding the researchers…with most of their attention now on the indentation in the wall that had previously only appeared decorative. 
 
      
 
    Cora was not happy leaving her mech, but she understood the situation. They hadn’t expected to fight hand to hand if the Paladin could hold the perimeter, but if there was a backdoor way in for a handful of people, then Steve was right that they were going to be elite troops they’d send, and the Paladin had wisely avoided all such combat when possible, pulling back and fighting from range. The Vargemma had so many Essence techniques it was going to be hard to defeat them if they didn’t play by the no-kill rules, and if it meant stopping the entry of the Star Force reinforcement fleet into the Temple, she didn’t count on them holding back. 
 
    When she got back to the tower she hopped over the defensive barricades and headed upstairs, finding Steve fiddling with one of the odd work stations as a slew of Paladin surrounded the room, all pointing weapons towards one empty wall niche. 
 
    “That the portal?” she asked. 
 
    “How’d you guess,” Steve said without looking at her. “I think I’ve got this figured out, and if it works we should be able to get a few ships in before they notice.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “I’m waiting for Thrawn. They have to knock first.” 
 
    “Can you pick the portal they will come through?” she asked, staring at the wall niche. 
 
    “Um…not sure yet. I think it’ll give me options once the first ships touches the barrier. We’ll have to play it by ear.” 
 
    “As always,” Cora said, keeping her armor fully on as she walked up and stared at the point on the wall. “How is this thing supposed to work?” 
 
    “Probably a personal charge.” 
 
    “Can we jamb it with an outgoing bubble?” 
 
    “No clue. Don’t mess with it yet.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she promised, looking over the few Essence input nodes/switches in it. “Were you playing with it earlier?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “There’s a residual effect. Like a drawdown after use. I can barely see the buttons as is. This might be an invisible portal after it fades away. One that you can only use if you know where to throw some Essence. These input ports are not normal.” 
 
    “Fascinating. We can discuss it after we deal with whatever comes through.” 
 
    “We may have to kill them,” Cora pointed out, “in order to hold this location.” 
 
    “Try not to, or we’ll have two armies to deal with.” 
 
    “I’m just saying…” 
 
    She left it at that as they all waited patiently inside while the war raged beyond. Cora monitored the battlemap and issued a few orders where she felt appropriate, but the Paladin knew what they were doing. The trailblazers had helped encode their genome with the proper procedures, but you couldn’t program intuitiveness and adaptation. You had to figure those out as you gained experience, and the Paladin here had some, but not much. Fortunately the Vargemma were not well equipped or that bright, but like always they had numbers. It was the added Essence weaponry that really made things dicey though. 
 
    Eventually the display that only Steve and Cora could see altered, with a single marker popping up and, like Steve had guessed, had several commands with it that he could choose from. 
 
    “Hold on. Here we go,” he said, choosing a link to the portal nearest their current location, but one still thousands of miles away.  
 
    As soon as he did so the exterior marker disappeared and the real time battlemap monitoring of the inside of the Temple showed the portal slick over with the pseudo water effect…then a moment later a ship winked into existence sticking partway out of it. 
 
    A Knights of Quenar ship.  
 
    “It worked!” Steve said as a slew of additional markers popped up on the exterior of the Temple once they saw the first ship get pulled inside. “We have a KoQ battlecruiser inside now.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Party,” Cora said inside her helmet as she sent a signal out through the Paladin relays to disguise her current situation. “Get to this location now and defend it without killing anyone or the Caretakers will join in the fight against you.” 
 
    “Are you secure?” a Knight of Quenar responded. 
 
    “Not for long. I don’t think they knew about the ships waiting outside,” she said as another ship came through the same portal as more shimmering puddles began to appear in all of them around the Temple interior, “or they would have taken this facility back by now. We’ve located a hidden Den’gar portal in the tower that they can use to send assassins to stop us, so get us some Essence-capable troops down here to hold it. There are only two of us right now with Paladin backup.” 
 
    “We will come immediately,” the KoQ said as another three of their ships emerged inside the Temple, but all at different locations, spread millions of miles apart. A second ship had emerged directly behind the first, but apparently the portal system was not fast enough to let them all enter all together, and Steve was right to get them in here as fast as possible before the Vargemma had a chance to really react. 
 
    “Cora, I have to do this manually for each ship.” 
 
    “Shit,” she said, keeping her eyes on the inactive portal before her. “How much Essence is it taking you?” 
 
    “I’m fine for a half hour or so. After that I might be in trouble.” 
 
    “I’ve got KoQ on the way to back us up. We just have to hold until they get here,” she said as the wall niche suddenly lit up visually. Red vertical bars appeared, broken at various points, then a shrill whistled followed. Probably warnings to get away so no accidental fusings took place. She and the Paladin were half a room away, with several of the lizard bodies physically blocking Steve as he mouse-clicked ship after ship inside.  
 
    Cora took a step closer, leaving the Paladin as flankers as she would draw the first attention of whatever came through, then unknown to the others due to her armor, her hair went blonde and her reflexes increased to nearly instantaneous as she waited for the pop of displaced air soon to come that would precede the first of many travelers hell bent on their destruction. 
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    A ripple of air washed out from the momentary vacuum that was quickly replaced with the air from the travel bubble and the two individuals held within it. Both were Jestiv, standing some 8 feet tall and covered in feathers…but they couldn’t fly. They looked more like gorillas than birds, with more mass than a Calavari and T-shaped heads with a trio of eyes on each end.  
 
    As soon as they appeared the Paladin fired stun blasts at them, as did Cora from his wrist-mounted weaponry, seeing them hit shields on the unarmored Jestiv…then a flash blinded her, with her quickly purging the telepathic technique as she felt an attempted intrusion into her mind. Her Ikrid block prevented it, but the Saven-like psionic didn’t require access and worked its effect on the Paladin, keeping them blinded for several seconds. 
 
    Cora washed the effect away, having practiced against true Saven many times in the past to increase her rate of response…and then when her mind cleared she used her Ikrid to transmit the location of the two Jestiv to the others before they recovered, allowing them to start firing again enough to down the first of the intruders before it could act again, but not the other. Cora saw a brief Essence wave appear in front of her and she responded with a solid Essence barrier…but it wasn’t enough to stop her from being hit with a concussive Essence slap that threw her across the room and into the far wall.  
 
    Her barrier actually held up, but was pushed back with her under extreme force…meaning these invaders weren’t run of the mill Vargemma. They were highly skilled Essence users. 
 
    As she bounced back up to her feet her body was caught in an Essence grip…as were all the Paladin. Their weapons turned upward and away from the standing Jestiv as the portal behind them begin to light up and whistle, indicating more were incoming. Cora was able to use her own Essence to push back against the grip just enough to slide out of it, but all the Paladin were stuck and they were in trouble and Steve knew it, for he sent a battlemeld prompt to Cora before likewise slipping out of the grip and abandoning his post, meaning for the moment no more ships could come through. 
 
    Both of them ran across the room, but not towards the Jestiv. They flanked it on either side, trying briefly to hack its mind, but as they suspected it had considerable telepathic defenses, so they extended a Neofen conduit between them, creating an invisible ‘clothesline’ that ran into the Jestiv and dragged him backwards as they passed, then with a little Lachka slap from them both, they rolled him into the portal…which caused it to temporarily deactivate due to the obstruction. 
 
    Steve got knocked aside by an Essence slap, but Cora launched a Jumat blast into the enemy and drove him back another meter as he tried to get out of the way to allow additional reinforcements in. The Paladin, with their limbs now free again, started firing and as the two Archons kept the Jestiv pinned, and enough of the blasts got through his weakened shields to hit his Essence barriers that replaced them. That provided enough of a distraction that the Jestiv couldn’t keep pushing Steve and Cora away from him over and over again, and soon Cora got within touching range and delivered a punch to his gut that a hasty Essence grip caught inches away from his chest. 
 
    Then Cora released a localized Fornax field that didn’t reach all the way back to the Paladin, and it caught the Jestiv off guard and lowered his defenses for a split second…allowing both her fist and a slew of stun shots to get through, with Cora’s armor absorbing some of the Paladin’s missed fire as well. 
 
    The feathery giant dropped to the ground, but the victory was short lived as a force field snapped into existence over the wall the portal was in and began to slowly push outward, hitting the stunned body and moving it away from the entry area. 
 
    “Backup system,” Steve said, running back to the barrier shield interface and tagging more ships for entry clearance. “We either destroy it or fight them indefinitely.” 
 
    “If we destroy it the Caretakers will be all over our ass.” 
 
    “Buy me time then,” Steve said, maintaining the battlemeld link that made the words almost pointless, for he could sense what she was thinking and vice versa, but they had an audience that needed to be kept in the loop and he didn’t want to waste time having two conversations. 
 
    It didn’t take long until another two Jestiv popped into view behind the two stunned bodies of their kin, and once again everyone in the room opened fire other than Steve, and they all got grabbed and their weapons turned askew by the invisible power that was Essence.  
 
    The Paladin were helpless against it, but the Archons were not…though each attack required Steve to help Cora defend against it, winning the Vargemma valuable time that ships were not entering through as the naval fleets above the surface swarmed like bees everywhere. No one was sitting and watching now, other than the Olopar, with the newly arrived ships being the prime targets. 
 
    The Paladin fleet was also coming up from the surface in numerous places, but most of it was moving to cover the tower, for a huge amount of ships and aerial craft were headed their way in addition to the attackers being sent through the portal. One way or another the Vargemma were going to take it back and seal the breach, and Cora felt it was just a matter of time before they dropped their non-lethal marching orders and went full force against the tower, perhaps destroying it from orbit in order to deny Star Force its use. 
 
    They didn’t jump to that right away, but after 5 different pairs of Jestiv came through and were stunned unconscious, the 6th pair came in and immediately used an Essence technique on everyone inside that went straight for their brains. Cora and Steve were able to throw up a quick defense shield, something that they and the Knights of Quenar had recently developed, and without it the sheer pressure of the enemy’s Essence would have pushed through a nullification field and killed them the way it did the Paladin. 
 
    All of their loyal soldiers dropped to the ground dead, with the regenerators in their armor unable to fix their destroyed brains. The Jestiv had reached inside their heads and blended them up into goo within a moment, leaving Cora and Steve the only survivors.  
 
    In that moment everything changed, with both of them realizing they couldn’t play this game anymore. If the Caretakers came and killed the Jestiv for what they did, it would only be a handful of them lost. An easy sacrifice for the Vargemma to make in order to deny Star Force the barrier shield control. That meant either the trailblazers had to run away, stay here and die…or go all in. 
 
    And with the fact that all the Paladin in the room had just been killed, the choice for them was easy. Fuck the Caretakers, these bastards had to die. 
 
    Steve shook off another grip attack, one that actually tried to crush him rather than hold him in place. His defense shield took a huge amount of Essence to counteract it, and he knew his limited reserves would not work for a long fight, so they had to end this quickly. He raised his left arm and opened the armor over his palm, then he fired a green beam that punched right through the energy shield protecting the first Jestiv, ripped through his body and out the other side, hitting and wounding the other Jestiv, but not penetrating more than a few inches.  
 
    Cora fired a Jumat blast at the second one as it threw a cascade of Essence-enhanced lighting towards Steve, then she followed up with her own biological Bra’hem and drilled a hole straight through his chest that she flicked sideways so it cut out through the right side of his body and tore through the portal behind him. As the Jestiv fell to the ground Cora launched forward and finished up with several death saber slashes through the equipment, making sure it was no longer functional. She could have used another Bra’hem shot, but she didn’t have very many of them in reserve, and her other arm only contained a Choratrik, with the bioplasma being far less deadly. 
 
    Most high level Archons had replaced one of their bioplasma weapons with a Choratrik. Some had taken two while others kept the more easily rechargeable weapons, but the trailblazers liked having a few heavy shots to deliver when necessary…and today was definitely one of those days. 
 
    Cora could feel the damage done to Steve with the lightning attack, for some of it had gotten through his armor. Normally that couldn’t happen, but it had been Essence enhanced and that brought into play a whole new realm of physics that they hadn’t begun to fully chart. The pair was still battlemeld linked, so she could feel the regenerator instantly working to repair his burns, but they hadn’t been enough to take him down as it was, only knock him backwards and fry small parts of his armor and its interior components, but thanks to the redundant design of the nanotechnology his armor visually flowed a bit and sealed the gaps while flaking off bits of destroyed components like dandruff. 
 
    “Fuck,” Cora said, looking at all the Paladin while getting on the comm to those outside. “Vargemma just turned lethal. If you detect any Essence use, turn and run. When the Caretakers get here do not fire on them unless protecting each other. If they shoot me and Steve, ignore them unless we request help. We had to smoke two of their special forces and destroy some equipment, so we’re probably on their shit list now.” 
 
    Steve went back over to the console while she was talking and started letting more ships in, all the while both of them noticed the immediate shift in naval assets above. Those that had been heading towards the incoming Knights of Quenar ships and the few new Paladin vessels now coming through were turning around and heading straight for the tower.  
 
    “They’re going to obliterate this place,” Steve warned, letting ships in as fast as he could. 
 
    “I know. Already working on an escape route.” 
 
    “We’re not going to get enough through,” he said, releasing the battlemeld but still keeping an eye on the entire room with his Pefbar. 
 
    Cora switched comm channels and linked to the incoming KoQ, some of which were already engaged in battle against isolated Vargemma ships and totally owning them with their own disabling weaponry. 
 
    “Be advised, the Vargemma have gone lethal and I think they intend to either overwhelm or destroy this tower to deny it to us. We’ve had to kill two of them and destroy the portal they were using to get inside, so the Caretakers are going to be engaging as well. We are not going to be able to hold open the door for much longer.” 
 
    “Then we have but one choice,” one of the ship captains responded. “We must fight both parties with our full weaponry.” 
 
    “The Caretakers will engage their Olopar and obliterate us,” Cora warned.  
 
    “Are they programmed to destroy parts of the Temple?” 
 
    “I don’t know, nor do I know how many ships they have or if they can override our control here.” 
 
    “If the shield control is destroyed or captured, we have no other way of gaining entry. We must maintain it at all costs.” 
 
    “I agree with that part, but the Vargemma have a lot more weaponry than we do if they go with Essence.” 
 
    “They will also have to fight the Caretakers, but the Caretakers will not intervene to protect the control room. They will only respond to its destruction. We must act first. There is no other option.” 
 
    Before Cora could respond the battlemap showed a number of Knights of Quenar ships disappearing from the clusters they were in…then a massive storm rocked the troops outside as the atmosphere above them was torn apart, throwing winds around at hundreds of miles per hour at the surface and thousands of miles per hour at altitude. Out of those winds came some of the KoQ ships with visible damage as they emerged inside the atmosphere using their ship-sized Den’gar…but one that wasn’t suited for use other than in vacuum, meaning the air molecules were being shoved aside as the ships plowed into them with its previous momentum while reintegrating with them at the same time. 
 
    The entire crew must have been eviscerated with air molecules injected into their bodies if that was the case, for numerous systems on the ships were malfunctioning…some exploding…as their molecular makeup was altered by the new atoms popping in out of nowhere, and in the case of the occasional overlap, mini fusion detonations were occurring. 
 
    Cora couldn’t believe what she was seeing, but somehow the 6 ships managed to stay floating 32 miles above them, then some of their weapon systems fired down on the troops assaulting the Paladin ringing the tower. Not all of it got to ground, for some of the weapons batteries exploded the moment they were activated, but a lot of their thin silver beam technology…whatever it was…remained intact enough to function…and kill the Vargemma with surprising efficiency once the Paladin quickly allowed the weaponsfire to get through the outpost defense shield.  
 
    “They are crazy,” she said to Steve.  
 
    “This is about to spiral out of control unless they take the hit for us, and I don’t think there are enough of them to do it. We…” 
 
    “I see it,” Cora said, noting several ‘blinks’ appearing on the battlemap as some of the survivors of the orbital bombardment outside started heading towards the tower and skipping from point to point through the Essence Realm. They hadn’t been doing so previously, probably because they weren’t allowed to use their many lethal skills, but now it seemed they were past that and coming straight here.  
 
    “They can’t jump through without running into stuff. They have to have vision.” 
 
    Cora looked up. “Stupid windows.” 
 
    She took off and flew upward, rising to the level of the ring of windows that were letting in natural light around the edge of the ceiling in an arc. That’s the way they’d have to come in, unless they chose an outside path and traveled through the hallways later.  
 
    But some of them didn’t make it, for the ships above predicted their path and threw down as much firepower as they could without hitting the Paladin and managed to make a few kills, but some still got through to the base of the tower. Instead of fighting the troops there, they just bypassed them whenever possible, then disintegrated the entry doors along with any Paladin standing in their way, gaining them entry from below. 
 
    Cora floated back down, then began telekinetically lifting the stunned Jestiv bodies in front of the two entry doorways while giving them additional stun shots. Her troops were dead, but these weren’t yet. She wasn’t going to kill them in their sleep, but if their buddies didn’t mind going through them that was their problem. They had telepathy and could sense them through the walls, so it wouldn’t be an accident if they did. Plus some probably had a Pefbar version and could Stargate their way through the walls at close range, but if they wanted to physically open up the doorways they’d have to go through their own troops one way or another. 
 
    “Trailblazer Cora,” a tortured voice said from one of the KoQ ships above them. “Establish a Beacon for us.” 
 
    “The Vargemma can use it too,” she warned. 
 
    “They will reach you before us if you do not. At least 38 got through your perimeter. Can you hold them off alone?” 
 
    “My Beacon skills are not good,” she admitted. They’d been practicing with the KoQ earlier, and she couldn’t propel anyone yet at sufficient speed, but she might be able to catch one moving slowly…though she doubted it. It was a lot harder than they made it look. 
 
    “Highlight a perimeter that is safe and we will do the rest. You need not stop our momentum, only mark our destination.” 
 
    “Six meters suspended in air,” she said, floating up above the open floor with a ring of dead Paladin surrounding it. “Tell me when you’re ready. I don’t want them here first.” 
 
    “Standby,” the voice said with an audible cough, making Cora wonder just how much atmosphere he had shoved into his body and how good their healing technology was. “Begin.” 
 
    Cora tilted her head back and lit up her Beacon, which was a technique that caused an enormous amount of Essence flow without consuming it. The disturbance could be seen a great distance by those with vision for it, but an exact point was not possible until she forced it down into a smaller and smaller position, held above her. When she’d said ‘suspended in air’ it had a double meaning. It meant the KoQ had to come in above her to avoid hitting her, as well as letting them know they’d be dropping a fair distance afterwards. 
 
    She forced her glowing orb some 10 meters over her head, projecting it from her center of mass rather than any outstretched limbs, only to have a Gevdak pop up beside her with a loud crack before she even had the Beacon half condensed.  
 
    Steve’s body shot across the room and tackled the Gevdak, knocking it to the side then blowing its armored pod into the far wall with a Jumat blast…then he followed up with several wrist-mounted Dre’mo’don shots to get its shields down, then finished it off with a stun blast rather than cracking the case and allowing the aquatic to suffocate to death in the air.  
 
    Cora ignored him as much as she could, focusing on the making her beacon more and more visible, then when she had it as tight as she could get air pops that sounded like gunshots started to ring out above her…with robed Knights of Quenar dropping around to the ground below in a defensive ring around her floating feet. 
 
    Feeling quite a bit more comfortable, Cora held position as more and more Knights dropped in, then another Gevdak moved in between the dropping Essence bubbles, able to see them clearly to avoid hitting them, then launched a disruption attack directly into one of the Knights of Quenar that had just emerged and was unable to get a second’s warning. He exploded in a rush of gas and so hard it knocked Cora to the side, dragging her beacon with her, and she had to fly back into position to keep the other Knights from emerging into the walls or surrounding equipment. 
 
    The Gevdak didn’t live more than 5 seconds after that, with the Knights killing him with some invisible technique, for the small pod dropped to the ground and didn’t move again.  
 
    “Protect the Archons!” one of them yelled in their own language, with a few moving out to the doorways and popping through them using their Den’gar so they could spread further out and give them a greater defensive perimeter. 
 
    This isn’t going to be enough, Steve said to her telepathically as he returned to allowing ships inside the Temple. They’re the JV team compared to the Vargemma in Essence skills, and those 6 ships aren’t going to last very long when the other fleets get here. 
 
    I know, she said as more and more Knights rained down around her, ready to fight and die to buy them a few more seconds and a few more ships’ entry into the Temple. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Samsiv watched the battles occurring in space, in the air, and on the ground from a protective lair deep under the surface. No one knew where he was, nor that he even existed, and that’s the way Viceroys preferred it. Direct combat was not their way, though they were certainly built for it if necessary. No, his mind was his weapon, and as he watched the situation unfolding in the Temple he knew the Vargemma had won. They were willing to suffer a small scale Caretaker backlash in exchange for neutralizing the barrier shield command center, and soon they’d have enough ships and troops there to do it. Two trailblazers, reinforced with Essence-wielding Knights of Quenar, were not going to stand a chance against troops with far more experience and power with regards to Essence. 
 
    If he had naval advantage they might have been able to make a fight of it, but he didn’t. The few ships the Knights of Quenar had sacrificed to get over target were not going to last once the Vargemma got there, and Samsiv didn’t have enough ships to send, even if he activated Operation Blindfold. There was no way he could fight this with the Olopar ready and able to bombard everything out of existence on the surface. The same would happen in space if he told the Paladin to switch from stun combat to full combat, and there was no way, with these numbers, that his troops could win unless he did that.  
 
    And doing so would get them all wiped out. The command center would be cleansed of people, perhaps rebuilt if it was destroyed, and the doorway the fleet was using to slowly come in would be shut again until another Essence-capable team got back to it…but there was no way the Vargemma would let that happen a second time. And if the trailblazers died, he didn’t have anyone to replace them. Same went for the Knights of Quenar, which was why he was organizing a rescue operation to pull them out of there before they got killed. 
 
    But as he was summoning troops to their location, something changed. The KoQ ships coming into the Temple were becoming less in number and more Paladin ships, as well as a scattering from other Star Force factions, were beginning to show up. Including an Avenger-class warship. 
 
    It was a brand new ship, designed and commissioned only in the last decade after the Uriti’s ability to donate Essence was discovered. That Avenger alone held numerous Magicite canisters, along with at least 3 different types of Materia weapons. Samsiv didn’t have the latest ultra-secret updates, but he knew what the ships had been designed for…and that was to take out Olopar, Lurkers, and other highly dangerous fleet killers.  
 
    And onboard was at least one Archon or Maverick capable of Essence use. There had to be in order to operate the weapons. Star Force didn’t have the technology of the Founders that allowed machines to do it. There had to be a wielder present to fire them, so now there was at least one more Essence user in the field, but that wasn’t what intrigued him.  
 
    Almost as if he had known his thoughts, a message from that ship was transmitted to the Paladin comm network and it found its way to Samsiv. It was from Thrawn, and coming through a much more direct method than the slow interchange system. It was a tactic that Samsiv had been mewing himself, but was far more heavily worked out by the elder Paladin. Now, if only there was… 
 
    Yes. Thrawn had anticipated well, for there was a second Avenger-class warship coming through a portal, and if he knew his Viceroy mindset well, there would be more coming. Thrawn couldn’t see what was happening except on considerable delay, so it was Samsiv’s decision to make up until the time that Thrawn came through, but that was unlikely. He was too valuable, and he would have to sneak in at some point outside of combat, but every ship entering was obvious and being tagged for interception by the Vargemma. That meant this was Samsiv’s fight, and the tactic that Thrawn had given was not an order, but rather an option if needed to be used. 
 
    If Star Force tried to fight in a way that wouldn’t trigger the Caretakers, then the Vargemma would win. And with Star Force unable to learn the necessary powers to manually activate the portals for years to come, at the minimum, the barrier shield access system was their only option. If the Vargemma retook it, it was possible they might know a way to lock it down again. If that happened, it would be game over for decades to come.  
 
    Samsiv would stay and fight the long fight if needed, but that would mean Star Force worlds would continue to burn as a consequence of their failure here. The chess game they’d been playing in the Temple with the Paladin had just turned into checkmate for the enemy. So the Viceroy either had to start prepping for the next long game, or begin a new one right here and now. 
 
    He ran the calculations through his mind, as much as he could given the limited amount of time as the Knights of Quenar ships began to take long range fire from the approaching Vargemma fleets that his Paladin ships were harassing as much as they could, but they would not be able to hold out for long. Even with the few Caretakers warships rising from the surface to deal with all the ships that were attempting to, or succeeding to kill others, the numbers were not adding up. If the Vargemma acted fast, they would be done with the task before a sufficient Caretaker response could be mounted to stop them. 
 
    Samsiv had preprogrammed orders already prepared for this moment. He’d had them from the beginning, though he’d expected never to use them. That hadn’t stopped him from writing them, along with many others he never expected to use, for battle favored those who were prepared for the unexpected. And Viceroys favored adding whatever odds they could to their future success through tedious, and often mundane work that others would not bother with. 
 
    When he made the decision there was no hesitation and no wasted time. He triggered the rescinding of Code Blue, along with battle plans to fight both the Vargemma and the Caretakers simultaneously, and sent them out to all Star Force forces within the Temple with a single press of a mental button within the hidden command nexus that he stood. 
 
    Moments later, as he was writing new orders incorporating Thrawn’s suggestions, he saw the battlefield shift radically. The harassing drones and warships he had engaging the Vargemma suddenly turned into ravagers as they activated their lethal weaponry, tearing into the weaker enemy ships that had already been using their lethal weaponry on the drones and stun weapons on everything else. 
 
    The Paladin vessels tore into the Vargemma, and in a very short time completely undid the reinforcements heading towards the now 5 KoQ ships over the trailblazer tower, for one of the vessels had already fragmented and impacted the ground nearby, thankfully landing on Vargemma troops and not Paladin. 
 
    He assumed that was due to some piloting ability left in the doomed ship, but the Paladin troops all around the perimeter of the tower were now moving rapidly as they switched to lethal weaponry. The Vargemma troops began to get mowed down as the Paladin were no longer required to hold back. They had orders to shoot and kill everything on sight, Vargemma or Caretaker, because they all knew the heavy hand was coming down soon, as this was now a war to their death unless both the Vargemma and the Caretakers could be destroyed first. 
 
    And that’s what his second set of orders were for, and when completed a few moments later he sent them out to the two Avengers already inside the Temple, ordering them and their Archons to immediately move to the nearest Olopar in the vicinity of the tower, and to preemptively take them out. 
 
    He didn’t like killing the crews onboard, for they had no control over the craft, but he couldn’t wait for them to evacuate…though he did simultaneously send a message in the open to all Vargemma, telling them to abandon the Olopar immediately or die. Whether or not they did was up to them, and it was quite possible they didn’t have enough escape craft onboard to do so, but if he didn’t kill the Olopar soon they’d murder his fleet and surface troops just like the one had previously.  
 
    Whether the Vargemma would turn and run or go all in he did not know. They’d suffered from the Olopar attack far more than the Paladin had, so maybe they would be hesitant. He hoped so, but wasn’t counting on it. This was soon to be a 3-way war, two with people and one all machine army with hidden assets he wasn’t aware of. He didn’t like fighting against an enemy that he didn’t fully know the potential of, but battle did not always allow you foresight. Sometime you were forced to dive in and figure things out as you went, and today was going to be a day that all Star Force would remember as an example of just such a scenario, regardless of how it played out… 
 
      
 
    Levi-145 was commanding the first of the Avengers to come into the Temple, and when he had received Samsiv’s ‘suggestion’ he didn’t hesitate to follow it. Archons didn’t get caught up in chain of command issues. What they valued was who was right, and while a Paladin Viceroy didn’t outrank an Archon, let alone a second gen, he was the current field commander with far more knowledge of what was going on than Levi had. And after a brief analysis to confirm the wisdom of the order, he chose to follow it and accelerated the Banner towards the far off command center tower that was an eighth of the way around the perimeter from the ship’s entry point. 
 
    Other ships were much farther away, and some closer. It seemed they were coming through whatever portals were available as fast as possible rather than all coming through the same one. That was problematic, but if they were on the clock and needed as many ships inside as they could get, then it made sense. But the Banner was so far away he wasn’t going to get there in time to help Cora and Steve…but then again, he didn’t have to. His mission was the Olopar, and there were many closer than he could get the attention of now and hopefully draw them away from the tower, for he saw the Clint entering from a closer portal.  
 
    “Head straight to the tower,” he told the sister ship on a fairly lagging comm channel due to the distance involved, “and begin poaching Olopar. I’m going to engage them here first, and hopefully that will pull them this way.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Raven-266 to respond, altering course and adding Essence to the engines to increase speed along the upper atmosphere where the Temple’s artificial gravity still worked. If he was going straight to the tower he would have taken a straight shot across the inner vacuum, but the nearest cluster of Olopar was not too far away, situated near a station thousands of miles above the surface.  
 
    The Banner skimmed the surface until they were under that point, then slammed to a halt and launched itself upward towards the three distance Olopar. Levi sat down into the chair that suddenly formed in his command nexus, with him resting a hand on each armrest, through which he was going to operate part of the Materia weapon systems. He had 6 more Archons onboard that were Essence capable, one of which had just ran up the engines at his command. Now they would all take the critical systems from around the ship as he tagged the closest of the Olopar as their first target. 
 
    The Vargemma ships at the station had moved out towards them long ago, but the Olopar just sat there. Either the Caretakers had locked them down or the crews didn’t bother moving because they knew they were unable to fire the weapons. Regardless, they just floated next to one of the stations that built the impressive weapons. The Avengers were far smaller than the 72 mile long Olopar, at only 16 miles long and shaped like a knife set up on edge and with the off center tip at the upper side. Someone had said they looked like ‘cleavers’ but the name hadn’t stuck.  
 
    That shape gave them a very narrow forward silhouette, and that allowed them to concentrate the shields over that location multiple times as they made attack runs on a single target, with now being such a case. The conventional weaponry opened up on the Vargemma ships as they passed them by, but Levi didn’t waste any Essence on the inferior ships. The Banner’s shields held up as they passed each other by, with the Vargemma skidding to a stop in the low grav environment and trying to reverse course to follow them when the Star Force ship deftly dodged their attempted trap block and sailed right through heading towards the ships no sane person would attack. 
 
    But this wasn’t the first Avenger attack on an Olopar. Star Force had gotten its first Avenger/Olopar combat weeks ago, with the news of its success having reached the fleet outside Alpha Temple in the last two days, so Levi had that data aiding his calculations as he sought to take on 3 single handedly. The advantage here was that the Caretakers wouldn’t fire first, so he needed to do maximum damage in the first few seconds, and to do that they were going to have to fire on all of them simultaneously. 
 
    He only had two Tar’vem’jic in the ship, so if he was going to attack soon he would have to leave one standing. The Archon monitored the progress of the Clint, not wanting to hold off long enough so it made the first attack. The triple assault would have to be abandoned, because their sister ship was would be within extreme firing range within 24 seconds, and the third Olopar here was just a little too far out. 
 
    With a thought he sent firing commands to the other Archons, and along with him they fired two Tar’vem’jic, enhanced with Essence, at the two closer Olopar. The thin orange beams leapt out from what looked like a tiny ship, though both images were deceptive given the sizes involved. The beams were actually quite thick, and when they slammed into the Olopar they hit Essence shields that barely raised in time. Had they been reliant on the living crews they would have got through, but the automated Caretaker systems didn’t suffer from any delay. 
 
    But the beams didn’t shut down. They continued to stream energy into the Olopar until both of them cracked…literally. The shields were penetrated and the hulls were punctured, then huge cracks formed in the central ball before sheering off one star spike on the left target and two on the right. The Tar’vem’jic hadn’t cut them off, but rather something inside had fractured and caused the massive damage. Levi hoped they were out of commission, but he didn’t know that for sure. The third Olopar, however, began to move out to reinforce them immediately, but even it couldn’t match the range of the Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    Levi waited until it came within range, then hit it with two beams as well, one upper sphere and one lower sphere, and the entire thing cracked in two as he personally saw an Essence bloom out from it. It was invisible to sensors and normal vision, but he could see the explosion of the contained Essence inside its well. Whatever was left of the ship was going to be powerless, as far as the big weapons were concerned, but the other two were not yet out of commission.  
 
    Levi slowed their speed and used the Tar’vem’jic to finish the kill on the other two, with one of them attempting to run away. It couldn’t match their speed and the takedown was made fairly quick, with one important lesson being learned. 
 
    The Caretaker-run Olopar didn’t have any weapons that could match the Tar’vem’jic’s range. If they did they would have been used instantly, for there was no crew to debate on what to do or any reason to hold back. Even now the Olopar all across the Temple were moving…and all moving towards the Banner, because his ship was the one that had killed an Olopar. That meant, per their programming, he had to be destroyed…and it was drawing them away from the other combat across the Temple, up until the Clint opened fire and destroyed another. 
 
    Wisely their sister ship raced up away from the surface as it did so, drawing more attention off the tower with the trailblazers in it, even as it released an area of effect weapon known as a ‘popper’ into the middle of one of the Vargemma fleets. It was a concussive energy weapon, similar to Jumat, but it exploded outwards in a spherical range like a bomb. Only it was enhanced by Essence and pushed ship into ship as it battered them into dented hulks, some 283 of them simultaneously, peeling off the major threat to the now 3 remaining KoQ ships over the tower. 
 
    But then the Banner shook from a hit, a massive hit that was only survived by Essence-enhanced shields. What it would have done to the ship he didn’t know, for it didn’t match any known Olopar Sha’mesh, which was what their pre-weapon summoning matrix was called. 
 
    Levi saw the source of the attack and grimaced. It was from the surface of the Temple, in a newly raised mountain that had been hiding underneath the landscape. Apparently the Sphere itself had Essence weaponry beyond just the Olopar, and the Banner was well within range of the surface, being only some 5,600 miles above it.  
 
    “Down,” he said, not sure if they could run from it or not. Their shields had just taken a 43% hit, even with the Essence enhancement, so they could only survive one more strike of that magnitude. That meant they either had to take out that mountain or run so fast it couldn’t hit them…and in the low gravity environment beyond the surface, their maneuvering options were limited enough to make that questionable.  
 
    “Take it out before it takes us out!” he told the others via comm while operating one of the Tar’vem’jic himself. It was charged up again, conventionally, with plenty of Essence ready to be added in a split second, but if one shot wasn’t enough to take out that mountain then this engagement was going to end badly… 
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    Raven didn’t engage the Olopar with the Clint as soon as the Banner did, so the Caretakers didn’t response as quickly to her ship and she got a chance to see the massive mountain weapon rise up and fire on the other Avenger before one began to rise up near her. The Archon immediately broke off the attack on the second Olopar near her and swung around at the maximum possible speed towards the surface, firing the forward pair of Tar’vem’jic when they came within the narrow targeting cone off the bow. 
 
    The two beams sunk deep into the shields covering it, failing to penetrate, but she could see with her own Essence-enhanced eyes the disruption the weapons were causing as a Sha’mesh began to form at the peak of the mountain beneath those shields. Fortunately her ship was not at maximum range, and a single Essence-enhanced orb leapt from the Avenger and traveled at a much slower pace down to the mountain than the nearly instantaneous Tar’vem’jic. 
 
    That orb was the traditional ‘bloon’ technology that bottled destructive energy in order to transmit it across long distances to target. Energy that could not be formed into a cohesive beam like the Tar’vem’jic. It would do a lot of damage on its own, but Star Force had found a way to lace it with Essence in order to make it extra corrosive and when it hit the mountain’s shields it momentarily smashed against them, deforming and breaking across the curved defensive barrier, then the remains fell like rain down onto the weapon as the shield overloaded.  
 
    The Tar’vem’jic continued to fire their constant beams, boring down into the mountain but not finding any critical systems as the Sha’mesh formed into a beam and shot out to hit the Clint. Raven’s enhanced shields held up, but like the Banner her ship couldn’t stand up to more than two of those shots. Fortunately the bloon residue dropped onto the mountain and ate into it like hungry acid, exploding out the resultant residue like a smoldering firecracker that prevented another Sha’mesh from forming, though the mountain looked more or less intact. 
 
    “Hit it again,” she ordered, cycling off the Tar’vem’jic before they burned out and pumping Essence into more bloons. Three more rained down and shredded the top of the mountain, capping it in an expanding debris cloud that obscured it from view. 
 
    No other mountains poked up nearby to fire on them, but three Olopar were moving into firing range…one close and two further away…forcing her to turn her attention back to them as she noticed the Banner get clipped by another shot just as it finished off its own mountain turret. 
 
    “Damn,” she said to herself, seeing one of the Tar’vem’jic on her sister ship go down. She couldn’t let that happen to her ship, for there was only one more coming. The Cap hadn’t arrived in the Temple yet, and if they lost weapons in exchange for trading fire with those long range turrets they’d never win this battle. She had to get further away from the Olopar and poach them from range…but without getting too close to another mountain turret, wherever they were. 
 
    She checked the battlemap and made inquiries as she launched another Tar’vem’jic attack on the nearest Olopar while flying her ship sideways further up from the surface. They had to point the ship to target the big guns, which was a huge disadvantage, but it was well worth it in exchange for the insane knockdown power. As they got more altitude, she confirmed that the Paladin had no knowledge, actual or rumor, about these mega turrets…which meant they didn’t know how many more were out there or where they were. And she didn’t want to find out by taking hits from them either… 
 
      
 
    Samsiv received Raven’s request for search parties, and then ground assaults if practical against the newly revealed mountain turrets. Now that he knew what to look for he had a decent chance of finding them, but since they were buried under more than at least a kilometer of dirt and rock, scanning for them would be difficult unless you knew where to look. He was going to have to use his intellect and the resourcefulness of his researchers to guestimate where they were. Until then, the Archons’ new ships had to stay within the now cleared areas, which gave them limited engagement capability. 
 
    But one of those areas had the control room tower in it, and that’s the one spot in this sphere that they had to hold. Seeing that there was now a real chance at victory, Samsiv activated Operation Blindfold, with massive explosions occurring on the exterior of the Temple near one of Thrawn’s fleets. The Essence barrier shield was still in place and unaffected, but debris flew out through it with no warning. Fortunately Thrawn had prepared for that with standoff ships ready to catch and remove that debris, then long blocky chains of drones stacked together began to move into precise coordinates that they couldn’t see at first, but then several little beacons emerged from beneath the Essence barrier, marking the newly created conduit on the other side. 
 
    The first of those drone chains, some 596 units long, poked into the blackness and began to feed itself through into the unknown. As each drone passed the field its computer systems were blanked, making it ballistic, but a crude receiver got a specialized signal as soon as it was on the other side, triggering a reboot and rewrite of all operational systems from crystal backups. That wasn’t quick, but these drones had been configured to make it fast, and over the following minutes the drones began to return to functionality as the entire chain was pulled up a pre-made conduit shaft via mooring beams as it headed for the surface. 
 
    Before it got there another explosion occurred, opening the top of the shaft to the surface. Caretaker units would be dispatched to repair the damage to the exterior hull immediately, which the Paladin would fight to keep the entryway clear…along with 27 other channels that were also exploding and opening up for more chains to pass through. Thrawn couldn’t get a living crew through, but they could send a lot of drones to assist in the battle…though at the cost of revealing the painstakingly built tunnels that were each more than a mile wide and constructed without either the Vargemma or the Caretakers knowing about it. Only the endpoints couldn’t be finished without giving it away, though the necessary explosives had been put in place to quickly open them when needed, and Samsiv had decided that day was today. 
 
    By the time the first of the drone chains rose up into the atmosphere inside the Temple, the leading drones were now fully functional and ordered to disconnect from the chain and head up to the fight where Paladin remote pilots would add them to the existing fleets, regardless of what type of drone they were. Some were Paladin, other Human, Bsidd, Calavari, etc. There was a collection of many from different factions, and though they were shaped differently in some cases, all were capable of being flown and fought with any Star Force control ships or ground control apparatus…the latter of which was the case for the most part in this growing fight, though a few more drone-laden warships were coming through the portals along with a scattering of other craft. 
 
    Some of those other craft were Canderous warships, which were the size of control ships but totally drone operated. There were no Seda coming through the portals, which were large enough to accommodate the smaller ones, but that didn’t mean their oddly large ships wouldn’t be of use. Also there were remote weapon platforms, missile ships, shield ships, and a large variety of useful tools Thrawn had assembled into the most beneficial order he could concoct, not knowing how long the door to the Temple would remain open.  
 
    All those ships were scattered at different entry points, but all were rolled into the battlemap once they entered and acted as additional relays to get the control signals spread to areas where the Vargemma had previously taken down the transmitters. What looked like a chaotic and dangerous entry was actually a well-choreographed impromptu rally call, with the lethally armed ships making quick work of any isolated Vargemma units that unwisely chose to engage them. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the Caretakers to intervene, for while they had initially waited to use the Olopar only against the Avengers, of which the third finally came through along with a couple of small attached ships, they were now tagging the entire Star Force fleet as an individual enemy and activating all Olopar to engage them. The Vargemma hadn’t yet earned this, for most of the ships they were destroying were drones with no crews onboard, but if they didn’t run away from the fights then they were getting caught up in the Essence attacks as the Olopar went after the Star Force drone swarms and deleted hundreds of them in a matter of seconds. 
 
    No new mountain turrets rose up, except where the Avengers went. A third popped up and took an extremely long range shot at the Cap, indicating that it had as good of range as the Tar’vem’jic, if not more, though the accuracy was a little off. The shot only grazed the ship, but the beam intensity was still strong on impact.   
 
    Fortunately the ship had already jettisoned its two attached vessels, which were traveling away from it and across to the surface at soon as the Cap rose up through the portal. They did not get targeted, as the Avenger was the primary foe for the Caretakers, but onboard one of those two ships was a very important passenger that wanted to go as unnoticed as possible. One of the ships was a decoy that could split off to draw attention away if necessary, while the other traveled with it in a straight shot to the nearest hidden Paladin tunnel entrance in the Sphere, setting down nearby and away from any ships, troops, or cities. 
 
    Out of that ship came Thrawn with his personal guard, and into the ground they went, disappearing from view as the battles continued to rage elsewhere and more ships continued to enter through the portals, for the Clint was doing a good job of keeping the Olopar away from the tower as the other Knights of Quenar ships that had taken the slower and safer route were now arriving and decimating the Vargemma on the ground and sending down more and more troops to defend the tower against elite units using Den’gar to get inside and try to shut down the control room. 
 
    They were coming from everywhere, with numerous small ships running in to drop them off as close as they could get, then the troops were blinking from one place to another as the Paladin shot many on approach, but enough were still getting through to give the weaker KoQ a hard fight of it. Cora continued playing the last line of defense as Steve kept letting more ships in, though they were soon to switch places, or switch out with a Knight, because Steve’s Essence reserves were nearly depleted and he’d soon kill himself if he didn’t stop expending them to press the damn entry button for each ship appearing on the barrier shield.  
 
    As the battles continued, a few troop ships began to come through. They didn’t contain Paladin, but something much bigger. Oso’lon, Era’tran, and Brat’mar Knight races from Star Force were being sent in and down to the ground to fight both the Vargemma and the swarms of smaller Caretaker units that were now actively engaged against the Paladin due to the fact that they had dared kill Vargemma, and the much more serious crime of destroying Caretaker units.  
 
    When those Knight races got to ground it wasn’t even a fight. Their larger size, greater armor, and psionics literally had the Oso’lon telekinetically picking up the Human-sized Caretaker drones and squashing them in their Lachka grip. Others were pulverized in single shots from the larger weaponry they carried, including the Brat’mar’s Saroto’kanse’vam, with their facial horn weaponry tearing larger units apart with single hits.  
 
    Of the three of the them the Era’tran were the fastest over ground, rushing the fixed emplacements that began popping up around key installations and other random points and physically battering them into rubble with their heads, tails, or cutting them apart with the death saber technology built into various points in their armor.  
 
    After them came other Knight races, including flyers and even some aquatics, for there were underwater Caretaker facilities that the Paladin had also captured, but were ill suited to defend given their small size. Once a few Star Force J’gar got into the water that changed, with the aquatic Caretaker units being no match for the masters of the oceans.  
 
    Knight races also dropped down around the control tower, reinforcing…and in truth relieving…the Paladin as they established a much larger and better defensive perimeter against all kinds of crawling Caretakers emerging from the ground and moving to engage them. Some were as large or larger than the Knight races, which the Paladin had been fighting with mechs and continued to do so, but mechs didn’t have the agility or skill of the larger races…though they did often have more firepower to make up for the lack of biomass inside.  
 
    Troop ships full of mechs also arrived, some from Knight races, but many more from Axius sporting the tiniest of races that conversely had the most dangerous mechs due to their smaller cockpit size, but as more ground troops came in the situation in space got worse, for many of the hidden stations throughout the vast interior ‘void’ began to appear, spewing out large warships with even greater conventional weapons than had been seen previously.  
 
    With each escalation by Star Force, the Caretakers responded in kind and revealed more and more weaponry the Temple had created to defend itself. Star Force couldn’t back down now, for there was no negotiating with the machines. They were going to kill all who broke the rules, so the only way Star Force could survive was to run or win, and the Vargemma were quickly finding themselves in a hopeless situation and unsure of who to fight, for as more and more deaths occurred the Vargemma were drawing the attention of some of the Olopar as well…and they had nothing to defend themselves with. 
 
    Those Olopar were not targeting cities, thankfully, for the combat wasn’t occurring in them. But if all the Vargemma got tagged like Star Force had, then the entire population of the Temple would be destroyed. They’d never seen, nor heard of the Caretakers going that far before. Not here and not in any of the other Temples, but they had now against Star Force. It was made clear in the barrier cities where there were notices posted as to who the violators were and what their punishment would be…and it was stating that all of Star Force had been declared a threat to the Temple and had to be destroyed. 
 
    But they hadn’t rescinded the no-kill policy for the Vargemma, so they couldn’t aid the Caretakers in this. They either had to let Star Force retain control of the tower and see more and more ships coming in to bolster their forces, or they engaged along with the Caretakers to try and retake the control room…and in doing so got attacked for helping in the purge of the Temple violators. 
 
    And why was that happening? All due to a little programming glitch. So long as Star Force had access to any of the major Caretaker facilities and was operating them, such as the barrier shield control room, they were still listed as denizens. And denizens could not be killed by other denizens, so the Caretaker programming was conflicted. It had labeled them a threat that had to be totally purged from the Temple as far as the Caretakers were concerned, but without de-listing them as denizens the Vargemma could not assist without punishment. 
 
    That conflict of programming wouldn’t be discovered until sometime later, though it was irrelevant. Other than removing Star Force from the major facilities, the programming couldn’t be overridden or altered by the Vargemma. Only a Founder could do that, and there were none here, so the Vargemma had a choice to make. 
 
    And the choice they made was vengeance.  
 
    They would fight Star Force and kill as many as possible to aid the Caretakers and suffer the losses when the Caretakers killed them in response. Even if everyone in the Temple was killed, the other Vargemma across the galaxy could return here later and reclaim it…but only if Star Force was totally wiped out first.  
 
    Survival was no longer their objective. The purging of the invaders came first. No matter how much the cost would be in blood. The Vargemma would not share the power of the Temples with anyone. Star Force had to be removed or billions of years of advancement would be lost. And without the Vargemma, the Founders would never return to fight the Hadarak in this galaxy. They and only they could bring them back, and if they had to sacrifice everyone in this Temple to protect their destiny, then that was not too great a cost. For if they failed here and now, Star Force would destroy them all over the course of time.  
 
    The Temples must be held at all cost.  
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    Kievan-189989 was standing by inside the warship Avogadi Imperia in the newly installed ‘jump bubbles’ that all the ships going into the Temple had to have. He was the only person onboard who could use Essence, and his skills weren’t nearly as high as the other Archon Neos, but he’d trained for this one task for months after being recalled in haste from a defensive assignment along the Hula Hoop. The warship was Bsidd, with him being the only Human onboard, and it was toting more drones than it typically carried, with the extras being stuck on the exterior hull as wide as could be reasonably managed given the width of the Temple portals. 
 
    That change had only reached them minutes ago, but as luck had it the amount of drones they’d packed on anyway were not too wide, so they hadn’t had to change anything. Some of the other ships had, for when they tried to enter they went nowhere. At first they didn’t know why, but eventually a message was transmitted the long way out to the fleet that was blind to everything happening inside. As soon as the width measurements were changed the ships began getting through, though the two Borg vessels waiting here were now stranded on the outside.  
 
    They’d been hoping to jump through the barrier using the Stargate Effect the same as the others, but now it seemed that’s not how the shield was opening. They were being drawn into the interior portals, and at 327 miles wide, the Borg cubes were not even close to fitting through the 127 mile wide rings.  
 
    But their loss to the fight was not stopping the assembled fleet. Ships from all over the empire had been coming to the nearby system and refitted with what the Knights of Quenar called Den’gar jump bubbles. It was the same technique the Vargemma used to move through space undetected then pop up in the middle of nowhere or right where they wanted to be. It required a pusher, and just outside the massive sphere was a specially designed Star Force ship for just that purpose. 
 
    It was an MCV heavily modified with KoQ hybrid technology that they’d been sharing with Star Force in exchange for simultaneous access to the Temple. There were 8 different stations that could push a target ship through the sphere’s Essence barrier, though that’s not what had actually been happening. They’d been sticking there like before rather than being allowed through, though they were now, one by one, being sucked in when the Temple wanted and emerging through one of the scattered portals around the interior of the sphere.  
 
    As bad as that was, in was in, and once they got ships inside the fight would begin in earnest no matter how tough a war it would be. Kievan’s job here was simple. Use his Essence skills to activate the Den’gar bubble around the ship, thanks to the recent upgrade, and keep it active until they got inside. Apparently the portals were peeling it off once you got through, so all he had to do was basically push and hold an Essence button…something that the Bsidd crew could not do. 
 
    Once that happened he’d go to the bridge and assume command if needed, but right now he and the other Essence wielders were the only keys to get them through the barrier now that they knew they couldn’t just lower the whole damn thing. At least not in time. There was supposed to be a way, but not one available to newbs like them. Letting ships through this way was easier, and though it limited the size and speed of entry, it was still a way in. 
 
    When Kievan got the signal he trigged the device and held a small Essence current into it from his own body. It wasn’t enough to hurt him, and he could maintain it for hours if need be, but it was what the device needed to function and it made the entire warship blink out of existence from the fleet’s point of view. Only those with Essence vision and the equipment on the MCV could see it, then one of those pods grabbed hold of Kievan’s Essence bubble and pushed it into the sphere. 
 
    The travel took a couple of seconds, for the push wasn’t very fast, but it stuck as soon as it hit…then it was waiting time. Eventually, and seemingly randomly, the ship got pulled through and he could finally see inside with his Essence-enhanced eyes. Giant flower pedals and a cascade of other glowing things were visible in the blackness, and one of those flowers caught his bubble and moved the ship along it towards the center… 
 
    Then suddenly they were back into reality, with the front half of the ship sticking out of an interior portal and the Essence bubble Kievan had been controlling destroyed. He could have tried to reactivate it, but there was no point…unless the ship was about to die and he needed to avoid a lethal hit. For that reason he stayed put and monitored the action outside as the Bsidd captain immediately moved the ship out of the portal and accelerated along the inner curve of the sphere to the rally point where the war commanders were instructing them to come to. 
 
    Kievan’s jaw dropped as he got the battlemap updates. Everything had gone to hell, and not only were they fighting the Vargemma with lethal weapons, they were also more heavily engaged against the Caretakers who now had a death sentence issues for all Star Force units inside the Temple. 
 
    “Glad we got to join the party,” he said, soaking up what was happening before trying to get involved and alter the captain’s orders. The Bsidd knew their job well, so he wouldn’t have to do much, and if one of those big guns or Olopar hit them, he might need to dodge it with the jump pod…especially since a group of Olopar over top a particular section of the sphere was exactly where they were heading. 
 
      
 
    Another mountain turret opened up when the Banner got within range. An Olopar had gone down to attack several Paladin bases, wiping out two of them instantly with undefendable attacks before the Avenger got there and skewered the ship with a single shot from extreme range. But it seemed the attack had been a ploy to get the most dangerous Star Force ships in range of another of the mega turrets. 
 
    The shot that came couldn’t be dodged, but before it hit the Avenger winked out of existence, transitioning back into the Essence realm to avoid the impact as it turned away from the Olopar to line up with the newly risen mountain. Levi saw the weapon wash over his ship from within the Essence realm, passing it by but roughing up the jump bubble considerably. It popped when the beam abated, returning them to view without Levi intending to do so. 
 
    Did it overload their primitive Den’gar technology? Was that a function of this weapon, so they could shoot through and reveal hidden targets? Both were possible, but right all that mattered was the fact that the shot had done no damage to the ship and they were now vulnerable again as they sent another single Tar’vem’jic beam out towards the mountain, hitting but not destroying it before another return shot came.  
 
    It was a shallow miss as he jammed the ship sideways on gut instinct. The beam hit the Essence shields and a little bit of the skin of the ship, draining them down to 38% regardless. Levi nearly burnt out the last Tar’vem’jic as he kept it firing and jiggling a bit, meaning the end of the beam was slicing back and forth across the mountain until the next forming Sha’mesh detonated in place in a huge Essence plume that indicated the turret was now non-functional. 
 
    “Damn it, we can’t do that again,” he swore.  
 
    “Not until the shields are recharged,” another Archon said via comm from the engine/shield control board. “The rest of the fleet has to deal with the Olopars the old fashioned way.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” he said, thinking fast. “They have to take out the mountain turrets before we can engage.” 
 
    “There’s too much grid space to cover. They’re having a hard time countering the Vargemma as it is, not to mention that mega fleet headed our way.” 
 
    “I know,” Levi said, referencing a huge Caretaker fleet coming from near the artificial star in the center of the hollow sphere. “And we don’t have unlimited Essence reserves.” 
 
    “Has a tanker come through yet?” 
 
    “No,” Levi confirmed.  
 
    “Then go low. See how depressed those mountains can get.” 
 
    “It’s an inverted curve,” Levi reminded him. “The horizon is not to our advantage.” 
 
    “I bet there’s still a minimum…wait.” 
 
    “I see it,” Levi said with relief as an update to the battlemap came through marking probable locations of other mountain turrets…and there were a lot of them. Orders had gone out for ground troops to begin probing them, as well as some Paladin ships heading there to see if they’d open up and shoot them, or if they’d get some free shots off as they rose up prior to full deployment. 
 
    “Go poke one first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Levi said, altering course. If they could get a shot off before the mountain fully rose, which took a few minutes, then they might be able to prevent it from firing altogether, though the timing was going to be tricky. These things weren’t going down with a single shot, and without a schematic of the interior he was having to learn on the go where the sweet spots were, though right now it was more effective to just shoot and scramble the interior as fast as possible until something vital was hit. 
 
    He saw farther away as another Olopar attacked the surface, destroying a Vargemma city that had Paladin in it. They weren’t fighting, but rather had been taken prisoner earlier. Apparently the Caretakers didn’t care that they were noncombatants now with all Star Force personnel tagged for death. They’d just wiped out 23,000 of them and their Vargemma guards in one disruptor attack that turned everything into atomized rubble, creating a huge mushroom cloud that extended beyond the atmosphere and into space…with the Olopar sliding out of it and heading towards its next extermination target. 
 
    The Banner couldn’t get to that one to exact revenge due to the distance, but there were others closer that he set a course for, though he was glad to see one of them be destroyed by the Star Force fleet. One of the warships involved had a single Maturia weapon in it, and that had been enough to take down the Olopar along with a swarm of drones that got reduced by two thirds. Other swarms were engaging the Olopar in space, particularly those coming up from new holes torn into the landscape and spewing out like beautiful technological volcanos. 
 
    That had to be Paladin tunnels bringing in reprogrammed drones directly from the outside…and based on the movements of the closest Olopar they knew it too, and were moving to shut them down the explosive way. When Levi saw that he knew his next mission even before an order came in from Thrawn himself to take the Avenger there and protect the incoming drones’ path. 
 
    “He found a way in. Sneaky lizard,” Levi said approvingly as he saw not one, but 387 mountain turrets between his ship and the target location. There was no way they had time for that, so they shot up away from the surface and into the weak gravity areas more or less ballistic as they skipped from one side of the sphere to another at an angle, gaining speed as they went and expending some Essence to boost the engines.  
 
    The Caretaker ships out here couldn’t catch them, for they weren’t fast enough and the interior area was vast. It would be like intercepting a ship moving from Mercury to Venus back in the Sol system, but that huge Caretaker fleet still worried him. It would arrive in the coming hours and then all hell would break loose again. He just hoped they could hold the tower long enough to get some Essence tankers in, and by that he did not mean Uriti. Even if they could get through the portal, they’d be sitting ducks for the Temple’s anti-Hadarak weaponry, so there was no way they were going to risk one here…but there were several sitting in the nearby system as Star Force ‘milked’ them for huge amounts of Essence that was being bottled up and distributed to all ships with even a single Materia weapon onboard so they would get multiple shots instead of just one. 
 
    The Avengers were outfitted with so many Materia weapons that they were burning more in this single fight than Star Force had collected in total prior to the Uriti revelation. Levi now intimately understood how valuable the Wardens were to the Lurkers, which were the biological counterparts to the Avengers. Essence was probably the most valuable commodity in the universe, and both the Uriti and Warden Hadarak were mobile production facilities for it. 
 
    Star Force hadn’t had a clue, nor had the Knights of Quenar. It was their armor and weaponry that they thought was the Uriti’s true might, but when working with Star Force the Uriti were now wielding a power far beyond anything they could accomplish alone, and vice versa. This had not been the intent from the beginning, but it was a very fortuitous karma that now gave Star Force an edge against the Founder technology left behind, but only an edge. This fight was far from won, and many more Paladin were going to die before they could kill all of these Olopar, but Levi had found their weak spot and the Avenger design was just good enough to exploit it.  
 
    Make a mistake and you’d take a few hits from the mountain turrets and die, but all an Archon needed was a small window of opportunity and they’d make it work…and now they had that. He hated seeing so many people die without the ability to stop it, but they were beyond that point now. People were going to be killed today and tomorrow and the next day…as long as this fight for the Alpha Temple went on...and what mattered most was winning. There was no way to evacuate the Paladin in time to save them. They were committed to this fight, including all the ships that had just come into the Temple without a way out.  
 
    It was win or die, and Levi was going to make damn sure it was win. 
 
    And so far, the Caretakers and the Vargemma didn’t have a weapon to counter the Avengers. He just hoped one didn’t pop up out of storage somewhere before this fight was over.  
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    When the first of the Essence tankers came through the Clint was dispatched to rendezvous with it. Ironically, it wasn’t a big ship. Just a Valkyrie-class scout reconfigured to carry Magicite, and since there wasn’t a volume limit to Essence, Star Force could pack as much into their carry canisters as their technology allowed. That was far less than the Founder carry orbs allowed, but with 806 oversized Magicite canisters crammed into the ‘small’ ship it was enough to refill a portion of what an Avenger was designed to carry.  
 
    The idea was that the most valuable cargo in the galaxy was best protected by speed rather than an escort fleet, and even in the low gravity Temple environment the Valkyrie was still the fastest ship in play, for the Caretaker technology was more buffed up than it was fast. That wasn’t a miscalculation, for they were playing defense here and power was more important than speed, but it meant both the Avenger and the Valkyrie could get together for a short period of time to enable the transfer…after which the Valkyrie was stuck. It couldn’t leave the Temple, and previously when they tried to send a small Magicite canister through the barrier shield it had been sucked dry, so bringing them in via an ‘approved’ pathway was the only way to get the Essence here. 
 
    More tankers followed, one at a time as they grouped in a specific place on the exterior once word was passed back through the information exchanger to the exterior fleet that the trailblazers were having to bring in each ship individually, and that if they wanted one in a certain place they could be tagged as such…but there was no way to identify which was which other than by their location. 
 
    So as more ships continued to be brought into the Temple as fast as possible through all the portals, a small group of tankers was prodding the barrier shield off to the side and Cora brought them in all at the same portal near to the control tower. If she didn’t they’d be too far away to get the Avengers refilled before the main Caretaker fleet arrived, and as of now it was only 43 minutes away from weapons range of the tower. She didn’t know if they were going to take it out or cleanse it of invaders, but they were heading straight here even as some Star Force ships tried futilely to draw them off their direct path across the empty Temple interior. 
 
    And that fleet was increasing in number as more hidden installations popped out ships to rendezvous with the main group rather than sending them on ahead to get picked off individually. It looked like this was the Caretaker’s final purge option and they were going to make sure it did the trick. Long rage scans had been minimal at first, but the closer they got the better look they had at what was coming…and they were both numerous and huge.  
 
    There were a lot of designs already seen, only in far greater number, but there were also massive ships with them, each over 1000 miles long and bristling with conventional weapons. So far no Essence technology was detected, but they couldn’t be sure of that until it was used. But then again, with so much in the temple requiring Essence, would they actually create Caretakers that used it? The Olopar were built for the Vargemma to use, and to do so they had to supply the Essence for it. Did the Temple have defensive ships built the same way? They had already shown their mega turrets used Essence, so it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    To figure that out a swarm of drones had been sent to engage them, knowing they would be destroyed, but hoping to do some damage and figure out what kind of weaponry these new units were packing. Meanwhile Cora kept manually bringing more Star Force ships into the Temple, with many more waiting outside. The refit facilities in the nearby system were spamming the new technology onto all relief ships arriving, with the only limitation being the number of Essence users Star Force had available. Maybe the Knights of Quenar were assisting with that too. She didn’t know, because she didn’t have time to worry about such stuff when her button pressing kept nearly her full attention. 
 
    Had it been mental, or even telepathic, she could have multitasked much better, but the Essence action required more attention. Not so much that she couldn’t watch her back, but it didn’t allow her much exploring through the battlemap as she worked. 
 
    Steve, on the other hand, was sucking air as his body slowly recovered its depleted Essence and he fought using conventional methods the streams of assassins still coming into the tower on near suicide missions trying to do whatever damage they could. The Knights of Quenar were keeping most of them from reaching the control room, but every now and then one would get close and he’d have to help to prevent them from getting to Sara and the last line of guards surrounding her, who were also ready to take her place when her Essence reserves were expended.  
 
    In the gaps between fights Steve took notice of the drone swarm as it intersected the approaching fleet. The weapons used appeared conventional enough, but the damage being done was not. There was too little taken by the enemy ships, and by the time all the drones were killed he’d figured out why. 
 
    “Sara, they’ve got Yeg’gor armor on the big ones. And I think its real Yeg’gor harvested from Hadarak.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch. Do they have Essence weapons?” 
 
    “Not that they’ve shown. Get ready to bug out. We can’t stay here much longer. The fleet can’t stop them in time.” 
 
    “Set it up and I’ll go when you say, but I’m getting every ship in that I can.” 
 
    “Deal,” he said, then ran out the nearby door to deal with another assassin that had jumped halfway into the tower interior and smoked two Knights of Quenar within a second on arrival. The debris from their disintegrated bodies flushed through the doorway as he pushed through the pressure wave, then he drove a telepathic spike into the smaller assassin’s head, distracting it momentarily before sending a Jumat blast into his four legs, knocking him to the ground as the KoQ swarmed on him.  
 
    He was dead in a matter of moments, with whatever defenses he had either depleted or momentarily dropped from the physical battering. Either way, his internal organs and brain were now goo, which seemed to be the preferred method of the Knights of Quenar for killing their opponents. Steve was saving what little Essence he had left to use as a shield against the Vargemma from doing the same to him, but he had one, maybe two blocks left in him and that was it. The trailblazer was relying heavily on the KoQ to defend Cora while the Star Force Knight races were protecting the perimeter from the conventional threats. 
 
    He got on the comm and coordinated with them to get a few evac ships set up nearby, then ordered them to heavily push the perimeter out to the point where they could run themselves, for the incoming Caretaker fleet was probably going to smoke anything left here before their fleet could find a way to do enough damage to take them out. In truth they were probably going to have to target weapon batteries only, because that Yeg’gor was going to soak up damage even if it wasn’t fully effective. Living Yeg’gor was superior to carcass hulks, which was why the V’kit’no’sat had to fashion their own design to overcome the inefficiency. That made it basically the same as the Hadarak version, and he hoped what was on the Caretakers was dead Yeg’gor. If it was another artificial version this was going to get even worse. 
 
    Two of the Avengers got to the edges of the Caretaker fleet and launched their attacks, which were quite effective. They used the Tar’vem’jic to bore holes in the big ships, then sent bloons and other packeted weapons inside to great effect, but there was so much mass in them…slightly more than a Borg vessel given their elongated coil shape…that even the Avengers couldn’t quickly kill them. And as only a machine would, they completely ignored the attacks as they continued to head straight to the control tower.  
 
    It wasn’t until the first of them got into the atmosphere, with multiple lines of defensive warships around them getting savaged by the Star Force drones, did the big ships finally reveal their true weaponry. Hatches all over the coil-shaped ship opened up and small Caretaker drones spewed out, each a little larger than a mech, and they poured down onto the surface so thick that they blotted out the distant sun. 
 
    “Time to go,” Steve said, telekinetically pulling Cora away from the terminal and towards the far door that the Knights of Quenar were also fleeing through, though most of them were blinking out of existence as they stargated their way through the walls, leaving behind a few that were acting as beacons that had to evacuate the same way the trailblazers were. 
 
    By the time they got outside a hail of colored beam weaponry was raining down everywhere there were Star Force units. The Knight races were fighting back as they fled into defensive formations, overlapping shields and turtling up, ironically sometimes alongside the giant Turtle-class mechs, as they tried to weather the storm and knock down whatever Caretakers they could, though they could hardly miss they were so thick in the sky. 
 
    The Star Force fleet was launching AOE weapons into the atmosphere, detonating in huge explosions that sent hurricane force winds down to the surface along with a rain of broken Caretakers, but one of the giant ships didn’t stay in space. The others did, some holding back their stores of attack ships for some reason, and as the two trailblazers and the last Knights of Quenar got onboard a dropship and raced across the surface while taking fire, the large ship landed around the tower, cradling it in the empty interior of the coil ship, and effectively giving it impenetrable walls that nothing was getting through except occasional gaps that were heavily covered with defensive batteries, making those approaches suicide for anything non-Caretaker. 
 
    “Looks like we lost the tower,” Cora said, cringing with each major hit to the dropship as she waited for a drone to slide in over top of them. One finally did, already half dead itself, but it took the rain for them as they raced to get beyond the landing zone along with all the other Star Force units flying or walking their way clear. “I hope we got enough through.” 
 
    “If the mountain turrets are their only Essence defense weapons, I think we did. We can fight around these big aircraft carriers.” 
 
    “Are we sure that’s the only control tower in the entire Temple?” 
 
    “It is,” one of the Knights of Quenar answered from her left in the cramped cargo bay. “Or the Vargemma would have locked down our entry method.” 
 
    “Everything else is so redundant, there might be other locations,” she argued. 
 
    “If there are, the Vargemma haven’t found them or haven’t unlocked them. What do you calculate our odds are that we will be able to quickly achieve what they have not?” 
 
    “You have a point, but that doesn’t mean we don’t look.” 
 
    “We are still getting new drones through,” Steve reminded her. “And we can expand the entry corridors if the Caretakers are busy fighting us up here rather than making repairs below.” 
 
    “That means we have to keep ourselves alive,” she said, looking the wolf-like face straight on as she pulled back her helmet. “Do you understand that? We can’t die or they win. We’re not getting any more Essence users in here. Not the easy way, at least.” 
 
    “Can you not use the same method of your previous arrival?” 
 
    “We snuck in. We’ve pretty much got everyone in that we’re going to, so we gotta fight this with the people in the field, but we can use the Paladin to build whatever else we need here over the long haul. And I think this is definitely going to be a long fight, because the Caretakers can build new ships too.” 
 
    “And what of the Vargemma?” the KoQ asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cora admitted.  
 
    “Perhaps we can make them open the portals for us.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Very few know how, and we haven’t found any yet. If we did we would have stolen the information from them.” 
 
    “Then we must find it ourselves.” 
 
    Steve shook his head. “The Responders only teach in a certain order, and we don’t have the prerequisites. It will take years or longer to get to it that way. We’re gonna have to fight this war with the people we have here, but we can bring through non-living equipment and reboot computer systems on this side if you have anything you want to order?” 
 
    “Without our people to operate it, there is not much we can do. We will assist you and your Paladin with Essence manipulation and what ships we have left. Our technology is not designed for drone applications of this level. What is our next action?” 
 
    “Depends where those other carriers go. If they try and secure other facilities we’ll have to avoid them for now. If they stay here, then we continue the fight elsewhere…” 
 
    “…assuming we can take out all the Olopar,” Cora finished. “Those are still their big guns.” 
 
    “And the mega turrets. We’ve gotta take those out via land attack,” he said, looking at several of the KoQ who were quietly listening to the conversation. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, but it’s imperative that you keep yourselves alive. Sacrifice ensures the Caretakers and Vargemma win. We have to be survivors and win through superior intelligence. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “We will endure as long as necessary to obtain the Temple.” 
 
    “Good,” Steve said with a satisfied nod. “Because we’re gonna need every one of you before this is over. Now grab some food. It may not be to your liking, and we’ll get some other stuff made up later, but right now we’re on the run and it’ll be a while before you can get back to your ships, if at all.” 
 
    The trailblazer telekinetically opened a supply crate along the wall so the KoQ could get access to it, then he pulled a ration bar over to him, opening it as it flew through the air, then bit off a chunk when it arrived in his hand.  
 
    Cora did likewise, and the Knights of Quenar reluctantly began to do the same and nibble on the strange food, then an explosion overhead rocked the ship and everyone got shoved into each other before it stabilized.  
 
    On the battlemap they saw the drone overtop of them get cracked in two, with a chunk of it falling down on top of them. The Paladin pilot successfully rolled them out of the impact before they got crunched between it and the ground, and another drone that was pacing them now became their protective cover as they continued to put more miles between them and the tower as curtains of Caretaker attack ships swarmed around it like an angry dust storm… 
 
      
 
    Levi got the Banner partially refueled before the fight came to the surface, but seeing what they were up against he didn’t push that front longer than he needed to, providing some distraction from the fleeing troops on the surface that were getting hammered hard. He actually took the ship all the way down to provide a wall for some of the Knight races to retreat behind, then giant boring holes opened up in the ground as Paladin diggers broke through like giant moles, then just as quickly ducked back down under cover, leaving a sloped road heading below ground available for the fleeing troops.  
 
    Had the Paladin not been doing that most of them would have been killed, for the attack swarms from the carriers were not holding back and forming a perimeter. They were in full eradication mode and expanding outward in coordinated swirls, sweeping all opposition away from the control tower as well as sending tendrils out to nearby Paladin bases.  
 
    Those would not be so easy to take down, but he also saw a few heading for Vargemma cities. He didn’t know what they would do when they got there, for the Paladin troops had already left those zones of contention, but that wasn’t his concern now. His job was clear, with Thrawn issuing all three Avengers a new mandate. 
 
    Hunt down the remaining Olopar and destroy them so they could force this fight into conventional warfare, leaving Star Force with the only Essence advantage. The Supreme Viceroy already had expeditions going out to the calculated locations of the buried mountain turrets in order to see what it would take to destroy them, with orders to the Avengers to stay clear and only focus on the Olopar. 
 
    Levi was fine with that, so long as they could take out the mega turrets. They had to have some defenses against surface attack, but right now Thrawn was right. The Olopar were the greatest threat to the drone fleet and the surface troops. They couldn’t mount a surface war against the turrets with the Olopar able to sweep in overhead and kill everyone in a single moment, whether it be through disruption, heart attack, acid ash, or any of their other wickedly effective weapons. 
 
    Three ships to hunt Olopar. That’s all they’d gotten through, and while it was true there were no more Avengers outside waiting to get in, there were more tankers waiting and now blocked from arriving. They couldn’t send Essence through Operation Blindfold, and the idea of recharging the ships with all the Essence users here was laughable. It would take a Uriti to do that, and nobody here came close to those levels aside from the sheer mass of the Vargemma civilization. 
 
    That meant one thing and one thing only. He had to kill the Olopar before his ship ran out of Essence. If they left even one remaining it would heavily favor the Caretakers in the long war ahead…but they could also build more Olopar over time. He didn’t know how long it would take, or how much cooperation with the Vargemma was required, if any, because the Caretakers couldn’t produce Essence… 
 
    “Shit,” he said softly as they flew towards the next closest group of Olopar, which were not moving to rendezvous with the main fleet, but pursue other targets for destruction on their own. The Temples’ had the ability to launch the Reapers to gather Essence in emergency situations, and this was about as emergency as it got, he imagined.  
 
    Maybe if they ran the Temple low enough the barrier shield would go down…but then again it might all turn to ice first. There were many variables going forward, most of which he did not favor, but this was the fight they’d been wanting and now they were committed. They couldn’t run away from it now if they wanted to. This was either going to be a perpetual war zone, a place of great victory, or a massive death trap. 
 
    Good thing Archons liked challenges. 
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    August 2, 128549 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Alpha Temple 
 
      
 
    Travis-098 and Mark-099 snuck past the outer Caretaker guards and emerged into the green exterior glad to finally be free of the labyrinth of the Founders’ interstellar grid of hidden facilities. They ran under cloak for more than a mile before finally stopping and peeling back their armor as they felt the fresh, cool air on their skin for the first time in more than a month after beginning their third trip out into the hidden grid and finally chancing a ride on one of the mag jump ships. 
 
    “No battlemap signal,” Travis said, stretching his arms over his head before flipping back through a slow backbend in just his uniform, now free of the armor interior that he’d been living in for weeks as he dropped his pack on the ground for a moment. 
 
    “Huh,” Mark added, seeing the same. “We’re either in a remote location or this is another Temple. I wonder which.” 
 
    “It’s not an ice cube, thankfully,” Travis said, telekinetically pulling out a ration bar and finally getting a chance to chew on something with his stagnation-sore jaw.  
 
    “Yeah. So now what?” 
 
    “E…at,” the trailblazer said with a full mouth.  
 
    “Use your telepathy when you’re eating,” Mark criticized as he ignored him and continued to look up at the sky and the hazy view of the inverted sphere beyond. “I’m going up to take a look. Be back.” 
 
    Go cloak in case the Vargemma are nearby. 
 
    “Duh,” he said, reactivating his armor and flying upwards a meter or so before he disappeared from view, but once he got above the treetops he could see the distant barrier cities clearly. They were not near one, but there were a few bits of shorter infrastructure visible within a few thousand miles. 
 
    He used his visual enhancement and confirmed they were Vargemma cities, but that still didn’t answer the question of where they were, so he flew higher to get more of the atmospheric haze out of the way, going up so far he had to use his armor to breathe, and the view up there was incredible. He’d never been this far up in Beta Temple, not even in a dropship, with the horizon eerily defying expectations and refusing to peel down. It rose up clearly in all directions, but was so far away it really gave a better feel for the size of space than a standard planet did.  
 
    The Temple was truly massive, and he still wasn’t higher up than the barrier cities reached. He could see over them though, at least the part that rose up in the distance, and very far off was where he finally saw smoke. 
 
    It wasn’t natural, he could tell that for sure, and pushing his visual enhancement to the max didn’t reveal much more than some object on the surface it was coming from. It had to be more than a mile wide to see it at this range, but the smoke plume dwarfed it. 
 
    “Damn,” he said to himself as he realized his mistake. That wasn’t a mile wide ship, but something far larger that only looked that small because of the distance. Without active sensors he couldn’t tell what, so he lowered his cloak since he was so far away from the nearest Vargemma city and used his active sensors to get some more data on the actual range and size. 
 
    The thing was the size of a mountain, with the upper portion jagged. He didn’t know if that was natural or damage, and the smoke itself was blocking visuals, but the basic silhouette was visible in infrared…and the thing was damn not. Not lava hot, yet it was clearly burning and the smoke was moving away from Mark’s position, so he couldn’t get any aerial analysis of the ash.  
 
    “Either that’s the biggest burn pit I’ve ever seen, or somebody got jacked.” 
 
    Mark scanned the horizon for other smoke plumes…and found three more, all even further away, but there was so much smoke coming from this one he had thought there was a chance of picking them up…and he was right. Something had happened here, and if this was Alpha Temple it didn’t fit with the Paladin’s code blue imperative. Then again, if this was a different Temple, maybe the Vargemma were fighting each other? 
 
    That didn’t make sense either. 
 
    “What’s so interesting?” Travis asked as he flew up from below and Mark sent him the coordinates of what he was looking at. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Yeah. Which way do you want to head…” he said, stopping when he picked up activity below them on his now active sensors.  
 
    “Told you to stay cloaked,” Travis noted as they saw a pair of small Caretaker drones heading up towards them.  
 
    “Why are they coming after us? Is this airspace restricted or did we trip an alarm earlier we didn’t see?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re responsible for the smoke.” 
 
    “Did the Vargemma go too far and tick them off?” 
 
    “Maybe. If that’s the case this might be Alpha.” 
 
    “I can’t get any battlemap signals.” 
 
    “I know. What do you want to do about them?” 
 
    “Say hi and see what they want.” 
 
    “Really?” Travis asked. 
 
    “We can cloak and run if we need to, and it’s not the Vargemma, so let’s see what they want.” 
 
    “The only time they care about us is when we’re somewhere we’re not supposed to be.” 
 
    “So let’s find out,” he said, dropping in altitude with Travis reluctantly following until they got close enough that they drew a silvery bolt of energy that smashed dead center into Mark’s chest shield. 
 
    “There’s your answer,” Travis said, immediately cloaking as more shots hit mark and he just took them for the moment, then he used his tier 4 psionic Po’letvo and threw a black orb at the first of them. When it hit it stuck, encasing the Caretaker patrol drone in a sphere that acted like a reverse cloaking field, blocking all exterior signals from getting through and effectively encasing the target in darkness for a few moments. 
 
    He fired a second one at the other drone, then rushed down to the first as it kept transmitting out sensor beams, but none could get back inside. It stopped moving and held position against gravity until Mark’s hands broke through the shell and grabbed hold of it in a bear hug between the weapons ports where it couldn’t shoot him. 
 
    Travis did likewise with the other and both extended intrusion probes from their armor into the drones and began hacking their internal systems based on crude programs already designed to do just that from the Paladin and transmitted back from Alpha Temple before they had left Beta. That didn’t make the hack easy, for the Founder technology had a great deal of counter-intrusion software running, but the great thing about the intrusion probes was that they were not automated.  
 
    Well, they were, but the Archons could also manually operate them and contend with the alien software on a personal basis. With the Sav enhancement both of them had, along with over 100,000 years of experience with computer mental interfaces, Travis got through after a few minutes of wrestling with the Caretaker as they tried to maneuver to shoot the tics off each other. 
 
    He was able to deactivate the weapons first, then access the memory systems as Mark got his under control a few seconds later. After that it was like peeling an onion, one layer of systems after another was being hijacked and put under the trailblazers’ control, until finally they got access to the Caretaker uplink network that fed all interconnected units orders from the mainframes hidden somewhere in the Temple. 
 
    And through that they found the kill order for all Star Force personnel, as well as all the current locations they were known to be within the Temple.  
 
    “This is Alpha and the shit has officially hit the fan,” Mark said, digging through the few other updates available to such a base unit, then he ignited his death sabers and sliced the thing into chunks before letting them drop to the ground miles below.  
 
    Travis blew his up with a bioplasma blast from his fist inside after he punched through the outer armor in frustration, making faster work of his than Mark had. “What the hell happened to plan A?” 
 
    “Maybe the Vargemma torched it. Closest known Paladin location is weeks away. Looks like we’ve got a lot of flying to do.” 
 
    “They must have destroyed the fleet, or at least the transmitters. That’s why we can’t get signals out here.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Mark said, reactivating his cloak and heading off at several hundred miles per hour as Travis slid into his slipstream and they began making the long trek across the Temple, not knowing who was still out there or what the situation was. And they weren’t going to know until they got within battlemap signal range.  
 
    Think we’re too late? Travis asked telepathically. 
 
    I don’t know. Maybe someone got here before us and took action. I don’t think the Paladin would on their own. 
 
    What are those smoke plumes then? 
 
    Not ours, Mark said with a note of pride. Whatever had happened here, someone was kicking ass, and he got a feeling it wasn’t entirely going against Star Force. 
 
      
 
    3 weeks later… 
 
      
 
    Thrawn was situated in a freshly built command node, buried deep underground and away from most other Paladin installations, but connected to many via small boring tunnels large enough to only carry a single strand of wire. A few connecting tunnels for personnel movement were also added, giving him multiple escape routes if necessary, but he was very much a spider in the growing web as he had his race expanding their subsurface infrastructure more than they were actively fighting the Caretakers. 
 
    He needed resources, and with the enemy fleet being battered after the last major fight he had the ability to destroy more of the enemy, but their industrial complex was far larger than his, so they were literally building Caretakers faster than the Paladin could kill the smaller ones. The warship-scale units were a different story, but some were still popping up regularly from subsurface locations and the hidden stations in near the center of the sphere.  
 
    The three Avengers were still operational, but all were low on Essence and holding back on the rest until another Olopar emerged. The conventional weaponry would have to be used to do all fighting from here on out, because if/when they got another Olopar operational it would take far too much to take it down without Essence, and until they could retake the control room they had no options to get more inside. 
 
    And even if they could, which was highly unlikely at this point with the giant carrier still surrounding it with a massive army of ground and air units patrolling nearby, it was possible the Caretakers had deactivated whatever the Vargemma had unlocked. The trailblazers thought otherwise, or the Caretakers would have deactivated it remotely if they had that ability. If they weren’t built to do that, then they probably weren’t built to manually interface with controls that could only be used via Essence.  
 
    Thrawn acknowledged that possibility, but it was more hope than practicality. He had to plan for the worst case scenario, and that meant a slugging match with the Caretakers able to build faster than him…for the time being. If it took centuries to accomplish he would out scale them, but for right now he had to keep the personnel here alive, including the 4 trailblazers that had already arrived…though with another update coming his way he discovered that another two, Mark-099 and Travis-098 had just been detected and nearby units were moving to pick them up. 
 
    He huffed agreeably. Two more trailblazers was a luxury he was glad to have, but in this war it was going to be machinery and manpower that was going to win so long as the Caretakers could not use Essence. If they could, more so than they’d already demonstrated, then things were going to get much, much worse. That said, their position now was decent. They were burrowed in, with few surface facilities left to defend, though they continued to hold numerous Caretaker sites that, oddly, were still taking orders from them and producing equipment and weapons at their request. 
 
    Perhaps the Founders hadn’t anticipated an enemy getting inside and being able to use Essence. The Hadarak certainly didn’t qualify as that, so maybe the Founders had had a little too much confidence in their automated defensive technology. Formidable as it was, it was clearly flawed, for the trailblazers had already fashioned a few Essence weapons at one of those facilities to use in small scale combat. They’d used their own Essence donations to charge one of them and were working on another, but had several already made and empty waiting to be used later if applicable. 
 
    As for the Vargemma, they were sitting this out. Many of their cities were damaged as punishment for their rules violations, but the Caretakers had finally absolved them and returned to normal operations in those areas. Only Star Force now had the death sentence, since the Vargemma who had drawn theirs had been allowed to be killed as their kin stood down and refusing to defend them. 
 
    Star Force would never do that, and Thrawn promised himself he would see this Temple rid of the Vargemma at some point in the future. They didn’t deserve access to the mysteries of Essence if they had no courage to face mere machines in defense of their brothers. 
 
    It was the same apathy the Templar had woven into the Li’vorkrachnika, and it was that apathy the trailblazers had purged from Thrawn and his race when they’d recreated them as Paladin, so Thrawn had a personal calling to destroy any such apathy whenever he ran across it. Unfortunately the galaxy was full of it. Not so much as it once had been before Star Force existed, but the empire he now swore total allegiance to could not do everything, and as every year passed more and more territory was gobbled up by the Hadarak, drawing closer to V’kit’no’sat territory. 
 
    Their frenemies would put up a good fight, Thrawn knew, but without the power of Essence and the Uriti fueling Star Force’s weapons, Ysalamir alone would not be enough to counter the Lurkers. Not in the numbers they needed, for Thrawn suspected, as did the trailblazers, that the worst the Hadarak would throw at them was still yet to come. 
 
    The Temples may hold far more useful technology or knowledge to be employed against the Hadarak, and the Vargemma had the audacity to attack those who were attempting to honor the purpose of the Temples while they sat here and did nothing of consequence while the galaxy burned under the beginning stages of a galactic purge. 
 
    No, the Vargemma had to be evicted from this place, though they had already declined Star Force’s offer to allow them to leave unharmed and the promise not to invade any other Vargemma temples if they would agree to a truce and stop the attacks on Star Force territory.  
 
    Rather than accept, they had doubled down and were now bringing in more ships through the portals to help rebuild and strengthen their city defenses. Their fleet was growing larger too, but they stayed clear of Star Force and its battles with the Caretakers, betting on the latter winning and doing the work for them. 
 
    Thrawn was glad he had gotten in when he did. Sitting outside with more than an hour’s delay on getting information was unacceptable. This is where the fight was, and this was where he needed to be. Between him, the Paladin, and the trailblazers, they’d find a way to win, but for the moment they were very much the resistance with limited naval superiority, for the Caretakers had not tried to attack the Avengers or any ships nearby them.  
 
    They were waiting, he knew, until more units could be produced, then they would attack when they calculated an advantage. These machines were well programmed, but at the end of the day they were just machines and couldn’t improvise beyond what their programmers had already envisioned. 
 
     And if there was one thing he was bred to do, it was improvise. 
 
    There was a way to win here, and either he or the trailblazers were going to find it. Until then he had to build, build fast, and build wide, for no location they had was fortified enough to withstand all attacks. They had to be redundant and mobile, and if they could manage that they would win. He didn’t know how long it would take, or how many battles would have to be fought, but with the trailblazers’ ability to operate the Essence technology inside the Temple the Paladin could now carry this with or without the Avengers, though Thrawn was very glad to have them as a backup…at least while their low Essence reserves lasted. After that they become heavily armed conventional ships. 
 
    The Knights of Quenar were a wild card, and while they only had a few surviving ships, they were spreading themselves out on foot all over the Temple searching for Responders and other locations not previously accessed by the Vargemma as they sought answers and learning from the automated systems. Perhaps they’d find a way to open the portals before the trailblazers did, perhaps they’d be useless. Thrawn didn’t know, but he was fairly sure any chance of them siding with the Vargemma had died when they entered the Temple, though he wasn’t entirely ruling out a backstab. The Li’vorkrachnika had mastered the technique and Thrawn would forever be on watch for one, but right now the KoQ had more to gain from Star Force dominance than they did from whatever scraps the Vargemma were previously going to offer them. 
 
    They were an asset, at least when it came to Essence charging small tools and interfacing with equipment, but they could not win this fight. The Paladin had to, one way or another, for the Empire was counting on them to stop the Vargemma attacks on the Grid Point system and the millions of other facilities spread across the galaxy that were far too numerous to build Avengers to guard each and every one of them.  
 
    The Vargemma had to be taken out or neutralized, which was doable, but first Star Force had to subjugate the Caretakers…and that might very well prove to be the far harder of the two tasks.  
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    Stricorva Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 
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    Paul-024 leapt silently through the air and up to a beam overhanging the walkway, grabbing the underside and sticking there as Sara-012 followed a half second later. Both were invisible, and the Vargemma race known as the Dotaramin had neither telepathy nor any type of Pefbar, so as long as the Archons’ cloaks held they would remain unnoticed, assuming they didn’t get bumped into in the crowded hallway as they patiently made their way towards the primary cargo loading docks. 
 
    The top of those were covered in a force field, and if they used their Jumat to push through it they’d be detected, wasting months of clandestine 00 Agent work that required them to maintain their cover, for as of yet no one that they’d come into contact with inside the Temple knew of their presence…or even Star Force’s existence for that matter. And they weren’t lying to them, because the trailblazers weren’t exactly in a position to chat, so their information was being obtained from mental scans of those races that did not have telepathy. 
 
    They had to be careful to figure out which ones did and did not, but the Caretakers had extensive files on all the races inside the Temple…which now included them…but there was no automatic alert sent out to the Vargemma. Unless someone inquired as to how many races there were and came up with the additional one as an anomaly, then their dataset that the Caretakers had begun to make on them was essentially lost in the mountains of information available to the denizens. 
 
    Avoiding the Caretakers was not an option, for they had to have food and stealing it from the Vargemma was not the best option. Soon after arriving in the Temple they’d made contact with a Responder far away from any Vargemma city, and from there they’d been directed to another site where the autonomous robots inquired as to their dietary needs and then set about to manufacture what was required. Explaining was one thing, and a possible route, but giving them a sample of the food in their packs made it easier for the Caretakers to simply replicate the molecular structure, though they’d had trouble with the ambrosia.  
 
    It had taken them 2 months and 4 days before they had successfully been able to synthesize it, and both Paul and Sara were glad they now had refills, for this had become a much longer mission than either had suspected, going on well past the 6 month mark. It felt like they’d been here longer than that, because every second of every day they risked detection and had to stay on the alert, even in the wilderness areas where no Vargemma traveled.  
 
    They’d spent several weeks out there just training alone and in the open air, but neither trailblazer could fully relax. They were gambling on the size of the Temple providing them with anonymity, and after a while it seemed obvious the Vargemma were not monitoring every bit of the interior of the sphere, but you never knew for sure. And now that they were operating inside the Vargemma cities, they couldn’t decloak for one second outside a secure area, though they’d managed to find or make a few of those on their own. 
 
    But at least they were able to move around while sneaking rather than having to stay in place. Hanging here upside down from the ceiling as a group of 26 Dotaramin slithered by on their tail-like legs, which made them look like a Human walking on their knees, Paul and Sara had to fight their urge to move or even vibrate their bodies, for even a little ‘tinking’ sound could give them away. The gargoyle-like race had very good hearing and even a better sense of smell, but thankfully Star Force had designed dampening equipment for both into their armor, though the most important aspect to their success this far was the fact that the Dotaramin were not looking for them, nor even knew of their existence. 
 
    This wasn’t the first Vargemma city the pair had infiltrated, but rather the 18th, and in each one the people they quietly mind raider from afar or temporarily captured, interrogated, then blanked their minds and released, all said the same thing. They had no idea what Star Force was, nor did they even know about the war going on beyond the Temples. Not the war against Star Force, nor the expansion of the Hadarak. They thought the galaxy was as it always had been, and not too surprisingly their entire mental framework was based primarily in this Temple with a little outside knowledge of some of the others. 
 
    But that was mostly rumor. No one of the 1,294 people that they’d pulled information from had ever left the Temple. All had been born here after the first of the Vargemma had arrived, and no one knew when that had been. History had been lost, or perhaps deliberately erased, from public knowledge. Petty spats with rival races, day to day work assignments, and the mandatory Essence donations are what drove everyday life here, with a few aspiring to more but knowing only those with exception skills were given access to the Caretaker facilities, and those individuals held high status within the Vargemma society. Especially for mating rights.  
 
    Population expansion was desired, but regulated. Only those that achieved a certain benchmark in Essence skills were permitted to reproduce, and that was the same across every race Paul and Sara had found here. Similar reports had come from the Paladin in Alpha Temple, though a few races they’d found in Gamma were not present in Alpha, and that had begged a new line of inquiry during their interrogations. 
 
    The answers were not straightforward, for they could only access specific material in their minds if they knew what to look for. Browsing memories was extremely hard if you went beyond the past few days, but the greatest limitation was that these people didn’t know very much, and the Archons sensed that was deliberate. They had been told that the Temples were the most glorious and luxurious places in the galaxy, with the worlds beyond being savage and full of death. That, at least, was more true than not, but there was an undercurrent to that knowledge that deterred people from wanting to go out there and look. Only those who were truly beastly in their Essence skills would venture forth to do the Founders’ bidding and search for other Essence users to bring into the Temple…but no one in their right mind would actually want to live out there.  
 
    Which meant the mindset of the Vargemma was focused inwards, and without proper training and challenges the only thing that drove them was their quarrels with the other races. It seemed to be their equivalent of sports, with the rivalries quite intense to the point of feuding in some cases, but it always tempered by the on-looking Caretakers that would respond harshly if any lethal force was applied. 
 
    The fear of the Caretakers was a common excuse for why one group or another didn’t end their rival, whether they had the power to do so or not. If it wasn’t for the Caretakers’ programming Paul figured that the Vargemma would have killed each other long ago, and if that was the reason why the Temple guards had been programmed in such a manner, what were the Founders hoping to accomplish? You couldn’t build an army from this rabble to fight the Hadarak, not without significant changes. Where they just here to increase in number and wait for a Founder to come back and try to make something out of them, or were they primarily here to feed Essence to the Temple network so the Founders could use it for other things? 
 
    The people they’d found being transported through the clandestine network between Temples suggested as much, and Paul wished they’d been able to investigate that black hole, but he didn’t want to be out hugging the exterior of starships any more than Sara did. The key to defeating the Vargemma was getting the fleet inside the network and able to use the portals to jump from one Temple to another, so that’s what he and Sara had been focused on scouting. If Star Force couldn’t learn it from the Responders out of skills order, then they’d have to learn it from the Vargemma…but first they had to find one that knew that particular skill, and they were in short order.  
 
    Pilots were revered for their ability to travel between Temples, and only the extremely high placed were given that grand task, for there was almost no civilian travel between Temples allowed. There were cargo shipments and official delegations, but the people of one Temple were meant to stay in place and grow, and with the Essence requirements for travel, that put a severe limit on the number of ships moving back and forth.  
 
    The power of Essence was worshiped here. The more you had the better, and the Vargemma cities had the highest security around their wells. The smaller ones had a single one that powered city defenses and such, but the larger Vargemma cities had several and there was no way Paul and Sara could even get close to them. They had all manner of sensors that they couldn’t approach, and the transmission lines taking Essence from collection points into the wells were encased in meters of armor and energy shields to prevent anyone from siphoning off some of it for their own use. 
 
    And their own use was allowed, which was odd. Essence donation was mandated, but not a full amount. Each person had a quota to reach based on their level, but beyond that they could expend or store the rest as they liked, with the only true currency in the Temple being Essence. Some of the races had other forms for distribution of items, though with the Caretakers providing for the needs of anyone who asked it kind of became redundant. Many people here didn’t care about what was going on beyond, and were quite lazy and non-violent. It was the ones that sought power that became vicious, while the laid back masses were more worried about being caught up in an inter-racial fight by accident than they were in actually fighting their rivals. 
 
    Again, it was more like sports to them, something they watched from afar but never expected to arrive on their front doorstep. And Paul figured these people were doing just what their leaders wanted. Being passive, producing Essence, and not causing trouble. With reproductive privilege going to those with high skills…so they could therefore produce offspring more inclined to nature Essence use…there was no family dynamic in the masses, and most had deactivated their sexual drives entirely, whether by choice or mandate, only to be activated again if they earned the privilege of adding their genetics to the next generation. 
 
    Such a lack-luster society did, as expected, degenerate over time with many deaths from ‘old age.’ They were replaced by the offspring of those that did strive for more, thus the weaklings were constantly being purged by stagnation, though that took quite a while given the medical technology and other infrastructure the Vargemma possessed, which was surpassed by what was in the Caretaker facilities, though most people didn’t have access to them. They could roam the wilds in search of them if they liked, with no penalty or restriction there, but the enormity of the Temple made sure only a few managed to make the effort, with the masses having to live in the cities where they were born. 
 
    Movement was heavily discouraged from Region to Region, even city to city. They would let you walk, fly, or swim if you wanted, but you had to purchase regular transport if it wasn’t for a mission. And the way you paid was with additional Essence. Those whose skills were limited barely had enough for the daily quotas and some training, but some did manage to save up enough to transfer somewhere else within their racial domain. They couldn’t intermix with the other races without permission, other than in the wilds, and one of the people Sara had mind raided had knowledge of a black market system that operated out there. He was the only one who did, and it was mere rumor only, but it made sense. You couldn’t control something this large that closely, and from the reports from Alpha the Vargemma weren’t even trying. 
 
    Everything of importance happened in the Vargemma cities, not even the Caretaker-run barrier cities. Everyone was either concerned with laid back luxury or climbing the highly competitive ladder within their race…and that ladder was what was making it hard to get the information the Archons needed. The lower rungs knew nothing about the upper ones beyond rumor, but after months of travel and interrogations the trailblazers had finally begun to make progress. 
 
    When the group of Dotaramin passed, Paul dropped down quietly and walked a few meters forward, dodging to the right to allow 3 more to move by as Sara shadowed him. They had to play this stop and go game for nearly 2 kilometers of tunnel as the high ceilings narrowed to low archways every 40 meters or so, making them unable to just crawl up there. And due to a particular security protocol, no anti-grav technology was allowed in this part of the city. There were sensors to detect it, so Paul couldn’t fly even a bit without setting them off, using armor or Yen’mer, so they had to revert back to old school Jedi jumps and walk clinging to get the job done. 
 
    As the Dotaramin passed they briefly glanced into their minds, and every now and then one of them would feel a brush of air or a faint sound, which the Archons would distract them from, and for good reason. These Dotaramin had Essence detection skills, and if they chose to use them they could see the trailblazers right through their armor at close range and neither Paul nor Sara knew any techniques to shield themselves from that. But here, inside the Dotaramin’s 18th largest city in this Temple, they had no reason to look. And with them saving every last bit of Essence they could, they wouldn’t be using that ability casually. 
 
    So Paul and Sara were not safe from detection, but they’d gotten this far and through the other cities without a hiccup,yet their next objective was going to up the danger considerably.  
 
    At the end of the hallway was the exit to the underside of the shield dome that contained the landing pads for the starships that traveled from one part of the Temple to another…as well as those rare few that moved between Temples. There were only three here at present, and most Dotaramin cities had none at all. They were in their own corner of the 82 mile wide landing grid, and nowhere close to the location where this hallway opened up to the exterior. 
 
    The ships here were personnel berths, with those people boarding or unloading coming from other areas on personal business, having paid their Essence passage fees earlier. Paul and Sara had snuck by that checkpoint easily, for there were merely a couple of guards backing up the teller. No security shields or other real defenses. They just wanted to make sure nobody slipped through without paying, and even the guards had not been using their Essence sense. This was a low security area because no one was really going to benefit from rushing the checkpoint, and the anti-grav restriction was, Paul had found out, to deter remote drones moving around and planting little packets on the hulls of the ships to be carried elsewhere free of charge.  
 
    Apparently there was a group of undesirables that passed messages that way, with little devices no larger than a gnat that would fly up to and hitch rides. Any anti-grav use here was intercepted immediately, and with the miles of tarmac between the thousands of landing pads, it seemed they didn’t care about crawling micro drones because it would take them forever to get where they needed to go. 
 
    Not true for Paul and Sara, because they slunk off from the passengers heading towards the main ship before them that ran a good 2 miles to the left and another half to the right, but that’s not the way the Archons went. They swung around and headed backwards, above ground, towards the restricted section that they could not access from inside the city. That was the boarding area for the inter-Temple transports, so they had to go the long way up top in easy view of anyone watching…except they were both cloaked, and neither the Dotaramin nor the other Vargemma races were permitted to own or use such technology. There were Essence techniques to do so, and those had to be guarded against, but the technology of hiding was taboo in the Vargemma…at least within the Temples anyway. 
 
    The penalties for creating it, let alone using it, were harsh, but it seemed the Vargemma didn’t mind people using Essence to do the same thing. Maybe because they wanted the innovation, and therefore the advancement of the individuals doing so, or maybe they just saw the value of Essence being so high that people wouldn’t waste it on pulling pranks and other low level activities. 
 
    But the restricted landing pads didn’t count on that, and Paul and Sara had scouted out two others in different races before finally finding the Dotaramin had this single breach in their security. They weren’t expecting anyone to travel across the tarmac out in the open without being spotted, and if there was any unauthorized anti-grav used out here it would be detected as well. The overhead shield dome prevented anything from coming in or out without the access codes, so they were in the protected environment, as far as the Dotaramin figured, and there would be no way somebody would run across miles of open territory to get to the restricted pads. 
 
    Yet that’s exactly what they did, and some 28 miles later they came up on one of the three ships parked there, slowed to a halt just beyond it, and began to look around for additional security measures, either on the pad or the ship itself. 
 
    Ok, now for the hard part, Sara noted as they stood invisible looking up at the insect-like ship before them. It was stretched out with multiple barbs and hook-like joints, but most of the interior space was full, though not all.  
 
    Patience, Padawan. Now we wait. 
 
    My body hates waiting. 
 
    No point in screwing up now because we rushed.  
 
    What’s the plan? 
 
    Plan A is to board with the cargo due in 2 hours. Plan B is to sneak in with the crew. Plan C is to cut our way in…and I really don’t like that one. 
 
    Me neither. What’s plan D? 
 
    That’s your job. I came up with the first three. 
 
    Thanks, she said, looking over the mid-sized ship with her eyes in lieu of the active sensors she couldn’t use. Rambo? 
 
    Paul frowned, though Sara couldn’t see it. That kind of defeats the point of staying hidden. 
 
    Still an option. 
 
    Are you that twitchy? 
 
    Always, she said with a sigh. I hate waiting. 
 
    Me too, Paul said, checking the clock inside his helmet. There was a countdown to the expected cargo shipment arriving in 1 hour 46 minutes and 18 seconds, but better early than late. 
 
    Watch my back? 
 
    Sure, go ahead.  
 
    Sara’s outline bent over and put her hands on the ground, then kicked her feet up and began doing handstand pushups to pass the time and feed her Saiyan genetics a bit. Nobody was going to notice the air rush out here, and as long as she didn’t stretch her Yen’mer tissue any they were going to remain completely anonymous standing out in plain sight next to one of the holiest class of ships within the Vargemma. 
 
    1 hour 46 minutes and 2 seconds until they figured out if this was going to work or not. And if it didn’t, they’d have a long walk back like the last two times. This was the farthest they’d got in any of the cities, but Paul had a gut feeling this time they’d make it. The Dotaramin were just a little more relaxed than the other races, and if their ship security matched that modus operandi then this was their chance to make the big score…or at least give them a shot at the big score. Getting onboard was one major hurdle to cross, but if they could then they’d be cornered in unknown territory where things could get all kinds of bad. 
 
    Fun stuff, Paul told himself as he glared at the countdown. His body was itching too, but this close to their objective he didn’t care. The Paladin were still fighting in Alpha as far as he knew, and unless one of the other teams had beat them to it, they were still shut off from the fleet. Maybe what they were about to try was redundant, but even if it was, it was their ticket out of this Temple without having to play tick again, and neither he nor Sara were going to do that except as a last resort. Nor were they going to be in a rush to get back to the others, not without a solution, and so long as the Caretakers were providing them food and power recharges for their armor, they would stay in Gamma Temple as long as necessary to get the job done. 
 
    But Paul had a feeling this time they would hit paydirt… 
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    When the cargo loaders finally arrived Paul and Sara had their chance. They were floating palettes using anti-grav, and hence showing up on the security sensors, but that’s not what the Archons were going after. A weight increase would cause the anti-grav output to spike, and depending on how close security was, they might notice the difference.  
 
    Those palettes were going into three different loading doors that were on the underside of the ship. No ramps or ground-side access. They were being lifted up through a halo-esk gravity lift, and that too might pick up their mass and sound an alarm, but it was the security force field they were passing through to get into those underside openings that was the real concern.  
 
    Aside from cargo there were also passengers entering via a diagonal tube that led to the restricted area of the ship that would ferry them to their destination. They were not allowed in the cargo holds or anywhere else in the ship, and the entrance to that access tube was heavily scanned on entry. It was possible they could try to get inside when it detached, but the odds of making it then were slim without using Yen’mer given the height. 
 
    But there was one more group of people boarding, and those were the crew. They came up from a different entrance entirely, some 880 meters away from the passengers. Theirs had no scanning station on or above the tarmac, just a simple elevator-like lift that dropped down along one of the massive landing legs of the ship as a group of 23 of the knee-crawlers approached. 
 
    Sara took point and walked up right beside them, with Paul lagging and circling around to the other side so they flanked them within a couple of meters as they accessed all their minds, getting information about the boarding methods and a host of other things they had not had access to before, for the crews were so revered they didn’t travel out in public like commoners. They lived very reclusive and exclusive lives behind layers of security, due in part to keep the possibility of them being bribed to carry unsanctioned items or information with them…though right now two of them were doing that very thing, and nervous enough about it that they showed up easily on the Archons’ mental scans. 
 
    The Dotaramin had no telepaths in their race at all, nor did they have any publically used mental interfaces that could do the same thing, meaning these rule breakers had nothing to fear from eavesdropping…and that was another reason for the not so psionically gifted races keeping separate from the other Vargemma. They couldn’t keep secrets around them, and in order to maintain the balance of power they had to keep to themselves or they’d be owned by those that could manipulate and even take control of their minds. 
 
    And that’s exactly what Paul and Sara did as the crew came up to the elevator, for they each had to scan in on their own, though the elevator itself could easily have carried 6 at a time. They let the first one go, seeing the procedure through their eyes and those of the Dotaramin they were mind hacking, then Sara picked her own buddy and walked up beside him as he input his access code. When he did the shield covering the recently returned elevator doors lowered and he pressed the decorative emblem in the center, causing them to part.  
 
    Then Sara made him pause a split second as she touched her hand to his right arm, making the invisible physical contact without him raising an alarm. He didn’t even register the feel of it, and when he walked forward the scanning device saw no break from his body to hers that would signify a second boarder. The program looked for gaps on entry, but because her hand was connecting her to him it assumed they were the same person…or perhaps that she was clothing or gear that had already been scanned inside the terminal. Either way, there was no air gap between them, and even as the sensor could see her through her cloak it didn’t register a problem and allowed her and her passenger into the elevator before popping up the security shield behind them before the doors soundlessly closed. 
 
    The ride up was just as smooth and pristine, as if the entire ship had been painstakingly crafted for elegance. Sara kept her grip on his arm just in case the sensors continued during the ride up, though the Dotaramin’s mind said otherwise. According to him that was the end of the security and he relaxed, glad to be rid of the public and eager to see Temple 127 again. He had one of his many high level mistresses there, who were more than eager to accommodate him in exchange for the right to reproduce with such a revered genome.  
 
    Mating with someone from another Temple was virtually unheard of, and in the reproduction hierarchy was a mix of light treason and the holy grail of all matings at the same time. The Vargemma believed each Temple was to stand alone, in success or failure, as they worked toward bringing back the Founders…but since the stats required to do so, as ambiguous as they were, only applied to a single Temple and not all of them collectively, it had become more of a competition than a team effort, so the genomes from one did not always match those from others as certain adjustments were made in the hopes of goosing a little more Essence aptitude out of genetic alterations in addition to the endless training.  
 
    So mixing strands of Dotaramin was only allowed when deemed prudent by the leaders of their race, and sneaking off to do so without permission was a game many of the pilots played. Those that got caught would lose their position permanently, but the risk was worth it as they could basically mate with anyone they wanted at any time, including those whose reproductive systems had not been activated. That sort of fruitless mating was considered dishonorable, but apparently there were many an urban legend of it happening, leaving the one who did so essentially a god to the local denizens. 
 
    And Sara’s companion intended to get the god treatment as often as he could manage it, though never if he thought he’d actually get caught. He valued his position more, but then why was he risking it? This guy would never make it in Star Force, and not just because they had mental scans. They had challenges designed to weed this type of booty hunter out and only allow the truly motivated to pass, though to be honest, most of this grand position of his was merely steering a starship from point to point and didn’t require any skill above a sub-par pilot. There were no navigational hazards inside the Temple, for the Caretakers removed any rogue debris floating to keep the interior pristine. They didn’t even have interstellar jumps to make, so any rookie pilots could have handled this task. 
 
    But to the Dotaramin it was one of the highest honors imaginable, even higher than most local city leaders. They all revered the Temples, and those who set foot on more than one were immediately heros, whether they deserved it or not. And a great deal of the security around this ship was to prevent stowaways seeking out that honorary status, for even if they got caught after the fact they would become legend among the middle and lower levels of Dotaramin society. 
 
    But Dotaramin didn’t have cloaking devices, so there was no heavy security designed specifically for that task. The shield barriers accidentally accomplished that task well if you were in a hurry, and making the elevator certainly qualified as a hurry, but if they had had their time to take, Sara and Paul could have slowly pushed through them without detection. The trouble was they didn’t have their time to take, for these cargo and personnel loadings were done all at once to diminish the chance of hitchhikers…living or technological…from making it onboard. 
 
    When the elevator opened up inside the ship there was no reception committee, and Sara’s buddy simply walked off heading for the cockpit. She waited as four more came onboard, then found Paul’s outline coming out with another crewmember. 
 
    Follow this one, he told her telepathically. 
 
    What’s special about him, she asked, doing a deeper dive into his mind. 
 
    He’s the only one in the crew that can dial the portal. 
 
    Really?  
 
    Yeah, the automated system requires a special input beyond Essence. Part of it is Vargemma security code, the rest is technique.  
 
    Have you learned it yet? 
 
    A bit. We’ve been practicing, Paul said, referencing the mental simulations he had the guy running while they waited in line. To his point of view he was really opening the portal and trying to use his Essence, but Paul had blocked the control pathways to his body…the blanked his mind after he finished before having him do it again and again without realizing it. It’s not as easy as we’d hoped. 
 
    We’ve got time, Sara said as they walked through corkscrewing hallways that led up and forward. It was an odd layout for a ship, and very anti-angular, but apparently the design had more of a religious aspect to it than being based on functionality. All paths led upwards, as was what the Vargemma believed in various forms across the races, though what would ultimately lead to the Founders return was not spelled out by the Responders, so each race…and each faction inside those races…had their own take. Many made claims they could not back up, but then again religion was based on belief and not knowledge, for if you knew something then there was no belief necessary.  
 
    When they got to the bridge the crew didn’t dither, immediately going to their stations and beginning the activation sequence for the ship. They were not supposed to stay on the tarmac any longer than necessary after boarding, again as part of their security protocols. The ship could stay parked as long as needed before being loaded up, but once it was full the Dotaramin viewed that as an opportunity for mischief and wanted near immediate departure. 
 
    The 1.4 mile long ship drifted up a few meters, then drew in its landing legs before climbing higher. It rose up through the dome shield over the spaceport and raced skyward like it was in a hurry, punching out of the atmosphere then tilting over to skim just above it and still within the artificial gravity of the outer shell as they headed for the nearest primary portal set into the landscape and surrounded by a defensive ring that no one dared to mess with from the ground.  
 
    It was harmless to anyone wandering to the sheer cliff, but attempt to cut into it or block the area above it and you’d get an immediate Caretaker response in one of two ways. If they were nice they’d send units out to scare or move you away. If you tripped an extra mean protocol, weaponry in the defense ring would shoot you out of the way and the Caretakers could come in to scoop up and remove the debris afterwards. 
 
    So any ships wanting to pass had to arrive outside the ring, stop, and then produce both the Essence and the dialing procedure. Paul had a couple hours to practice with his unwitting partner before they arrived and set into a proper parking place some 18 miles away from the 127 mile wide inner ring that had another 0.73 mile wide barrier around it that looked like a sheer white crystal cliff extending some 3.4 miles upward. 
 
    Paul’s partner was the only person onboard the ship skilled enough to operate the interface, which connected him to the portal via a relay, both in Essence and mind, and the Archon knew from practicing that once the connection was made the portal would touch their minds to confirm at least one person had been through it before. That was a security protocol of the Founders that no one truly understood, at least not this ‘Keyholder,’ but what they did know was that everyone onboard, including the passengers, would become potential Keyholders after transiting through the portal to whichever Temple they went.  
 
    If someone knew the technique but had never traveled to another Temple, the ring would reject them, so part of the reason for having a bridge crew full of redundant pilots was to give them the necessary ‘pass cards’ for future travel. When the portal accessed Paul’s mind he let it in, seeing it go to his memories of other Temples and look for something particular. The contact lasted so briefly he couldn’t identify exactly what it was looking for, but the fact that it had accessed his mind despite him being fully cloaked indicated that the portal was operating off of some form of psionics or Essence detection rather than sensors, otherwise it wouldn’t have known he was there in order to try and access his mind. 
 
    But as soon as it did all hell broke loose on the bridge, for the Keyholder began yelling frantically and got the rest of the crew doing the same. One of them went for the comm to inform the leadership of their race, but everyone on the deck suddenly froze in place as Sara exerted her Ikrid over all of them simultaneously. 
 
    I’ve got them, she said with a grimace. Do it. 
 
    Paul knew what she meant, for he had figured it out at lightning speed too. What had got the Keyholder going so crazy was the interface map that listed all of the Temples within the galaxy that they could travel to. It overlapped with a map of all Temples, with a swath of them being off limits because no one on the ship had ever traveled to them. They were Temples that the Dotaramin did not have any colonies in and they could not access unless another race brought one of their people there as a passenger…which they wouldn’t unless an agreement by all of the Vargemma insisted that they had to, for they didn’t want to share Temples more than they already did. 
 
    They knew they hadn’t all started off in one Temple, but in different ones. How they had mixed and formed the Vargemma had been lost to history, and these high level pilots didn’t know much more than the general population did, but the map of Temples had been constant the entire time…but now a new one had popped up on the portal map that did not exist on the Vargemma one, and that’s what had sent the crew into an excited and confused hysteria, for it wasn’t just a new Temple, but an accessible one, and both things should have been impossible, for all Temples had been inhabited since the beginning of Vargemma memory. 
 
    Paul and Sara knew it had to be because they were here…and that now accessible Temple had to be Beta, for it was the only other one they had personal memory of. Could the portal read their memories so close to identify each Temple, which were nearly identical to one another, as different locations? Or was there something hidden in their memories from their time at that Temple that the portals used as a pass card? 
 
    Paul couldn’t find it in his own memories without a long and deep dive, which was time they didn’t have. Whatever the case the pathway to Beta was open and these Dotaramin were about to report it back to their bosses, which was why Sara had stopped them. Now they were all frozen on the bridge, visible to any camera surveillance there even as their captors remained invisible. It wouldn’t take long before the delay to leave through the portal was noticed, and they couldn’t just hitchhike anymore as they’d planned.  
 
    Paul used his Essence and touched the interface, drawing on his partner’s memories as he tried to duplicate the technique necessary to dial the giant supergate… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damn, this isn’t working, he said after a few minutes of trial and error. It’s like trying to pick up a needle wearing mittens. 
 
    Then have Bob do it, Sara said, starting to have a little trouble holding all the minds on the bridge frozen while monitoring the far larger number throughout the rest of the ship. 
 
    Alright, Bob, Paul said to the captive Keyholder who he took control over from Sara. Just like we practiced, only this time for real. 
 
    An Essence rush from the Dotaramin manifested and reached out to an input pedestal made of crystal material similar, if not identical, to the type the Temple used to create Responders and other important interface terminals. That Essence tendril was the connection to the ship, and then the ship replicated it only many times larger using the Essence well inside it and the delicate technology that allowed the range boost necessary to reach across the miles of distance to one of the many input terminals on the portal.  
 
    When the connection was made, a series of manipulations had to occur in a sort of combination lock that required various different skillsets. The pattern was one that had been discovered by the placement of several of the more notable Caretaker facilities in the Temple. When viewed from above they created the pattern, essentially hiding the combination in plain sight for anyone with a starship, but each portal had its own combination, so someone standing on the far side of the Temple couldn’t look across and learn it without actually getting into space. 
 
    Star Force hadn’t even figured out those clues yet, but then again they were far from even making contact with the portals, for the basic technique required was a certain ‘frequency’ of Essence contact that the portal would recognize. Anything else it would simply shrug off as if there was no receptacle there at all. 
 
    When Bob had successfully entered the activation code, the portal sized up the ship being requested for transit and issued an amount of Essence that would be required. Paul used Bob to order the Vargemma ship to dump enough Essence into the portal to satisfy the request, and once completed it opened up with a shimmer crossing the interior of the circle and obscuring the smooth stone depression beneath it. 
 
    A destination prompt came up, with Paul choosing the new Temple ID that had caused the bridge crew to go berserk. When he did the ship began to move without engines as the portal locked onto it with some form of a tractor beam and began to pull it around and into prime alignment.  
 
    I think that did the trick, Paul said telepathically, for both were still invisible in case their presence might send an alarm off ship and ruin their moment of anonymity. The portal is moving us in. 
 
    Where are we going? 
 
    Beta, I hope. We’ve got enough Essence onboard for several trips if I’m wrong. 
 
    Why not Alpha? 
 
    I’m not sure which is Alpha, but even if Bob knows it doesn’t matter. We’re bringing a fleet with us, and to do that we have to get to Beta. 
 
    You have a plan? 
 
    If this works, yes, he said as they were pulled into the center of the portal but still clear of the shimmering pool. They were steadied in place, then the front of the ship dipped down and touched the energy barrier, sinking in as the start of an Essence bubble began to form around them. Once they got considerably far in, though not entirely half way, the bubble snap formed around the rest of the ship and they disappeared from view. 
 
    The inner workings of the Temple were now visible in Essence form, with numerous flowers around the perimeter and some on the interior. They were stuck on one of them, then several moments later they were thrown at amazing speed off it and into the vastness beyond as the massive Temple behind them shrank very quickly. 
 
    Paul sighed, releasing his cloaking device and appearing on the bridge as he rendered Bob unconscious with a thought. Sara did likewise, with everyone else dropping to the floor as she appeared and peeled back her helmet, smelling the odd scent of the Dotaramin that reminded her of cinnamon.  
 
    “Well that worked beautifully. What’s the catch?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet, but at least we’ve got our own ride now. Anyone alerted?” 
 
    “Not that I can tell. We might be able to let them ride as they are. How long do you think this jump will take?” 
 
    “If it’s like the Bridge, not long. If it’s less efficient, then we could be looking at days. We can take turns running laps until then.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m glad we’re not stuck outside this time. What are we going to do with them?” she said, indicating the sleeping ones draped all over the bridge. 
 
    “Keep them napping for a few hours. If this takes longer than that we’ll improvise some holding cells. Or maybe this ship has some already.” 
 
    “I doubt it, with how revered this place is. They wouldn’t think of someone breaking a rule here.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Paul said, stretching his arms behind his back. “I’m going to do some system hacking from here, and I’ve got plenty of helpers if I run into trouble. Feel free to explore.” 
 
    “Alright, but remember that these guys can kill you with one Essence shot if you’re not paying attention. Don’t get screen lock.” 
 
    “Please,” Paul scoffed. He could fly millions of ships simultaneously and still have enough mental focus left over to watch 100 different movies simultaneously. He wasn’t going to get distracted picking through code. 
 
    “It happened to Roger,” Sara said innocently. 
 
    “I’m not Roger.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a wink. “Just don’t want to lose you to one of these losers if they wake up early. So watch your back.” 
 
    “Ditto,” Paul said as she left the bridge and he touched a hand to one of the interface ports in the main console. His armor melted into it and made the necessary connections. After that he was in virtual mode hacking along with his armor’s automated systems while he kept plenty of focus on the silent bridge and those sleeping there, along with monitoring the doors and all the visible consoles just in case an alert went up. He released a fly-sized bit of armor from his shoulder that flew up to the ceiling, with the microdrone feeding him images of the consoles he couldn’t see from his standing position. Nothing here was going to catch him off-guard. The only question mark was their destination. He was fairly confident of his deduction, but there was no way to know for sure until they arrived and saw for themselves. 
 
      
 
    When Count Gorva saw one of Beta Temple’s portals activate he assumed it was another Caretaker ship coming in. A lot had been arriving and leaving since Star Force had inhabited the Temple, bringing in resources to get the giant complex up and running at full power. They were nowhere close to that yet, but the primary region where they’d set up camp was now fully defrosted along with two more, though most of the Temple was still a giant inverted ice cream cone.  
 
    But the ship that came through was not Caretaker, it was Vargemma, and that immediately put every Star Force outpost and set of armor on alert as the battlemap spread the alarm within a fraction of a second to those closest, and with a reasonably short lag to those further away. It took almost a minute before the Vargemma ship made contact with them on a Star Force frequency, with the call being routed to Gorva rather than the trailblazers in the Temple, for none of them appeared to be available at the moment…which was typical. They were probably training, eating, or fiddling with Caretaker technology. If something was important enough they didn’t mind being interrupted, but the Count was more than capable of taking a comm from the enemy, so he decided to let them get involved when they liked and deal with this himself. 
 
    “Hi there,” Sara said with a smile as her image appeared from the Vargemma bridge, with Paul in the background waving. “Mind if we park this thing here?” 
 
    Gorva let loose a deep belly laugh, one full of relief and admiration. “I had begun to worry about you two. Everyone else came back.” 
 
    “We found a Gamma Temple and took some vacation. Paul figured out how to use the portals, but our skills aren’t good enough yet to operate the equipment. Going to need some long practice sessions, but our friends here did the dialing for us.” 
 
    “They’re assisting you?” Gorva asked incredulously.  
 
    “They have no resistance to Ikrid, so we’re puppeteering. Do you mind calling off the swat teams? We need this ship intact and I don’t feel like getting blown up.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we seeing your battlemap ID sigs?” 
 
    “The hull of this ship blocks them. We’re hacking through the Vargemma comm systems, and Paul didn’t want to ruin the surprise either.” 
 
    “Can you access the battlemap?” 
 
    “We didn’t bother to hack that much,” Sara said, frowning. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “A lot. We’re at lethal war with the Vargemma and the Caretakers. Every Star Force unit in Alpha Temple has been tagged for eradication whether or not they’re involved in the fighting. Apparently word hasn’t reached here yet, but if it does we’re going to have to fight a massive amount of Caretaker troops, ships, and fixed emplacements. We’ve got ambush sites set up already, so when it does happen we can neutralize a lot of it, but there’s no way to keep them from making more units. Alpha is a mess and we’re preparing for it here. Did you have any problem in Gamma Temple?” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “We’ve been getting food and supplies from the Caretakers the entire time. Last was six days ago. They didn’t regard us as hostile at all.” 
 
    “Then maybe it is local to Alpha Temple. I certainly hope so.” 
 
    “How long ago did this start?” 
 
    “Six months, give or take.” 
 
    “Their comm system is faster than that,” Paul said from the background. “There’s no way they wouldn’t know. The eradication order has to be local.” 
 
    “Please let that be the case. Can you get reinforcements to Alpha, or only travel in the Vargemma ship?” 
 
    “We can use this one to let a convoy through if we have enough Essence onboard. We don’t, so we’ll have to use some of our Magicite. Please tell me you’ve got a spacial tap line set up?” Paul all but begged. 
 
    “We finally have a fleet outside, but we haven’t breached the Temple exterior yet. They only arrived two weeks ago with a handful of ships to set up the beginning of a Grav Jump terminal. There’s too little native gravity to bring in much of anything without it.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Paul said, shrugging. 
 
    “Do you have enough Paladin ships to make a difference?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Enough to help, not enough to wage a war. We hadn’t been expecting one, but we can certainly start spamming if you have a way to get them there.” 
 
    “We need special facilities built for our prisoners. We can’t let them kill themselves or we lose their keycards. The Temple network only allows passage through the portals to a Temple that you’ve already been to. That’s why the Vargemma have never been here, and why they freaked out when a new one show up on the portal option list because we were onboard. That’s how we were able to get here.” 
 
    “So they know Beta exists?” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “No, we stopped them from transmitting it out. The bridge crew knows, and the rest of the passengers don’t even realize we’ve taken control of the ship…until they look out the virtual windows and see all this ice. We need babysitters, now,” she emphasized. 
 
    “On it,” the Calavari said with a glance at one of his staff, who immediately got to work on the problem.  
 
    “Are we winning in Alpha?” 
 
    “More or less. Steve and Cora were able to use a Caretaker facility to let ships enter from the outside, but it didn’t last. The Caretakers retook the facility rather than block access, but their defenses are too strong to get through, so the fleet that entered is all they got. Three Avengers and Thrawn got through, some of the Knights of Quenar and others. Enough to win the short fight, but the Caretakers keep making more and we have no way to resupply the Avengers with Essence short of carrying it there in backpacks the way you went out.” 
 
    “Has someone done that?” Sara said with a cringe. 
 
    “No, because we can’t condense it down enough to be worth more than a few shots, but 9 more of your kind left to follow the route that Steve and Cora took so they could get there and assist. The rest are here or out in the hidden network doing stuff. The Caretakers have a lot more missions than overseeing the Temples, some of which are decidedly darkside.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Jason went out hunting the hunters. You can catch up on the full details, but the Caretakers are hunting mini-Hadarak, or at least other spacefaring beasts, and harvesting them at special facilities. They’re not using Reapers, but we’ve found a lot of hidden shipyards with them and some other nasty surprises.” 
 
    “Find any people?” Sara asked. 
 
    “No,” the Count said, his eye ridges furrowing. “Did you?” 
 
    “Yeah, a lot of them in popsicle mode getting stashed into a black hole base, we assume. We didn’t want to hitch a ride down there, but the Caretakers are using their network to move races we’ve never seen before from somewhere. Not our major concern at the moment, but it needs looked into.” 
 
    “Indeed, as are several other things your kind found, but the portals take priority. How long do you think it will take to learn this ability?” 
 
    “Weeks, maybe months,” Paul answered. “I know what to do now, I just don’t have the dexterity yet. My Essence touch is too clumsy. And we can only go to Gamma Temple. We need the crew to act as passcodes to get to the others that they’ve been to, and the bridge crew have been to most of them. They travel around to get the experience, because if everyone who has been elsewhere dies they lose the ability to travel between Temples.” 
 
    “How did the first ones obtain it then?” 
 
    “They don’t know. It seems to be lost to time. We also learned that a lot of information is withheld from the Vargemma populations. Only the extreme higher ups seem to know what’s going on, and as highly placed as the bridge crew is on this very exclusive vessel, they’re only allowed to know so much.” 
 
    “What makes the vessel special?” 
 
    “It’s designed for travel back and forth between Temples. I’m assuming an attack fleet will travel with it to Alpha, using it as the pass card. These type of vessels are regarded as amongst the holiest ships the Vargemma have, and the religion aspect is a lot worse than we thought from Alpha. Some of these races are so decrepit they don’t understand what the Temple is, and I think their leaders want to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Essence farming?” 
 
    “That and a lot more,” Sara added. “We don’t know enough, but there’s some major games being played within the Vargemma, with the promise of bringing the Founders back one day as the central theme, true or otherwise. How have the Caretakers reacted to them in Alpha?” 
 
    “Killed many, then let the others off the hook after they backed off. They forced a lethal confrontation to deny us the control room, which we couldn’t allow. They let their offenders be killed, and we obviously did not. Hence we’re deemed more the threat than the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Stupid machines,” Paul mumbled.  
 
    “Can we hold out there indefinitely or are we on the clock?” 
 
    “Thrawn can hold out indefinitely, but we do not control the Temple anymore. They’ve had to go underground for the most part, though we still have partial naval superiority, but not much Essence to wage a big fight with if they challenge us. They need reinforcements, if only Essence Tankers.” 
 
    “Get that spacial tap and I’ll do far more than that,” Paul said with a touch of eagerness. 
 
    “We need the full fleet, Count. I’m assuming you haven’t found a way to let the exterior ships in without blowing a hole in the outer shell?” Sara asked. 
 
     “No. All Essence engine-equipped ships are at Alpha. There was no need to try to bring them here. And we’re so far away from Star Force territory that we’re having to set up a logistics chain with defense outposts. Some of the locals have tried poaching our ships as they passed through.” 
 
    “Who?” Sara demanded. 
 
    “Two we’ve never seen, along with a very ragged Sarquori raider fleet,” Dorva said, referencing one of the original Rim Consortium members that later required conquering by Star Force in a rather one-sided war, but they’d never surrendered and some remnants had escaped into the galaxy. Their technology was decent, and over the past millennia they’d tried taking down Star Force ships whenever they could, and succeeded a few times when they caught one alone with overwhelming numbers. Always cargo ships or transports, never a warship. 
 
    “Those bastards,” Sara sneered.  
 
    “The new route is being secured, but that is also delaying the shipments necessary to build the grav jump link. The ships that have already arrived have done so the long, slow way. We can send more like that if needed?” 
 
    “No,” Paul said. “We need far more than can come that way. I’m not just going to Alpha. I’m going to every Temple in their network and taking away their ability to strike at our worlds.” 
 
    “Wait,” Gorva said, catching onto something he’d missed. “You know where they all are or are you trusting the Temples to take you there?” 
 
    “We now have a full map of all Temples and their locations within the galaxy,” Paul said confidently. “This ship has navigation data that is denied to the rest of their fleets. We know where they are, how many there are, and roughly how many Vargemma are in each Temple.” 
 
    “And how many are there?” 
 
    “A lot more than any of us estimated,” Sara answered. “2934. But they’re trapped inside the Temples with only the Keyholders able to move between them. They can jump in and out to the surrounding systems, but they can’t reinforce each other through the Temple network without this type of ship letting them through. If we take out these, then we can assault each Temple in sequence without having to fight the entire Vargemma fleet coming through in wave after wave of reinforcements.” 
 
    “Very few Vargemma are allowed to travel between Temples,” Paul explained. “So we’ve found their Achilles heel. Kill or capture the Keyholders, and we force them to move between Temples on normal spacelanes where we have the advantage. If they refuse to come out, we go in and wear them down with our unending reinforcements. But we have to have access for the full fleet to come through Beta. Light a fire under their butts and rush that tap. As soon as it gets fully operational, the Vargemma are going to lose possession of the Temple network and we’re going to stop their attacks on our worlds…” 
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    Jason-025 laid on his chest in the vacuum of space with his left hand exposed to the surface of one of the ‘space whales’ he had rescued. It wasn’t unharmed, and there were the dead hulks of several others nearby, but this one was still clinging to life and he was doing what he could to save it. He needed skin to skin contact, for his Regenerator wasn’t suited for something a half mile long, and only his Haemra and Dar’dax were allowing him to help patch the scared and angry monster back together. 
 
    The Caretakers hadn’t even bothered to kill the space whales before they started cutting them up, and every single drone he’d come across he’d happily blasted into oblivion. The Founders who set up this place, while extremely advanced, were sick as hell. He’d hoped they’d risen above such evil as they’d advanced, but apparently not. The trailblazer didn’t understand how people could make improvements in one area and go the exact opposite direction in others. Stupid Humans on old Earth boiling lobsters alive was bad enough, but they were pretty much clueless, amoral oafs. Someone who had the knowledge to build the Temples should be able to see that this was wrong. 
 
    But even as he worked on the space whale he knew his logic was flawed. The universe was heavily tilted towards the darkside, and he’d seen time and again that those who did not resist it became consumed by it. In some ways he figured that was a defense mechanism, for someone who experienced something horrific that they could not understand nor control would try to avoid it happening to them by doing it to someone else first. Or some believed that by participating in it they could control it themselves. Either way, the darkside corrupted people in continuously hideous ways, and those that did not die from it seemed to get worse over time rather than better. 
 
    As bad as the V’kit’no’sat were, they at least clung to some sense of honor. But maybe looking at the universal carnage of both the Hadarak and the apocalypse monsters the Founders had decided lives were a commodity to be used rather than people to be protected. The Caretakers weren’t torturing the space whales for sport, but the callous way they didn’t even bother killing them before slicing them up was just abhorrent. It was also a form of blindness, and Jason couldn’t figure out if they were just numb to what was going on or doing it intentionally.  
 
    But one thing was for sure now. The Founders were an enemy as much as the Hadarak, and Star Force had a lot of catching up to do before they would be able to dominate either one of them. But for now, at least, his only opponent were the Caretaker drones, and against them he was clearly superior…as attested to by the piles of debris floating around the harvesting facility that had once been their guards and harvesters.  
 
    The space whale he was working on now didn’t have a name, nor did it have a recognizable language. That wasn’t unusual for races without vocal chords, and especially for those that lived in the void…or semi-void…of space. These guys did communicate, but it was more hand signals, though Jason knew well how useful those could be if you did them right. In this case it was bioluminescence since they didn’t have hands, and though they could bend a little, they were mostly just floating rocks and looked the same.  
 
    Jason had trouble boring a hole through their corovon heavy shell, but since they absorbed material through it there were tiny pores everywhere. Currently they were all closed tight in defense mode, but he’d been able to work his way in to the interior and start repairing what was in the nearby 20 meters or so with his Haemra, and he’d chosen one of the gashes where a chunk had literally been sliced then scooped out of this one’s back. It had already started to seal over with some form of black goo, and he didn’t want to interfere with that, so he took up position nearby over the intact hull and got to work. 
 
    His Haemra could reach a long ways if he established tendrils using the space whale’s own biomatter to create them, but normally the psionic worked as much with the target’s nervous system as possible and using it to trigger healing abilities the individual already had. That wasn’t going to be good enough here, so Jason was forced to manually trigger regeneration of one area after another, but the space whale was going to take days to recover at that rate, and he didn't know if it would last that long. 
 
    Fortunately he also had a tier 4 psionic called Dar’dax that was a huge upgrade to Haemra, though technically different tissue. What it did was allow him to create small biological drones that he could send off with orders to fix this or that. They would operate remotely without his direct input and expire after a given amount of time, which he could select, and Jason had thousands of them out into the space whale’s body right now. He was having to cannibalize some of its tissue to create them, but it had plenty to spare despite what it had lost. 
 
    Jason couldn’t fill in the 6 ‘scoop’ marks and the 18 cuts the harvesters had made to it before he and his team had destroyed them. He just didn’t have the mass for that, and from the memories he was browsing as he worked he knew these guys grew very slowly, feeding mostly off of stellar wind and accumulating mass from it when they didn’t have access to nebula or the occasional asteroid. They never went to the surface of a planet, though he sensed their biological gravity drives were strong enough to. In fact they avoided heavy gravity wells entirely, grazing in the same star systems most of their lives with only a rare and dangerous trip between systems when their feeding grounds grew bleak.  
 
    Some would risk traveling elsewhere, hoping for more without actually knowing. Others would wait until the next stellar nova blew out a shell of material from the local star. Most stars did regularly nova, expelling their outermost layer in a massive explosion on a regular basis. Even Sol had done so a number of times, but fortunately Star Force had developed planetary shields by then capable of withstanding the expanding dust/rock shell that shotgunned everything in the system. 
 
    That very nova effect was how planets formed in the first place, at least the regular way when the Lifesprings were not involved. The star would nova, sending gas, rock, metal, and everything else out in a wave that would gradually slow as gravity pulled back on it. Because stars spun, when they threw the material out it would also be moving sideways. The pieces that were lucky enough to make it into an orbit would take years to be sucked back in, or some would spiral out and eventually leave the system. The rest of the junk that went more or less straight out would come straight back and get gobbled up by the star again, then possibly thrown out a second time when the next nova occurred. 
 
    But when a star novaed the larger molten chunks would solidify into round orbs, then those orbs would pull in other bits of nova trash with their own gravity and grow in size. The ones that survived and found more or less stable orbits became planets and picked up more matter with each additional nova, all the while being pushed outward a bit with each wave. That meant the planets closest to the star were probably the youngest and the others farther away were the oldest. 
 
    The stuff that did not form planets or get sucked back in created halos around the star, otherwise known as asteroid belts. Some rotated around the star, others were so far out by the time they’d finally had their momentum stopped by gravity that they’d gently drift back in until they got picked up by a passing planet, slamming into them and adding mass or getting lucky and becoming a moon.  
 
    So if the space whales waited long enough another wave of food would eventually come their way, but stars didn’t nova on a specific schedule and each was different. If waiting for one took too long a herd would move on and take their chances elsewhere, but that was a last resort for all but the bravest of them, for some would move out to establish their own herds in other systems, all the while staying away from the planets and the people who lived on them and typically residing in the nebula or outer asteroid belts far, far from the star that had spewed them. 
 
    They were shy to a fault, and Jason absolutely hated what had been done to them. They didn’t harm anyone and the Founders had targeted them probably because of their size. All this mass and resources for just one life. That was cold math that seemed to fit them, and he had a feeling they were hunting them across the galaxy and not just in this one region. 
 
    His team had backtracked some of the hunter teams, finding tiny gravity wells that they used as transport. The math on them didn’t add up, so Jason was assuming they were using augmented drives based off the technique the Uriti had revealed to Star Force that would allow a lot more power out of weak gravity, though he couldn’t confirm it here. He didn’t have a ship, just a heavily outfitted infantry team. There was no point nearby in the Caretaker network to get a ship to, though some of the trailblazers had gone back to access the few of those points that had been found, but Jason didn’t have that luxury with this barbaric facility. 
 
    And the worst part was, the Caretakers were sending units to repair it. So if he left they’d just rebuild what had been lost or, probably, create another one elsewhere to keep on hunting the space whales. He wasn’t going to let that happen, and unless the others needed his direct involvement, this was his new war to wage and he was just getting started, but in order to get a fleet into this secondary grav jump network he had to figure out where the space whales were hiding. He knew if he did that he could work it from the other direction even if Tennisonne hadn’t worked up a new engine design yet.  
 
    Where this space whale had been was what he was looking for as he tried to calm it down and reassure it was not in danger anymore. Jason was making sure it couldn’t move, not by the restraints the Caretakers had on it, but his own Ikrid lock on its body. And even if it tried there wasn’t much gravity to use here, so they were basically helpless once they arrived. There only a mere spec of gravity pull in one direction that Jason could find, and even the Caretakers couldn’t use that to work with around the facility. They had to use mooring beams for everything. 
 
    There were six more space whale survivors and the carcasses of 83, all in varying stages of dissection. If Jason was going to get this guy home, the sooner the better, for the sight of the others were not something even he was comfortable with, and he’d seen so much carnage in his life he was partially prepared for it. This guy had never seen another space whale die, for they appeared to be naturally self-sufficient, and that probably made them even better feed stock for the Founders.  
 
    Jason let go his physical connection to the space whale, pulling his armor in over his exposed palm before decompression had a chance to ravage it, then he hand walked along it over to another gash and reattached, working his Haemra there as his Dar’dax minions swam around inside the massive body looking for preprogrammed targets to sink into and start repairing almost as fast as Jason’s active Haemra could. 
 
    “Hey boss, we’ve got incoming. Looks like another hunter.” 
 
    Jason’s teeth clenched, but he didn’t abandon his healing effort just yet. “How many?” 
 
    “Looks like they got a pair of them. They’re not turning back at the sight of the facility.” 
 
    “Take one of the puddle jumpers and go out there. I want that ship this time.” 
 
    “We know what to do now. You staying here?” 
 
    “This guy isn’t out of the woods yet. If I leave he might not make it. Do you need me?” 
 
    “Nope. We’ve got this. Keep at it,” Kira-1301 said confidently as she and four other Archons began jumping off wherever they were on the large station and using either psionic or energy tethers to pivot them around and redirect their movements at quite fast speeds in the zero g environment.  
 
    The five of them was all that would be needed, though there were 42 of them here in total with another 9 off hunting the hunters in captured ships, though none of the actual harvester vessels. They had some puddle jumpers and other small craft they’d captured and reprogrammed, and one of those is what Kira’s team was heading to now.  
 
    She leapt/pulled her way across the exterior until she got to the captured ship that had a door-sized hole in it, then she pulled herself inside and waited for two more Archons to arrive. When all 5 were in one of the others took the helm and flew them out towards the approaching harvester, but without leaving the mooring range of the station. If you lost your grip out here, ship or otherwise, you’d float away with any decent momentum push, and the tiny anti-grav engines in the puddle jumper wouldn’t be able to reel you back in before your power supply ran out. 
 
    So it was dangerous out here even without the Caretakers shooting at you, and this extremely remote location far from any star was what made it so useful. Nobody could get here, and without the mooring system you couldn’t navigate even if you did unless you had the technology to latch onto the station itself and pull yourself along.  
 
    The puddle jumper met the harvester as it was about to dock, with the Archons leaving the tiny ship and getting on the front of the exterior hull with the two captive space whales tethered in the rear in slots capable of holding 16 of them at a time. Before they even got a few steps along the hull several guard drones popped out and trolled along using their own mooring beams, then opened fire at extreme range.  
 
    Kira and the others dispersed, going after different Caretakers each. She ran with her feet sticking to the hull and not bothering to worry about mooring beams. Her stride was perfectly timed and she deflected several shots off her armor’s shields before she returned fire. The tradeoff ended in her favor, for the drones were not well matched for Star Force technology when they had most of their small internal volume reserved for maneuvering capability and towing, for it was them that moved the giant space whales from harvester to dissection stations. 
 
    But not today, for as soon as her shots got through the drone’s shields two more wrist-launched blasts killed the thing and it started to float off gently from the hull. As Kira ran by it she pulled it towards her with her Lachka, then sliced it in a ‘V’ with her two death saber blades to make sure it was good and dead, then she headed left for her other target. It was already firing at her and succeeded in knocking her shields below 40% before she got within Lachka range.  
 
    Kira didn’t bother shooting it, but rather using a move she liked to call ‘Demi’ based off an old video game she’d played shortly after being born. She used the Lachka energy fields to squeeze the boxy drone from the outside in, crushing it into a paper wad and staying with it long enough to compact it down into a good and dead lump, more out of anger than efficiency. 
 
    The rest of her team dispatched the few guards that had come out of the harvester, for they didn’t carry too many. The facility would have sent out thousands of them to move the space whales, except it didn’t have any more. Kira and the others had made sure of that shortly after they’d arrived, and the ‘make me a drone’ workshops inside had suffered some mechanical failure as well, so they weren’t getting reinforcements unless they shipped them in. 
 
    When the last of the drones failed to stop the invaders and it was clear no more were coming, the harvester immediately turned around and tried to flee, accelerating back towards the distant gravity well but unable to shake the Archons. Kira made her way to a particular section of the hull and sunk her death saber blades in deep, then began cutting out a section of it along with one other Archon as the five grouped up again, all the while with the station slowly shrinking in the background. 
 
    When they got through the hull Kira dove inside, cutting away what equipment she needed to get to a major node junction. There she sank her hacking tentacles into the Founder technology and quickly killed the engines. It took a bit longer to assert enough control to reactive them and fly them back into docking position with the facility, but unlike the last harvester to show up this one didn’t get away, and with a few modifications they were going to have their own personal ride out into the ‘dark’ network as some of the Archons were starting to refer to it, not that there was any light out here now other than the pinpricks of stars in the background. 
 
    “Got it,” she reported to her Clan leader over the comm. “We can start redecorating now.” 
 
    “Make contact with the whales and let them know we saved them. They’ve got to be freaking out at the sight of all the dead.” 
 
    “Will do. You want the others loaded up in this thing?” 
 
    “Not just yet. I’m still trying to find out where they’re from.” 
 
    Kira hesitated a moment, then grinned. “I can save you the time. I’ve got a navigational log.” 
 
    “How far away?” 
 
    “6 jumps and approximately 129 days.” 
 
    “Do you have a map of the others?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’ve got more than 10,000 of these small gravity wells listed…just in this region.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Unfortunately. We’re gonna need some help.” 
 
    Jason audibly growled. “Tennisonne had better work fast…” 
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    Scar’vi was one of the Kiritak’s most experienced builders brought into Beta across the Bridge to work on setting up infrastructure inside the Temple. He was 78,038 years old and far superior to any Paladin birthed in the past month, though he had to admit the number of hands they were devoting to this project was impressive. He would have preferred to work with an all Kiritak force, as he usually did, but getting them here through only the Bridge wasn’t feasible. He simply needed more bodies than that would allow. 
 
    But when it came to expertise the Paladin were lacking, and they weren’t bringing in very many of their experts from across the galaxy either, mainly relying on their impressive genetic memory that got tweaked every millennia or so. That made them more than newbs, but nowhere in Scar’vi’s league, and getting this spacial tap online as quickly as possible with as few resources was relying heavily on his ability to improvise…something the Paladin didn’t do well. 
 
    Others would argue differently, but he knew the Paladin operated as a unit more than individuals, and their ability to adapt relied more upon mistakes and correcting them than it did visualizing before you made a mistake. Star Force didn’t have time for mistakes now, so he had been tapped by Count Gorva to get this spacial tap up and running as soon as possible, but it wasn’t so simple of a task. 
 
    For starters, there was an army of Caretaker drones running around inside the Temple trying to undo any excavation he made. There were armies of Paladin out hunting them inside the null zones where their comms were jammed so they couldn’t report back that they were under attack, but they kept coming endlessly. Fortunately they did not go on the exterior of the sphere, which was where most of the construction was ongoing…all under the threat of the Essence shield popping up and separating or killing those out there in the blink of an eye. 
 
    He’d been told by the Count that the odds of that happening were low, but not impossible. They were monitoring the Essence donations to the Temple and asking the Responders constantly about how much was necessary to activate the field…and deliberately undercutting that number so it wouldn’t happen. Right now the ice cube of the interior was only melted in a few spots, leaving the rest essentially inert. Until all of that returned to normal, the Temple would not engage the exterior defenses because it would not sacrifice the health of those inside in order to protect those inside. The Essence users took priority over the Temple itself, probably because it was programmed to groom them into more and more donations that would eventually rectify the problem on its own. 
 
    So for now, and hopefully well into the future, Beta Temple would only be minimally operational and the Essence barrier would not be activated. If it was, he was told, then they wouldn’t be able to get it back down again because they didn’t have the skills and knowledge required to gain control over it and most of the rest of the systems. It might take 1000 years of learning and Essence training before they did, so the spacial tap was their workaround to the problem of getting ships inside, and it all depended on that damn Essence barrier staying down. 
 
    Scar’vi was outside the Temple right now, floating around in a construction pod keeping a close watch on the progress. His people were overseeing the infantile Paladin as they deconstructed a section of it, which was not easy. The material wasn’t Yeg’gor armor, but it was damn tough to cut and he didn’t like the sloppiness of explosives. Furthermore, if they went too deep they’d get into the magma layer and it would start spewing out into space like a volcano, and that was one mess he was not going to accidentally run into. 
 
    A pilot conduit from the surface had already been cut, but it was only 8 meters wide. The aperture he’d been instructed to create here was 128 miles wide. It was meant to be a shave larger than the interior portals, for through them the fleet would be traveling to the other Temples, hopefully, and word had reached him that they had finally found a way to make that happen…meaning they were waiting on him and his crew to carve the channel inside, though that wasn’t the larger holdup. 
 
    Right now they had an aperture roughly 52 miles wide and 128 tall on the exterior, with the magma layer capped right now by a weaker barrier. He was going to get the exterior finished first, and a permanent defense force guarding it against Caretaker ‘fixing’ that would actually reseal it again over time. Once that was set up he’d work on expanding the width of the conduit up to the surface, and the rock cutting there would be easy compared to the exterior armor.  
 
    No, the biggest problem was gravity. The Temple was located in the doldrums of space far away from any star system. It had also been designed without a central mass, so its gravity silhouette was spread out and unjumpable save for the slowed possible travel. The only ships to get here were 3 MCVs that had been refitted with three times the number of engines they normally possessed, and they’d had to travel so low it had taken them 7 months from the nearest star.  
 
    Had they normal gravity to work with, it would have taken 3 days. And while he couldn’t give the sphere normal gravity, he could give it a little bit more in a small spot via artificial gravity generators. The catch was, their field disappeared within a certain range. An unlimited field would take so much power it would be impossible, so like inside a ship, there was a shield-edged zone where the AG was reflected back on itself and contained. But a ship slowing down required a great deal of distance. You couldn’t stop on a dime unless you had black hole level gravity, and even then you’d need at least a few kilometers to stop even the slowest standard jump.  
 
    To quote an old theatrical lesson from his early training as an engineer, We can’t stop. We have to slow down first, and that slowing down required distance. In order to get AG out that far, he was having to do something engineers hated to do…spam inferior equipment.  
 
    Artificial gravity generators had been around since the beginning of Star Force, more or less, and there were very efficient models now that could produce a lot more with less power, but he didn’t have time to build them. He was having to create a lot of weaker ones and string them out along 6 pylons sticking off the surface of the sphere. Those pylons were just rigid structure attached to the armored hull, and if the Essence barrier went up he wasn’t sure how it would affect it. He’d put the power source beyond so that wouldn’t be in jeopardy, as well as the command and control lines, but he assumed the telemetry line would be interfered with at the minimum. 
 
    If the field did come back up this spacial tap would be useless for the regular ships, but he wanted it here anyway so he installed maneuvering engines on the 6 pylons so they could maintain their exact orientation even if their stems were cut from the Temple...or if they needed to relocate it to another spot on the exterior.  
 
    The orientation was critical, for the target zone for approaching ships was only 634 miles wide. He couldn’t get it any wider without double the equipment costs, at the minimum, for each pylon had to link to the others to create one massive shield around the area, inside of which the numerous gravity generators would fill with the emissions that the incoming ships’ engines needed to push against to slow down. 
 
    Fortunately, since gravity was an emission, there was no physical link to the pylons, meaning no equal and opposite force to contend with…other than ships in front of them. To accommodate them Scar’vi had to establish a parking area underneath, so the pylons created more than just the gravity gauntlet to slow the incoming ships. It also had a zone where a few could park or be moved outside along the surface of the Temple via mooring beams…and he did know from the Paladin that the mooring beams would be interfered with by the Essence barrier. They’d though to test that much. 
 
    The reason he had to move ships to the side was in case the channel to the interior surface was blocked. Incoming ships couldn’t slow down except in this very small 1385 mile long channel, and when he had ships incoming that would be almost that long, they couldn’t be allowed to stack up. If there was a delay, and one was sitting in the channel when another ship in a convoy arrived, usually only minutes behind, then they could collide and be destroyed…and probably shove the debris right into the channel, blocking it for weeks. 
 
    He had wanted to offset the channel from the pylons, but that would make cause ships getting into it to be delayed. If this worked as intended, the incoming convoys would be spaced with as little gap between them as possible, so they needed to directly enter the channel and get to the inner surface without having to fully stop…and that meant having them lined up. 
 
    When he’d been told how many ships he needed to accommodate he’d been shocked when the Count told him ‘all of them.’ When he’d asked what that actually meant, the Count had said every ship in the Star Force navy across the galaxy.  
 
    That was when he truly understood the importance of this spacial tap. If he could get it working, and the trailblazers could find a way to use the portals, they were going to war against all the Vargemma Temples, not just Alpha. And they had to in order to stop the attacks on Star Force territory. Every month that passed saw more, so billions of people’s lives literally rested in Scar’vi’s skills, and those of the rest of his staff and even the Paladin. They had to get this to work, and to do it as quickly as possible. That’s why he couldn’t take the time to build the more efficient technology. He had to spam the older designs using resources acquired from within the Temple, and for that, at least, the Paladin were more voracious miners than even the Kiritak and the Bsidd…at least in startup operations like this. 
 
    The reactors to power this contraption couldn’t be built on site, for they had to be efficient. The Tia’mat-class reactors were essentially batteries using the most condensed fuel Star Force could make, and all had arrived filled to the brim. They had already arrived the slow way on the MCVs and were currently attached to the 6 pylon framework. He had full power, with replacement fuel easy to bring in over the Bridge due to its compact size, if not its weight. One cubic centimeter of it massed more than a dropship, and once inside the reactor it would be ‘unpacked’ and expand greatly in size before it was actually deconstructed during the reaction process when exposed to none other than basic water. 
 
    And the giant ice cube of a Temple had plenty of water available. 
 
    What Scar’vi did not have was enough gravity generators. About a third were already built and installed, with the Paladin still building more factories inside to increase their production rate. Scar’vi didn’t know which would happen first, getting the gauntlet up to necessary power to stop the massive transport ships that would be arriving, or getting the channel dug out and lined sufficiently to keep the Caretakers from poking holes in it. If he’d done his planning correctly, both should be completed at approximately the same time. 
 
    Then they’d make a test jump away from the Temple first, arrive in the neighboring star system, then jump back…and hope they didn’t mess up on the math. After a few successes he’d report to the Count that the spacial tap was operational…assuming everything did go as planned, and it didn’t always happen that way. 
 
    The major wild card here was keeping the Essence barrier down. If it went up, then all they’d be getting through the tap would be non-living cargo. And a fleet was nothing without the pilots who flew it.  
 
    The gravity field generators were reliable technology. He wasn’t worried about them. And the navigational technology, coupled with the beacons they were building on the tips to help ships in the star system detect the exact location were not too worrisome. He trusted the fleet to know whether or not they could hit such a small target before they tried to, and if he had more time he would have built some extra gravity fields further out to act as a last second steering mechanism.  
 
    He was still going to, after the tap became operational, as well as a lot of other housekeeping things to make it better, but those had to wait until the fleet started to pour through. Until that happened, only the bare bones were being built, for even a small delay would mean another Star Force world would burn under a Vargemma Essence attack.  
 
    Four more months, he estimated. Assuming no Caretaker issues arose. He wasn’t in charge of the defensive efforts. Others were seeing to that so he could focus entirely on the construction. He was worried about when he opened up the channel to the interior, for there was no way to hide that from the Caretakers except with a cloaking or null field…and they’d know something was there one way or another. If they brought out their huge corkscrew ships and landed one on top of it, the Caretakers could plug the hole.  
 
    He couldn’t control that, but it still worried him. Star Force needed this badly, or needed someone who could actually control the Temples. And it didn’t seem like there were any Founders around to do it, nor any Vargemma willing to switch sides, though he’d been told that even they did not fully control the Temples.  
 
    And if they couldn’t, it wasn’t likely that the trailblazers would learn how in time. They had to cheat the system with the tap and get the fleet inside. Once they did that, he’d been assured, things would escalate quickly. But if he didn’t succeed, they’d have to wait until the Paladin built enough new ships here to form a sizeable fleet, and that would take decades, let alone centuries, to get to the number that would match even the tiniest portion of the galactic Star Force fleet. 
 
    No, Scar’vi had to open the door. If and when he did, and the fleet was summoned en mass, the Vargemma were going to see a sight few in the galaxy ever had. 
 
    And they were not going to like it one bit. 
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    Jorwan was plying a Responder with questions regarding the Mui technique, one of many on the path upwards on the Temple’s prerequisite list to get to portal operation, when he received a signal on one of the Knights of Quenar broadcast frequencies. Most communications within Beta Temple were through Star Force’s growing comm grid, but when the KoQ wanted something in private they used their own, meaning a ship or other form of transponder had to be close by. 
 
    Jorwan’s comm equipment he wore embedded within his robes, as were the rest of his technological devices, in order to give people observing him a false sense of safety. Unlike Star Force, which wore their armor fully deployed far more often than needed, the Knights of Quenar wished to be as low key as possible until the moment to strike arose in whatever mission they were on, and even though Star Force was not a target here, they did not alter protocol. 
 
    A mental link to his garments and subcutaneous devices allowed Jorwan to control them while leaving his hands free, but he held the line until he walked away from the Responder and went outdoors to stand underneath a nearby tropical tree that had recently grown slightly taller than his head, but did little to shade him from the now intense sunlight. 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    “It is about to happen, and there will be no delay. If we wish to go first, then we must go now.” 
 
    “Have they breached the interior yet?” 
 
    “It will be momentarily. I am told the ships are already inside the conduit.” 
 
    Jorwan leapt into a run to get to higher ground. There was a small ridge to the south, which he climbed quickly before scaling one of the small trees in a single jump and clinging to the thin upper trunk with his four legs as he got his head height as elevated as possible. He looked to the southwest where he knew what Star Force referred to as the ‘spacial tap’ was supposed to enter into the Temple. All the ships here were Star Force, built on site, so the KoQ had none present, unlike in Alpha Temple. That said, they had been invited to come along when the fleet finally arrived, and apparently today was that day. 
 
    “How close are they? I see nothing.” 
 
    “You see something. When it activates you will see nothing.” 
 
    “Meaning a shield?” 
 
    “They have to prevent the Caretakers from intervening, and the only way to destroy them and not trigger the same response as was done in Alpha is to destroy them without being seen.” 
 
    The words were barely out of his fellow KoQ’s mouth when a half sphere of darkness appeared in the distance. Not much was visible from Jorwan’s position, but he could make it out equivalent to a sunrise, except this curve was deep black and absorbing all signals that went into it. A few moments later he felt the tree beneath him shake from a series of tremors that he knew to be the upheaval of the rock beneath the concealment canopy washing all this distance to his location. They were of no threat, but the continuous rumble testified to what was not visible.  
 
    “Do you wish to be picked up?”  
 
    “No, I will remain here. My duty is in unlocking the mysteries of the Founders. Yours is with the Vargemma, though I wish I could see their reaction. I still cannot believe they had the gall to declare us primitives. Such arrogance and deceit.” 
 
    “We will record and make it available to you later. Have you made any progress?” 
 
    “Minimal. I am having difficulty getting information. Say’ma was correct, the Responders are programmed to only feed us small amounts to encourage repeated practice. It is slowing matters down considerably.” 
 
    “I do not envy you the patience required. We are an Order of action.” 
 
    “We do what is necessary, and our advancement will spring forward by leaps and bounds because of the knowledge stored here. It is not a matter of patience, but a great honor laced with frustration.” 
 
    “Have the Star Forcers been of help?” 
 
    “In their own way, but we are nearly equal now from the Responders’ point of view. This ladder we will have to climb one rung at a time, and they have more pressing concerns, as do you.” 
 
    “The chaos of the Vargemma must be ended, and their treason addressed. After all these years I am surprised to say I trust Star Force to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “They have a hidden steel we did not originally see,” Jorwan admitted. “Their methods may spare lives, but in a way that still fully neutralizes threats.” 
 
    “Do you think they will turn them into an advantage?” 
 
    “They will not execute them, and they will not let them stagnate. They will force assimilation or solitude. It is more than the Vargemma deserve, but if something can be gained from them I will allow Star Force to claim it. We cannot distract ourselves with such efforts.” 
 
    “We are fortunate they can. The Uriti have proven to be far more valuable than even the Chixzon knew.” 
 
    “Our gravest error was plotting to kill them once Star Force took control. Before then we are not at fault, for the threat had to be neutralized. Their method, which we did not possess, has been proven to be the superior method.” 
 
    “I agree. But at times it concerns me how trusting we are of them.” 
 
    “We trust their nature, not their allegiance.” 
 
    “Is that not the same thing?” the KoQ on the other end of the line said as the dark sphere altered, and out of it came the familiar shape of a Star Force Warship-class jumpship pointing straight up as it broke the smooth curve on the darkness but did not alter the concealment zone at all on passing. 
 
    “And so it begins,” Jorwan said gravely. “We stand at the moment of inevitability and are witness to a power shift within the galaxy. We have chosen our allies well, have we not?” 
 
    “If they stay true to course, yes. I do not like being the inferior with regards to the mission outcome.” 
 
    “So long as it is accomplished we will play whatever role is required.” 
 
    “It is still unnerving.” 
 
    “I became acquainted with that sensation when they took control of the first Uriti. Now it is a dull comfort. They have the power to stand against the Hadarak purge, we can only slow it down. Our Order will be for naught if the galaxy is destroyed.” 
 
    “Our mandate doesn’t cover the Hadarak?” 
 
    “How can it?” 
 
    “Are they not living? Do they not have potential masters in the Deep Core? Perhaps countless races of them? The galaxy will not be dead, merely replaced. Is it our mandate to choose or let events play out?” 
 
    “If the apocalypse monsters come, all is lost. The Hadarak will have to withdraw from the Rim after they conquer it or risk luring them here. The planets they colonize will be evacuated, or more likely sterilized. There will be nothing but vast tracks of death waiting for life to restart. Our mandate is to protect what is already here and allow it to continue to advance. A reset means we have fully failed.” 
 
    “Even if we survive it to become stewards in the aftermath?” 
 
    “It would still be failure, and far worse damage than the Uriti could ever inflict, even with their minions spreading across the galaxy. Do you seek to explore the depths of potential failure?” 
 
    “No, I simply do not like our mission success or failure relying on the will of others. I wish to earn it for ourselves and control our destiny. Allegiance is…unreliable.” 
 
    “We work with what we have available,” Jorwan said as the first ship cleared the bubble, only to be replaced by the front end of the next one so very close behind the first. Dangerously close. How tightly packed was Star Force bringing them in across space? “Do you notice the separation?” 
 
    “They mean to launch their attack as soon as possible. I would not expect them to thin their convoys.” 
 
    “It is almost reckless.” 
 
    “Perhaps their navigational abilities are better than we estimated?” 
 
    “Possibly. Or they are desperate to stop the attacks on their empire. The Vargemma will soon surpass the damage the V’kit’no’sat had done to them, and their value of life must be making them even more impatient. How helpless do you think they feel, unable to save the lesser lives we would simply write off as acceptable losses?” 
 
    “It would be maddening. I do not understand their full mindset. I only know that they will exact sufficient vengeance on the Vargemma and I intend to be there to witness it.” 
 
    “Do we have ships coming through?” 
 
    “I am told no. There is too long of a waiting line, and Star Force does not wish us to have access to this Temple with them.” 
 
    “They said as much?” 
 
    “They said we have done enough in Alpha. The brunt of this battle is theirs to bear.” 
 
    “That is not them distrusting us. It is them being uncomfortable of being in our debt. It seems they dislike relying on others as well.” 
 
    “Then that we have in common, except they can field far larger numbers than we can.” 
 
    “We are an Order, not an empire. Know your role.” 
 
    “We are all that is left of our race. Our true race. Perhaps some should revert to what we once were in order to expand and leave the Order to the delicate work while they deal with…” 
 
    “No,” Jorwan said firmly. “We cannot go back. Forward is our destiny, and Star Force would be far more reliable an empire than our people would be. We only need look back at history for that lesson.” 
 
    “Why do you believe so?” 
 
    “The greater the size of an empire, the more difficult it is to keep bound together. The Order survives because of our focus and training. The mission drives us. An empire has no mission. It will diverge, and with that divergence it will fracture. We cannot…we will not repeat the mistakes of the past. We cannot do everything, but what we do we will be superior in. Let Star Force have the empire. We now have access to the mysteries of Essence, and in that lies the true power. The power to kill Uriti with a single ship, if need be. Let the commoners handle the obvious matters. Our path lies in the darkness beyond their vision.” 
 
    “So long as we have a path I am content. Star Force seems to be making us redundant.” 
 
    “Your commitment waivers?” 
 
    “Perhaps it does. We are no longer masters of our own fate and I seek to reestablish control.” 
 
    “We have not lost it. Do not fear, for Star Force is our weapon against the Hadarak and the Vargemma. We must make sure our weapon does not become compromised or blindsided. We must shield them, and in that we have our superiority. They do not think like a fiend, and as such can be taken off guard. We must protect them against what lurks out there, on the flanks, and make sure it does not strike a fatal blow. The Vargemma have been such a threat, and now we must make sure Star Force is able to land the killing blow. You must make sure. The Vargemma are not to be underestimated in their treachery…or their stupidity. The truly stupid can surprise even the wisest.” 
 
    “Especially the wisest. I take your meaning. Are you certain you will not come?” 
 
    “I wish to go, but my duty is here and I will not delay it.” 
 
    “Very well. We are off then. You will be the only one remaining here.” 
 
    “As is right. We gain nothing by redundant learning.” 
 
    “Farewell. I doubt we will be returning here, regardless of the outcome.” 
 
    “Leaving the Temples is far easier than entering. Do what needs to be done, then return to the galaxy. I will seek the knowledge here and pass on what I learn.” 
 
    “I leave you to it then. We will be on the first ships to go through.” 
 
    “Guard them well,” Jorwan warned. “They do not understand the Vargemma mindset as we do.” 
 
    “They learn quickly,” his counterpart said, then broke the transmission as he set off to join the fleet as more ships continued to slowly move upward from the surface and that seemingly small black orb on the upward lifting horizon.  
 
    It would take time to bring in even a small fleet, but he doubted that flow would cease even for a few minutes if he had tagged Star Force’s intent correctly. The meant to defeat the Vargemma in all the Temples, and to do that they were going to need an insane number of ships…and to do it with non-lethal weaponry made the task all that more difficult.  
 
    But if there was one empire that was comfortable with non-lethal warfare, it was Star Force that was aptly suited to this task.  
 
    And if the Vargemma chose to fight back lethally and force a three way war in all the Temples, well, Star Force could handle that as well. Here, at least, there would be no confrontation with the Caretakers, which was also why Jorwan had to stay in Beta. All the others might end up contaminated with endless warfare, and he needed to devote his full attention to unlocking the secrets of the Founders…before they returned and became another threat to contend with.  
 
      
 
    Paul had been waiting on the surface in one of Beta’s Star Force colonies to see what reaction there was from the Caretakers when the surface exit was exposed, and like clockwork a number of patrol drones were sent to the location and disappeared inside. While he couldn’t see through the null field any more than they could, he did have a subsurface data line that gave him the sensor images from inside that dome, and he could see the defense units there, both mobile and imbedded on the ring of the aperture, take down the Caretakers almost as soon as they crossed the barrier. 
 
    If even one of them turned around and made it out again to sound the alarm then things would go badly here in Beta, but there were enough mooring beams set up to snag the fleers that he didn’t expect any problems…but one didn’t know for sure until you tested your theory, and he was glad to see everything was working as planned. 
 
    After the first few dozen ships came through Paul took a dropship up to one of the warships and took command from there. Unfortunately the Excalibur and the other Borg vessels were too large to come through the spacial tap or the portals, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t bring an astromech along to plug into. He’d had one specially built into a standard warship hull, and that’s the one that came through first in line along with the other command ships for the trailblazers here and waiting.  
 
    Some were donut shaped, but Paul had chosen a regular warship to take command from, because without his Borg vessel to protect him he was going to have to rely on anonymity, and he wasn’t too comfortable taking a command ship. They stood out too much, and they didn’t have any shielding yet that could stop an Essence attack. Designs were in the works, and already deployed on the Avengers, but they didn’t have time to build extra stuff, and those ships would be going to the front of the line where he couldn’t go. 
 
    He had to be the spider in the center of the web controlling his fleet, and the same was true of the others, for they weren’t all going to Alpha. They were splitting up and heading to different Temples once they got enough ships here. Paul had the privilege of going first, but he wasn’t going to Alpha either. It was no longer exporting assault ships to hit Star Force worlds, but Gamma was, and since he was the Keyholder to get there, that’s where he’d chosen to start his campaign against the Vargemma. 
 
    But first they were sending some ships and Essence tankers to Alpha, and those would be going as soon as the ships arrived. No waiting for a massive fleet. And since they’d had months to just sit and wait, he and the other trailblazers had been practicing the dialing technique, and most of them were now able to manage it in a crude way. Enough to get it to work, though not always on the first try. 
 
    When the others left to get to the new Temples they would be sending back new Keyholders that would spread around to all the Temples, just like the Vargemma pilots did, but Paul was going to be busy in Gamma for a long time. That was, unless they chose to surrender, which he highly doubted. And priority number 2, after stopping ships from leaving, was capturing existing Keyholders to the small number of other Temples that the Dotaramin did not have access to. 
 
    That would be the quickest way to safeguard the empire, but regardless of whether it was a long or short fight, as soon as he arrived in Gamma they wouldn’t be sending out any more raiding parties from there. Once more ships arrived in Beta his peers would be doing the same elsewhere, and thankfully Star Force had the ships to spare. 
 
    And they were already being summoned to Beta from across the galaxy, flowing through the spacelanes like little rivers heading for the waterfall that was the spacial tap. So long as the Essence barrier didn’t go up, that waterfall was going to be the end of the Vargemma. 
 
    If it did go up, then they were back to square one, and he didn’t think the Vargemma would be caught off guard again and let him steal access to the shield controls in Gamma. They’d lock them down or trigger the Caretakers to do it again, just like in Alpha. And the Responders were still refusing to teach them how to unlock those controls, despite the fact that they’d learned to open the portals from the inside. They were still insisting that all lesser skills must be learned first. 
 
    Star Force now had an opening, and the trailblazers intended to make use of it. But there were a lot of ships that had to come through the tap. Months worth. And they had to come through one at a time. Fortunately the Vargemma didn’t know about this Temple, or have any way to access it. This might work, but it was going to take them a long time to get enough ships inside to assault all the Temples. 
 
    Fortunately Paul wasn’t going to have to wait as long as the others.  
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    March 22, 128551 
 
    Krichkraw Nebula (Novatis Kingdom) 
 
    Alpha Temple 
 
      
 
    Steve-004 jumped from a rocky ledge, landing below some 18 meters just as the explosives blew. The blast wave sent a shotgun of rubble over top his head and out into the jungle beyond, missing him as it overshot the ledge, and mixed in with the natural material were bits and pieces of Caretaker drones.  
 
    The hangar he’d just destroyed had been a gathering place for them as they came up from subsurface factories. Those he couldn’t get to so easily, but the hangar was one of thousands of soft targets around the Temple that he and the others were seeking out and destroying before they could spew out cloud formations that could do a lot of damage. The Caretakers had figured out isolated units were pretty much going to be lost on contact with Star Force troops, even against single individuals, so they were hoarding the new replacements until they could release a group together…and that’s what Steve had just blown up with a backpack-sized satchel of Det-blocks.  
 
    The Paladin had been manufacturing them and a lot of other little toys that were allowing the Archons to do an increasing amount of pinpoint damage in this forever war. As many as they destroyed, more would be built and sent out on search and destroy missions, including some major attacks on the Paladin colonies. A few had been lost, but Steve had enough naval power now to cover for most of them, and the longer time went on the more the Paladin reinforced their aboveground strongholds…all the while expanding their subsurface ones. 
 
    But the shipyards were beyond reach. Without Essence refueling, the Avengers couldn’t get at them as the Caretakers rebuilt what had been damaged and continued to send ships out of their hidden spacebound facilities in near the center of the Temple. Everyone knew they were massing more ships for a bigger push, just as the Paladin were prepping to defend against one. This would continue to go on indefinitely until Star Force succumbed or managed to cut off the Caretakers’ supply lines…but that wasn’t happening. The Temple was a giant depot of material they could draw on, plus they had interstellar logistics to back that up. No, they couldn’t starve the Caretakers to death, but they could force them to keep devoting resources to replacing their smaller units. 
 
    What worried Steve the most wasn’t their conventional weapons. It was the Olopar and any other Essence weapons they had. The mountain turrets had been getting targeted ever since the end of the major fighting, but when it became clear Star Force had been able to locate them before they rose up and activated, the Caretakers had been sending troops to guard those locations. The Paladin and the Knights were still taking some of them out, slowly, and now they had a nice field of safety over several regions where naval vessels could operate without risk of getting one shot out of the sky, but most of the Temple surface was still off limits to the warships. 
 
    Steve was in one of those areas now, as were others flying around on dropships or even speeders beneath what would be the firing range of the mountain turrets, though it was unlikely they’d have used such enormous amounts of Essence to kill a single person even if they could. And as it was, they had a lot of smaller turrets using conventional weaponry spread out at key points, plus the patrolling Caretaker units, and the aerial hunters, and the Beast Wars wannabe prowlers with a host of other newly discovered assets the Caretakers had been rolling out to counter them. 
 
    Steve doubted they had seen every trick in the Caretaker bag yet, but if and when they got another Olopar up and running, and the Avengers couldn’t strike it down, then nowhere on the surface would be safe…and with the Vargemma supplying the Temple with all the Essence needed to fuel them, well, things didn’t look good in the coming years, which was why most of the Paladin construction efforts were in bases deep underground where some of the Essence effects couldn’t reach…although some could if they were able to locate them.  
 
    Which could and couldn’t wasn’t known yet, for no such attacks had been launched, but he figured the heart attack weapon could be modified to get through a lot of rock rather than cling to the surface if it could already pass through the armor on starships. Every Star Force unit in play in Alpha Temple wore a regenerator at all times to counter such an attack, but without a full list of Olopar abilities they were playing dangerously in a field they did not completely understand. 
 
    The trailblazer hugged the ledge as the explosion debris rained down and then the rumbling stopped, leaving a dust cloud lazily migrating towards the east. He jumped into the sky and flew under his own power southwest, seeing if he would draw any fire from surviving units as he circled around to get more altitude. Once he got high enough he scanned where the hangar had been, seeing that it had totally collapsed with a sunken mound of broken rock now covering it. 
 
    The Caretakers would dig it out and rebuild, but that would take time. Until then this access point was off limits…now on to the next one. He needed to seal up all the routes from the subsurface factory in order to truly cork the bottle, and there were a minimum of 7 exits already found, with Steve having probe droids quietly out looking for more at the moment. 
 
    He wasn’t cloaked. There wasn’t any point now. If there were units nearby he needed them to find him so he could destroy them, and with single man assaults occurring everywhere, he’d prefer drawing the strongest enemies to him in order to keep them away from others. But right now there was nothing below him or in the surrounding area, so he flew off from the demolished hangar and headed over the 387 miles to the next closed one after swinging to the south to pick up his speeder that would get him there a lot quick than his own Yen’mer or his armor’s limited anti-grav system. 
 
    He slid onto the bike-like craft and accelerated for a few seconds before receiving a priority ping on the battlemap. It wasn’t anywhere near him, but Star Force relay drones were flying all over the interior of the Temple and getting shot down regularly in those doldrums of space, but in doing so they were allowing the battlemap signals to be passed everywhere within the Temple, and the Paladin had no trouble making more to replace the losses. 
 
    So even out here far away from any Star Force base, Steve still had access to comm and updates…including the notice that a portal had opened. He knew it probably wasn’t something originating from here, because the control tower was still protected behind the Caretakers’ carrier ship and not even the Vargemma had been allowed back inside. That meant it was probably a Vargemma ship coming in, as a few had in the recent months. Most were scouts relaying information back to the other Temples. He wondered if the intra-Temple communications system had been denied to them or if they never truly had access to it in the beginning. Star Force didn’t rank high enough to utilize those systems, nor did they have access to those Caretaker facilities anymore either, but for some reason occasional scouts would come in, look around, then bug back out within a few hours. 
 
    He assumed they were delivering messages at the same time, but they hadn’t been able to crack the new Vargemma encryption yet. The old ones had already been broken using intel from prisoners, and a lot of regular comms data was still getting to the Paladin because of that, but the higher level stuff had altered their codes and procedures, so whatever the scouts were saying was being kept private. 
 
    Then he got the update from the battlemap that showed a Star Force vessel coming in and he almost jumped off his speeder in excitement as he gave a war whoop yell.  
 
    “Welcome to the party, pal!” he said without broadcasting, instead just watching as the warship came into the Temple and disconnected several smaller ships from its hull. They weren’t drones, but rather hitchhikers to allow all to travel in the same Essence bubble and save time, otherwise they’d have had to go through the portal individually, for they wouldn’t take closely grouped fleets. Only single craft…or craft physically bound to one another. 
 
    Steve stopped flying, canceling his mission and waiting for data to determine what his next move should be. If he was right… 
 
    Yes. The smaller ships were Essence tankers, and another warship was coming through the portal behind them as well. However they’d done it, Star Force had managed to get reinforcements to come in, probably from another Temple, unless they’d learned some code to get through into this one from the outside without control room permission. 
 
    That was a mystery he could figure out later. The Avengers were already moving from their current positions and racing to get to the tankers, as was the rest of the fleet, before the Caretakers could. Give those three ships enough Essence and Alpha Temple was going to be theirs for the keeping, and not even those massive Yeg’gor-adorned carrier ships were going to stop them. 
 
    Steve took off again on his speeder, heading for the hidden dropship some 1600 miles away that he and several other infiltrators were operating out of. He sent a recall signal to them, intending to return to the nearest Paladin base and get linked up with the fleet, then the portal shut down after a few hundred ships came through and he worried that something had gone wrong. At least until he got a priority update through the battlemap explaining what was going on. 
 
    Alpha would get some relief, and as much Essence as they needed…which was the key thing they were lacking…but right now this Temple wasn’t a threat to the rest of Star Force. The other ones were the current launching pads for the planet-killing raids going out into the galaxy, so the Star Force fleet was going after them first and would circle back here in years to come if Alpha couldn’t get the job done on their own. 
 
    “Go get ‘em,” Steve said wholeheartedly. Three Avengers with unlimited Essence was enough for Alpha to get the job done. The Paladin would provide everything else they needed over the course of time. And better yet, Star Force now knew how to use the portals, with the catch of Keyholders that had to be developed via travel, but that was a minor issue now. As long as Beta’s shield didn’t go up and block their entry point, they now had a way to access all the Vargemma Temples. 
 
    And it was time for them to finally pay the piper.  
 
      
 
    Paul came through the portal 35th in line, with his ship immediately dispersing its overload of drones. The normally smooth hull looked like it had been cached in mud, but once the metallic bee hive flew off its clean persona was revealed and moved into formation with the others waiting to guard the single portal they were all coming through.  
 
    Fortunately they weren’t getting scattered like in Alpha Temple, but then again they didn’t have more ships coming through than a single portal could handle either. Paul waited until he had some 200 ships, including one Avenger, already inside Gamma Temple before he transmitted his ultimatum to the Vargemma from every ship in the growing fleet to disguise which one he was actually on. 
 
    “Attention douchebags. I am Archon Paul-024, and I am here to stop your attacks on my empire. You can do so voluntarily, or I can destroy all your ships. Either way this Temple is no longer going to be killing my people. How you wish to proceed is up to you. We can fight this to the death, we can fight using stun weapons, or you can surrender. In none of these three situations do you retain possession of the Temple, though there are far too many of you to remove,” he said, referencing the 178 trillion Vargemma listed as living here by the Caretaker accounting programs, but even then the Temple wasn’t even a quarter full of people. 
 
    “As we have done with other enemies, we do not seek your deaths. You will be incorporated into our empire in some fashion. How is to be determined. But your actions…or those of your kin…have ended any sovereignty you now claim. You either participated in the murder of my people, or you allowed it to occur. And all for what? Because we have the courage to face the Hadarak when you do not? We have the ability to fight and defeat them. Are you truly aiding them now, despite the instructions within the Temple to help you do just the opposite? If any of you wish to talk and explain your actions, now is the time. I have a great many ships coming, and we’ll just be sitting here for a while before we attack. If any of you want to negotiate before we start blowing up your stuff, please step forward…” 
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    March 31, 128551 
 
    Stricorva Nebula (Unexplored Frontier) 
 
    Gamma Temple 
 
      
 
    Milan Tupudi was the lead pilot on the Protovic drone carrier ship Anshelot, which was little more than a very thin and long vessel onto which the triangular wedges were packed. It was currently just narrower than the Temple Portal and stretching some 834 miles long, with it just now popping back into normal space as it entered Gamma Temple for the first time. 
 
    Milan immediately got a battlemap update with thousands of warnings, no-go zones, target selections, and other general information being pumped out by the mastermind behind it all…that being one of the trailblazers, Paul-024, who was somewhere in the fleet as it was spread across half the Temple interior fighting the Vargemma.  
 
    Or rather what was left of their ragtag fleets. 
 
    There was still combat all over the place, but there were far more Vargemma ships now listed as Star Force property and floating in various ‘pens’ with protective warships around them than there were active threats. The ‘safe’ ones had been disabled and boarded rather than destroyed, and as soon as Milan’s carrier ship snapped into existence inside the Temple the drones on it began to peel off in waves without his or anyone else’s input onboard the ship. Nearby warships, or perhaps even Paul himself, were ordering them off and incorporating them into the existing fleet groups. 
 
    It didn’t matter if those ships were Protovic or not. Star Force drones were built to answer anyone’s call, and the shape didn’t matter. Each faction had its own, or used mainline’s rectangular block default, and if needed they could even be stacked together, though you had to have a high degree of Tetris skills to pack them in properly. Typically after battle you had far more carriers than you had drones, so it was virtually never an issue, and this insane battlefield was no exception. 
 
    There were carcasses of dead drones everywhere despite Star Force having issued a ‘no lethal ordinance’ decree on the battlefield. Apparently the Vargemma weren’t obliging, and Milan didn’t know why. Then again, he didn’t need to. He got his navigational coordinates and began moving the Anshelot off and away from the portal as the next ship came in. He’d never been this close to ground before, being only a handful of miles above it at the rear, but due to the size of the vessel, the front portion was already stretching up into space. 
 
    His ship was huge when loaded up like this, but it was merely a spec to what he was seeing around him. His jaw dropped when he saw the distance readings from one side of the sphere to another. He’d been told what a Temple was, but it wasn’t until just now that the sheer magnitude of it truly sunk in.  
 
    “Are you seeing this?” he whispered to the bridge crew seated in stations beside him. 
 
    “We’re actually flying inside this thing,” another Protovic answered in awe. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “What’s crazy is these bastards thinking they have a chance against us,” the Captain said, his face a glowing mix of blue and yellow colors that caste odd shadows against the normal lighting. “Looks like we’re bringing in the cleanup crew.” 
 
    “Cap, there are a lot of lethal target batteries out there,” Milan noted, tearing his eyes away from the current fleet fighting and seeing the icons on the Temple’s surface. 
 
    “I know, I just caught that. They’re labeled inactive so long as non-lethal protocols remain. I don’t think the Vargemma can use them against us.” 
 
    “You want me to fly higher?” 
 
    “No, we’re new here. They know better than us right now. Stick with the exact route. I’ll keep an eye on those turrets.” 
 
    “As ordered,” Milan said in mild protest as his ship got lighter and lighter as the cylindrical tube of drones continued to peel off in layer after layer and turn into bee hives heading this way and that. The route given to him had them moving off to a safer zone far from the combat where several other carrier ships were parked, all empty. Without the ability to go back through the portal it looked like they were stuck here, but that was ok. They’d brought the reinforcements needed and Star Force had a handle on the fighting by now. As long as the Temple itself didn’t revolt against them they’d be ok, but he hated the idea of being in the gunsights of something that could kill you in a single strike, and these Essence weapons were all pretty much like that. He’d just never heard of them being used as ground defend turrets before. 
 
    “Be proud you are witnessing history,” the Captain continued. “These Vargemma may not be as strong as the V’kit’no’sat, but Star Force has never fought a battle on this scope before. And this Temple has the land space of thousands of star systems. It’s a far greater prize than we’ve ever conquered.” 
 
    “And far more people,” another crewer noted. 
 
    “Yes, we have a great task before us. But you and I have a very easy job to do. The hard work is being done by others. With a trailblazer on site, the Vargemma aren’t going to stand a chance.” 
 
    “A stun war on the ground?” Milan asked. 
 
    “Unless they surrender, that is probably so. But that is a lot of people to take care of. I don’t envy the trailblazers this one. I wouldn’t know where to start, but it looks like they’re way ahead of us,” the Captain said as he threw up a hologram for the bridge to see.  
 
    It was the other carrier ships waiting at their rendezvous, and docked to them like tiny mites too small to see without enhancement, were dozens of Vargemma ships with more enroute that were flagged as friendlies.  
 
    “I don’t see any orders yet, but I think we’re taking possession of the Vargemma’s ships after they’re emptied of crew.” 
 
    “Please let them be empty,” someone else said, and the Captain nodded his agreement.  
 
    “I hope so. If not we won’t have to deal with them. They’ll assign other units to handle that. We’re just going to be the mobile warehouses, unless they can find some way to get us outside the Temple and back into normal space.” 
 
    “Where are they taking the crews?” 
 
    “The surface,” Milan said, having already spied it on the crowded battlemap. “They’re giving them back to the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    The pilot highlighted one of the spots on the battlemap so the Captain could see. 
 
    “Outside defense range of their nearest cities, but close enough to get picked up,” he said with a satisfied nod. “And if they have to walk, then that’s punishment for attacking our ships.” 
 
    “78 miles is a long walk. What if the Vargemma just leave them there?” 
 
    “Give them a backpack of food and cut them loose,” the Captain said curtly. “I hear the Caretakers provide you food too, if you can find them to ask. Remember that if we get shot down.” 
 
    “Peachy,” Milan said, knowing that if they got shot ‘down’ there probably wouldn’t be anything left intact to actually hit the surface. Not with the Vargemma’s disintegration weapons. He’d seen far too many of them used on Star Force ships, stations, and even some cities over the past years to count. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    He switched the battlemap over to hunt for the portals…and a great relief to his eyes was the Star Force fleets guarding each and every one of them across the entire Temple. No ships were coming in from them, but that’s not why they were there. They were guarding to make sure no Vargemma ships could get out. And if they couldn’t get out, they couldn’t attack any Star Force worlds. Not from this base of operations, anyway. 
 
    That meant some planets that were going to get hit were now safe. And that was huge. For years they’d been getting ambushed with no way to stop it, and the few takedowns of Vargemma Essence ships they’d managed hadn’t convinced the enemy to back off. But now, from the inside, they were blocked from making any attacks. As for the Essence ships themselves… 
 
    Milan frowned. They were still here, not moving, not tagged as captured. Just sitting all across the Temple interior. There were no-go zones set up around them, and they were still tagged as hostiles, but with a ‘no shoot’ rating on them.  
 
    That didn’t make any sense. Those were the most powerful Vargemma ships they had. They were the ones doing all the damage to Star Force worlds. Why were they not destroyed already? And why were the Vargemma not using them to defend against Star Force’s attack? Had they been disabled somehow? 
 
    He searched the battlemap for answers as he flew the ship, which was really just point and click and look for problems that might pop up, and eventually he found his answer. The ‘Olopar’ were unable to be used within the Temple, except by the Caretakers. So if people started dying the Olopar would actually be remoted controlled by the other machines here and used to kill Star Force. Odd as that was, the no-go zones now made sense. As did the fact that they had not been taken out the moment the first sections of the fleet had arrived.  
 
    “So, am I reading this right, Cap? If we start killing the Vargemma, or even start shooting the machines, the entire Temple comes alive and smokes us?” 
 
    “It seems so, though you forgot the word ‘try’ in there. None of our warships have been destroyed, only drones, so the Vargemma seem to understand the rules as well.” 
 
    “This place is bat shit crazy.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that, but it’s ours now. Get comfortable with those visuals. We’re not going to be seeing stars for quite some time.” 
 
    “Feels weird,” Milan agreed. “And this lack of gravity is problematic. I can barely get a crawl out of her.” 
 
    “All we need to do is crawl. Leave the fast stuff for the surface fighting.” 
 
    “Happy to,” Milan said as he continued to soak in everything going on, with far too much for him to get caught up with in the hours to follow. How someone could direct this war was beyond him. There was simply too many ships and too many fights going on to keep up with… 
 
      
 
    Paul punched the sparring drone twice in the chest, then dodged an uppercut coming back his way. Had the machine not been sufficiently armored his hand would have put dents in it, even without wearing a glove, but the Balboa-class sparring partner was designed to take hits from Saiyans, though Paul wasn’t using that much energy right now. 
 
    He had a headset on, which looked like a golden crown that had his sweaty blue hair draping over the front of it slightly. He’d spent days in and out of his astromech, physically and mentally linked into the thing to up his brain capacity to the level that he could lead the entire fleet in combat across the entirety of the Temple. Even then he’d had to rely on others to manage individual weapon shots and maneuvers, but most of the organization fell to him as the task force commanders and even ship captains deferred to his orders whenever they had the luxury of doing so. And in this ongoing battle that had been often. 
 
    But Paul could only take so much time melded with an astromech. The level of fighting remaining was far below what it had initially been, so Paul had been getting some rest and a lot of training in while simultaneously multitasking and leading the continued combat, as he was now, while punching the smooth white drone over and over again. 
 
    His brainpower was so large he could do both at the same time easily, and in truth he was triple-tasking, for he was monitoring Vargemma reactions away from the fighting and eavesdropping on what conversations were being intercepted. And so far they were still just bitching about the situation and whose fault it was. None were ready to accept surrender yet. 
 
    Paul right punched three times in a row then kicked up into the side of the drone with his left leg, bouncing it half a meter before the anti-grav pulled it back into position. He couldn’t get it too far off, no matter how hard he hit, but he was always trying to anyway.  
 
    The ship he was in was also involved the fighting, but from afar, launching bloons every now and then filled with disruptive energy rather than destructive. Star Force hadn’t lost a man yet, nor had the Vargemma, just a lot of equipment on both sides, though the Vargemma’s wasn’t truly destroyed, just roughed up, because they weren’t using any pure drones that could be killed with conventional weapons. All of them had to be captured, and thankfully the crews were not using their Essence skills to try and kill the boarding parties…except when those boarding parties were mini-drones themselves. 
 
    “Alright, what are you thinking about?” Paul asked the Knight of Quenar standing behind him and just off the sparring ring inside the Archon Sanctum inside the warship. 
 
    “Did I let my defenses down?” No’vosha asked, referencing his own telepathic barriers that were not passive like Star Force’s Ikrid blocks.  
 
    “Your lack of conversation betrays your thoughts,” Paul said as he Archon punched with his elbow into the center of the drone a little too slow and got smacked in the side of the head and turned away because of it. A flash of annoyance crossed Paul’s face, then he sped up and beat the drone back two meters before hopping away and resetting as the drone came back at him again, floating without legs but possessing two very quick and hard hitting arms. 
 
    “I am still amazed by your ability to do this.” 
 
    “What’s ‘this’ mean?” 
 
    “Your orders to the fleet while training. It appears reckless in the extreme, yet you manage it flawlessly. Does your psionic tissue gift you that much mental power, or is this an Essence technique that we are not aware of?” 
 
    “Psionic…plus a shitload of training,” Paul said between breaths, then he blocked a return punch with his left hand palm forward before stepping in and getting a good Archon punch with his right elbow into the drone’s chest. 
 
    “Is there any sign of Caretaker resistance?” No’vosha asked, though he also had links to the battlemap system, accessible by his hidden equipment woven into his robes and body tissue. 
 
    “Not a bit. We’ve got a good read…on the boundaries of their programming.” 
 
    “Have you not copied it from destroyed units?” 
 
    “Parts. How the…Temple itself reacts we can’t access. That programming…isn’t in the remote units.” 
 
    “I see. And accessing the facility that does have it would provoke an undesirable response.” 
 
    “We don’t know where it is…If there’s a master mainframe…somewhere, it’s damn well hidden. What did you want to ask?” 
 
    “Why are you letting me this close to you?” 
 
    “Before your powers…were unknown. Now that we have…Essence, I can approximate your threat. Don’t’ worry…I don’t actually trust you.” 
 
    “Good. I started to think you were becoming stupid.” 
 
    Paul laughed, then jumped into the air, flew for half a second as he brought his feet up and double kicked the drone back a good two meters before landing back on the mat gently. “I could take you easily.” 
 
    “I am beginning to understand why. But I do not think you can take the best the Vargemma have.” 
 
    “I’m not going to…agree or disagree with that.” 
 
    “How can you assimilate them if you will not kill them? They will be a threat to you.” 
 
    “We have some experience with that.” 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat could not use Essence. How will you deal with this threat?” 
 
    “You…have an offer to make?” 
 
    “We can remove them from the Temple, then kill them for you.” 
 
    Paul ducked under a punch and twisted around, getting behind the drone and blowing it so hard with a Jumat blast that it moved nearly 4 meters and stopped just short of hitting No’vosha. The KoQ didn’t move, and the drone retreated as soon as the pressure relented, but from the look on Paul’s face the guest knew it had been on purpose…and very artistically done. 
 
    “I assume that is a no?” 
 
    “That’s a never. Why…do you guys have to be so bad?” he asked, reengaging the drone as it returned to him, never tiring or slowing. Nowadays the only opponents the Saiyans could truly train against were machines. 
 
    “It is simply pragmatism.” 
 
    “You’re lucky we don’t practice…it. Or we would have destroyed the Knights…of Quenar by now.” 
 
    “I know. That is why we can trust you. Your positions never waiver.” 
 
    “Then why ask?” 
 
    “I do not wish to see you needlessly lose personnel to stronger opponents. You have not had the luxury of Temple training. They have. You are not inferior, just deprived of the Founder knowledge. They can use this against you.” 
 
    “I like a challenge.” 
 
    “So I’ve learned. But can you afford it with the Hadarak gaining territory with every year that passes? The V’kit’no’sat cannot hold them even with your Ysalamir technology.” 
 
    “We are not going to become…the bad guys to stop the bad guys. If we do, we defeat ourselves.” 
 
    “Illogical. You must survive. If you do not, you have failed by default. Morals can be your luxury, but will you truly choose defeat when you can set them aside temporarily?” 
 
    “Pretty much, though…you should never count us out.” 
 
    “I do not believe you. You always have winning as your first priority.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then why risk it to keep your enemies alive even when they pose such a great risk to you?” 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The right thing to do is win.” 
 
    Paul stopped fighting for a moment, and when the drone swung for his head the blow didn’t land. It stopped three inches away as Paul pushed out spherically with his Jumat in all directions. He continued the flow, holding the punch where it was, then increased it slightly, driving the mechanical arm back.  
 
    He didn’t get it far, then his blue hair turned gold, as did his Jumat energy, and he lifted off the ground, floating half a meter up, as he increased the pressure on both the drone and No’vosha. It looked like intricate flames emanated from all over his body, but they didn’t burn. They felt like a fierce wind slapping into you, and he pushed the stubborn drone back a meter…then two…then three. It held up longer than No’vosha did, who stubbornly held his ground too long and got caught off guard before he could take a knee.  
 
    He was flung back through the air for twenty meters before he got his footing again, leaning into the flow that would not stop. Paul didn’t relent, increasing his outflow…a humongous waste of energy…and drove the drone back another meter. No’vosha had to drop to a knee to keep from being knocked down again, only to start sliding backward a few inches at a time.  
 
    Paul continued to escalate his outflow until he sent an extra burst out that knocked the Knight of Quenar down again and sent him sliding across the floor…then Paul stopped, signaling the drone to shut down where it was, but he still remained floating and glowing as the Jumat energy wrapped around his body like a blanket. No longer flowing out, but reinforcing him with a shield-like aura. 
 
    “The darkside gives quick, easy power. But the true power lies in the lightside. That is why Star Force has surpassed the Knights of Quenar…and why you will never be as powerful as us. Get a clue and ditch the darkside. You’ll have to if you want to try and catch up to us…” 
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    The naval victory in Gamma was complete. No more reinforcements were coming through the portals, as Paul had called them off. They were needed in other Temples, and even now his peers were out assaulting them. How many and where exactly they were he didn’t know. Communication was limited to couriers, for they had no access to the inter-Temple network, and it seemed the Vargemma did not either…at least not to the full capacity that the Founders had left for those who were ‘worthy’ to discover and use. 
 
    That probably had something to do with the Essence requirements for the transmissions, but as it was Paul was blocked from even asking the Responders about it, for his skillset was ‘too low’ to be given the information. What intelligence they’d gained from the captured Vargemma naval assets all indicated that they relied on couriers for everything. The Temples were supposed to stand alone and not interconnect for basic needs, but Paul knew that wasn’t true given the background network that was supporting them. 
 
    There were layers upon layers to the Temple infrastructure, and it was clear the Vargemma hadn’t done as much poking around as they should have. They were playing by the rules and going about things the way the Founders had intended instead of following their curiosity where it led. Then again, when you lived with killing robots looking over your shoulder, curiosity might not have been your natural inclination. 
 
    If none of the Vargemma had worked out how to use the Temple’s communications network, and he wasn’t assuming some ultra secret group hadn’t, then they were effectively cut off from the rest of the Vargemma, for Paul had all the portals guarded. No Vargemma ships were getting out that way, not that they had that many left, and if they chose to jump through the walls into normal space they wouldn’t be coming back in and would have to take their chances in the spacelanes. 
 
    Virtually all of their military fleet was within Star Force custody. The few that weren’t had fled down to the surface to hide beneath city defense shields while the cargo ships were likewise taking cover. The skies above the Temple were relatively clear, except for Star Force ships. Paul had successfully obtained the High Ground, and other than the Caretaker ships, he was in full control of the naval equation, and had been for a couple of weeks. 
 
    Now was the part where he started to take control of the surface, but with trillions of Vargemma that wasn’t going to occur quickly.  
 
    He started by destroying or blockading transit lines between the various races, then between the cities in each race. An old school siege was beginning to take place, though with the Caretakers providing resources it could never be completely effective. That said, the Vargemma were not used to being messed with here, so they hadn’t built their defenses up properly. The only threat that existed was the Caretakers…whom they would not fight…and the other Vargemma.  
 
    If the other Vargemma attacked them, they would do so quickly in order to kill them before the Caretakers intervened…which was suicide. So the only real threats were from sabotage and small scale operations that would go in and out under the Caretakers’ noses.  
 
    There were no natural disasters here. No asteroid impacts, falling moons, nova, or even major earthquakes. The most you’d get was a little rumble now and then as magma was being shifted through the underground rivers along the exterior of the crust just shy of the Temple’s armor plating.  
 
    The Vargemma had built accordingly, making everything weak and cheap and not well suited to disruption. So when he started interfering with their inter-city supply lines and kept their ships grounded, there was an immediately and significant disruption to their normal operations. And those operations were not foodstuff procurement, but weapons factories, shipyards, exclusive products that one region specialized in, etc. No one’s life was at stake, only the way of life of the Vargemma, and it was driving them crazy. 
 
    Everything about their society was based on their ownership of the Temples, and the siege pressure Paul was putting on them was not only interfering with their building new ships and weapons to resist his takeover, but to psychologically rub in the fact that they had lost control…and they could not handle it. He was monitoring their communications, seeing the chatter, the infighting, the proposals and arguments. Eventually one race that was not present in Alpha, known as the Bzo, contacted him asking what were the terms of surrender. 
 
    “Assimilation,” Paul responded deftly. “You will cease to be Vargemma and become part of Star Force.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the Bzo asked, which looked like a mix of lizard and a cuddly stuffed animal with a side of Ewok mixed in. His words didn’t match his mouth movements, which meant the Vargemma were using a translation program rather than expecting Paul to understand their language. That was a sign of capitulation or respect, or just a way of sucking up. 
 
    “It means you have failed in your sovereign responsibility to do the right thing…hence your sovereignty is being revoked so you can’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “The Bzo have not hurt anyone. We did not send ships to attack your worlds. Those were other Vargemma.” 
 
    “When the Vargemma made their demands, they did not specify individual races. They spoke as if you are one civilization, and you certainly fought as one here.” 
 
    “You were invading our Temple, of course we defended it, but we did not attack your worlds and should not be held accountable for the actions of others.” 
 
    “How was the decision made?” 
 
    “To attack you?” 
 
    “To stop us from stopping the Hadarak purge.” 
 
    “We have known that there is no stopping them without the Founders returning to lead us. We are united in that fact. We differed on how to respond to your provoking the Hadarak. The Bzo did not wish an assault and refused to take part in one.” 
 
    “But you didn’t stop one.” 
 
    “It is not our responsibility to…” 
 
    “Yes…it…is…” Paul said, putting so much ice into his voice that the Bzo stopped mid word. “You sat here potentially reaping the benefits of their murdering my people and allowing the Hadarak to sweep across the galaxy unchallenged. They would kill everyone then retreat to the Core, leaving the Temples untouched so long as they couldn’t trace you back to them. The very Temples that were created to cradle the resistance to the Hadarak. Your sitting here and doing nothing makes you complicit, because you are all Vargemma. You cannot claim to be independent now.” 
 
    “We could not stop them. And we cannot fight them without drawing the guardians’ response. What would you have had us do differently?” 
 
    “Anything prior to our arrival. But you have a partial point. You are not directly responsible for the deaths of my people, only linked to them. For that I offer you the chance to leave the Temple and establish colonies out in the galaxy of your own. Will that be acceptable?” Paul asked, knowing it would not be. 
 
    The Bzo looked horrified. “You mean to exile us?” 
 
    “If you want your sovereignty, that’s the only way you are getting it. This Temple is now ours, forfeited by the Vargemma for what they’ve done. If you wish to claim you are not part of them, you may leave. They will not be.” 
 
    “We cannot leave the Temple.” 
 
    “Then you will be assimilated along with the rest.” 
 
    “What other options do we have?” the Bzo asked in utter denial of the situation. 
 
    “Part of you leave, the rest stay.” 
 
    “The Bzo act as one. We cannot be split. You must give us another path forward.” 
 
    “What I am giving you is an ultimatum. You have lost. Deal with it,” Paul said, cutting the comm. It was clear, even without his telepathy in play, that this Bzo was bonkers. Was it a side effect of being cradled inside the Temple for millions of years, or was this a Vargemma deficiency? 
 
    Regardless, further talking now was not going to be helpful, so he would let the Bzo have some time to think about their own options going forward and maybe…maybe they’d start to come to grips with the situation. 
 
    They were not the only ones a few fries short of a happy meal, and as the days went on it got worse and worse. Many Vargemma races would not contact Star Force at all, holding onto some hope that the Caretakers would intervene or that Star Force’s insanely large fleet had no troop ships in it…which it did. Not enough to quickly take control of the Temple, but they had plenty of time so long as no more attack ships were leaving to damage the empire. Paul could be as patient as he wanted, but because he wasn’t instantly sending landing parties down some of the Vargemma thought he couldn’t. 
 
    And it got crazier from there. Eventually a few subfactions, or even single city leaders, started to contact him asking for terms. They wanted to keep themselves as intact as possible going forward and were trying to negotiate a settlement, hoping to retain their independence while their other Vargemma got absorbed into Star Force. 
 
    He was getting tired of shooting them down, but at least a few were starting to understand they didn’t have any options that left them their independence short of leaving the Temple…and that option was only available for those who had not attacked Star Force worlds. But to the Vargemma, leaving the Temple was worse than death. They viewed the outside world as an insult, and the spoiled brats were so brain dead he was starting to understand why they couldn’t get along with each other even when the Caretakers provided them everything they needed to live here safely away from the Hadarak. 
 
    A month into the ‘negotiations’ Paul had 18 Paladin colonies set up far away from the Vargemma cities and was starting on his master plan to absorb these psychopaths when the fighting started. Not against his fleet, because they didn’t have anything to fight with above the surface, but huge plumes of aerial transports were moving out and flying right past the blockades he’d set up.  
 
    Paul caught a lot of them, but they didn’t seem to care. They didn’t shoot back, just ran around his few interdictor ships and moved towards the other Vargemma cities and started attacking each other…and they didn’t hold anything back. As far as Paul could determine they were sending all their troops out and leaving themselves even more vulnerable to Star Force’s invasion army if he chose to send it down. 
 
    And the cities that came under attack apparently suspected it was coming, because they were prepared and met them with lethal force instantly.  
 
    This was no stun war, and once the first fighting started between a few of the races nearly all the rest followed suit. Paul couldn’t believe what he was seeing. They were actually trying to settle old scores rather than repel Star Force, and apparently they were overlooking the Caretaker issue, or maybe they expected to die when they were assimilated and just no longer cared. 
 
    Actually they were coming up with way more ideas than that, and Paul was listening to as many as he could from the captured chatter, but after the fighting started they stopped talking altogether about Star Force as their comm protocols shifted and they went into full war mode…which made no sense. Why weren’t they already in full war mode when he invaded? 
 
    These Vargemma were showing additional levels of stupid as time progressed, but this was really something.  
 
    He watched over the following days as the Caretakers moved in to stop the fighting by killing those that were engaged, but the Vargemma didn’t stop…nor did they attack the Caretakers. They just let themselves die while trying to kill one more of their rivals before their time ran up, and did so in a suicidal acceptance of their impending doom that didn’t really exist. 
 
    Paul had made it clear he wasn’t here to kill any of them, and so far not a single person had died during the all-stun combat. So why were they going nuts?  
 
    “They cannot handle subjugation,” No’vosha said after Paul called him to a private war room to try and make some sense out of the mess. “You are seeing the breakdown of a civilization that was predicated on being the dominant force in the galaxy. Only the Founders are their superior, promised to return one day to lead them in combat against the Hadarak. We are breaking that certainty, so what do they have left? That which they could not access before because the Caretakers prevented it.” 
 
    “You’re saying they’d rather die than lose their holy destiny?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Paul sighed. “That is not my experience with races. They usually lose some of their stupidity when reality slams them in the face unless there is a heavy hive mind present. Are you seeing any here?” 
 
    “On the contrary. It is their mandate that binds them together, and even it has been barely sufficient over their history. The Caretakers are the only reason why these varied races ever were able to coexist. They are not your equal in such matters.” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the epoch,” Paul said, crossing him arms over his chest as he and the Knight of Quenar continued to study a myriad of data sources he’d given the guest access to a few days ago. Prior to that he’d been observing without in-depth Star Force intelligence of the Temple. “Whoever these Founders are, they either expected this or greatly miscalculated.” 
 
    “How can one predict events millions of years into the future?” 
 
    “No, let’s just face facts. The Founder training programs suck.” 
 
    “I have found them useful.” 
 
    “When they contain data you don’t have, they seem magical and very useful. But that’s all they are. Data depositories. They are not true training. They’re practice terminals that do not require personal growth or the development of bonds. All they are pushed towards is being larger Essence generators.” 
 
    “Then perhaps the Founders succeeded in their goals. Perhaps they are merely cattle used to power the Temples until their designer’s return. Then they can groom them as they like. Until then, they simply need to survive, grow in Essence capability, and reproduce to greater numbers.” 
 
    “If that’s all that’s going on here I will be severely disappointed. Do you see any of the Vargemma that are capable of rational thought?” 
 
    “Their madness appears to be pandemic. I am ashamed my Order ever gave them our respect. They deserve none,” he said as the battlemap data changed, with various naval assets that had been silent now moving towards key battles on the surface. “It appears the Caretakers have been pushed to their limits. The Olopar are moving to eliminate the largest areas of disobedience.” 
 
    “I was hoping they’d deescalate before it got to that,” Paul said, cringing. He didn’t have time to think this over, more than a few seconds anyway. Those Olopar were going to fire on the surface and kill anyone within range of the conflicts in an attempt to weed out the most disruptive elements while preserving the mass of them. With the way they were not responding to the Olopar, nor seeming to care about the lesser Caretaker reactions at all, he doubted if they would stop now. It was possible they’d keep fighting until the Caretakers were forced to kill them all. 
 
    But even if they got wise and backed off now, billions of people at the minimum were about to die, and not all those were the ones engaged in the fighting. He had no way to know how many people down there had some common sense and were just not in a position to act on it. Their leaders could even be of a completely different mindset than the lower ranked Vargemma and forcing them into fights that not all of them wanted. Others could just be defending their own race against attack. And the Caretakers were now at the point where they didn’t care. Their programming demanded a limited scope purge to stop the losses from escalating further. 
 
    In truth the Vargemma, and now the Caretakers, were making his job easier. The less Vargemma there were in the Temple the quicker he’d be able to annex it into Star Force. Babysitting unwilling populations was always a chore and a distraction, and having even 10% less would be a major help given the 178 trillion of them here. 
 
    He knew what No’vosha would do. Just sit back and let them kill each other, wiping out the major resistance here and bringing total pacification of the Temple to fruition that much sooner. The instability of the enemy would be in Star Force’s favor and do their work for them, but Paul hadn’t come here to kill them. And even if the Caretakers weren’t here to prevent deaths, he would only have killed those during combat that were necessary. He hadn’t lied about the objective not being their death. He was here to end the threat, and that was a significant difference that the Knights of Quenar wouldn’t care to differentiate between. 
 
    Paul sighed, then mentally issued the kill order for the Olopar, the immediate warning of the Vargemma onboard those ships to get as far away from them as they could, and the bombardment of all the subsurface mega turrets that had previously been located and bracketed by ships waiting for such an order. 
 
    After attacking the Caretakers in this fashion, there would be no going back. They would most likely be tagged for total eradication from this Temple just like they had been in Alpha, and for what? To save some Vargemma from their own stupidity? This would mean perpetual war here too, wasting resources indefinitely unless they chose to abandon the Temple, which was not going to happen. The easy course here would be to just sit back and let this play out, and that’s exactly what No’vosha and the Knights of Quenar would do. 
 
    As would the V’kit’no’sat. The Zak’de’ron. The Truno’shar. The Hexphi. It’s obviously what the Founders would do, for they’d programmed the Caretakers in this manner. Who in the galaxy would pick a fight of this scale without needing to? 
 
    Someone who wasn’t just trying to survive. Someone who sought out wrongs to right them. Someone who took on the people of the galaxy as their wards, whether they were friendly or not. Someone who was truly dominant and made everything that happened everywhere their personal business.  
 
    If you were going to truly claim to be a guardian of the galaxy, then you couldn’t always take the most expedient path. 
 
    “No’vosha, if you wish to leave I will arrange transport back to Beta Temple.” 
 
    “Why would I want to…” he said, then dropped quiet as the studied the battlemap. When he finally saw the key pieces moving his jaw dropped in utter disbelief. “You are going to provoke the wrath of the Caretakers to try and save them! Have you gone mad as well?” 
 
    “No, No’vosha. This is not madness. This is the responsibility of a higher level of superiority. If you wish to stay around and take notes you’re welcome to. If not, you need to get clear now…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yioli knew these were the end of days, and still he couldn’t believe it was actually happening. The Hampenst had always assumed that if a Temple would fall it would be to the Hadarak, though no one really thought that would happen. They trusted in the wisdom of the Founders, and they had wisely placed the Temples where the Hadarak would not go unless drawn here. When Star Force had begun attacking them it had made sense to stop the lure to the Rim, but the Vargemma had badly miscalculated and now the Temple was falling into the hands of an empire who would not have even known of their existence if not for the assaults launched on them. 
 
    Yioli cradled his large head in his ape-like hands. His city was not yet involved in the fighting, but those near it were. They shared borders, for one city had grown out to touch the others and form a massive mega-city that stretched thousands of miles along the center of one of the lesser developed Regions within the Temple. Still, even his small city contained 18 million Hampenst, and there was no way to protect them against the invading Jestiv…or were the Jestiv counter-attacking against a Hampenst attack on them? So much was going on it was impossible to keep track of. All he knew was everyone was fighting everyone else, and soon it would reach the edge of his city. 
 
    He didn’t have the troops to defend it. 42% of them had already been dispatched to help their neighbors, but even if he had all of them here in defensive position there was too much city to defend and too little to defend it with. The overlapping defensive structure of the Hampenst had been compromised when several rival cities had actually sided with other races and begun attacking their own…or they were declaring independence, defending themselves, or the myriad of other excuses out there floating around. The end result was the same. The Hampenst defensive lines in this Region were compromised and they could not reinforce each other sufficiently…and the Jestiv were taking advantage of it. 
 
    Already the Caretakers were here and intervening, but that was not stopping the fighting. Star Force hadn’t invaded a single city yet, and the Vargemma were tearing themselves apart and opening the door for an easy surface invasion. Yioli wanted nothing to do with it, but this war was coming his way whether he liked it or not. 
 
    He’d been reviewing his combat options when he got the chilling alert that the Olopar had begun to move of their own accord. The crews onboard them had lost control and were merely passengers as the Founders’ primary weapons against the Hadarak began to move towards the surface…including over the Region where his city was located. 
 
    He knew what had happened in Temple 1921. How they had fired on the Vargemma to stop the fighting, sacrificing some to keep the majority of them intact, but he couldn’t believe it was about to happen here. The Vargemma knew better, yet they were inviting this purge as if they didn’t care to live under Star Force occupation. And therein Yioli feared was the truth. They had decided to go to their deaths, either against the Caretakers or their fellow Vargemma, rather than admit they had chosen wrong when they decided to attack Star Force. 
 
    The Hampenst watched as the Olopar nearest them moved closer and closer. It was heading towards the largest area of fighting, but if it launched a widespread Sha’mesh the outer edges would hit his city. And if it was an expanding hit, then he and every one of the people that were his responsibility were going to die…and they hadn’t fired a shot yet within his city boundaries. 
 
    There was nothing he could do. The end was here, either in the next few minutes or in the carnage following. The Caretakers were going to put an end to the Vargemma’s belligerence in order to save the Temple…and it wasn’t fair. He hadn’t done anything, yet at least some within his city were about to die. Perhaps even him. He didn’t know how many this Olopar would target and kill, but he was too close to the fighting to be safe. He wanted to think he’d survive, but his fear said otherwise. And what made it worse was there was nowhere to run to, not that he would. He was the leader of this city, and he wouldn’t add shame to this debacle by leaving others to die while he fled to the wilds…not that there was time to do that anyway. 
 
    So he sat, head in hands, and waited for the end to come, cursing his brethren and the other Vargemma for doing this to him…then as he stared at the floor a small, song-like ping indicated that a warning status had lifted. Yioli looked up and saw that the Olopar was no longer heading for their Region…because it had just been intercepted and destroyed by a fleet of Star Force warships. 
 
    More than half of them had gone down with it, but the Olopar was completely destroyed. He had heard of a few being taken down in the fighting beyond the Temples, but that was mere rumor. No official report indicated that, but several had not returned from the field as the others had, and speculation had said that they might have been lost and the leadership was refusing to tell the people about it. 
 
    But it had just happened here. Star Force had actually engaged and destroyed an Olopar…and not just one. As he looked at sensor reports from across the Temple, the enemy fleet was moving in to fight all the Olopar, and they were killing them with remarkable efficiency. 
 
    When they did so the Caretaker warships that were sitting by and watching the Vargemma kill themselves, as no Vargemma naval assets remained in space to deal with, began to immediately accelerate towards the Star Force warships, tagging them all for destruction. Yioli had never imagined what would happen if someone actually tried to destroy an Olopar here, where the Founders had decreed the weapons could not be used, but apparently the sentence was immediate death…and not just for the ships involved. The Temple had just updated Star Force as a threat that had to be entirely purged. Not just culled like the Vargemma were experiencing. The Temple wanted every single Star Force unit destroyed without exception. 
 
    Yioli couldn’t believe what was happening. The Olopar were coming to kill the Vargemma, to kill the warring factions just next door to his city, and Star Force moved to stop them? But why? Why would they do that? Why would they incite full scale war against the Caretakers?  
 
    The Hampenst did not sit idle. He found his comm officer and had them figure out how to contact the Star Force ships. It took some time, but eventually he got a direct line to one of their commanders and asked the question directly. 
 
    “We will not sit by and watch as you are murdered by machines,” the Calavari answered. “Nor will we bow to the will of the machines or their absent creators. We are claiming this Temple for our own and it will answer to us. One way or another, it will not be used for darkside purposes. Even if we have to destroy every single Caretaker inside to stop them from doing so.” 
 
    “I cannot speak for all Hampenst, but I am the leader of the city of Lpol’ni’wea. I hereby officially surrender to Star Force and ask that what few troops I have be incorporated into your command structure immediately so that we may help you fight the Caretakers and protect my city.” 
 
    “Your surrender is accepted.” 
 
    “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Pull all troops back to within your city and defend it there. Do not venture beyond it. We will keep the skies clear. You must deal with the smaller ground units they will send. We will not be able to land troops to assist in the near future. We have larger Caretaker threats enroute to deal with.” 
 
    “Thank you, we will pull back and hold here as long as possible,” he said, confused as to what the ‘larger’ threats were…then he saw the Star Force attacks mounting on the surface across the sphere as hidden Founder structures tried to rise up from below. They were mountain sized and taking immediate fire from fleets already positioned nearby them…but above and beyond that there were new Caretaker signals popping up from the empty space inside the gigantic sphere. They were escalating in number beyond anything Yioli had seen before, and among them were some very larger ships appearing. Some massively large ships. 
 
    “We will handle the major threats,” the Calavari promised. “This is not the first Temple where we have fought the Caretakers.” 
 
    That admission floored Yioli. He knew there was fighting beyond this Temple, and he had assumed if Star Force had figured out how to use the portals they could go everywhere and invade others simultaneously, but he had never imagined them picking a deliberate fight with the Caretakers. 
 
    “Did you win?” he asked meekly. 
 
    “The battles are ongoing, for the Caretakers can build more ships indefinitely, but we have the advantage. We will protect you from the Olopar here, but there are so many Vargemma we cannot be everyone at once. You will have to handle the local threats on your own. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “We will do all that we can, but the Caretakers’ smaller units are a significant threat.” 
 
    “Then I wish you luck. We will assist with the small ones when we’re able. Right now your future lies with how well you can handle them. Do not waste time fighting the other Vargemma. If we have additional orders for you, we will respond on this comm channel. Monitor it constantly.” 
 
    “As ordered,” Yioli said as the Calavari signed off, and true to his word, the orbital ‘skies’ were being cleared of warships far faster than before over his region as Star Force ships were altering their movements to concentrate their defensive efforts over his city while the Caretaker warships and aerial units had begun conventional bombing of the highest intensity Vargemma fighting now that the Olopars were quickly being taken out of the equation…though most Vargemma warships were heading directly for the Star Force warships and even drawing some of the ground assets their way to the invasive colonies the Paladin had begun to set up. 
 
    That was lightening the attacks on the Vargemma slightly, and rather than respond to the Caretaker threat, his brethren stupidly continued to focus on each other trying to settle old scores.  
 
    Yioli would not let his city die to that stupidity, and immediately recalled his troops from the fighting, ordering them to return and take up defensive positions within the city limits and shoot any Caretaker war assets on site. It was an order that no Vargemma had ever thought about giving, for it had been ingrained in them from birth that the Caretakers were never to be touched, under pain of death. 
 
    For better or worse his city’s future was now linked to Star Force and their war against the Caretakers, and for the sake of his people he mentally made the transition right then and there, forsaking any allegiance to the Vargemma, but being wise enough not to announce that fact and make Lpol’ni’wea a target to the other Hampenst, let alone the other races. They could kill themselves for all he cared. Right now the only thing that mattered to him was the preservation of his city and the 18 million people within it, and the only path forward was in allegiance with the invading fleet. So that’s the gamble he made, for it was the only one available to him. 
 
    As for Star Force, they had just stopped an Olopar from bombarding his Region with Sha’mesh, and if they could do that then there would be nothing stopping them from killing his city with their own weapons. The Vargemma were no longer a power to be feared, and were in the process of self-destructing. How his people would exist within the Star Force empire he did not know, but at least they would live…assuming they could survive the small Caretaker units that were already backtracking with his troops that he’d recalled.  
 
    They hadn’t hesitated to answer the recall order, but the Caretakers were not letting them all go. And for the first time in his life, his people were going to stand up to them. He had to clarify the order for his city defenses, confirming that they were to shoot the Caretakers on sight. It was so treasonous that he had to explain it multiple times, but when his troops were being killed as they retreated his perimeter batteries did follow his order and provide covering fire, downing the floating Caretaker patrol units quickly with linked firepower. 
 
    And when that happened more immediately started heading their way from the surrounding area, though the subsurface bunkers they were coming out of were not within the cityscape. They were out in the wilds, and it would take them a lot of time to get here, having to overfly the other cities, but there was no mistaking their course corrections now. Some of them that had been heading other directions were now headed here.  
 
    And here Yioli and his city were going to have to make their stand… 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile in the Core… 
 
      
 
    As the V’kit’no’sat fleet made kill after kill against the Warden Hadarak with their new Ysalamir weapons, the Zak’de’ron ground on with the blood of their servants accomplishing the same thing. They were the third arm of the Triumvirate, and yet Star Force had not entrusted them with the Ysalamir technology. It was humiliating, but not because of the insult. It was humiliating because the Zak’de’ron had failed in their manipulation of the fledgling empire and poisoned the original trust that had been growing between then by forcing their hand too much. 
 
    Star Force would not trust the Zak’de’ron again, and the only reason they trusted the V’kit’no’sat enough to give them the Ysalamir was because the V’kit’no’sat were the inferior now. Star Force had exceeded them in technology, numbers, and most importantly this new Essence, from which they were crafting naval weapons.  
 
    While Star Force did not give the Zak’de’ron Ysalamir, they did give them intelligence on the Hadarak, including their Lurkers and how they had wounded one with a magical weapon crafted from Essence. How it worked they would not reveal, but they wanted the Zak’de’ron to know the true power of the Hadarak, specifically their ‘Lurkers,’ so the dragons would not waste lives in hopeless combat against them. 
 
    So what did Star Force think? That the Zak’de’ron were going to bleed their servants dry only to hand dominion of the galaxy to them if the Hadarak could be pushed back? Did they consider the Zak’de’ron that stupid?  
 
    That was a question that none could answer, and while Star Force had monitored Zak’de’ron combat operations in the beginning…as did the V’kit’no’sat…they were no longer doing so on a large scale. Most combat was now lost amongst the ever growing warfront, with anonymity now allowing the Zak’de’ron to proceed with their true objective of this war. Survival was paramount, but long term survival required superiority, or at least peerdom, with the eventual winners. And whether that be Star Force or the Hadarak, there was one thing they were lacking. 
 
    That was the Uriti. They had possessed 3 of them, loosely, but that had been enough to learn what they could not do with them. They could not alter their genetics, for the Uriti had built in automated fixes that would undo any alteration. Furthermore, they could not be controlled the same way the Chixzon did, for the Zak’de’ron did not know what method they used, let alone how to impersonate the Chixzon controllers.  
 
    So the only way they were going to possess Uriti…and the potential Essence within them if they possessed the same ‘tanker’ capacity that the Wardens did for the Lurkers…was to create their own from infancy, which was where any genetic redesign would have to be made. 
 
    Without the Chixzon knowledge the Zak’de’ron were going to have to start from the beginning, but at least they had some genetic samples from the three Uriti they had sheltered previously. And while it would not be an expedient process, in the long term it was going to be the Zak’de’ron’s key to possessing the galaxy. And to begin, they needed to capture a Hadarak alive. 
 
    Today was that day. With no onlookers, and a large amount of their servants’ blood as the price, they had used a copy of the V’kit’no’sat Harthur to snare a Tier-1 Hadarak intact and unharmed. Now they were adding more components to the massive shell that surrounded it and cradled it in a massive IDF field that prevented it from moving using its biological gravity drives. 
 
    The extra components were engines, for they would not be experimenting on the Hadarak here. A path across the galaxy was already being quietly cleared of onlookers, and once enough engine components arrived they would be carrying this Hadarak off to a dark corner of the galaxy, far from the current warfront, where they could do their research unknown to anyone. 
 
    They’d continue to play the Triumvirate game, sending their ships out on near suicide missions to kill more Hadarak and delay their advance in certain areas while the V’kit’no’sat and eventually Star Force did the major damage to the invasion force, though currently the Rimward empire was dealing with a revolt of its own from Essence users striking from hidden bases. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron had considered offering their help in exchange for access to Essence skills, but there was nothing they could offer in such a battle. Star Force was being savaged by the attacks, and other than more bodies to throw at this ‘Vargemma’ enemy they had little to offer beyond their cunning and advanced technology that may or may not be of use against Essence. There was no way to be sure without confronting it head on, and the Zak’de’ron had decided it wasn’t worth the risk. 
 
    Creating their own Uriti was their major play, and now they had the critical piece needed to start the long process in motion. Star Force would end the Vargemma one way or another. The Zak’de’ron had no question about that. And until they were free to fight in the Core, the V’kit’no’sat would stubbornly bang their empty heads against the Hadarak and delay their expansion considerably. 
 
    But in the end game, it was going to be the Uriti that controlled the fate of the galaxy, and the Zak’de’ron could not capture and clone one of Star Force’s. They wouldn’t have the control necessary, so they had to start at the beginning, reproduce the experiments the Chixzon had done, and craft their own version…perhaps a better version, but at least an equal to what those elusive masterminds had created.  
 
    The reason the Hadarak were undefeatable was a question of mass, and without a counterpart to it even the Zak’de’ron were going to be too small to matter. Where the giants walked, only other giants could challenge them. And today the Zak’de’ron began their quest to craft their own to use against the Hadarak, as well as one day to use against Star Force, assuming this purge didn’t consume both empires after the V’kit’no’sat heroically died as useful idiots to delay the fall of the Rim. 
 
    And it was to the Rim, the very far Rim, where this newly captured Hadarak was going to spawn an army of Uriti bound to the will of the Zak’de’ron, and together they would control the fate of the galaxy...or rule over the repopulation of the rubble after the Hadarak finished killing everyone in sight. 
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    Jepiker System (Home Two Kingdom) 
 
    Forge 
 
      
 
    Ever since the Elders had deemed him unworthy, Cal-com had been lost. He knew now, or at least suspected, what their true reasons had been, but it still didn’t take the sting away in his exile. Paul’s acceptance of him into the Star Force Empire had given him somewhere to go, but he was still Voku, and he was still banned from his home. 
 
    But was it home any longer? He had done everything asked of him, faithfully following the will of the Elders…he still couldn’t think of them as Zak’de’ron, though he knew that was their true name…and in doing so he had risen to the top of his race. But with that vantage point he had begun to see things that the Elders did not want him to see. His success had pulled him away from the blind loyalty they demanded, and like all other aspects of Elder service, once he stopped being useful he was discarded. 
 
    Yet that wasn’t the way the Elders he had followed operated. Everything they had done, leaving behind instructions for the Voku in their absence, had focused on strengthening those that were strong so that they could shield those who were not. Cal-com was the wisest of the Voku, and the ‘strongest’ in will, if not in body. He had been hardened over millennia of wartime service and even more in stagnant times where a much harder fight had to be made to expand and grow his race so they could better serve the Elders. 
 
    Once the Elders had returned, his faith in them had been justified. They had chosen him for an even greater duty, one that had never before existed within the Voku. That of Dafchor. Their wisdom had been his to respectfully ply, an honor no living Voku had ever obtained before him, and when his race had faced extinction in the Last Skarron Crusade the Elders had intervened with their awesome might to shield their servants when they could not do so themselves. 
 
    But later…much later…he began to see the cracks in their wisdom. Before he could put too much together they had relegated him to limited duty, then when he inquired as to why, they had offered him a choice. Wait patiently for when they would require his services again, or seek exile. Either way, his position as leader of the Voku was gone, and to his continual shame he did not follow the Elders’ orders.  
 
    He had chosen exile. 
 
    Cal-com had made the correct choice, and he understood that far better now than then, but it was also the wrong choice. It was treason, based on everything that the Voku were built on, and he still felt shame for not being strong enough to wait as long as the Elders demanded.  
 
    That shame would never go away, for it wasn’t of his own making. The Elders had used him and the Voku, lied to them in very clever ways. If he went back and tried to tell his people what happened, they would not believe him. The lies were so good the other Voku would not be able to find them, and in their doubt their loyalty would prevent them from growing too curious.  
 
    Curiosity had always been considered a shaped weapon for the Voku. It was taught that one must embrace curiosity in order to accomplish the mission and guard it against unforeseen threats…but curiosity of the mission itself was banned. It wasn’t even thought of enough to be officially banned. That was how deep the cleverness of the Elders ran, and only he had risen high enough to begin to sense it. 
 
    And they knew. They had removed him before he could awaken any further. And they’d made him betray his long held oaths to do so. Though in truth, if he had accepted their orders, they probably would have just kept him waiting forever…effectively as neutralized as exile would have been. There was no way to hold to his previous ideals and loyalties. They had stripped them from him, and he would carry that wound for the rest of his life, though in recent years it had become more of a scar than an active pain. 
 
    He had been truly lost when he left the Voku, and Paul had sensed it. His friend had set Cal-com out on a journey he did not originally understand, but it had eventually led him here to Forge, the heart of the Star Force Empire, though few knew it. It was a forbidden system to the public, like many others scattered throughout their empire, and a day didn’t go by that he didn’t consider when the Vargemma would show up in orbit to obliterate all life on this planet and the others in the system that was the cradle of the Archons and Mavericks.  
 
    Jepiker had not been evacuated, and now there were 4 Avenger-class warships patrolling it. If the Vargemma arrived, then those ships would move to destroy any Olopar before they could fire their Essence weapons…but there was never a guarantee as to where or when they would show up, so this star system was not safe, nor were any inside the Empire, though the number of attacks had lessened by almost a third since the Temple Wars began. 
 
    Information from them was slow in coming, and Cal-com was afforded more of it than was made available to the public, but everyone knew of the Temples now and how the Vargemma were hiding in them and striking at Star Force. Much damage had been done to the Empire, and the Hula Hoop alone, which was responsible for most long route trade in the galaxy, now had 17 gaps in it. Another 29 gaps were located in the splintering arms coming off it and extending out further into the Rim, and in every gap was a damaged or destroyed Grid Point construct, taken out by Vargemma sneak attacks. 
 
    Less of those were being launched, as several Temples were now under Star Force control and many others were in various stages of combat, but there were so many hidden throughout the galaxy that this war would not be over anytime soon…and rather than negotiate a surrender the Vargemma continued their attacks beyond the Temples, almost as if they knew they had no chance of defeating Star Force within them. Perhaps they sought vengeance before they were conquered. Perhaps they were in fact working for someone else who had ordered it. Cal-com did not know what the truth was, but he and the others on Forge were still in danger and would continue to be until this war was over or until Star Force could figure out how to develop a planetary Essence shield. 
 
    The latter was not going to happen, for the simple fact that they could not be fueled. The Uriti were a huge boon to Star Force, but their donations of Essence were being used to fuel the transit through the Temples for the Star Force fleets, and it was taking a humongous amount to do so. Getting them back out again would likewise, though they hoped to have figured out the key to getting through the Temples’ defense shield and directly back into galaxy, which would be far less Essence expensive.  
 
    But no such breakthrough had been made yet, though grav jump and mag jump bridges were being created out to the various Temples from the nearest systems. The Vargemma technique of building outposts would be far better, but that would require each ship to come equipped with an Essence drive, while the portals did not have that requirement. How the Caretaker technology managed that was still unknown, for even the Vargemma had not replicated the Caretaker’s ability to move through the Essence realm without using Essence themself.  
 
    When these wars were over, assuming all went well, the fleets would have to come back out to engage the Hadarak. There were too many ships to simply build new ones to replace them, and while the drones were much easier to deal with in that regard, the control ships were not. Without the Uriti they would be trapped inside the Temples, so the idea of fueling even one planetary shield with Uriti Essence was laughable. And the denizens of that planet couldn’t begin to donate enough to do it on their own. In that, at least, the Vargemma were far ahead of Star Force. 
 
    Cal-com kept appraised on the Temple Wars, but his mind never left the Hadarak, and especially what snippets of information they had on the Elders’ effort there. He did not feel right about them honorably battling the Hadarak without him, nor did he think their agreement with Star Force would hold. The old Cal-com would have, but now that he had experienced their betrayal he was constantly on the lookout for it again, and something about their battles did not feel right. There was no objective, just constant bloodshed, and he knew they would never operate without an objective. 
 
    Immediate survival was always important, but they could easily have hidden in the Rim for millennia before the Hadarak got this far out. No, they were up to something, and Cal-com wanted to figure out what it might be before Star Force suffered for it. They had given him so much that he felt highly in their debt, and wished to find a way to repay them. That was why he was here, learning from the best trainers their empire had, and from the single individual responsible for crafting the trailblazers. 
 
    Master Trainer Wilson.  
 
    When Paul had sent him here, Wilson had met Cal-com on arrival and had a multi-day conversation with him about a wide range of subjects…after which the testing began. Cal-com had never known so many different methods could be crafted, and he had even undergone the same tests that the Archons did to determine their worthiness…and he’d failed miserably. He was not Maverick material, and Wilson put that squarely on the Zak’de’ron. What it took to be an Archon would have meant any such individuals that had it would be purged from the Voku ranks before they could ever seriously question the Elders’ authority, as Cal-com ever so slightly had, though it had taken him a lifetime to accomplish what the Archons did by nature beginning in their youth. 
 
    He had been disappointed at first, hoping to obtain peerdom with his benefactors, but then Wilson surprised him when he said he already had. That was why Paul had sent him here for Wilson to individually deal with, because Cal-com had no peer within Star Force and he needed specialized training because of his advanced state.  
 
    The trailblazers had built an empire together. Cal-com had grown and led the Voku single-handedly following the limited orders from the Elders. Within Star Force there was no equivalent to that, and their Empire wanted to incorporate him and his unique skills as is, not overwrite them and try to make him into something lesser. 
 
    The Temple Wars were now already into year 14, if you counted from the first invasion of Alpha Temple by the Paladin. It had been 3 years since the fleet had gained access to the overall Temple network and begun their war of conquest, and far longer than that since Cal-com had last seen Paul. Messages had been sent frequently back and forth between them up until he had disappeared into the Temple network. Now he only rarely got a comm from him. 
 
    Cal-com knew that was because of how busy he was with the war, and the Voku envied him that. He wanted to help, but he was only one, and there were many others more capable than him at leading Star Force fleets. Without other Voku to lead he was redundant here, thus he spent his time in Jepiker being sculpted into something new by Master Trainer Wilson. What he would end up Cal-com didn’t know, and Wilson would not indulge any such questions. All that mattered was the next training session and that he continued making progress. Wilson had promised he’d take care of everything else. 
 
    Cal-com knew how to follow orders, and something about not knowing everything that was going on was natural to him. He suspected it was because of his experience with the Elders and the way they had crafted the Voku. He trusted Paul, and trusting the trainer that had trained his best, and only true friend seemed a natural extension of that bond. He had no trouble putting his faith in Wilson…though a part of him would never fully trust anyone again. 
 
    When he had confided that in Wilson the Human had actually smiled, then said he was finally learning. That trust wasn’t about blindness, it was about having faith in the outcome. And if you didn’t check occasionally, how could you really have faith in something? 
 
    Cal-com had never considered that before. In fact, there were many things Wilson said that he had never considered before. The training that he had undergone since coming here was far more complicated than anything he had received elsewhere in Star Force, and that statement alone seemed impossible. Training was the lifeblood of the Empire and encoded into every planet and starship they possessed. The opportunity to learn and grow was everywhere, but here it was something far more powerful. Wilson was crafting the training specifically for him, and somehow that made it a totally different experience. 
 
    So day in and day out Cal-com committed himself to this rebirth. He had thought he would always be Voku. Always be a servant of the Elders, if only in his memories, but as time went on he realized he was wrong. He didn’t know when it had happened, for he had lost all track of time once he dove into the training. Wilson didn’t let him have a moment of free time as others had. But that wasn’t unusual, for every minute of a Voku’s life was one of service, yet this was far more intense than anything the Elders had ever asked of him. 
 
    Cal-com could sense the change, though not fully catalog it. Wilson had encouraged him not to. He wanted him to live in the moment and not dwell on the future or past, for neither existed, and if one fixated on fiction then their real senses would be dulled. That had felt treasonous, for everything that had happened was not fiction…but then again it wasn’t here now. And if it was, it would be present, not past.  
 
    The Elders still existed, in the present. His colleagues, at least those still surviving the war against the Hadarak, were still out there in the present. And those that were not were somewhere else. Not in body, but beyond. Not knowing where or what or how was frustrating, and made one want to keep the memories of the past as present, but it was a weakness that he had shed…not willingly…thanks to Wilson’s training.  
 
    He had expected war training, but there was very little of that. His skills were being honed, but not in ways he had expected. He was in the simulator a fair amount, but it was causing him to face unexpected situations in combat and forcing him to face them. Hard choices. Bad choices. Easy choices. Wilson had a unique spin on them all, and Cal-com felt as if he was being better prepared for naval combat from Wilson despite the fact that he had not learned a single new tactic since coming here. It was all the same as the rest of the Star Force naval warfare catalog Paul had given him day one to absorb. Wilson was simply using it to train Cal-com in something else far more valuable, for he had been badly lacking it. 
 
    Cal-com couldn’t put a name to it, though he had tried many times in the past while eating, which was his only real opportunity to think. When he slept he hibernated in a vertical tube, and by ‘hibernation’ it wasn’t a long period, only hours, but his mind was shut down to minimal status rather than being active enough to dream. It was more restful this way, though he wondered what he was lacking, for Paul had told him of the dream tests the Elders had placed in the Zen’zat genome, making him feel that the Voku had not been deemed worthy enough to be allowed dreams.  
 
    But for Wilson it was a way to keep Cal-com busy constantly without downtime to think about anything other than what Wilson had assigned him to. Meals were his only exception, and they didn’t take more than a handful of minutes. Still, he had accomplished much thought in those small breaks, and his reflection back on his original self was showing a drastic change. He didn’t understand it, but he had the satisfied feeling that it was both good and long overdue. 
 
    When he revived from his hibernation cycle he woke to see Wilson standing before him. The Master Trainer didn’t often do that, but he was glad for the occasion. It always meant something even more impressive was going to occur.  
 
    “Cal-com,” the Human said, looking up at the Voku somewhat, for Humans were, without augmentation, the smaller of the two races. “You will never stop training. You will never stop growing, if you are smart and do not waste your life. I wish I could keep you here longer. I also wish I could keep the trailblazers here so that I could push them to even further heights. When the wars are over, if we survive, they will come back and allow me to do so occasionally. And you will as well. But your time here is over. You have learned what you needed to learn. You have become an individual. And you have become one of us. Now we need you, and your skills. Training is a luxury, and right now duty calls.” 
 
    “What is required of me?” Cal-com asked in English, which was now as natural to him as his native Voku.  
 
    “You have graduated from the training you were sent here to receive. Paul has been waiting until you did. I am not rushing you. In fact I may have delayed you a bit longer than needed, but I had to make sure you were on solid footing. I am confident that is now the case. You are ready.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying so,” he said with a short bow as he stood naked a step out of his hibernation tube, though Voku had no genitalia or any other biological weaknesses to worry about that clothing would conceal, much like the Paladin and other races that reproduced via genetic cloning and growth pods. “What is it that I am ready for?” 
 
    “Paul never told me. He just said to work my magic on you the way I did with them. But he sent orders two years ago to wait for when you graduated. Today is that day. I have not seen them. They are for you and you alone,” Wilson said, holding up a tiny data chip. “Take it, and may the Force be with you wherever you go.” 
 
    “Your training will be with me, Master,” he said, fully aware of what the term ‘Force’ referred to, as well as many other Star Force cultural terminologies. “But do I leave as Padawan or a Jedi Knight?” 
 
    “You were never a Padawan. That path wasn’t afforded to you because you were born beyond Star Force. Your path has led you straight to Knight, and a stronger one, I think, because of it. Before you leave, let me know what title they gave you. I’m curious,” Wilson said as he spun around and abruptly left. 
 
    Cal-com hadn’t been expecting that. Was there no ritual when one graduated? He wasn’t even fully awake yet, but the surge of excitement overrode the confusion. His orders were on the chip he now had in his hand. 
 
    The Voku gently cradled it in his fingers, careful not to smash what he knew was a very robust crystalline hexagonal tube, yet he felt like squeezing with all his might around the visible symbol of his success…though as he thought about it he realized the transformation was the true success, and that had happened before now. The chip was the key to the future, not a trophy the past. 
 
    Cal-com took the moment and summoned his Essence, creating a tiny invisible grasp on the object and lifted it out of his pitch black palm and floated it to a nearby wall shelf where he set it down without bobbling it too much. His breakthrough had occurred more than a year ago, but his development was slow. That much effort took nearly a quarter of his Essence reserves, but it was a little bit more training that also allowed him to memorialize this moment in his own memories.  
 
    Rather than investigate the data on the chip he patiently took the time to get cleaned up, dressed, and even eat before he returned to his quarters and finally picked up the chip again. This time with his fingers, and set it into a small holographic terminal…out of which a full scale image of Paul manifested, though frozen in place. 
 
    “Begin playback,” he ordered the device as he sat down on the edge of his bed and looked up into his friend’s recorded face…
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    “Cal-com, if you are seeing this message then it means you have completed Wilson’s training, just as I once did long, long ago. It is not the end, but rather the end of the beginning, and like me you don’t have the luxury of training in perpetuity. You’ve needed a mission ever since the Zak’de’ron deemed you too wise for their purposes, but what you needed more was to discover your own potential as a person rather than as a tool of others. If Wilson says you’re ready, then that means you’ve crossed that gap and now stand alone as your own master.” 
 
    “That aloneness does not mean you are isolated. It means that any bonding will be of your choice and that you will always be able to fall back on yourself if others disappoint. The reason for your existence is now internal, not external, and that gives you a stability you probably never realized you lacked until your life was destroyed by the whim of another. Star Force is a collaboration of individuals working together for mutual advantage, and while that at first might look like a disadvantage, if crafted properly, it provides the strongest foundation possible for an empire short of blind loyalty when it is not challenged.” 
 
    “You now know why the Zak’de’ron use it and we do not. We will not toss aside those that lose their blindness. The Zak’de’ron do not hesitate to, because to them everyone that serves them is expendable. To us, no one is expendable. That’s why we use machines when expendability is required. Our bonds of loyalty are not false, and because of that they are real and last forever. Those of the blind are limited, and you are one who outgrew them. So you have a special knowledge of this that even we do not.” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Cal-com said to the hologram. 
 
    “Your knowledge and experience run parallel to mine, but they are not wholly the same. You are not ready for the mission I am asking of you, but then again no one could be, for you must do something new and figure it out as you go, as we did, when we built Star Force up from a single system into an interstellar empire. I need you to do this for us, and in doing so cement your position in Star Force. You are here out of charity, but you desire to earn your place. You now have that opportunity.” 
 
    “Your mission, if you choose to accept it, is the Vargemma,” Paul said, hesitating slightly to let that sink in. 
 
    Cal-com’s eyes narrowed. The trailblazers were handling the war, and while there was a great deal to do he failed to see how he could help in a way that another Archon could not. 
 
    “These Temples are beyond description. Each a region of the galaxy condensed down to a single point and hidden away from the Hadarak. And there are many of them, filled with enemies that have lived longer than you and I combined. Many of them are too powerful for us to defeat in face to face combat, while others are newer born and limited in skills. We must assimilate them into Star Force, my friend, and I am not certain of how to do so. Normally we would rely on the Maturias, but there are so many people already in the Temples that their new populations are insignificant to those that reside here.” 
 
    “Myself and the other trailblazers are subduing the threat to Star Force, but we will not be free of their attacks any time soon. And even when we are, the Hadarak are still expanding and the V’kit’no’sat cannot stop them. Neither can the Zak’de’ron. They can only slow them. It falls to us to rise high enough to fight the greatest enemy this galaxy has known, and these Temples hold a great deal of knowledge that will escalate our learning curve dramatically. Our friends in the Uriti will provide far more Essence than we could ever hope to produce on our own, so we will have from them the fuel to power our new weapons even if the Vargemma refuse to share theirs.” 
 
    “We have some time, but events are spiraling into a future where we either face and push back the Hadarak, or run and abandon the galaxy to its destruction. We can hide in the Temples if need be and ride out the purge. They have been designed for this and other functions, but you already know we will not. We will not abandon a single person within Star Force, and there is no way to evacuate our territory into the Temples. Getting our fleet in alone is costing us an insane amount of Essence, and getting it out again will do likewise. The Temples are not meant to be destinations, but sanctuaries separate from the galaxy with only a small travel flow between them. They are meant to stand alone.” 
 
    “Star Force needs to assimilate the Temples and their power, both to fix what the Founders and the Vargemma have done wrong, and to increase our empire so we can better stand against the Hadarak and others. Many are already working on this, but there is one task that we do not know how to accomplish yet. I could assign myself or one of my brothers to it, and in time we would figure it out, but there is so much for us to do already I am leaving it to you. And I now the solution you come up with will not be identical to what we would do. I am hoping that it will be better.” 
 
    Cal-com’s chest tightened. Matching the trailblazers was a herculean task, but if one was asked to exceed them…that was seen by many as being impossible. Cal-com was not confident in his ability to do so, but to his surprise he was also eager to try. 
 
    “The Temples must become ours, in their entirety, and we cannot remove the Vargemma. We do not have the Essence for it. In a way it’s sad that they will never see the galaxy, but once you get here you will realize why they do not want to leave. There is enough mystery here to explore for a lifetime, and so much territory that you could never set foot on it all. For better or worse this is where they will live and die, and many have died at each other’s hands. They are beyond broken, and would have degenerated into genocide long ago if not for the threat of the Caretakers.” 
 
    “But there is strength in them. There is potential, buried under all the darkside, and if one could figure out how to untwist them, they would become a powerful ally, immediately adding an Essence component to our population that we could not otherwise match on our own in the next million years…or perhaps longer. I trust you understand the significance of how their time here cannot be replicated?” 
 
    “I am beginning to,” Cal-com answered, sensing the most important task of his life before him. One that would dwarf the massive level of trust the Elders had once placed in him at the head of the Voku. He’d thought he would never again have such a position, but now it was clear that his previous life had just been a warm-up for the greater challenges to come. 
 
    And with that realization everything crystalized within him. The disappointment of the past, the betrayal of the Elders, and his hopeless meandering thereafter all now made sense. It was bringing him to this point, and from where it would go he did not know, but there would be no going back. He could not go back, for once one’s eyes were open they would never again be shut completely.  
 
    A holy task awaited him, but it was not holy because Paul, or even Star Force was assigning it to him. It was the task itself. The universe had just laid it before him as if it had been the universe’s intent all along. Logically that made no sense, for he had seen the senseless and purposeless chaos within the galaxy that destroyed so many no matter what they did or did not achieve. 
 
    But there was no mistaking the sense of purpose within him now. Cal-com knew success was not guaranteed. This was not a fate that would take care of itself, but one that he would have to craft as he went, yet it was here. And it was real. His life did have a purpose, and whether by accident or design, everything prior to this moment had been building up to this. 
 
    “We must annex the Vargemma themselves, in addition to the Temples. Star Force has never annexed those more powerful than us, and in other circumstances it would be a challenge I would readily accept, but I think you will grow into the task better than I. You have been broken, I have not. I cannot be broken. Stressed, yes. But not broken. And now you cannot, since you have achieved the stable foundation of truth. You have an experience I cannot have, and from it I hope that you can surpass any outcome I could have with the Vargemma. But even if I am wrong, your handling of this task, named Project Phoenix, will free me up to pursue others of greater time sensitivity. The Vargemma are sitting in place and going nowhere. Others would let them rot for what they’ve done. We will not.” 
 
    “Due to the isolation of the Temples from one another, you will be assigned one to remake as you wish. As of the time I am recording this message, Kappa Temple is the only one where we are not fighting the Caretakers. The Vargemma have surrendered, though I am not sure how stable a surrender it is. They may view it as more of an armistice. If fighting breaks out and we are forced to engage the Caretakers then Kappa will be no different than the others, but if you can begin your work without it, I would prefer you start there. What you learn we will replicate in the other Temples over time, but I need you to solve this for us, my friend, and remove this threat from within the most valuable infrastructure the galaxy has ever known.” 
 
    “We cannot bring in enough personnel to outnumber them. Far from it. You will have Paladin available to grow on site, as well as a myriad of other resources, but the Temples, despite our naval victories, still remain very much under the control of the Vargemma. This will not be a straightforward task. It is an impossibility. Your mission is to do the impossible. If you accept it.” 
 
    “If you do not feel ready, then you can continue training indefinitely…but I know you well enough not to have any doubt as to your answer. A ship will be standing by ready to bring you to Kappa. It will be a long journey, and I will have a mass of data for you to chew through on the way. Welcome to the Empire, Cal-com. We badly need you to take this burden and transform it into an asset. If you can do that, you will have earned your place with us as an equal.” 
 
    The hologram shut off abruptly, which surprised Cal-com. Paul had never been so blunt before. He had told him time and again that he belonged in Star Force, but Cal-com had never personally accepted that. It seemed that Paul was now agreeing with Cal-com’s standard and throwing down a challenge before him whose outcome could not be questioned. If he was successful, he would be able to stand side by side with Paul and the others because he had earned it. His relationship with Paul had always been one of peers, and ever since being cast out by the Elders that had not been so. But as of now, it was again. 
 
    Only a peer would be given this massive of an assignment. Paul was treating him as such now…but it was for Cal-com to prove with deed to finalize his position.  
 
    A few seconds after the hologram of his friend ended, a small icon replaced it. It was a simple metallic plate with two Star Force symbols engraved into either side with the word ‘Reclaimer’ between them.  
 
    He knew instantly what it meant, and the reference that it was to. Paul had often referred to the Temples has ‘Halos,’ and that particular lore held a special place amongst the trailblazers. ‘Reclaimer’ was a word used to describe the Master Chief, but more so it was directed at the Forerunners. They had left the Halos behind only to be found and claimed by those in the far distant future for whom they were intended. The ‘Reclaimers.’  
 
    And here there were now, in reality, a series of even more massive constructs designed to be found and used by those that were capable of using Essence…as he now was. The parallels were striking and poetic, but the word ‘Reclaimer’ had a double purpose. The Master Chief had destroyed a Halo out of necessity, so Paul was also making clear that they were not going to be taking orders from the Founders and the Caretakers. Star Force was going to be calling the shots now, while making use of the toys they had left behind.  
 
    What Cal-com was to ‘reclaim’ he was to make his own, and he knew Paul wasn’t going to be looking over his shoulder. He was leaving the Voku to handle this entirely on his own, though with the backing of the empire available for him to draw on as needed. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said into the silence. “I will not fail you.” 
 
    Cal-com stood up from his seat on the end of the bed and walked over to the comm terminal where he typed in the word ‘Reclaimer,’ none too surprised to see a secondary program activate with a wealth of data along with a schematic for a unique type of armor that he would have fashioned for him before he left. 
 
    “Wilson asked what title I would be given,” he said, wrapping a hand around the holographic icon and feeling the solid nature of it, though he knew if he squeezed too hard it would disintegrate like sand. This was the end of the beginning, and the beginning of what was to come. And from now on he would go forth as a Star Force Reclaimer, which according to the information emblazoned before him, held an equal rank to that of the trailblazers and the Monarchs, though was separate from both. His was a position meant to operate in the wilds of the galaxy and work to civilize them, going where there was need and leaving when the task was fulfilled. 
 
    “A nomad without a base, but never without a purpose,” Cal-com said approvingly. “I, Reclaimer of Star Force, accept the duty before me and will pursue it to completion…or my final breath.”
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    June 2, 128554 
 
    Qinia System (Deevim Territory, Gogorax Kingdom) 
 
    Lijna 
 
      
 
    The one word that would set off every Deevim nowadays was ‘Vargemma,’ though Sha’ni had never seen one, nor had any ever traveled to Lijna or the other 18 planets spread over 4 systems that comprised the Deevim Commonwealth. Despite that fact, the Vargemma were responsible for the widespread famines that had already killed millions of his people. 
 
    Sha’ni was the Governor for one of the 18 provinces on Lijna, and now had to oversee the hard choices that were being made to save as many of his fellow winged bipeds as possible, for the Deevim long ago had made a serious miscalculation. 
 
    They were one of the many races that had not been absorbed by Star Force when the Rim-dominating empire had expanded through this region of the galaxy. They’d been offered annexation, but had declined. Star Force had respected that so long as they followed a few simple rules…rules that many of their neighbors could not, or would not, follow. It had been said that the Deevim of that time had not expected Star Force to honor their word, but when the terms were followed and no invasion came, eventually the Deevim began to use the access they had to the Star Force markets to greatly enhance their civilization. 
 
    ‘Greatly’ was an understatement. Most of the heavy equipment in the Commonwealth was manufactured by Star Force, and even after tearing it apart and putting it back together again the Deevim couldn’t understand it, let alone replicate it, but that hadn’t been a problem when Star Force opened market access 4 jumps away from Qinia in one of the empire’s expansion colonies. 
 
    The Deevim, as well as everyone else in this region of the galaxy, were able to buy, sell, and trade there…though most of the selling and trading happened through third parties. Star Force rarely bought anything, for they produced everything they needed and sold off the rest to eager customers like the Deevim…all the while offering information about how to become self-sufficient civilizations and the dangers of relying too heavily on trade. 
 
    Some had listened. Their neighbors, the Bigoda, were a single system race with only a planet and two moons in their possession, but they were peaceful and never tried to expand elsewhere. They had drawn heavily on Star Force wisdom, even getting some of the empire’s people to come and advise them on how to best design their own economy and infrastructure, and when that had happened long ago the Deevim had listened and watched as Star Force told them not to buy products from the market that they needed.  
 
    It seemed an odd thing to say when you were the ones doing the selling, but the point that the advisors had hammered home was that the Bigoda had to be able to produce everything they relied upon locally, then use the markets for luxuries and upgrades. This meant the Bigoda had to progress slowly, and the Deevim were fearful of falling behind their competitors…though Star Force had pretty much made it clear that they wouldn’t be invading each other without incurring the wrath of the empire’s military and their godlike forces. But for commerce competitors, the Deevim drew heavily on Star Force products and advanced their civilization far faster than the Bigoda had. 
 
    But now they were the reverse, and the Bigoda were shipping some badly needed exports to the Deevim in a recent trade deal that Sha’ni’s people desperately needed…but the tiny single planet empire couldn’t supply them with enough to solve the problem, and it looked like the Star Force market would be closed to them indefinitely. 
 
    Technically it wasn’t closed. Star Force still allowed the Deevim to buy products from them, but most of their inventory was now empty. The first change had occurred almost a century ago when the Hadarak started their war of aggression and Star Force responded. The uptick in military production had affected all civilian queues, but to their credit Star Force didn’t spike the prices like others would have. They kept them the same and just allowed the metaphorical shelves to empty, all the while constructing wait lists that ensured no one group got what was left and hoarded it.  
 
    The Deevim had got supplies from Star Force at a reduced pace, but it had been enough to sustain them. The ships they had acquired over the millennia were still functional, even the older ones, and those were still more than 100 times faster than anything the Deevim could produce themselves. Access to the Star Force markets had taken their Commonwealth from a two planet system and spread them out into an interstellar civilization…though to this day they still couldn’t build interstellar jump-capable ships. They should have been able to, at least slow ones, but when you could buy the futuristic Star Force ships who would bother to experiment with slow, inefficient technology? Deevim policy was to continue to study and deconstruct Star Force tech until they unlocked the secrets of it rather than experiment and build on their own…and now that policy was causing starvation amongst Sha’ni’s people. 
 
    He was lightweight from heavy rationing, but he would be one who always had food, given his position. Others were not so fortunate, and 3 years ago an edict had gone out that no further reproduction would be allowed. Not a single fertile egg had been laid since that day, in order to reduce the growing number of mouths to be fed, but there were still far too many people for local resources to support. 
 
    The Deevim had enough, which was the irony of it, but their planets were not constructed to operate in isolation. They required heavy transport of key items back and forth across the spacelanes for three key vitamins the Deevim required. Those were produced on only two planets in great quantities, for the environment of all the others were not suited to the production. Some internal growth facilities had been built, and were now being heavily expanded, but the demand could not be met, and all because they could not buy solari from Star Force. 
 
    The fuel the advanced Star Force starships used required Solari, which was a common mining product in the galaxy. The problem was, the Deevim never developed the knowledge or technology to obtain it themselves. They had no Star Forge or anything like it in their systems, and had been buying all that they needed from Star Force to fuel their Star Force-built ships. Now there was none available to the public, for most of what had been coming to the local market was being diverted to the war effort. The rest was still eeking its way out to the Deevim until the Vargemma attacked. 
 
    They had hit the Grid Point System, taking out numerous links in that transit network, through which the solari and so many other things flowed. When a link close to Gogorax went down, the shipments of solari coming to the local area stopped entirely. That was when the Deevim started squirming, for their fuel reserves would only last a matter of months beyond that point. 
 
    They had taken drastic measures to limit travel, and a decade later almost all of their Star Force ships were sitting in orbit of their planets unable to move. Some had been sold to other non-Star Force civilizations in exchange for solari, or even for the full fuel component that the Deevim could not mass produce even if they had the solari. The fleet of Star Force-made ships that Sha’ni’s people relied upon was shrinking with every year as the price for solari through other sources skyrocketed.  
 
    Fortunately not every ship would be shut down, for they’d managed to trade for two older Star Force models that did not require solari for fuel. They were very slow in comparison, but far faster than anything the Deevim could produce on their own. The trade had cost them 6 of the newer models, but they had no choice and the Toquari traders knew it.  
 
    Shipyards had sprouted everywhere within the commonwealth, building insystem ships to carry goods from one planet to another, but only the home system produced the mass quantities of the three triad vitamins, and Qinia was not the home system. Every person in the other three systems, including Sha’ni’s, was slowly dying of nutrient deficiencies…and now some were not getting enough food at all as the production facilities here were being revamped to produce as many of the vitamin bearing fruit as they could, causing shortages in other areas. 
 
    The Deevim had managed to keep everything together through the Hadarak shortages, and Star Force had been able to keep a little trickle of goods flowing out to those neighboring civilizations that required market access to survive, but the Vargemma had wrecked it all by attacking the transit hubs. And every time Star Force got one back up and running, 5 more would be taken down elsewhere. 
 
    And Sha’ni knew the Deevim were not the only ones suffering. Many other races were but those like the Bigoda, who had taken Star Force at their warning and slowed the development rate of their people in order to make it sustainable, were not being victimized by the trade disruption. They were, in fact, profiting from it greatly, and Sha’ni did not fault them for that. The Bigoda were the only reason some of the Deevim’s main ships were still running, for they did have a Star Forge-type facility sucking solari out of their star. It wasn’t much, and they’d agreed to sell part of it to the Deevim to ensure that at least some of the vitamin shipments made it out to the other three systems. 
 
    They were also offering some of their ships to haul cargo, at a price, though they didn’t need interstellar craft themselves. They were not willing to sell them, nor did Sha’ni blame them for that, because the Star Force-built models were able to be fully fueled and maintained by materials 100% collected by the Bigoda themselves. It was the economic model the Deevim should have selected, but Sha’ni’s forbearers had been greedy to the point of ignoring Star Force’s own warnings about relying too heavily on the markets.  
 
    Nobody had ever expected Star Force to fall, and in truth they hadn’t, but even damage in some select areas was enough to cut off the flow of the solari…and now the Deevim were paying for it with their lives. Something as simple as three little vitamins was dooming three quarters of their commonwealth, and it was only now that Sha’ni understood the importance of logistics. 
 
    Logistics could kill more than an invading army, and Star Force knew this. He just wished the Deevim had listened long ago. Now they had a bunch of Star Force toys the envy of the galaxy…but they had no way to power them, or even to replace parts when they rarely broke down. They’d always bought more, never thinking to build something of their own. 
 
    The only hope now was that Star Force got the link nearest them back up and running…and that there was enough solari out there to be bought. But as word crept in of more and more Vargemma attacks, he knew in his gut that while the Deevim in the home system would survive, most of those beyond it would not, and soon this world and the others would be filled with corpses. The only question was would it be from starvation or the carnage of riots that had already begun to crop up in some areas as they saw the list of starvation deaths begin to tally… 
 
      
 
    63,193 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Mastertech Tennisonne, ever since his nearly dying in the initial Vargemma attack, had become obsessed with finding a defense against Essence weapons. He and others had successfully cobbled together the Avenger-class warship, and while it was effective…which he was proud to see from the battle reports…it was crude tech that he didn’t fully understand. Essence itself he could not touch, nor see, nor scan. It was all based off inference, like subatomic particles, but Essence was derived from another realm entirely that was beyond his study. 
 
    Tennisonne was juggling multiple projects at once, as was normal, but not this number of projects. Star Force now had defense against Essence weapons in the form of shielding, but it required Essence to produce. Tennisonne would not settle for that. He had to find some way, some substance, that could stop, resist, or at least effect Essence that was not itself Essence altered. So far he had nothing in that department, and it was beyond frustrating, because he knew they’d never have enough Essence to defend even a fraction of Star Force’s planets if he didn’t find some other way to do it. 
 
    Losing people in warfare was not Star Force’s way, so a solid defense had to be devised. You couldn’t count on getting to and eliminating all enemies before they struck, so he had to come up with something…but right now he wasn’t working on that except in his spare time. Weapon research to better kill the Hadarak was his number one priority, for even while the Vargemma were not yet defeated, that was only a matter of time. The Hadarak were the greater threat in the long run now that the Avengers were giving Star Force the power it needed to knock down the Vargemma and their damn Olopar.  
 
    Tennisonne wasn’t in the lab at the moment, he was onboard a starship far from any of his normal lairs. This was field work, and it wasn’t for the sake of weapons research. That he was doing in simulators onboard the ship, but he needed to personally be here to solve another riddle presented to him a while ago, yet one that Jason had made into a far greater priority. 
 
    That was the ‘song’ of the stars that the Uriti had noted. It had taken him forever to figure out how to even scan for such a thing, and to be honest he had to have a lot of Uriti help in that department, but eventually he had identified a resonance frequency linked to the gravitational vibration within Dulurium. It was one out of millions of substances studied, and since its discovery 3 more had been added. Ivoren, Socartum, and Senistrium.  
 
    All four were neutron dense Arc Elements, massing more than other Arc Elements, and the differential in the gravitational tide meant one side of the hollow sphere of the atom would pull or relax a tiny fraction of a fraction of a second ahead of the other side. This created a ‘hum’ in the elements that could barely be detected, but with some refining one of Tennisonne’s linked research teams had been able to work out a decent detection sensor for close stars. Far ones were beyond their ability to sense right now, but that was just a matter of time. The dam had broken on this subject matter, and now Tennisonne had his teeth sunk firmly into it. 
 
    Gravity, as previously unknown to Star Force, was not always a constant force. They’d known it was an emission, like light, but they hadn’t known the pattern of release could alter. Little tiny particles would be shot out like water from a hose, making a continual stream that had been the bedrock of space-based navigation from the very beginning of Star Force, and the V’kit’no’sat before them, but it seemed some gravity sources didn’t have a solid stream. Rather they surged more one moment than the next. The sum total was exactly the same amount of gravitational pull, which was why neither Tennisonne nor others had even suspected there might be more to it. 
 
    But the Uriti could feel it. And not only could they feel it, they could use it. Anti-grav technology was like a magnet, and when gravity hit it a response would occur, like wind hitting a sail. Each collision would push the boat further on, but anti-grav didn’t just collect, it enhanced, and therein lay the key.  
 
    What the Uriti actually did to get more speed was sync up their anti-grav with the source frequency. Acceleration completely threw that off, so making jumps while having to continually adjust was crazy hard, but they did it naturally. Much like someone riding a bike. It seemed impossible at first, but after years of practice you could do so with very little effort or focus. Programming machines to do that was a headache, but progress was being made as Tennisonne’s ship jumped from in near the star out to the edge of the system and back again, with him tweaking the equipment in between each movement. 
 
    Most stars produced normal gravity, and finding one that didn’t was difficult. Finding one whose frequency was so stark that even his primitive equipment could interact with it had been the trouble, and so far only 9 such stars had been detected within Star Force territory, but he had a team out looking through them for more. It wasn’t something you could just look up in a database. It required a sensor-capable ship going there and measuring, but thankfully they had a way to predict which ones might or might not be. Without that they would have continued to look for millennia before finding this one. 
 
    It was Pefaris 9, and located at the center of a neutral race’s territory not affiliated with Star Force. Tennisonne’s ship was in no danger, as they could travel through the system freely, but for courtesy sake he had informed them of the navigational experiments before he started so they didn’t get worried about what was happening…though they couldn’t do anything about it if they wanted, for their technology was woefully inadequate compared to that of his ship. 
 
    Matching frequencies was damn hard when doing it manually, because figuring out what the star’s frequency was in the first place was not exact, but the more jumps they made the more Tennisonne was able to narrow it down. This one was spurting out gravity in a 2/2/9/4/2/8 pattern, so far as he could tell, and his new anti-grav…which had been recently added to the ship’s normal engines…was designed so it would pulse double strong then ‘rest,’ using the same energy but focusing it into its own spurts.  
 
    If the spurts lined up, you got double the thrust. If they didn’t, and missed entirely, you got no propulsion whatsoever. He guessed that the Uriti were not precisely aligning, but they were succeeding enough to get greater than normal thrust. Tennisonne wouldn’t be happy until he did better than that, but he was on the clock, for Jason needed this technology ASAP. The creators of the Temple network also had a shadow network beyond it that utilized this technology for navigation, and anyone trying to access it without the Pulse Engines, as Tennisonne had dubbed them, would have to move painfully slow due to the low mass of the jump points, for their pulse rate was calculated to be far more than this star. 
 
    How much energy could be jammed into a pulse appeared to be variable, and if Tennisonne was right, the shadow network employed pulses with at least 8 times the density of regular gravity…meaning you would travel the same speed using normal engines…but if you had Pulse Engines that also had an 8x effect, that meant you could compact all your thrust down into 1/8th of the time, essentially turning it off for 7 seconds out of every 8, though the cycle rate was microscopic in comparison. 
 
    So how good your technology was depended on how much you could crunch your power spike into a small chunk of time, then turn it off and on again, over and over. If the shadow network had an 8x natural effect, Tennisonne guessed the Founder technology could match it. Tennisonne’s own crappy Pulse engine was only at 2.3 right now, which matched the star’s frequency. Most stars that were not normal were giving off readings of 1.1-1.6, which is why Tennisonne had to come all the way out to this one to get the most obvious results for him to study and tweak.  
 
    If he sent Jason this prototype engine it would work in the shadow network, but not nearly as fast as the network was designed to allow. That meant the Founder technology could still outrun him, and Tennisonne didn’t like that. Still, Jason had wanted this ASAP, so Tennisonne was going to send him the 2.3 model as soon as he got it reliably worked out, because the Mastertech would not being going with it to troubleshoot, nor would anyone else.  
 
    It wasn’t ready yet, and wouldn’t be according to Tennisonne’s standards, but so long as the ship in question had a regular gravity drive in addition to the Pulse drive, then there was no risk in sending it. He hoped that would be enough for Jason to use, but he wouldn’t be happy until he got his new technology up to par with that of the Founder’s tech…and he was a long way from that. Especially on the Essence side of things.
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    November 19, 128554 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple (exterior) 
 
      
 
    Cal-com watched from onboard the ship carrying him across the galaxy as it inched closer to Beta Temple…which was now visible ahead of the ship as a dark grey shadow slowly eclipsing the distant stars beyond it as it grew larger on approach. Now that he was finally here, and could see it on the live monitors, a deep chill ran through him.  
 
    The size was beyond anything he had seen before. It was literally the size of a small star system, and the entry point was still too far away to be visible. The massive, silent shadow grew larger and larger until it filled the entire forward view…and still he could not see their destination. It felt like they were going to run into the giant sphere, for they didn’t stop, nor slowed down, yet it looked like it was right in front of them. 
 
    That was an illusion due to the size, and after a long time of traveling into infinity a spec appeared before them and quickly grew as the ship slammed into the localized gravity field and pressed back on it, negating their approach speed just in time to avoid hitting the ship ahead of them that was passing into the breach in the Temple’s outer hull, and another one would be following Cal-com’s ship in a matter of seconds, perhaps a minute back. 
 
    Even after a period of years, more ships were entering the Temple network. There had been a massive backlog in the prior system, where Cal-com’s ship had been allowed to skip to the front of the queue. The war inside the Temples was continually expanding, and Star Force was greatly limited as to how many ships could come inside due to this being the one and only entry point into the network. 
 
    As of yet no barrier shield control rooms had been claimed to allow ships direct entry. Those that had been possessed were locked down, probably by the Vargemma before Star Force troops had gotten there, or some by damage incurred during the fighting. The Caretakers had rebuilt them, but in doing so they were not unlocked and Star Force didn’t have the Essence skillset to unlock them. Unfortunately word had gotten around to many Temples that this was a way to deny Star Force Temple assets, so when the fight against the Caretakers began and there was no further downside, the Vargemma were going around and destroying all the Caretaker facilities they could so that when they were rebuilt Star Force would have to earn access to them and would not be able to profit from the Vargemma’s past efforts. 
 
    So this entry point was all Star Force had, and they were feeding all the invasion fleets through it. This also meant Star Force’s fleets were trapped inside and unable to leave if an emergency occurred elsewhere. That was a calculated risk, but an easy one to make, for it was the Vargemma that were doing so much damage to the empire…and to stop the Vargemma you had to go into the Temple network and fight them on their own turf. 
 
    Cal-com had been told how big the Temples were, but now he was getting a personal feel for it. When his ship entered the conduit ahead of the grav stop, the view of the massive sphere disappeared and the narrow tunnel around the warship felt extremely claustrophobic, but Cal-com knew they had plenty of clearance on either side, given how accurate Star Force’s navigational technology was, in addition to the skill of their pilots.  
 
    He wasn’t commanding this ship, only riding along, and even though he was anticipating the coming view, his breath caught in his throat when the ship exited the far end of the conduit and rose up into the Temple interior. 
 
    Cal-com saw the inside, lit up brightly everywhere by the small artificial star in the center. The land was as flat as flat could be, but far off in the distance he could see it curve upwards ever so slightly…but when he looked above the scattered clouds he could see land where space should have been. So very far away he couldn’t make out land from water, but the grid lines of the massive cities were visible as tiny hairs nearby, though they disappeared the further away you got. 
 
    On the far side of the Temple was a massive white wall, and it was that wall that caught him off guard. In space the emptiness was vast, but here it had definitive boundaries. He used a nearby console on the bridge to do some checking for himself, and confirmed the amount of empty space inside. How anyone could have built something like this, and the power that civilization must have had, boggled his mind. And this wasn’t just one Temple. They had done so 2934 times, at the minimum, and there might be more like Beta out there that hadn’t been discovered by the Vargemma yet.  
 
    Cal-com had thought the Elders were the ultimate power, but being here he realized how wrong he was. The Elders could not do this, even at their height of power in the distant past. Nor did the Elders have Essence powers, as now Cal-com did. Whoever these Founders were, they were a force beyond his new empire, and he hoped they were either friendly, neutral…or long since dead. 
 
    And from what he had learned they did not live in this galaxy. They had built these Temples for the resistance against the Hadarak, who were defeating everyone else across multiple galaxies. Cal-com felt how outclassed he was as his ship tilted over and began skimming the atmosphere as it headed for the nearest portals where other smaller masses of ships were waiting for transit, and beyond them there were large fleets building up that he assumed were new assault forces for Temples that had not yet been invaded. 
 
    And every ship had to be powered by Essence to get from one Temple to another. So much so that no invasion force could ever threaten the Vargemma here…except that Star Force had befriended the Uriti, who due to their Hadarak heritage had the ability to donate their Essence at will while not being able to use it, as far as they knew, for anything else. It was the Uriti that were allowing this invasion to happen, and several of the ships around the nearest portal were Essence tankers bringing in the fuel to power the portals from the outside, but then those ships couldn’t return so long as the grav jump link was taking in ships from the outside. 
 
    But Star Force had plenty of tankers to send, and eventually they’d be given a break to get back out again. Until then they’d camp here, and there was plenty to see.  
 
    Everything was green, but the plants were small and new. These areas had recently been covered in ice, and that ice was now melted and residing in a number of lakes and oceans that evaporated the water up into the clouds and precipitated it back out into the watershed that fed the rivers that went back to the lakes and oceans. When in the air the clouds stayed put in their regions, for the border cities were higher than them, and higher than the atmosphere in most cases, isolating one region from another and allowing for almost all of the Temple Regions to be absolutely frigid. 
 
    That’s why the far side of the Temple looked white. It was a solid sheet of ice that Star Force would not be allowing to melt anytime soon. Give the Temple enough Essence to thaw it all out and it’d devote some of that Essence to raising the external shield…which would block the access of the fleet and truly trap them inside.  
 
    That’s how tenuous Star Force’s access to the Temple network was. Only the limited activity of this Temple was allowing them their invasion corridor. Had it been up and running like the others, then the Temple network would truly have been impregnable against any threat this galaxy could throw at it. 
 
    Which was why Star Force taking possession of it was so critical. The future of the galaxy, and perhaps multiple galaxies, lay in Star Force’s ability to learn from the Temples and assimilate their technology and knowledge. They would not become thralls to the Founders, dead or alive, but like the V’kit’no’sat before them, Star Force would take the advantages offered and explode in growth because of it. It had happened once before. Cal-com had observed it from the outside, and he did not doubt it would happen again, only this time he couldn’t fathom what the outcome would be. 
 
    And he was going to play a key part in it, for the Vargemma couldn’t be removed from the Temple network. The Essence cost of that would far exceed the movement of the fleet. In fact it would dwarf it, so the Vargemma had to stay. Others would have simply killed them and be rid of the threat they posed, and that would be the fastest and far easier way to handle it. The Elders would have done so, but Star Force would not and Cal-com…despite the infinite problems it would pose him in the coming centuries…was proud to be part of an Empire that didn’t seek out the easy solutions. They sought true power…and true power couldn’t be achieved through betrayal. That was something the Elders had never learned, nor perhaps never cared to question. 
 
    What was Star Force? It wasn’t a person, or even a group of people. It was a way of doing things, and that way had to be 100% solid to be effective on planet after planet with people who would never know or meet each other. It had to be solid so someone being born later could study Star Force records, even if the empire was completely destroyed, and rebuild as if nothing had changed.  
 
    There was no cheating. No backstabbing. And no killing because someone was in the way. The Vargemma were going to be a major nuisance, but Star Force would contain them and see who amongst the varied races could be salvaged. And perhaps, in that, Star Force would gain more power, but that wasn’t the reason for keeping them alive. It was because simply killing the Vargemma to be rid of them would be wrong. 
 
    When one conquered another, the victor became responsible for the loser. That was the way of conquest, and if you couldn’t bear the responsibility then you shouldn’t be fighting in more than self-defense in the first place. Conquest was an art that few ever mastered, but Star Force was one who had wrote a very extensive book on it. And many of the most powerful races within Star Force had once been conquered and absorbed, by various means, and that is how it was meant to happen.  
 
    An empire that simply slaughtered all opponents was, among other things, a pathetic disappointment.  
 
    There were no people here in Beta, other than what Star Force had brought in or grown here, in the case of the Paladin. But Cal-com wasn’t staying, and his ship went straight to the head of the line at the nearest portal as the convoy that was going through stopped short. They’d learned that you could send hundreds of ships through in quick order if you denoted them as a convoy and gave the necessary Essence for them all up front, but otherwise you would have to feed the portal the necessary Essence and select the destination for each ship, which was done now for his. 
 
    The shimmering effect over the portal returned, and his warship moved down into the surface, seeming to go below ground, then something snapped and all external cameras went dark. No one on the ship could see anything, except for Cal-com. He had just enough skill to enhance his vision to see the Essence realm engulfing the ship, and the majesty of it floored him. From the giant flowers shooting ships off with regularity to the root-like lines that crisscrossed the entire sphere like a giant bird’s nest, he realized that the visible technology of the Temple was only one level of the Founders’ power…and this was the other. 
 
    Before his Essence-enhanced vision was always very hard to use, but here it was easy. He was actually in the Essence realm, so there was nothing else to interfere with it. He sat on the bridge as everyone else looked at blank screens as the portal system carried the ship helplessly to its next target…which would be a relay point. No one else saw it, but a giant flower caught them on the other end, then they were moved around to another before being shot off again. Eventually they came to their final destination and the ship snapped back into reality, with the interior of Kappa Temple being visible. 
 
    Cal-com was ready for it this time, but there was no ice here…at least where it wasn’t wanted. The entire interior of the sphere was a mix of green and blue with little specs of ice…and a mass of battlemap signals from the occupation fleet that was equally spread around the Temple’s surface, with only a few signals in the center hollow. 
 
    “Welcome to the war,” the Bsidd captain told him as they got a slew of updates on the current situation. “Your orders have you transiting to a command ship. We’ll have you there in about 19 hours.” 
 
    “Is there fighting here?” Cal-com asked. 
 
    “Nothing from the Caretakers, if that’s what you mean,” the Captain said, checking again. “And it looks like the Vargemma are staying quiet…for now.” 
 
    “Then why do you call it a war?” 
 
    “The surface isn’t secured. We only own the sky. I have a feeling they will not give it up peaceably. Others have suggested this Temple is a ticking time bomb and will blow like the others have, forcing us to fight the Caretakers as well.” 
 
    “Something is different here, or that would have already taken place,” Cal-com said, looking out at the god-like technology of the Temple, where he and his Star Force brothers would be living indefinitely. This was now home, for better or worse, and Paul was right. There was so much here he could never explore it all…not to mention this Temple was more than twice as big as Beta and sitting inside an even larger nebula that would sustain it with all the energy it needed for billions of years to come. 
 
    And all of it was now under Cal-com’s stewardship. 
 
    Including the 219,388,291,392,022 hostile Vargemma inhabiting the surface, which he was here to annex into the empire.  
 
    Cal-com brushed the wide shoulder plates that denoted him as the newly minted rank of ‘Reclaimer,’ a title that he was going to have to earn immediately. For not only were the Vargemma hostile, they were also hostages of the Caretakers, who could kill them at will if their programming decided it was necessary.  
 
    The Voku eyed the battlemap and highlighted the location of all the Olopars…which he could not attack or disable without precipitating that war.  
 
    This was by far the most challenging assignment he’d ever been trusted with, and though he didn’t know how exactly to bring the Vargemma into the fold, he did not doubt that he would find a way. Paul trusted him to do so, and Cal-com trusted in his own skills enough to confirm that. If there was a way, he would find it. If there was not, he would make one. Failure was not an option, and Cal-com would not have been sent here if it was…
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    March 30, 128555 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
    Kara-317 had reported back through the expanded relay network as soon as she could, but without transmitting the bulk of her data. The news that Earth had been decimated and Star Force was pulled out of offensive operations against the Hadarak so they could fight a war with these Vargemma was not what she had been expecting when she returned from her scouting mission. But as soon as word could reach back to her across the galaxy, she had a very encrypted message ordering her to a system on the Star Force side of the Hula Hoop…which she also learned was partially shut down due to damage. 
 
    Once she arrived in that system she got a hand delivered message ordering her to come to the Repository. Kara had abandoned her scout ship, parting ways with her loyal diminutive crew, and took a series of ships out that were unremarkable, thus hiding her transit to the system where Davis had been hiding out since he barely survived the destruction of Earth. 
 
    When she landed in the hangar Davis was there to meet her, and she wrapped him up in a firm hug. 
 
    “I’m glad they didn’t get you,” she said, with her Vorch’nas brushing against the back of his neck. 
 
    “I owe the Knights of Quenar for that. How bad was it?” 
 
    “I had some help,” Kara admitted as she released him, but only to arms’ length as she still held onto his elbows. “A Zak’de’ron tagged along in his own ship, but it turned out to be helpful in the end.” 
 
    “They knew?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Yeah. Their intelligence gathering is still top notch. We got into a few fights, and his ship was much better equipped than mine. We couldn’t go all the way, but we learned a lot. As I said in my message, we’re screwed if we try to fight our way in there.” 
 
    “First things, first. This Zak’de’ron…” 
 
    “His name is Pol’ake, and he was interested in gathering intel. We both got what we wanted, and not enough. It is thick in there. Mindlessly thick. It makes our systems look empty.” 
 
    “Thick with ships?” Davis asked as he stood in the hangar, with neither of them moving to leave.   
 
    “No, not ships. Something new. It’s like a tree they build in space, infesting it as if it were dirt. The major jumplanes are clear, but the rest is obscured with infrastructure that is grown. That’s the best I can explain it. We couldn’t get close enough to sample an intact one. And it’s in every system once you get far enough in. Every damn one. No gravity well is left uninfested.” 
 
    “New Hadarak forms?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. And they’ve got some fast ones. They’re pretty much homing missiles. If we hadn’t kept our distance they would have caught us. You can’t go anywhere near the stars, and even a cloaking device didn’t work in some areas. These structures can use Essence to see…and to grapple with anything that comes close. It might be some form of automated defenses, or it might be the living components of what we came to call the ‘nest.’ There are a lot of different forms, but they’re thick enough around the stars to dim the light coming out of them. I don’t know where they get the mass. It adds up to millions of planets worth.” 
 
    “And you can’t get very close to the pieces of this nest without them intercepting you?” 
 
    “Either with units or an Essence grip. I felt it hit the ship once, very wispy like. Not enough to stop us, but I knew if we got any closer that power level would increase. And the range they were doing it at meant they were really pumping out the power. It was beyond Tar’vem’jic range, so they must have a huge store of Essence in the nests.” 
 
    “So we can’t attack them without taking damage?” 
 
    “I think they could wipe out our entire fleet in moments if we came within range. I’ve been reading up on the Vargemma and the Temples. Maybe they have some weapons that can out distance them, but we’ve got nothing to work with aside from throwing rocks at them, which they can probably catch or deflect. Maybe eat. Running them out of Essence is the only play we’ve got, if they’ve got the kind of Essence weaponry the Lurkers have.” 
 
    “What do they have that can come out to us?” 
 
    “A lot. I don’t think the nests can move, but there’s a lot of critters in and around them, and most are defensive. I think it’s their equivalent of a moat. We got through it, but only because someone else had torn a chunk out of it.” 
 
    “You said there was another player in the Core.” 
 
    “We were able to pick up some survivors and analyze damaged ships. If they hadn’t been fighting we never would have got anything from the Hadarak. The minions don’t know much, but they had some information for us. It’s the others that knew more. Particularly a comms nexus that was barely alive. It had a cluster hive in it…the Hadarak further in are either tanky defense units or clusters of different tissues that are individually born, but they are designed to work together. The comms nexus uses Essence to send signals from one system to another, connecting the nests, and a few pieces of one were still alive and unable to defend against Ikrid. We learned a whole lot.” 
 
    “What’s the worst of it?” Davis asked. 
 
    “They sent the gardeners against us.” 
 
    Davis frowned, then took her meaning as she simply nodded. “We don’t have a chance against their mainline?” 
 
    “Not if we go in there. The larger jump distances out here are to our advantage, but if they come they will run over anything we’ve got.” 
 
    “We’ve got Avengers now.” 
 
    “I saw that. Unless you can field a fleet of a million of them, don’t get cocky.” 
 
    “Their ships can all use Essence?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but they don’t have to. They’ve got a lot of other ways to fight, including a virus-sized version that will infect and grow inside an enemy until it reaches enough mass to take control of the body. And it grows fast.” 
 
    “Did you…” 
 
    “No. But we saw it in action. The Core is not all Hadarak territory. There’s active fighting there. I think what’s out on the Rim doesn’t concern them. We’re just weeds that need to be chopped off every now and then.” 
 
    “How many other civilizations did you find?” 
 
    “One big one and four smaller ones. All are biological.” 
 
    “Really?” Davis said, knowing that virtually all the races encountered in the galaxy thus far were only spacefaring where technology was used. Being able to fly through the stars on your own biology was extremely rare. “Pictures?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get to that,” she said gravely. “But you need to hear this first. Most of our intel is from telepathy, from both the Hadarak and the big race that we named the Ikeo. Their own name is basically ‘us’ and Ikeo is the shortened version of it. They’re essentially a bee hive, and the flowers they feed on are black holes. They can see inside them using a type of Essence vision, and that’s brought them into direct conflict with the Hadarak, who live exclusively in black holes. And when I say Hadarak I mean their leaders. They’re native to them, and they cannot exist outside of them.” 
 
    “What are the Hadarak we’ve seen then?” 
 
    “They serve them. Are they creations, annexed races…who knows? But the original Hadarak are giant worms that burrow their way through the black holes. They don’t go up into the atmosphere of them, and when they’re underground they’ve virtually invulnerable to harm from conventional weapons…assuming you could even see down there, which you can’t. Not unless you have Essence or some other funky method. That makes them the ultimate king pings that can never lose a war that they can run from down there…except they can die.” 
 
    “The Ikeo?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not the natural threat. Black holes can explode, and some more likely than others. This can be triggered by an enemy, but it also happens periodically. Because of this, the ‘Spice Lords’ have to be able to travel from one black hole to another. Before they had an empire they probably died all the time, but now they can move when needed…behind a huge army protecting them during transit.” 
 
    “Why Spice Lords?” 
 
    “The Ikeo pull up a lot more valuable materials than we ever have from black holes. They’re damn good at it, and the Spice Lords also eat it. There’s a lot of Solari, but there’s something else. Probably lots of something elses. We don’t know for sure, but the Ikeo swarm and strip it out of black holes, then bring it to space where they live. The other three races we found are also based around, or in, black holes. We didn’t have a chance to mind raid any of them, because we didn’t find them fighting the Hadarak. They might be elsewhere, but the war between the Ikeo and Hadarak is a mess. I don’t know if this is the remnants of the Hadarak invading this galaxy, or if the Ikeo are invading them…” 
 
    “How are the Ikeo winning fights?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We only saw the aftermath, but the damage done to the Hadarak units was physically ripping them apart. It could be Essence, but I doubt it. Their bodies are so small. I don’t see how they’d have enough.” 
 
    “Show me what they look like.” 
 
    Kara tilted her left palm up and produced a hologram of a very nasty looking insect that appeared to have mittens on. Where there would normally have been pointy legs were rounded nubs and bendable, but very thick trunks. Kara set it against a series of Star Force ships, with it being no longer than half a mile. 
 
    “That’s the largest of them, and we found several that were dying, including one that was being infested and taken over by the Hadarak virus minion. We couldn’t stop it, so we had a chat with him and killed him at his request. It was one of the worst mind melds I’ve ever done. He could feel the virus eating him alive and taking control of his body bit by bit.” 
 
    “How much of a conversation did you have?” 
 
    “They operate with a hive mind, so not much. I think they’re very low standard intelligence, like the Uriti, but they operate on another level entirely. I don’t think they’re technological, even biotech. I think this is what they naturally do. I don’t think negotiation is even possible. When we were interrogating them they acted like we were their kin, not strangers. They were adamant that they not be used by the enemy to hurt their own, which was why they wanted to die.” 
 
    “How were they infected?” 
 
    “Spores. Launched through space and laced with Essence so they can penetrate shields and burrow into armor on contact. I got a few holes in my ship because we ran into some leftovers. It was small enough not to matter, but we were able to quarantine and collect some samples.” 
 
    “We know the Hadarak bioengineer. You’re saying the Ikeo are doing what they’re doing naturally?” 
 
    “That’s my best guess. But if you ask a Warden Hadarak what they’re up to, you’d probably get something similar in response. I don’t know of the Ikeo having true masters, but they do have queens. Not that we could even get close to one if we wanted. They’re pretty much space insects. Big space insects, but small compared to the other stuff out there.” 
 
    “How do these Spice Lords move?” 
 
    “Some sort of carriers. All we know is from comm data. They store it as memories in the clusters, then as they die off and reproduce it gets deleted and replaced with new data. So what we got is piecemeal, because only a few unit cells were still alive. They didn’t last long after we got to them. We were lucky we did at all. The Ikeo must have blown through only weeks before.” 
 
    “Going where?” 
 
    “I think they’re migrants, going wherever the food is. They might not even have systems.” 
 
    “So they’re just running around poking holes in the Hadarak defenses?” 
 
    “Looks like it, but keep in mind, the systems in there are so close together it’s the equivalent of having 10 Rims all smashed together. We explored a very tiny shred of it.” 
 
    “And found 4 other races,” Davis pointed out. 
 
    “Inside the Hadarak perimeter, which I found to be very odd. The nests are system to system on the wall, but inside they’re dotted here and there. A lot of systems have nothing in them that we could see, except for patrols. No system we went to did not have Hadarak units in it. They’re defending against something external.” 
 
    “Or trying to keep something in,” Davis added. “Any chance they eat these other races?” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought of that. There weren’t any Hadarak in those systems, but they didn’t want us there and chased us off. All of them had small, interception units clustered at the major jumplines. They don’t want people coming and going, so I’m guessing they’re not friends.” 
 
    “Weaponry?” 
 
    “Yes, but we didn’t get close enough to sample most of it. Only a few beams at range.” 
 
    “You think they’re holding off the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Or allied with them. Seems unlikely, but I don’t have any answer to it. If we go in there, we could end up fighting any or all of them. But the Hadarak on their own are beyond us. This is a war we can’t win. At least, not until we get a whole lot stronger,” she said, changing the hologram to that of a giant worm slowly rotating in space with a bright backdrop of a highly active nebula behind it. 
 
    “There you go. That’s one of the bastards. Killed when its black hole exploded. He’s been dead for probably 900,000 years. Not a mark on him either. I don’t think they can handle vacuum.” 
 
    “How did you get this?” 
 
    “After we learned where they made their home and the threat, we tracked down some black hole supernovas where they were drifting into nearby systems and got lucky. There were four of these guys in the same area, and I got the impression that these worms are numerous in the black holes.” 
 
    “How large?” 
 
    Kara put the scale up, and to his surprise they were larger than the Hadarak Wardens. Easily over 15,000 miles long and some 2,000 wide. 
 
    “Did you get any samples?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. They weren’t inside the star system. This is a long range photo. We couldn’t get out to them without running through a lot of nova dust, plus there wasn’t any gravity wells to jump to. If we tried to jump off them, we would have been extremely vulnerable to the Hadarak chasing us. I don’t think we could have made it if we tried.” 
 
    “Were they there to collect them?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but it’s possible. They’re everywhere in there that somebody else isn’t inhabiting. Only the smallest of systems have patrols only. There’s some level of nest everywhere, and those patrols are based off of at least one nest spur acting as a carrier or outpost. We couldn’t be sure which.” 
 
    “The Temples have information on the Hadarak, but we’re blocked from accessing most of it due to our limited Essence abilities. We have to grow up, and when we do it will gradually feed us more information and technology to fight them.” 
 
    “We definitely need that. Have we gotten any Olopar for our own?” 
 
    “A few. Most we had to destroy, and we haven’t built any of our own yet, but the factories for them are still allowing it despite the fact the Caretakers have declared war on us. It’s a very strange setup inside.” 
 
    “Where do you need me after I finish filling you in?” 
 
    “In a hurry to find a fight?” Davis guessed. 
 
    “I’ve had enough endless training for a while. I’d like to actually do something. Staring at enemies too powerful for us hurts the mojo, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “We’re still getting hit by the Vargemma, so it’s not safe out there, which is why I’m here. It’s going to be a while until the fleet gets all the Temples blocked from sending out ships. I’d prefer to keep you out here while they’re busy in there.” 
 
    “Just give me something to do.” 
 
    “We’ve got plenty to do, don’t worry about that. If we can stop the gardeners, how much of the rest of them can we take?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They’ve got conventional weapons in addition to Essence. They don’t use minions that far in. Everything is larger and harder to kill, and they squirt stuff on you so you can’t dance around them. Individually they’re not as bad as a Lurker, but they’ve got longevity and don’t need refueling. If they come out here, focused on a single target, we won’t stop them. If they go widespread, then we stand a chance in some engagements. We’re going to have to rework our drones to fight them.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’re going to need big ones that are just as hard to kill, unless your Temple buddies left something better lying around.” 
 
    “I’m hoping they did.” 
 
    “Any chance they’ll show up to help?” 
 
    “My turn to fill you in on the Temple stuff. Let’s grab some donuts and we can swap details. The Founders claim to be the enemies of the Hadarak with the ability to defeat them with technology. If everything in the Core is biological, then that’s a dynamic we need to explore. Hopefully what you’ve learned will fill in some of the gaps,” he said, turning and walking towards the door while telekinetically tugging her arm to follow. 
 
    “You still don’t understand the magnitude of what’s in there,” she warned him. 
 
    “Likewise with the Temples. It seems we’re caught between two very massive powers, so our mission has to be one of surviving long enough to upgrade to the point where we can play with them on their level. We’ve done it once before, now we have to do it again.” 
 
    “If the Hadarak really are multi-galaxy, and so are the Temple builders, I don’t think we can out produce them. If we can’t do that, how do we fight that level of mass?” 
 
    “Good question. I don’t have an answer yet. But we’re better off knowing what’s in there than not.” 
 
    “We only saw a piece, and what’s in the center we still don’t know.” 
 
    “If you found the masters, then that’s the key. And if they can’t survive out here, and we can’t survive in there, then that bit is comforting.” 
 
    “What else do you know about these apocalypse monsters?” 
 
    “Nothing other than the Founder reference. I know, that’s an even bigger fight, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “So we just huddle up and hope they don’t come?” 
 
    “For now that’s our best play. These things appear to happen in very long time spans. We work fast. That gives us a chance.” 
 
    “I’ll never give up, but I know we can’t handle what’s in there now.” 
 
    “We don’t have to now, but if we survive this purge, we’re going in there eventually. We have to.” 
 
    “You better make sure we’ve got a damn good upgrade by then, or they’re going to own us.” 
 
    Davis raised an eyebrow. “You do remember who you’re talking to, right?” 
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    June 17, 128555 
 
    Outreach 118 System (V’kit’no’sat/Hadarak border) 
 
    2nd planet 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Neofenn was one of the handful of naval officers so skilled and wise that they’d essentially become superiors to the Archons, as crazy as that sounded. Specialists had the advantage of putting all their training time into one discipline, whereas the Archons had to split their time between the 5 branches of the Star Force military…naval, aquatics, commando, mechs, and aerial. So even though Neofenn was only 46,038 years old, he had eclipsed most of the Archons in his naval skill level, though not all. Some still had him beat by a considerable margin, but when in the field the Archons in his fleet deferred to his command because he was more knowledgeable than them in naval warfare. 
 
    But they were skilled in other areas, and when one had to juggle everything at the same time he deferred to the Archons. It was a team effort, but in most cases Neofenn and the other High Admirals were given considerable latitude in order to free up the Archons from high end duty. Those badasses were at their best when they could roam to where the biggest problems were, yet given the size of the galaxy that left a lot of empty spots to fill, and the High Admirals filled the most needed naval duties that otherwise would go to high level Archons. 
 
    Neofenn was a Rammus, standing barely a meter tall and covered in armored plates. His race had been absorbed by Star Force peaceably, unlike many other races that were originally enemies. Before Star Force, the Rammus were pretty much vulnerable to any enemy that came around, and the protection Star Force had given them had always weighed heavily on Neofenn and the others. They had gotten more than they contributed, and when Neofenn had become one of only 19 Grand Admirals at the time of his ascension, the entire Rammus Sub-faction celebrated for weeks, and it was to this day the highest honor and responsibility any Rammus had garnered within the Empire. 
 
    But that wasn’t enough, and his race still felt they were not fully doing their part. The main issue with this was their biology, which wasn’t well suited to commando work. They couldn’t become a full faction without having the ability to fight in that element, and though they’d tried to do so they’d never been able to accomplish it. Instead they’d paired with the Calavari, incorporating colonies of theirs into Rammus territory and using them for the majority of their infantry while the Rammus provided their typical support operations…most of which were scouting and running supplies and weapons up to the big guys. 
 
    The other four divisions of the military they could handle with machine enhancements. Swimming was tolerable, for they had a small tail that was more useful than Human legs. They weren’t made for it, but they could swim enough to qualify for Aquatics, though most of that was due to the mechanical suits they wore. They couldn’t do the same with Commando, for getting enough ‘muscle’ power out of machines made them into mechs, which was another division entirely. 
 
    Their mech division was respectable, as was their aerial. Anything that required a direct mental link they could hold their own in, but when it came to muscle power they were simply lacking. This inability to become a full Faction was a constant sore spot, but not for Star Force’s system. It was their own inability that angered them, and because the Empire was providing the strength to fill in that gap, the Rammus continually looked to provide something back of equal value, and Neofenn was the closest they had got. 
 
    When the Vargemma threat arose, most of the fleet evacuated the Hadarak war zone and went back to the Rim, except for the evacuation efforts of the people being killed in the Core, which didn’t end. Only the offensive operations did, meaning Star Force still had a decent warfleet here escorting the transports as the Hadarak minions continued to chew up system after system…and they were not doing it in a predictable fashion any longer. 
 
    Their ‘lines in the sand’ they had drawn and then tried to backfill had ended. Now they were branching off like a tree in multiple direction that were making it impossible to predict…and some of those branches were getting dangerously close to V’kit’no’sat territory, with that empire responding accordingly to beat them back. But that meant the intact populations out there were now trapped behind Hadarak lines, and Neofenn was the only Grand Admiral still here to deal with it. 
 
    He had a few High Admirals out there under his command, as well as a few high ranking Archons, but that was it. Everyone else had left to fight the Vargemma, and rightly so, but if Star Force had canceled the evacuations then trillions of people would have been left to die, and as it was now, Star Force wasn’t able to rescue them all. The Hadarak were moving so damn fast it just wasn’t possible, and with the withdrawal of the main offense fleet, the Zerg-like expansion of the enemy was occurring even faster. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were doing huge damage to them, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Neofenn was working with them to coordinate the evacuations where they were needed the most, as well as punch through into the holdout areas with their assistance, most of which was due to the need to create a pathway through which to run the transports across enemy territory for a dozen jumps or more. 
 
    But Neofenn did have one Star Force offensive ongoing, and that was the Uriti minion units. They had not received any reinforcement, but were massing in certain areas and creating all kinds of havoc for the Hadarak, essentially turning their own spamming technique against them. None of those units were expected to survive another 100 years, but many were hanging on far longer than they should have. The Hadarak weren’t ignoring them, but they weren’t sending their heavy hitters there, and many were popping up in recent intelligence. 
 
    Neofenn had received the scouting report for Kara’s expedition three days ago, and it had been very illuminating. Beyond the traditional Warden Hadarak and their familiar minions, stronger units had been grown and released into combat. The Grand Admiral now knew those were the mainline troops the Hadarak used. They weren’t coming out of the Core, but being produced in strongholds that used to be neutral territory. Neofenn really wanted to go and hit those to stop the production of the mainline units, but he didn’t have enough ships for that. He was on babysitting duty that was adding a huge amount of refugees to the empire…and hopefully one day they would repay Star Force by adding more strength to it, but right now they were cargo and he needed to get as many of them to the Rim as possible. 
 
    It was a critical mission that others would have abandoned at the first sign of the Vargemma, but Star Force was better than that, and the trailblazers had faith in Neofenn to handle this on his own. Ian-033 had said so personally before he left, and with the updates coming from the Temples Neofenn now knew that they would not be coming back anytime soon. There was no much to do in that hidden network before Star Force could focus on the Hadarak that they were rightly putting everything they had into that war, leaving the V’kit’no’sat and Zak’de’ron to fight and delay the Hadarak as much as they could. 
 
    But these new units that had been popping up in the field…they were the tip of the iceberg. Kara had noted they were the primary troops for the all-biological navy, and that the regular minions were too weak to do much more than eat carrion and clean up battlefields. The enemies that the Hadarak had in the Core were hammering them with large, hardened units that the minions apparently were not good against. It was almost as if the Warden/Minion force had been designed specifically for lesser threats in order to keep larger ones from rising up. Or maybe they were just a very elaborate detection grid. Either way, they were not the ‘real’ Hadarak threat, and as intimidating as that information was, Neofenn felt more confident now that he had an enemy unit list, even if it was, as Kara noted, probably incomplete. 
 
    She’d tagged the major units as Kongs, Spike Balls, Vamps, Trons, and Merlins, and as usual each name had a certain obviousness to it.  
 
    The Kongs were the largest, but smaller than tier-1 Wardens. They had four arms branching out from a central body, almost as if King Kong was raising his arms up and ready to beat them down. In reality they were mobile docking ports so they could attach to the curved bodies of the Wardens and transfer resources to them, or receive from them. The Kongs were hybrid warships/transports, as well as being rescue ships for the Hadarak when they were wounded, able to attach and provide them with maneuvering engines, weapon batteries, etc.  
 
    But while Kara hadn’t directly observed it, she had picked up debris from dead ones to analyze. They had weapons, unlike the Wardens that only had tentacles and grapple fields, which were damn effective as it was in conjunction with minion swarms. They also had shield generators, and it wasn’t Essence related. They were biological generators, and Neofenn knew the moment he saw the readouts that they could be attached to the Wardens to provide them with additional protection and weaponry.  
 
    It was an upgrade that hadn’t made its way into this war yet, but even without working with a Warden the Kongs could fight on their own, pick up other damaged units, move large asteroids into feeding areas, and do a lot of other multi-tasking stuff. The arms could move quite a bit, but they were thick as hell. At first glance he thought they looked like spiders, but after seeing the name he now saw giant monkeys every time ready to beat their chest like war drums. 
 
    And in addition to all that, they had near Yeg’gor armor levels of plating. Far beyond what any minion had. In fact, most minions had very little armor. They were offensive weapons designed to swarm and die, not survive. These mainline Hadarak units were the reverse. They were designed to endure, and when that was coupled with the minion swarms, the Triad, as well as the rest of the galaxy, wasn’t going to stand a chance with conventional weapons. 
 
    The Legion Ysalamir would get through, Neofenn guessed. The V’kit’no’sat were doing quite well hunting Wardens with them, and their numbers were increasing as the Dinosaur Empire kept shifting more and more resources into their production. They shared almost all of their races with Star Force, but they did not behave the same. They were visceral in their assaults on the Hadarak, for they had been preparing for this war throughout the entire existence of their empire. 
 
    Neofenn didn’t trust them, nor did many in Star Force, but they were good allies to have when you needed damage done. And the galaxy needed as much damage as possible to push back this purge. 
 
    Though in truth, it wasn’t the entire galaxy. A huge chunk of the galactic swirl was inside Hadarak territory and operated totally different. The fact that there were other races in there was surprising. He had assumed the Hadarak would simply wipe out everything in their way, but it seemed the dynamics of the Core were far more complicated. Not to mention these Ikeo, which were beating the crap out of the Hadarak when they got in their way, were frightening and reassuring at the same time. The Hadarak were not unchallenged, they were simply winning, for they controlled almost all of the territory in the Core that Kara had been able to chart. 
 
    The Deep Core she hadn’t been able to get to, but the defense ring she’d been able to penetrate suggested that the Hadarak feared something on the exterior. Was it the Founders? Maybe. But the lengths they had gone to when the Temples were supposed to be hidden was perplexing. As many questions as had been answered by her scouting mission were now surpassed by new ones, but for his immediate work, Neofenn now had an idea of what would be coming their way if/when they managed to put up enough resistance to trigger another escalation to the war. 
 
    One mainline unit that really worried Neofenn were the Spike Balls. These were loaded guns with ramming weapons that would detach on will and collide with any large opponent, such as a Ysalamir or Borg vessel. They were not designed for small scale combat, but to take out large chess pieces, and they had between 8 and 29 spikes lodged into their sphere-like shapes.  
 
    Once fired it would take time to regrow more, and it was guessed that would be months at the minimum…if not for the Kongs. The Grand Admiral suspected they could resupply the Spike Balls so they could regrow their massive ammunition more quickly. And that ammunition had a host of weapons and countermeasures built in to ensure they got to their target and then disabled it. Even if they couldn’t get a large collision speed, they had IDF nodules to ensure you couldn’t run away and couldn’t shoot them all out either.  
 
    He could see how the large biological opponents in the Core required such a unit to counter, but it would also work extremely well against the larger V’kit’no’sat ships and Star Force control ships, being able to take out an entire vessel in a single attack…or at least damage/disable them enough for the minion swarms to finish them off in the aftermath. 
 
    The Vamps were smaller and had a single spike on a hinge that would insert/drill into an opponent after the Vamp collided with it. They were largescale melee attack ships with an energy matrix on the spike that added to its cutting power. Their bodies were C-shaped, but contorted, and the units operated very little on their own. They’d be easy to pick apart from range, though they had heavy armor as well.  
 
    In conjunction with other units that could pin down opponents, the Vamps could move in and deliver penetrative attacks to high armor targets, creating a weak spot that others could then exploit once the Vamp let go…if it did at all. The backside of the Vamp matched the interior curve of the Kongs, so it was possible that was the method of capturing ships and moving them if for some reason they didn’t want to destroy you on the spot. 
 
    The Trons were the mainline ranged unit. They were disc-shaped, also with heavy armor, but they had beam and arc weapons that could be fired anywhere off their shiny rims. That meant they did not have individual weapons batteries to target and destroy, which was damn smart. It meant you had to destroy the entire rim of the Tron to disable the weapon, and when stacked together into phalanxes the rims were just about all you could see. 
 
    The last mainline Unit Kara had discovered were the Merlins, and these were the ones that had some Essence weaponry, but they didn’t rely on it. It was more of a once or twice use cannon that could do major damage, then the Merlins could fight their way clear and survive to recharge later, either over the course of time or from a nearby Warden. The Merlins looked like dresses, for they had a downward cup shape that could probably match with the curve of a Warden with some modification, then there was a thick body section extending up from that cup.  
 
    Those five units were augmented with smaller ones that were better armored than minions, and it was those middle units that the Hadarak had begun to produce in small numbers in the strongholds out here. Whether that was preplanned or in response to the resistance being posed Neofenn didn’t know, but it was clear this war was escalating and the longer the Vargemma delayed Star Force the more they helped the Hadarak…despite supposedly being created to oppose them.  
 
    As bad as it was now, the real fight hadn’t even started yet. And until the Vargemma issue was dealt with, the Star Force fleet was going to be in the Temple network dealing with those bastards. And until that threat was neutralized, all the Grand Admiral could do was keep evacuating people and hope they had enough time to fix things in the Rim before these heavier Hadarak units came into play en mass.
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    It had been nearly a year since Cal-com had arrived in Kappa Temple. During that time he had separated all the races, which wasn’t overly difficult because they didn’t share cities, but what cross travel and links there were he removed, by force when necessary. Several buildings had been assaulted and cleared with stun weapons, then orbital bombardment had destroyed the city-edge structures. Star Force had removed the debris, leaving nothing but an empty parking lot as a reminder not to violate the boundary lines…and most of the Vargemma had got the point, for each violation was trimming the perimeter of their cities and they got tired of that after a while. 
 
    Cal-com had also removed all Essence weaponry from them. That was more complicated, but most did so voluntarily since he wasn’t requiring them to give up any of their Essence stores. He’d actually promised them those would be theirs to keep so long as they maintained the necessary donations to the Temple to keep it operating. The races/cities that did not want to strip their primary defenses had them removed, and the efficiency of the strikes scared the others into complying. The Vargemma had nothing to stop the Star Force fleet with…but at the same time they knew that Star Force didn’t have the manpower to take control of the surface, so there was a stark division between who actually controlled the Temple. 
 
    Cal-com owned space, the Vargemma owned the surface in their cities. The rest of the surface Cal-com had loose control over, and he had numerous patrols out making sure the Vargemma did not wander out there. Many did, on an individual level, creating trails, tunnels, and other means of getting people and information to and from the various races. In fact, it seemed they were cooperating together more now than they had before the Temple had been invaded, but so far Cal-com had not done much to accomplish his mission, though he knew a simple solution was not possible. If there was one, he would not have been sent here. 
 
    His plan thus far was to isolate each race and deal with them individually. In order to do that he needed to eliminate communications, so in addition to banning them from using inter-racial comms he was eliminating their capability to do so with signal jamming walls being put up between them. They were little more than a series of towers that connected to one another and blocked line of sight transmissions whenever they were encoded. If someone wanted to use a laser, then the shields would block the visible light as well until the signal relented, then it would release the block. So when the Vargemma were behaving themselves the towers were mostly inert and monitoring, but when needed they could create a total blackout dome over any city as needed. 
 
    Sabotage teams had been taking down some of the towers, but most of the time those teams got caught and the jamming walls had been designed to be redundant, so a single tower going down would create no gap. You’d have to take down three in a row to do so, and so far they hadn’t figured that out or couldn’t mount the necessary attack to get past the towers’ perimeter defenses with infantry weapons and their own Essence skills, the latter of which were the more powerful since all warships and mobile artillery and other heavy weapons had been confiscated. 
 
    Confiscated or deconstructed. Cal-com had let the Vargemma recycle them if they wished, and it was hilarious how the Vargemma thought they could cheat him. Star Force’s intelligence gathering capabilities were far more advanced than they’d guessed, and much of that had to do with tiny, dust-sized surveillance drones that could be sent just about anywhere…with scaling upwards to allow for armies of eyes down into the Vargemma cities without having to risk a single person.  
 
    He could see most of what they were doing out in the open. Inside buildings was a bit harder, but where he needed eyes he could usually get them. The trouble was there were so many buildings and so many Vargemma to watch that he couldn’t hope to monitor them all.  
 
    Fortunately he didn’t have to. As long as they were hostile they were going to sit where they were, and if they started killing each other the Caretakers would intervene. Cal-com wasn’t taking personal responsibility for them like he did the Star Force personnel here, and so far nobody was really wanting to join the empire. They were just weathering the occupation because they had no other options, and fighting the Caretakers like the other Temples were meant they would die…and it seemed the Vargemma here did not want to. At least not without being able to reclaim the Temple or accomplish some other objective. 
 
    So here they sat, much as they had throughout their history. Not much down on the surface changed, but the view in the sky had. Star Force ships flew, Vargemma ships did not. Vessels going from one city to another were allowed, but capped in altitude and mandated into approved routes only that kept them within the atmosphere where they had to move slowly. Cal-com had and maintained the high ground, but that wasn’t why he was here. 
 
    He spent his days onboard a donut-shaped command ship well above the surface and out of weapons range of anything down there, including the Temple’s own hidden mega turrets. He monitored the data feeds that others compiled, as well as paid attention to the news snippets coming from other Temples and the rest of the galaxy, all of which had to come via couriers. The Essence barrier surrounding the Temple blocked all signals, but Cal-com had ordered a shuffler transmitter installed. Construction wasn’t complete yet, but when it was it would pass data crystals back and forth across the barrier to a transmitter on the outside. 
 
    Given that Kappa Temple was one of the few that was inside Star Force territory, Cal-com had an outpost in a neighboring system begin setting up an ultra-sensitive receiver to give him a comm grid link as soon as possible. Building here would be limited, since nobody could get on the outside other than by automated drone. Those would carry a physical line out through the nebula into clear space where a small transmitter would be established. It would be just enough power for the outpost to pick up initially, and hopefully would be set up within the next 5 months. The holdup right now was establishing a sub-surface perimeter capable of repelling the Caretaker units without them realizing their brethren were being destroyed.  
 
    The same had been done in Alpha Temple, but Cal-com wanted a few more precautions. Right now the construction teams were waiting in the magma layer and ready to start boring through the exterior hull of the Temple. Doing that would incur the Caretaker response, and Cal-com didn’t want to risk turning a small confrontation into an escalating war. Nor did he want to have to bore another tunnel down to the exterior if the containment on this one slipped up. 
 
    Reliability was what he was after, not speed, but he didn’t like wasting Essence on couriers when his Temple was in Star Force’s own backyard. There wasn’t a shortage, for the Uriti were supplying them with all that they needed via Tankers coming in and going out, but Cal-com knew there would be a limit reached eventually, and Uriti did not grow very fast. Nor were any more being spawned as long as the Vargemma were on the loose out there, for they would make an easy target given how immobile they were during the spawning process. 
 
    The amount of Essence Star Force had available dwarfed that which the Vargemma had, and they had so much it gave them power over all others in the galaxy that did not possess the skill. The quadrillions of people in all the Temples making small deposits daily was what amounted to the large reserve pools that each race had carefully collected and used for specific missions, but in large part they were hoarders, for Essence wasn’t easily replaced once used. 
 
    They’d been using a lot to hurt Star Force, but Cal-com knew it wasn’t more than a few percent of what they had stored. The Caretakers monitored a lot of things in the Temple, and using some of their data, coupled with Star Force’s own scans, and he could approximate how much the various wells held, though it was impossible to tell without direct sampling.  
 
    But a person who was miles wide generated so much without extra skill involved that it dwarfed what the tiny Vargemma could manage without insane numbers, and with every Essence donation the Uriti made their own Essence capacity increased slightly. It was the one form of Essence training they could partake in, and like the Warden Hadarak who had lived millions of years, over time that upgrade would lead to immense Essence batteries for the offensive units to use. 
 
    Yet Hadarak couldn’t be grown quickly either, and Cal-com had been interested in what the Vargemma’s battle plan against the Hadarak had been. He’d had to shop around until he found some individuals willing to discuss it, but some eventually had in exchange for firsthand data on the Hadarak from Star Force, for the Vargemma had very little scouting data of their own about what was going on out there. 
 
    The plan they had, other than waiting for a Founder to return and lead them, was a war of attrition. The little units didn’t matter, but every time they could kill a Warden it would set the Hadarak Essence production back immensely. With so many of them out there that didn’t seem likely, but thanks to Cal-com’s information on the Uriti he understood why it mattered. The chess pieces had to be preserved, and the Hadarak were sending them out as the first line of defense almost asking for them to be attacked.  
 
    They were hard to kill, but not in a war against Essence users. If isolated, a Warden Hadarak could be killed quickly by several Olopar working together. Whatever Essence used would be worth it, for that amount could be replaced infinitely quicker than a new Hadarak grown to that size and experience level. So the Vargemma planned to go for the Wardens to the exclusion of all else and drain the Hadarak of their ability to recharge their Essence weapons. 
 
    The Temples were pretty much safe from the minions, and the Vargemma didn’t really care how much of the galaxy burned during the war as long as their own Essence production was secure. The reason they hadn’t attacked the Hadarak yet was due to their orders to stay put until a Founder arrived, in addition to the estimated number of Hadarak and the amount of Essence it would take to kill them. 
 
    They didn’t assume they’d all be isolated, and when in groups or with the mainline units the combat would become far more costly. Cal-com actually got some Temple data from the Vargemma that Star Force couldn’t access yet on its own, and it confirmed much of what Kara’s report detailed…with one major exception. 
 
    The Vargemma probably didn’t know that Star Force didn’t know what was in the center of the galaxy, and they’d slipped up by revealing the method of transit between galaxies when they noted that the Hadarak could bring in an unlimited number of reinforcements, meaning the Vargemma could only assault the Core if and when they had massed so many that they could overrun it quickly and get to the Galactic Tethers. 
 
    Apparently there were a number of supermassive gravitational bodies in the very center of the galaxy, each orbiting around the other in a blender far more rapidly compared to the movement of the stars around the galaxy. Those Tethers were shining with gravity enough to be visible from another galaxy if you looked in the right direction and modulated the gravity correctly to differentiate from the rest of the cluttered Core. Somehow the Spice Lords were able to alter the black holes to produce gravity on a particular frequency, and that would then stand out like a beacon across the polar gaps to other galaxies. 
 
    But there was the catch. You couldn’t jump any direction you wanted. Only in a cone up and down, meaning any galaxies sideways of the Milky Way were not accessible via direct jumps. You’d have to travel to another galaxy then bounce off it to get to your destination, meaning the inter-galactic jump map was a lot more limited than you’d think at first glance. 
 
    The Vargemma did not have access to that, or at least claimed they didn’t. Cal-com didn’t think they were lying, but the point was that those Tethers, when held by the Spice Lords, were conduits for reinforcements that did not require Essence use. If the Vargemma could get there and set up ambushes as they arrived, then they could mount an effective defense of the galaxy…but they were far too weak to accomplish that now. The Hadarak had too many defenses in between them and the Tethers, and without a Founder they didn’t stand a chance of finding a way to get there before a rush of extra-galactic Hadarak arrived to reinforce the position. 
 
    So getting to the Tethers was the endgame for the Vargemma, but it was such a distant objective that most in their civilization didn’t regard it as plausible. The return of the Founders was equally distant, for they believed that they would not return until the Vargemma got close to having enough strength to reach the Tethers…which as far as most Vargemma considered was never…or at least not within their lifetimes. 
 
    Which was odd, for very few died here. They had obtained self-sufficiency long ago, so it had to be a mental limitation on their part. Cal-com wouldn’t have blinked at waiting that long with a fixed objective in place. He would have focused his efforts on strengthening to in order to bring the Founders back, because he could control that part. It was the endless wait that he could not handle without a task, but here the Vargemma had one, so what was the problem? 
 
    The answer was exceedingly simple. The Vargemma had not chosen this quest. They had been born into it, like the Voku had, but they had nothing to do here but train. They got no payoff in the interim. Just a promise so far off it was intangible. And because of that their minds focused on whatever else was at hand…and the only thing available was their internal issues. Race versus race, or even those within the individual races. 
 
    Give commoners nothing to fight and they would fight each other. With no sense of honor or loyalty it always happened, except with the very mundane races. And those did not make good fighters. Furthermore, the weapons here were not earned. They were their own bodies, and they increased in power just by making donations, so even the lazy obtained rank without having to distinguish themselves. 
 
    Cal-com had to earn his way to becoming Dafchor, but what did the Vargemma have to earn? Everything was taken care of here. They had to do nothing to survive other than donate Essence. Stagnation was a much more potent enemy to them than the Hadarak, who they had never encountered before, and it was twisting them into the darkness. 
 
    And therein was how Cal-com was going to pursue the annexation of the Vargemma, or at least part of them. Those that didn’t want to join would be kept here, as Essence farmers, with nothing really changing other than their ability to step out into the galaxy and cause havoc.  
 
    For the others…if they wanted something to fight, then Cal-com would give it to them. He would become their Elder, a role he knew well from the receiving end, but he would not make false promises. He would not use the Vargemma. He would be what the Elders should have been to the Voku and never truly were. They had come so close, but in the end all their good deeds were but a means to turning the Voku into an empire of breeders to create Bo’ja. And those Bo’ja pawns were never meant to return home. 
 
    Cal-com would never use the Vargemma as disposable troops, or treat them with dishonor, no matter what they’d done in the past. He would become what they needed. What the Voku had needed. And when the time came he would support the loyal ones…but they had a long journey to travel before then. They must earn their place, and he would give them the opportunity...but no more. They must choose this path. He would not waste his time on the unwilling. 
 
    If the Vargemma wanted to get to the Tethers and win this galaxy away from the Hadarak, then Cal-com would set them a path to achieving it. One with many visible stepping stones that they could feel, taste, and ascend on. Training was useful, but it was no replacement for real experience and accomplishments. The Vargemma needed a war to fight…and as it was, the Hadarak were providing them with one to join in on. Cal-com just had to figure out how to incorporate them without giving Star Force’s enemy a chance to stab them in the back. 
 
    And the Elders had inadvertently trained him to do exactly that.  
 
    It was an irony that kept Cal-com smirking continually as he began to see the Vargemma responding to his orders and demands in a very familiar manner. He had been the Elders’ servant and pawn, but they had accidentally turned him into something far greater.  
 
    And that was why he, and he alone had the power to bring the Vargemma into the Empire.  
 
    It was going to take time. Millennia for sure. But he had the patience necessary, and he knew exactly where to begin… 
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    Captain Alvarez sat on the bridge of the Iron Rise 7, a Mk. 487 Warship-class Star Force military vessel that was currently hiding in the large asteroid field that ringed the recently mapped star system in the unexplored frontier of the galaxy around Beta Temple. The Iron Rise 7 was the only Star Force ship here, in an otherwise empty system. There were 3 planets, all uninhabited, and the asteroid field was so far away from the star that it was hard to get to since there was such little gravity out here to decelerate on. One had to use the star to pull against, and the further away you got the less gravitational force there was. 
 
    Hard to get to and impossible were very different things, and if you were patient enough you could limp out here on even half decent gravity drives, yet patient Alvarez had to be. He was waiting as numerous sensors spread out across this section of the asteroid belt were feeding information back to his ship that floated along with them, though was far too large to actually be concealed behind any of the half mile wide rocks. 
 
    The Captain had the ship on passive sensors only, so the beams wouldn’t give away their location. The sensor field was his eyes in and around the area where there were more than 60,000 of the space whales that Jason-025 had found. He’d returned several here that had been rescued, but without being able to shut down the very large Caretaker hunting operations this herd was still vulnerable to predation, thus the trailblazers had assigned a single warship to wait and guard them. 
 
    The space whales looked like rocks themselves, and moved extremely slow. Alvarez thought that was probably because they were conserving energy, but this far out and the gravity being as weak as it was, they didn’t have much maneuvering capability even if they put their full effort into it, making them easy prey for the hunters. 
 
    Of those hunters, three had already been here and scared off by the Star Force warship. The Captain had tried to destroy them, but they spooked easily, which was why his ship was using passive sensors only. He was hoping to lure them in close enough to be able to intercept and destroy the automated hunting ship and take away one more of the Caretaker assets spread across an as of yet undetermined hunting area. 
 
    Space whales from some other areas had been brought here too, with this being the main dumping ground for the rescues. The herd here didn’t seem to mind, especially after the first few returned and explained the situation to the others. The Star Force warship was now seen as a friend and the space whales didn’t try to maneuver away from it, or around it. They treated it like one of their own and passed by lazily as they moved from one rock to another. 
 
    Many were seen free floating, while others were essentially docked to rocks as they glued them to their bodies and sucked resources out of them. They didn’t use any mooring beams or energy fields, just a tactile lock that ground the rocks against their outer hulls as a variety of acidic compounds was used to very slowly break down the outer layer of the rocks. 
 
    The free floating ones were not just waiting their turns, but rather sunbathing in the very limited light making its way this far out…but what there was they would eagerly absorb like a plant and use it to alter interior molecular compounds, recreating the acids that had been used and warming themselves enough to grow quite toasty inside their hardened carapaces. Though ‘warm’ for a space whale was still below the freezing point of water. They could operate in the cold of space and in near the star if they wished, but initial study said they couldn’t stay near the star indefinitely. Overheating was an issue for them, so they preferred these far reaching feeding grounds away from the intense heat and traffic flowing through low stellar orbit.  
 
    Shy they were, which was why few people knew of their existence. Their numbers had also been severely diminished by the Caretaker hunting. The space whales didn’t keep count of each other, but they knew their herd was much smaller than it once was, and the strange ships kept returning sporadically to take away some of them. They couldn’t do anything to stop it, and couldn’t outrun it, so they just witnessed a few taken now and then, helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    “Point Arrow reports activity,” one of the bridge crew reported on the Mainline all-Human ship.  
 
    Alvarez glanced up. Point arrow was the jumpline out to the tiny gravity well that the Caretakers used to enter this system. Apparently the location of the herds rarely moved, so most of the interfaces had been located off the same systems. Star Force had 47 points mapped as of last count, but getting to them was very hard. Even detecting the gravity wells was impossible for most races, but the Caretakers used them to move around slowly and jump back into the known galaxy when needed. 
 
    There was only one route from the nearest shadow network node to this system, so Alvarez knew where they would be coming in, approximately, for they could decelerate anywhere on the approach line. However, since the herd wasn’t moving around much, he had deduced the approximate spot and adjusted the recon probes after each of the previous 3 times, leaving him with very good eyes on the region of the jumpline where the hunters were coming in. 
 
    The probes were detecting the ship on approach before it even stopped, for it was coming so slowly. The low mass of the shadow network didn’t allow for quick travel, but the hunters could move faster on it than Star Force could, which made trying to go out there and track them down impossible. They’d run before Star Force could get close, but out here in the system the odds were even as far as speed went. 
 
    “Keep us silent,” he reminded the crew as he stood up and walked two steps to the edge of the main holographic map that showed a dot approaching the perimeter of the system. The feeds they were getting from the probes were tight beam, meaning that you couldn’t detect them unless you were standing in their path, making them invisible to the approaching ship.  
 
    Waiting was all that was required now, and he really wanted to get this one. The machines were very skittish. They weren’t here to fight or make friends, and if even a single ship was in the area they would back off and wait to come back later. They did not want the galaxy knowing about them, so his warship had to play dead and just become another floating rock out here. Had there been a living crew onboard they would have figured out what his ship was, but either these hunter ships weren’t communicating with each other or the programming was centered on detected activity…and right now the Iron Rise 7 was showing none. 
 
    Which was yet another reason not to have windows on a starship. 
 
    He’d been leery about being able to intercept the hunters without having at least a null field cloaking device, but these stupid machines kept coming back oblivious to what happened before, and he thought this time… 
 
    “Redirecting towards the herd. Same path as before.” 
 
    Alvarez nodded. The ship had slowed suddenly, using the much higher gravity from the star, then had made an abrupt left turn and was cutting across the outer circle of the asteroid field to get to the part that held the space whales. It wasn’t much of a cut, but enough to keep it clear of the debris and allow it to accelerate.  
 
    He could wait until it got here. The space whales wouldn’t be in jeopardy when it would spook so easily, but he hadn’t wanted it to arrive, see the silhouette of the warship, then leave immediately…which was why he was with the herd far away from Arrow Point. But his drones were not. 
 
    The Captain waited until the hunter had gotten a few minutes away from the incoming jumpline…which was where the hunter had to go to run back into the shadow network…then he finally gave the order. 
 
    “Light ‘em up,” he said, with his crew responding instantly with drone control signals shooting out of the warship and being received by the distant bricks that were floating amongst the asteroids. 
 
    There was a bit of lag involved, but the automated chase protocols onboard the drones were a match for the automated evasion programming in the hunter, and as soon as the drones began hard accelerating out of the asteroids towards the general area around the hunter, it responded as well…veering off and taking an unpredictable path that would always lead back to the jumpline for the shadow network. 
 
    Knowing this Alvarez had programmed the drones to sheepdog the hunter rather than just trailing it. As his warship powered up and left the location of the herd the signal lag began to decrease, and after a while his drone control pilots had enough ping with the drones to begin flying them manually in a giant net around the hunter as it raced from point to point trying to shake free of pursuit, but Star Force’s engine technology was on par with its own so it didn’t have an easy escape. 
 
    Alvarez didn’t have an easy catch either, but patience was the name of the game and he kept moving his drones around in such a way to keep a number of them between the hunter and its escape jumpline as the net gradually closed in around it. 
 
    “Shit,” someone said as the Captain saw the hunter abandon its attempts to get back to the shadow network from this system and make a microjump directly towards the star.  
 
    “Must be back up programming,” he said, mentally steering the attack vectors into chase formations that wouldn’t just go to one point, but in a wide cone around where the hunter was heading. “He’s on our turf now and we’re not letting him go. Task two drones to stay with the herd. If this guy jumps to another system, we’re following.” 
 
    The Iron Rise 7 accelerated into a microjump of its own, pulling heavily on the nearby star and shooting off towards it with the fleet of drones doing likewise though thousands of miles apart from one another. Some of them moved faster than the hunter, and in response it sped up as well in a game of acceleration that neither side truly won before they all had to slam on the brakes in order to avoid running into the outer atmosphere of the star.  
 
    The warship came in last, with the drones acting like bees chasing after the hunter. Alvarez kept several on the shadow network jumpline so the hunter couldn’t circle back that way, and it didn’t try. It got to an outgoing jumpline for a nearby system and disappeared in a streak of acceleration. 
 
    “Recover drones then follow,” he ordered, wanting to see how fast that ship was moving. It took a moment for the computer to make the calculations, then he whistled appreciatively. “Damn that’s fast.” 
 
    “We can match it, Cap,” the helmsman said.  
 
    “Do better. I want a mid jump catch.” 
 
    That raised eyebrows around the bridge, but no one offered any lip. They all knew that meant accelerating too fast for the destination star to stop them. If they caught up to the ship and destroyed it, then they’d have the chance to run their engines high long before the destination system came within effective range and bleed off a little speed. If that wasn’t enough they’d have to move laterally and try to slingshot around the star and slow down on the far side. But regardless, if they could catch the hunter mid jump, neither one of them could maneuver as they passed by. 
 
    “I’ll have to guess on their final speed.” 
 
    “Just make sure you overshoot it.” 
 
    “Alright,” the helmsman said, moving them even closer to the star to get a bigger push off it. The destination star was smaller, so they had to scale down anyway, but this would save a little fuel and navigators always wanted to save fuel when possible, because they never knew when they’d need it later, and the warship was far away from any resupply out here on its own. 
 
    They had to wait for the drones to dock on the ship, and the Captain decided to leave behind several that were too far away. They’d remain here operating on programming and could be picked up later, but time was burning and they had to make the jump soon or they risked not catching the hunter or having to move so fast to overtake it that they’d pass it in a blink of an eye. 
 
    “Here we go,” the helmsman said, kicking in the anti-grav that turned the pull of the star against itself, then enhanced it further. The ship shot out of the gravity well like a slingshot along the very narrow arc that would put it on the jumpline for a neighboring system Star Force had not charted, but they could sense its gravity from here and knew its approximate location, thus determining its gravity well and how much braking power they could get out of it despite never having been there before. 
 
    “Overcharge the forward shields. I don’t want to run into a deathtrap out here baited by a robot,” he said, recognizing the possibility that was exactly what the Caretaker wanted to do to avoid intercept, and perhaps as well to destroy the witnesses to its existence. 
 
    Sensors on the warship were blaring full intensity forward and jumping out ahead of the ship, giving them some visibility of what was ahead, but the hunter was too far out to see yet. It took several hours before it finally showed up and the closing rate could be calculated. 
 
    “Good work,” Alvarez said, seeing that it was going to be a manageable catch, though not a comfortable one. 
 
    “Not good enough for capture,” he noted. 
 
    “I’ll take the kill,” the Captain said, only to be denied his quarry as the hunter suddenly exploded ahead of them. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the helmsman said as small bits of debris began impacting the shields, but they weren’t from the explosion. They were still minutes behind where it had happened. 
 
    “It was a trap,” Alvarez said, cursing his stupidity. This jumpline wasn’t safe, and they’d just been led into a kinetic minefield. “Barry?” 
 
    “Gotta burn the drones.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    The Iron Rise 7 suddenly started bleeding off drones, but they didn’t go anywhere other than laterally. Each had to use mooring beams to get any movement beyond the ship, because there was no useful gravity out here to pull on. A few inches of movement was all you could get from the distant lateral stars, and that wasn’t going to be enough to dodge debris. 
 
    The drones spread out in a halo around the coasting ship, each with their own shields on full ahead, leaving their rear arcs exposed, for no ramming would occur from that side. All the shields were stretched out to needle points, including those of the warship, as mooring beams activated and locked onto each drone and vice versa, making a giant web with glowing blue lines intersecting between them. 
 
    The helmsman blew out a slow breath, then as the smaller debris ahead started to pop up on sensors he pushed and pulled against various drones to get some lateral movement from the warship. He also used the gravity drives for those few extra inches, getting as much sideways drift as he could, missing the first small debris chunk.  
 
    More followed, and he was about to avoid them, but a few minutes in one of the drones got hit and disintegrated, for the debris was not moving at jump speeds, it was lazily drifting through space, meaning the collision speeds were thousands of times lightspeed.  
 
    And with that loss of a drone, the warship now dodged a little bit slower. 
 
    Alvarez gripped the back of the helmsman’s chair as he waited helpless. More bits of debris popped up, but he was waiting for a large one…and was not disappointed. Fortunately it was not in line with them and they sailed by it cleanly, along with several others, until one showed up that they were not going to miss. 
 
    The mooring beams swung the drones around the ship all in one direction, with their momentum moving the warship the other way and narrowly missing the 15 mile wide chunk of rock that turned out to be multiple pieces overlapping in their silhouette. How many there was impossible to tell at the speed they were moving, but the warship moved past as three quarters of their drones could not be saved and disappeared simultaneously from the battlemap. 
 
    Several impacts from debris too small to pick up on sensors until the last moment peppered off the shields, with energy draining rapidly from each hit. Even grains of sand at this speed would stress the shields, and rocks the size of baseballs did far more damage, but so far none had gotten through to the hull. 
 
    Then there was a moment of silence, for both the shields and the sensors, and everyone was holding their breath. 
 
    “I think that’s the last of it…for now,” the helmsman said, visibly sweating.  
 
    “Wishful thinking,” Alvarez reminded them. “This is why we don’t explore new jumplanes at this speed.” 
 
    “You think?” the helmsman agreed. 
 
    “If the hunter knew of obstruction, there might be a lot more. Then again maybe it didn’t know and those floaters were just passing through our line of transit.” 
 
    “It’s toast either way, so mission accomplished there,” another crewmember noted. 
 
    “Even if we get through,” the helmsman noted, “we’re off the maps.” 
 
    “We’ll limp our way back on other jumplanes and go as slow as necessary. We know there’s trash here. I’d rather take our chances on other routes,” he said as an isolated blip hit the shields and sucked a little more power out of them. “Remote pilots will double up with helm. I want at least three sets of eyes and hands on the controls at all times. We’ll take shifts as needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cap. I’m good for now, but there’s no way I can make 19 more hours of this.” 
 
    “Just get us through the next 19 minutes and I’ll be happy,” Alvarez said, knowing this could go really well or really bad, depending on how much more debris there was on this jumpline.  
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    March 12, 128556 
 
    Caretaker Shadow Network 
 
    Foothold One 
 
      
 
    Jason-025 now had his foot in the door. He’d gotten some very slow moving transports in through the micro-gravity wells that made up the shadow network to one of the space whale harvesting bases, and with the badly needed supplies he had established an outpost on the exterior of the structure. 
 
    That outpost was fully Star Force infrastructure welded to a position on the frame of the Caretaker facility where Jason had cut a hole into it, and through that hole his teams of techs were in the process of retrofitting the enemy structure bit by bit, like a virus taking over its host, into what would eventually be a fully Star Force facility that the trailblazers would begin waging his war against the Caretakers from and out through the shadow network.  
 
    He’d left the facility multiple times, as had the others, going out on missions and cycling back to Beta in order to get supplies and training time in up until a warship had managed to get into the network. It had taken 18 months for it to make it just 3 jumps in, but it was now holding position as a mobile base of operations with others spreading out the same slow way, giving Jason’s numerous assault teams jumping off points as they explored further. 
 
    The transports had entered the same way, for there was no chance of setting up a mag jump or even gravity jump this far out without a constant stream of supplies. So the only way in and out were the micro-wells, which meant very slow traveling until Tennisonne got him the new pulse engines. He’d been promised they were coming, but getting ships outfitted with them took time. Plus, the Mastertech told him he wouldn’t be able to get them fully calibrated to the shadow network anytime soon, because the network used an 8 times multiplier and Star Force tech just wasn’t there yet.  
 
    That meant the refitted ships would get a speed boost, but not nearly equal to what the Caretakers had. Jason couldn’t chase them down with it, but he could move supplies faster and extend the range of his warship mobile bases. He needed any advantage that he could get right now, and that included using the captured facilities to produce Caretaker ships that could move at full speed in the network. 
 
    The trouble was, he hadn’t found the birthplace of any of the larger ones yet. He had captured a few and currently there were techs working on hacking them into reliable conscripts, but Jason didn’t want to count on them until every facet of their coding was deemed safe, and given its complexity it was easier to yank out components and replace them with Star Force ones…which is what most of the conversion work had been focused on. 
 
    Right now Jason had two hunter ships with scout teams on them trying to map the network as much as possible, as well as rescue space whales whenever they encountered them. The rescues were more important than the mapping, but he needed both more than he needed cargo transfer, though he had been tempted to use them to run to the nearest system, load up, and hurry back, but the ships simply weren’t that big compared to the 30 mile long Star Force Monolith-class transports. 
 
    He now had four of them working their way through the shadow network and one already here. They were bringing with them an army of techs as well, in addition to a few more troops. Anything that was Caretaker that they came across got shot, when capable, though many were spooked early enough that they got away. No heavy military response had come back at them, and Jason thought that was because the Founders didn’t think anyone else could operate out here. If that was the case, then he’d found a major blind spot in their support structure. 
 
    This war was just getting started, and the insane scope of how much the Founders had built out here still perplexed him. What did their home galaxies look like if they put this much effort into enemy territory? Were they actively using these networks, or was it all remotely run? Who were those people that Paul and Sara had found being moved into the black hole?  
 
    The answer to the last one had a team on it currently, and Jason was eager to hear back from them, though that wasn’t in his department right now. He was on ‘save the whales’ duty while others were out exploring the Mag Grid and the connecting facilities while more teams were now able to hack the backdoor portals the Caretakers used and supply them with Essence directly, allowing them to go where they want when they wanted in their own ships rather than having to hitch a ride.  
 
    That was a major help getting into and out of the Temples, but with the big portals now opened up it wasn’t very useful with the ongoing wars there. But it did allow the Star Force teams to jump from the clandestine network to the Temples and back again, meaning every Temple where Star Force had a colony put down was now a reliable base of operations in the galaxy-spanning support grid exploration.  
 
    And then the Founders had gone and made a shadow network on top of that one. Jason often wondered if there wasn’t a third network out there somewhere too. The further he went down this rabbit hole the more weird everything got, but one thing was for sure. The Founders had insane building skills, Star Force or better technology, and a serious lack of ethics. He was glad they were a galaxy away and only left their robots behind, at least out here anyway. He and the other trailblazers weren’t totally convinced there wasn’t some of them lurking around pulling the strings, but so far they hadn’t found them…and the popsicles didn’t count, because they were passing through as cargo.  
 
    Jason had more questions than answers, but finally he had a foothold in the shadow network and was going to be able to use the captured facility to build far faster than just putting tech out in space near the micro-wells. He was going to repurpose the internal areas here and recycle the unwanted technology into base materials that he could eventually use with the proper factories set up to build what he needed on site rather than have to order it via the long route back to the stars. 
 
    Things were going to scale nicely from here on out, and with Sanctums available in the large Star Force ships, he wouldn’t be leaving the shadow network again in the foreseeable future. His war was out here, and now with a little base to work out of, he wasn’t going anywhere other than down the Caretakers’ throats. 
 
      
 
    10,388 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Cal-com watched as the spire rose, a little each day, out of the center of one of the largest uninhabited regions in Kappa Temple. The Paladin were constructing it for him, and when finished it would be both a city and a space elevator, reaching so high it surpassed the upper levels of the atmosphere and even went further, beyond the artificial gravity field hugging the inner surface of the Temple landscape. 
 
    It was only 13 miles high now, but would be 327 when finished. That would make it by far the tallest structure in the Temple, and out around it the city would expand over time. He’d named it ‘Redemption,’ and it was going to be the conduit through which he reclaimed the Vargemma. 
 
    Doing so was going to be tricky, for these were not young minds that were impressionable. Most Vargemma were very experienced and set in their ways…but only in some areas. By exposing them to new things they would have to reassess themselves in order to calibrate to the challenges placed before them. 
 
    And those challenges were the only way they were going to be allowed to leave the Temple. 
 
    Most did not want to leave. They wanted to stay here and have Star Force leave, but the underlying and immutable foundation of the Vargemma was that they had been put here to train to one day fight the Hadarak, and in order to do that they had to leave the Temple…else the Hadarak come here, at which point all was pretty much lost. 
 
    The Temples were supposed to be the hidden bases from which the Vargemma would strike out at the Hadarak under the leadership of the Founders. Well, the Founders were not here, but the Hadarak were and on the way out to the edge of the Rim. If they found the Temples they’d destroy them, and no one was confident they would not when Cal-com showed them information about the ongoing purge.  
 
    And beyond that, many of these Vargemma were bored. They’d attacked Star Force not so much out of fear of rousing the Hadarak, but because it would interfere with the promise made to them about the Founders returning to lead them in battle…but just as much because it gave them a chance to use the Temple weapons and test the skills they’d developed. Many here simply wanted to do something other than just wait and train, and Cal-com could understand that…as well as the fact that the boredom could be twisted into casual murder as easily as it could be used to incentivize people to do the right thing. 
 
    Star Force had a well-documented history of using boredom as a tool in their indoctrination centers and prisons, giving the people contained total freedom to do what they wanted, never forcing them to do anything, but limiting their options to only constructive things. Over time many would try out what was available even if they didn’t like it, just to stave off the boredom. 
 
    Cal-com was calculating the same was true here, and even as his new city grew there were willing individuals coming to the proving grounds set up across the Temple, with at least one per race, though many in the case where there were higher populations, for the ‘equality’ of the Vargemma had not been well coordinated and some races far outnumbered others here. 
 
    Cal-com had decreed that the war with the Hadarak was not waiting for the Founders to return, and if the Vargemma needed leadership then the next best thing to waiting on the Founders was following those who had defeated the Caretakers into battle against their sworn enemy…but Star Force would not trust the Vargemma until they had proved themselves worthy and reliable. Thus the proving grounds were competitions and training, in which a few Vargemma each year would be chosen to travel to Redemption where they would begin crafting the Star Force-compatible skills necessary to fight alongside the dominate empire…as well as constructing the Temple technology and other assets needed for a holy crusade against the enemy. 
 
    Cal-com had made it clear that they were not in a position to win against the Hadarak, not yet, but the Vargemma could either wait here until the Founders return, or spend their time doing damage to the Hadarak…and as he had guessed, that option had immediately drawn the most bored and unsatisfied warriors amongst the Vargemma out, and now they were competing with each other for the first spots within Redemption. 
 
    And not just warriors, for techs were needed as well, and they also had to compete with each other for slots. Most of the Vargemma were not going for this, but they had such a huge population that even a tiny fraction of a fraction would have flooded the proving grounds. Not that many had arrived, but more than enough had. For when they participated…which was the critical point of choosing to interact rather than being forced to…they would tell others what happened, support or criticize it, but regardless they would sanction it as a current event rather than something to be shunned. It would become familiar to them, and that familiarity would break down the resistance of those sitting on the fence. 
 
    When those came over and tried to earn their way in, or even just compete for the sake of competing rather than endless training, that would spur more off the sidelines. When the proving grounds and the quest for Redemption become popular, a waterfall of wannabees would come forward, and out of them Cal-com was confident he could put together at least a small, reliable, fighting force…though he cautiously hoped for a great deal more than that. 
 
    Trusting the Vargemma not to shoot you in the back when they got the chance beyond the monitoring of the Caretakers would be an issue, which was why he was not just going to let the Vargemma join in the war as is. They would have to go through a transformation, just as he had, and at the end of it he would be gaining soldiers with Essence skills far beyond anything that Star Force possessed…though that would do little in a naval war, and fighting the hordes of minions on planets was far easier with orbital bombardment than infantry combat. 
 
    But skill was always useful. You just had to find the right places to apply it. The Archons had already developed a crude defensive skill to Essence attacks, so they couldn’t be taken down in a single shot. That, hopefully, would be enough to interact and fight alongside the willing Vargemma, but there was no mistaking of the danger that posed. The Vargemma were superior to Star Force when standing face to face, and that created the greatest challenge of his mission. 
 
    How does one annex the superior? 
 
    It was a question that Cal-com had spent much time pondering, but in the end the answer was painfully obvious. He had to become the Elder of the Vargemma, but not by sheer force or fear. He had been loyal to the Elders not because he was afraid, but because he believed in their righteousness. A superior enemy could still be fought, so superiority alone was not enough. It was the matter of trust that was required, and for the Vargemma it had to be a matter of the trust of truth. 
 
    Cal-com had to lead, not with superior Essence skills, but superior knowledge and wisdom. He had guide the Vargemma into self-improvement. Making them more powerful than they were now, and those that were honorable, or potentially honorable, would form a bond with him as the superior even if they could defeat him in combat. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be an identical relationship to the Elders of the Voku, but it was the same fundamentals, or at least the same fundamentals of the illusion the Elders had given them. Cal-com would give no illusions. Everything would be true, and from that trust would be formed as the Vargemma tested and retested, searching for deceptions, and as they failed to find it their trust would grow. 
 
    Those Vargemma that were not telepathic would be easy to verify. Those whose minds could not be raided would be more difficult. Their loyalty would have to be judged through actions and inference, for even an allowed mind scan could be problematic if the one doing the scan was not grossly superior to the one opening up, for things could still be hidden or disguised. 
 
    Cal-com had asked for, and was granted, an immunity to Ikrid, the same that all Humans possessed. He needed his mind shielded from others or this would not work, for eventually he would have to face some of them in person. Though for now he was the Elder beyond their reach because they were not worthy yet to receive personal instruction. 
 
    And their imagination would do more for his reputation than personal interaction, once the results started to flow. By the time the Vargemma recruits got to the level of knowing him personally, their expectations would be so high that they would have done the job of indoctrinating themselves. A small letdown at that point would be acceptable. Any letdown initially would be catastrophic because it would break whatever good will there was at this point. 
 
    The Vargemma not knowing the level of Cal-com’s Essence skills was critical, because they would not allow themselves to consider his knowledge or wisdom in a society that valued Essence skills as the ultimate measure of a man. 
 
    So Cal-com’s skills would remain a mystery until such a time that the Vargemma advanced enough to value wisdom, trust, and teamwork more than their Essence ratings.  
 
    And when they got to that point, they might not be disappointed at all when they met Cal-com, but they would be surprised. For right now the Vargemma assumed Star Force had at least equal Essence skills to their own, if not more. Because, after all, how could one have superior technology and not equal Essence skills?  
 
    It was a huge blind spot in their society, and Cal-com was going to make the most of it while it lasted. He didn’t like operating out of an assumption, but an assumption and a lie were not the same thing. Cal-com would not lie to the Vargemma, but if they imagined things the wrong way and those imaginations helped pull them out of the darkside, then he wasn’t going to correct them just yet.  
 
    It was a game that he had to play perfectly in order to succeed, but the Elders had taught him by example how it was done. Only this time, at the end of the process, there would not be betrayal. There would be reward. For Star Force needed all the powerful allies they could get, and if some of the Vargemma made it through the gauntlet that Cal-com was creating, they would be rewarded with position, technology, and most importantly, a piece of the grand war consuming the galaxy. 
 
    A war that only the worthy could survive.  
 
    In fact, he’d put that slogan out in all the proving grounds and it would be etched in Redemption’s corridors wherever appropriate. If these Vargemma actually had a single bone of a warrior in their bodies, that taunt would be enough to drive them forward and up toward the ranks of true warriors far superior to them, regardless of Essence skill.  
 
    Star Force had built a Rim-spanning empire because they were superior, even when they were not the more powerful. And in time they would surpass the Vargemma in Essence skills. Cal-com was sure of that. So there was no grand deception involved here. Just a little whistling through the graveyard while the Archons did what they always did and assimilated the knowledge and training opportunities of the Temple. In the end their power would outstrip the Vargemma. Until then, the Vargemma had newb training to concern themselves with rather than trying to measure up against their new masters. 
 
    And at the end of the day, Essence power or not, the Star Force fleet hovering over the Temple could destroy everyone on the surface at will. That was a power the Vargemma would not be forgetting, and as Paul was fond of saying, ‘Naval beats everything.’ 
 
    And here, Star Force had the naval supremacy locked down hard.  
 
    The Essence skills would follow in due time. Until then, he wouldn’t burden the Vargemma with knowledge that was going to interfere with their reclamation training. And judging by the first wave of recruits, their focus was entirely on out performing each other. And that internecine would do well to wash away the Vargemma culture as Cal-com offered them a few new avenues at a time to travel down. Eventually they’d forget what it even meant to be Vargemma, and when that happened the real transformation would be begin. 
 
    He still needed a name for them after that happened, but hadn’t come up with anything yet. When the time came he’d have something appropriate, and that wasn’t going to be anytime soon. 
 
    But every mile that Redemption’s central pyramidal tower rose, it was a reminder that there was no going back, and that each day that passed meant progress, no matter how small in the light of how far they had to go. And right now that was an infinitely large distance given how decrepit the Vargemma had become. 
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    January 12, 128558 
 
    System 491102 (Hadarak Warzone) 
 
    2nd planet 
 
      
 
    The V’kit’no’sat fleet was getting worn down. There were three races in this combined fleet, with ships from the Era’tran, Lir’nen, and Oso’lon working together to kill a total of 6 Hadarak over the previous years and untold numbers of minions in their patrol zone. The addition of the Legion Ysalamir had been a game changer, allowing most of the warships to survive combat with the Hadarak…but not undamaged. 
 
    Every fight tore chunks out of the V’kit’no’sat’s huge ships, and eventually Buru, the Era’tran task force commander, had to send them back home for repairs without replacements coming. He had orders to pursue and destroy Hadarak until he deemed his fleet too small to effectively engage, at which point they’d either be sent to join another force or split up to reinforce multiple ones. The only ships he was getting reimbursed with were more Ysalamir, and those were the most critical of them. 
 
    But Buru knew he was nearing a tipping point, and when two Hadarak entered his patrol region together he knew he couldn’t take down both, so he’d tried to bait their minions away to whittle them down before engaging. That had only been moderately successful, as if they’d anticipated the tactic and just chose to ignore his trailing ships after a while.  
 
    Even then he’d waited, pursuing them through three more systems and sniping at what he could, knowing there was no one nearby to call for assistance. Still, he sent a courier so Itaru would know where these Tier 1 and Tier 2 Hadarak were, hoping someone might deem the pair worth some reinforcements. 
 
    But unless that happened they were Buru’s problem, and in this system they’d finally come across inhabitation that Star Force hadn’t managed to clear out yet. They didn’t even have any ships insystem due to the fact that they were overloaded with people to rescue across the outer Core and had to pick and choose who to remove before the Hadarak massacred them. 
 
    The two planets here didn’t stand a chance, but there was a silver lining. The Hadarak split up and sent one to each, giving Buru his opportunity to take down one of them. He’d chosen the 2nd planet to make his stand at, and as the tier 1 Hadarak attempted to land on the planet most of the minions from the Tier 2 were sent to assist.  
 
    The Era’tran felt that was an attempt to draw them to assault the Tier 2, and with its greater mass it would be harder to kill. Buru didn’t have the ships to take it down on his own, he needed Legion to do it, and he wasn’t sure he had enough to kill the Tier 2. The Tier 1 he could, but now he had to fight through far more minions than normal…and that’s what he had just done. 
 
    The Tier 2 had gone to the 3rd planet and basically left its kin to die. That was very unusual behavior, and Buru was cursing himself for buying it. His fleet had just taken heavy damage from the combined minion forces to get the Ysalamir into position to do damage to the Tier 1, but those attacks had to be in sequence in order to blow a large enough hole down into the Hadarak…and when they began to do so, getting three in a row, the Hadarak turned itself over and buried the damage section in the safety of the planet. 
 
    That made Buru have to assault multiple spots on the Hadarak before it could not hide them all. The number of Legion he had was diminishing quickly, but he still felt he had enough to finish the job. The Tier 2 must have also felt so, because it leapt up from the other planet and came back to help its kin before it could fully be destroyed. 
 
    The Tier 2 landed directly on top of the Tier 1, pressing it down into the planet and sat on top of it, essentially laughing at the stupid V’kit’no’sat that had just been baited into shredding their own fleet to get their shot at the Tier 1. Many ships had been destroyed, but almost all had significant damage. Buru couldn’t assault the Tier 2 with anything other than a few long ranged weapons, which he was currently doing, but they were barely scratching the surface of the Tier 2, now that the last few Legion had been used to poke a hole in it…and that hole had rotated around below ground and out of sight. 
 
    The flipside was both Hadarak were out of minions, and it would take days minimum, if not weeks, to regrow a significant amount inside their internal hangars. If they released them a few at a time they would easily get shot down by the beat up fleet. Buru still had plenty of weapons left to do that, so he was getting free shots at the Hadarak in the foreseeable future, but it wasn’t going to be enough to dig deep enough to threaten this one…and he couldn’t get a shot at the buried one. 
 
    But as long as he could get free damage in he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity, so he kept his busted up fleet in orbit over the planet and pummeling the lump on the planet’s surface with every weapon that could strike outside of grapple field and tentacle range. 
 
    As this deadly rain fell and created some dust clouds over the Hadarak, another ship entered the system. It was of moderate size, but not a V’kit’no’sat design. It wasn’t Star Force or Zak’de’ron either, and Buru could not match it to anything in the database. It was a simple sphere, which was a common starship shape, but the finer details of movement speed, energy emissions, etc did not match up, so they had an unknown entity in play. 
 
    Buru sent skirmishers out to confront it, and they got a message back in the V’kit’no’sat language stating that his ships needed to stop firing so he could engage the Hadarak. 
 
    No identity was given, and even as the V’kit’no’sat ships questioned it further the 12 mile wide ship cracked in two, with a null field hiding whatever was inside, but out of that dark gap between the two halves shot out a mile long mass that sent a shiver down Buru’s spine.  
 
    He recognized the shape, for it was a familiar one. An elongated central body, four short legs, decent length tail, folded up wings, and a snake-like neck and head, all wrapped in body armor that gleamed in the reflected sunlight from patches of white and silver in an art-like pattern. It was the body shape of a Zak’de’ron, but it was far larger than any of them had ever grown. Was this really one of them, or a ship designed to mimic their shape? 
 
    The comm was silent as the unidentified contact moved towards the planet, and at the last moment Buru ordered the bombardment to stop and his fleet to retreat ever so slightly higher up from the planet…then inexplicably a patch of the Tier 2 began to explode in a geyser of small shrapnel from an attack that the V’kit’no’sat fleet could not detect.  
 
    The Hadarak immediately began to lift off, but the massive Zak’de’ron slammed into it like an Ari’tat jumping on the back of an Oso’lon…and somehow the Ari’tat won out. As big as the Zak’de’ron was, it was tiny compared to the Hadarak, and yet it forced it back down over the planet enough that the Tier 1 could not escape from beneath…which it was desperately trying to do, and even now was digging sideways with its tentacles and pushing with its grav drives to try and get clear. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron latched onto the Tier 2, which should have been a death sentence. Buru could see the grapple fields wrapping around it as a slow tentacle bent over and smacked the head of the dragon…but just before it made contact the tentacle tip disintegrated and became another debris cloud racing out into the planet’s atmosphere as well as pumping up well above it towards the V’kit’no’sat ships. 
 
    “Pull back triple distance,” he ordered the fleet, with all the ships moving in sync to get away from the fight.  
 
    The few minions the Hadarak had stored up shot out from orifices on their surface and looped around to attack the Zak’de’ron, but a lightning-like discharge chained up the stream, killing most of them in a single shot. Meanwhile the Zak’de’ron was holding on tight as the Tier 2 convulsed beneath it, trying to get free but was being held in check somehow.  
 
    That didn’t last more than a few minutes, then all the tentacles on the Hadarak stopped moving and the Tier 2 dropped back down to the planet just as the Tier 1 had almost dug its way out. It got pancaked again, and the Zak’de’ron flew up above the side of the now dead one, waiting for the smaller Warden to come out.  
 
    Buru couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and after the Zak’de’ron latched onto and somehow killed the other one, it flew up to his fleet but stopped well short and hovered in place with its wings stretched out wide as if it was surfing on air currents that did not exist. 
 
    This time the comm didn’t activate, but rather a telepathic presence entered the mind of every V’kit’no’sat in the fleet, freezing the crews in place save for the Zen’zat. Even Buru’s strong mind couldn’t fully keep out the Zak’de’ron, and he felt it was all he could do just to keep breathing. 
 
    How much time passed he didn’t know, but eventually the pressure relented as the presence remained. Then came his telepathic voice, which sounded eerily wrong and unlike anything the Era’tran had ever experienced before. 
 
    Be still, I am not your enemy, nor am I a Zak’de’ron. I care not for your petty squabbles. You are engaging the terror of the galaxies and are woefully unprepared for the fight before you. I credit you for the kills you have made and your ingenuity of weaponry. Most never discover how to create Yeg’gor penetrating devices and waste blood and vessel on nearly worthless attacks, as you once did. I am pleased you have ascended beyond that, but it is not enough. You cannot defeat the Hadarak. What you find deeper in the Core will be your doom. 
 
    Contact your leaders. I will inform them of the knowledge they lack. Enemies of the Hadarak must be preserved if at all possible, and while you cannot defeat them I can help you survive this purge. I still cannot determine why it began, but the escalation is because of this Ysalamir technology you and your Rimward cousins have created. The more you press the Hadarak the harder they will respond. The key to survive is not in direct combat, but in harassment, distraction, and feigned impudence. You will not be able to protect your territory, and if you wish to survive you must have a plan in your fall so that you may rise again. I can assist you, but I cannot fight the war for you. If I had the power to do so I would have killed the Hadarak long ago, for they are my enemy as well.  
 
    I wait and watch until a power sufficient to challenge them arises, and you are not that power. It grinds your ego to consider that truth, but you must face it…else you fall into dust and ashes like so many others before you. The war against the Hadarak is a long game, and you must learn to play it. Take these two Hadarak kills as proof of my wisdom and power, for I know words alone will not sway you.  
 
    Take me to Mak’to’ran or bring him to me, and I will teach the V’kit’no’sat that which you need to know about our common enemy, the voice said as Buru’s mind returned to his full control.  
 
    “What race are you?” he asked via comm. 
 
    I once was Zak’de’ron, long, long ago, the voice said in his mind, though gently so, then I was chosen out of my race because of the potential my master saw in me. From that point on I ceased to be Zak’de’ron and became something much greater. My master’s race comes from another galaxy, and they are the primary enemy of the Hadarak. I have been assigned to wait here and watch for those worthy of assistance, and to try to preserve them long enough that they may amount to something more. Your ability to kill Hadarak has gained my attention, and I have come to you in order to help you survive. 
 
    I can sense your suspicion and hatred of my former race, and I do not fault you so. They are much of what you believe them to be, and they are not worth my time. They waste blood and vessel as many others do. They cannot fight the Hadarak, only prolong their ultimate deaths. You have shown ingenuity where they have not. I have nothing to do with them and want nothing. I have ascended far beyond those petty barbarians. I forsook them the moment my master summoned me from their collective stupidity, and I have never regretted that decision, though I understand your suspicion. Treachery is their way, and you have suffered for it. 
 
    None the less, I need to speak with your Mak’to’ran. I will find him on my own if I have to, but for your sake it would be best to waste no further time. The Hadarak fortify their positions as we speak, and the next wave of their assaults you will not be able to hold back. They will gut you unless you do exactly as I advise...and if you show enough wisdom to do so, I will fight alongside you in order to secure a future for the V’kit’no’sat while the rest of the galaxy burns… 
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    Hugh-1019934 had been behind enemy lines for 63 years on a one man mission, and it wasn’t ending anytime soon. He was an Archon, and a Wrangler, and those two skills were what allowed him to lead an army of Uriti minions in a private war against the Hadarak in their Second Ring of occupation. There had been others doing the same thing, and through couriers he had kept in contact with the closest ones, but they had all fallen in recent decades as the Hadarak worked to consume the territory that they had initially outlined. 
 
    That outline had been their original invasion, encircling massive chunks of the galactic disc that they would then send their own minion fleets and a few Hadarak Wardens out to gradually consume. Those that tried to flee would run into the backline of Hadarak occupied systems, and it seemed clear the Hadarak were not as much interested in acquiring territory as they were in extermination.  
 
    Star Force had helped 8 races evacuate from Hugh’s currently held territory, while many others had not been so fortunate. They’d died before help could get to them, and while the Uriti were no longer around here to fight, the minions they’d left behind along with a single Wrangler had one mission and one only. 
 
    Delay the expansion by causing the Hadarak as much trouble in the ‘digestion’ areas as they could, and Hugh had been unexpectedly doing better than that. He’d actually been winning. 
 
    The reason for that was two-fold. All his minions were biological machines, not people like the Hadarak minions were. The Chixzon hadn’t wanted that random element inserted into their armies of conquest, so they’d redesigned them into something more reliable…but less efficient. People could adapt and think, so the minions Hugh had to work with were inferior to the Hadarak ones with regards to mission profile, but they did have more weaponry. 
 
    The Chixzon had made sure of that, because they would be fighting starships and not other biologicals. Hugh guessed the Hadarak were geared up to fight Essence monsters of some sort, and he doubted they had ranged weaponry. It was probably more melee fighting, which the Hadarak minions were best at, but they also were equipped for ranged combat…they just weren’t totally geared for it. 
 
    Hugh didn’t know about Kara’s report. He didn’t know about the Vargemma, or anything else since he had been sent out here. There were no lines of communication back to the Empire, Star Force or V’kit’no’sat. There weren’t even any friendly fleets operating in this area. The Hadarak totally controlled it save for the little pockets where the Uriti minions were doing their best to spam and resist, and those pockets had no way of knowing what anyone else was doing except for sending out some automated courier minions to see what was going on. 
 
    Many of those got shot down, but enough had gotten through to the other nearby Wranglers to keep some idea of what was going on in the local area. That’s how Hugh knew the others were being overwhelmed and had to pull out, leaving him the last one standing in this area, at least. These operations were going on across the entire perimeter of the Deep Core, so he didn’t know how many others on the far side were still in play, but he didn’t expect many. 
 
    Why he was still here was due to his ability to command his minions like they were part of some gigantic RTS video game. He had started out with one system and expanded to 18 others before the Hadarak swarm had claimed all the other neutral worlds around him…but since then he had actually been able to defend his turf and expand it. Now he had 603 star systems under his sole command and was in the process of adding two more. 
 
    The fighting was not lax here. His systems were getting hit by minion armies daily, which he would get the reports about after the fighting was over weeks later. He had to think ahead and send pre-programmed orders out to modify the existing programming in his minions, and because he was an Archon he was able to do that extremely well. Enough to counter the limited strategic wisdom of the Hadarak minions. They might be alive, but they weren’t all that smart. Still, they didn’t shoot things that were obviously not the enemy like his own minions occasionally did when there was confusion about targets. That was a machine error glitch you couldn’t work around, and some of the battle reports made him facepalm in disbelief.  
 
    But the reliability of the Uriti minions meant they wouldn’t disobey orders and would continue to fight until they died regardless of the damage done to them…because there was nobody inside their bodies to feel pain or fear. They were just biological machines, and for as many inefficiencies as that created, it was what was allowing a single Human to hold onto 603 star systems against the constant wave of attacks from the Hadarak minions. 
 
    Yet the main reason he was gaining ground rather than losing it wasn’t the minions. It was the lack of large scale Hadarak activity. No Warden or Lurker had ever attacked his territory. None had even passed through it. He just had the enemy minion fleets to deal with, and those were hard to fight. The reason he was able to do so was he had been able to consolidate his forces early on and not have to deal with attrition. That allowed him to build up several star systems into fortified positions that he then used to build massive cities and production facilities…just like in a videogame. 
 
    The more production you had, the more units you could produce. And once he got decently-sized fleets of minions he flew them into neighboring systems and started attacking the Hadarak to increase his system count…because he knew if a Hadarak arrived he would lose the system. He couldn’t hold out against one of them, so he had to abandon the idea of having a heavily fortified capitol to work out of a position of strength. Against a Warden there was no position of strength, so Hugh was spreading to as many systems as he could and protecting them long enough for them to grow to the point of self-sufficiency against the minion waves, all the time knowing that a Warden or Lurker showing up would automatically lose him that system. 
 
    But none ever had. And while the minion waves were a tough challenge to overcome, he was doing just that. Hugh hadn’t a clue why the big Hadarak were leaving him alone, for they had been attacking the other Wrangler fiefdoms regularly, but as long as they were giving him time he was going to use it to grow as much as possible. 
 
    His massive expansion had halted in recent years as what he thought of as ‘Ultra’ units started to pop up on the battlefields. They were the equivalent of large mechs and likewise heavily armored. Not as much as the Hadarak were. It wasn’t Yeg’gor, but it was far heavier armor than normal minions carried. When inserted into the battlefield it took so much firepower to take them down that it made the rest of the enemy minions that much stronger. You either had to attack them or focus on the heavies, and either way you were screwed.  
 
    Hugh had actually sent out orders to kill the weak minions first, then mass together and surround the Ultras. That was working better, but the battles were now more costly because of the inclusion of these units, some of which were also naval. They weren’t much bigger than the other warship minions, and still far smaller than Hadarak Wardens, but their durability was what was changing the battlefield in the enemy’s favor. 
 
    But Hugh was also adding new units to the field, for the Chixzon had developed a large catalog of minion varieties and Star Force had actually expanded on that, giving him more advanced units that could be produced once the necessary logistics were established. Those were helping him reinforce his systems, but the swarm tactics that both he and the enemy were using made one’s head spin when you tried to calculate advantages and disadvantages.  
 
    Therein was also an advantage of machines. There wasn’t any person guiding the battles to become overwhelmed or stressed. And so far the Uriti minions were doing a damn good job of holding off the attacks without any oversight…though Hugh did have to reinvade several systems that fell, or nearly fell, by the time he learned of it via couriers.  
 
    His position was not stable, but given how everything else was dropping like flies to the Hadarak advance, he was doing unnaturally well and extending his mission far longer than expected. He was fine with that, and was continuing to chew away at nearby systems to expand further as he waited for the day when one of the big Hadarak would arrive to start busting up his growing empire in their backfield.  
 
    Hugh really wished he had one Uriti here, though he knew that would be too dangerous for them. They weren’t meant for fighting the Hadarak Wardens, whom they considered kin, but they could jam the enemy minions into a freeze-like state that made them easy to kill. Fortunately the Wardens and Lurkers couldn’t do that to Uriti minions, which was also due to the Chixzon’s paranoia with regards to control. They’d made sure they and only they could issue orders to the minions, and however they had done it, the Hadarak couldn’t take control or freeze them the same way a Uriti could do to the enemy minions. 
 
    But with Lurkers out hunting Ysalamir, the Uriti would become prime targets as well, and Star Force couldn’t afford to lose any of them. Not only were they people, but they were so large and old that each one was an immensely valuable asset and ally. No, this backline fighting wasn’t for valuable units. It was for expendable ones. And the Uriti minions were the definition of expendable.  
 
    Out of all the systems Hugh had, the one he was residing in was the only one that had never been invaded by the minions. It wasn’t because it didn’t border other systems that were open, for it once had, but the minions had never come here. They had assaulted all 602 other systems in his little empire, but not this one. After a while he had chosen to relocate here and risk building up some extra infrastructure by using nearby systems to mine and send key resources to this location, knowing that if a Warden arrived his gamble would become a massive debacle, but the oddity of no attacks having been made here for reasons unknown suggested it might be worth the try. 
 
    And with no attrition in this system from the constant attacks the others were having to endure, the Uriti minions spammed to a level that would have made a Paladin proud. Hugh now had all 8 planets in this system colonized, with two of them containing full planetary defenses…meaning every avenue of approach was guarded by anti-orbital guns. Minions didn’t use shields, so there was nothing to keep an enemy from landing on the planets other than the firepower to shoot them down first, but as the years went by he was stacking more and more cannons in between the existing ones all the while rapidly producing more factories that were giving him some of those higher end units. 
 
    And those higher end units were bigger and better warships, in addition to mech-caliber ground units. Both had more advanced weaponry, which was harder to grow and required a lot of materials, including solari, and that primarily is what was being shipped in from other systems after being collected on planets and not from a star. None of the Uriti minions were designed for stellar mining, but if you knew where to look in a star system that was old enough, you could find deposits that the star had belched out in the past via nova, or even just a touch from solar flares.  
 
    The Hadarak minions did not use solari, which meant every advanced unit Hugh was able to produce was going to be better than their Ultras. Some weapon systems simply had to have them, which meant solari was a critical measuring stick in the hierarchy of civilizations, and Hugh’s minion civilization here was now superior to the enemy minions coming his way, including the Ultras. 
 
    He did know that the Hadarak Wardens did collect solari, so the Wrangler was waiting for the day when some even more impressive Ultras arrived to match his, but so far that hadn’t happened. He had a solari advantage for now, and when the Hadarak minions didn’t mine it, that meant he could take systems from them and increase his own stockpiles, which was why he was selecting adjacent systems to his own cluster that had known deposits as his primary targets for expansion. 
 
    Hugh kept wondering when all this would end, but it never did. This system, which he’d privately called ‘New Hope,’ still hadn’t seen a single Hadarak minion show up. Not even a scout. And no Warden had entered any of his other systems. The reason for that continued to confuse the Archon, and the longer this mini war within a war went on, he began to think it wasn’t an accident.  
 
    Originally he thought he might have been overlooked because he was in an unimportant region and the Hadarak had bigger and better targets to go after, but they’d had plenty of time to circle back on him. Their minions had, but not their big guys. His effective resistance, let alone his retaking of systems from the Hadarak, should have provoked a response beyond just the Ultras. Were the big guys required elsewhere? Were the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force giving them that much trouble? 
 
    Hugh didn’t know was going on, so he continued to chew away at the enemy with his ‘minions killed’ counter rising daily at a far faster rate than his ‘minions lost.’ Then something happened that he had not expected. 
 
    The central star in New Hope was a big one, and like most big ones it was colored white. The 8 planets here were very spread out, and the gaps between them Hugh was filling with minion battle stations and patrols that would either attract immediate attention when an invasion fleet arrived, or would be ignored as the planets were targeted and thus allow for his forces to get in behind the enemy and flank them. 
 
    Hugh couldn’t have too many minions, so he was spamming everything he could and still the empty space in the system dwarfed what he had already produced. But it was the star that caught his attention today. As usual he had surveillance on it, monitoring for fleets jumping into low stellar orbit, when an odd sunspot occurred. At first it appeared normal, except for the emissions coming from it were stone cold. 
 
    Sunspots, dark as they looked, were not truly cold. They were just less hot while still giving off massive amounts of radiation. This one was giving off nothing, which immediately flagged a protocol in the minions to report it to his attention along with anything else odd that happened here or in the other 602 systems. 
 
    When that happened he ordered several minion monitors to fly in closer to get him a better view, and what they were transmitting back to him suddenly clicked in his mind. This wasn’t an odd sunspot. This was something in the star, like a Hadarak or Uriti, and it was slowing rotating up into view. 
 
    He quickly ruled out both of the familiar space monsters, for the scans coming off this one were different. Not Yeg’gor armor, for sure, but something that was bending. It was coming up and breaking the surface of the star, then going back down again as its body slowly moved in stages. And by slow, it was really slow. So much so that it didn’t look like it was moving at all until you monitored it over the course of hours.  
 
    It looked like a whale, or maybe a worm was a better metaphor. Hugh watched it for 3 days as its body very gradually rotated into view and back out again, for the material of the star made it impossible to scan below the surface. At least with the minions he had. Give him a proper starship and he’d get a bit deeper with the scans, but the only thing he had was a few hidden scout ships geared for speed and not survey sensors.  
 
    The presence of this thing had to be the reason why the minions would not come here, and perhaps even getting near this system was why the big Hadarak were not coming into the area. At least that was the best theory he had yet, and frankly he didn’t know if this thing posed a threat to him or not, but he’d been here for the past 17 years and never seen it before. Had it really been inside the star all that time and only now coming up to the surface? 
 
    He was wondering why it would come up to the surface at all until during the third day a spot of energy leapt out from the giant black back of the worm-thing, firing off into space like a whale blowing when it hit the surface. The stream mimicked that of a solar flare and lasted for the better part of 12 hours before ceasing, and when it did the black back of the worm-thing began to move faster…a lot faster. It was as if it was diving again with the remaining half of it coming up to the surface while the front went down…and as it did so three massive fins appeared near the rear of the body, the top of which came clear out of the star dripping glowing material off it before finally submerging again with a bit of tail left after that. 
 
    Then it was gone from sensors, but the plume of the pseudo solar flare it had created was still moving away from the star. Hugh sent minions to go sample it, for the initial sensor readings were coming back very odd, and once the ‘research’ minion variety got there and made physical contact with it he discovered why the sensors were having trouble identifying it. 
 
    The material was pure solari and some other exotic compounds that were unidentifiable to the Uriti minions. That single plume had produced more solari than Hugh had mined in his empire the past 50 years. Far more, in fact. Never in Star Force history had they encountered this amount or density of material outside, or even inside, a star. And right now it was just drifting away from low stellar orbit and slowly expanding outward into a nebula. 
 
    Hugh sent collection minions immediately before it got a chance to drift further apart or fall back into the star. Whatever that thing was down there had just inadvertently given him a massive gift…but the larger question was what was it? And did the Hadarak fear it enough not to send even a single minion here? Would it retaliate against them if it did? Was this a Hadarak of some kind on a mission, in exile, or just in a time-out? Maybe a vacation resort? 
 
    Hugh didn’t have any answers. Not any good ones, at least. But the existence of this thing had to be reported back to Star Force now.  
 
    He began growing a specialized fleet of couriers and assembling an escort of warship minions to go with it, expecting to lose all of them in the effort. Hadarak territory now surrounded his, and he didn’t know how deep it extended towards, or perhaps into, V’kit’no’sat territory. But all it would take was one courier minion getting through with the information to be successful. And the others would die protecting them or creating a distraction for them to slip by, over and over again, until either they ran out of ships or they made it into the clear. 
 
    They were biological machines, so losing them was not important. No crews to worry about. He was just worried that he didn’t know how much resistance they were going to encounter, and because of that he had to err on the high side, meaning it was going to be a while before he could grow a large enough fleet to get the job done. 
 
    But while he did that he considered the possibility of having this system permanently invulnerable to Hadarak attack…and what that would mean for his chances of becoming a much peskier thorn in the enemy’s side than he’d ever hoped for.  
 
    Assuming this thing, which he felt like calling ‘Moby,’ didn’t come out of the star and take a nap on one of his planets. That would be very bad if it did. Hopefully it was content to stay in the star for another 17 years, but regardless, he’d either found a new kind of Hadarak or some of their competition. And to date, no one knew of anything that was on the scale of a Hadarak.  
 
    Unless Star Force had found more of these things during Hugh’s time of isolation here. That was possible, for his last update had been about the Lurkers, but he couldn’t count on it. That was why he had to send the couriers no matter what cost it was to this system. But then again, if the Hadarak wouldn’t show up here, he’d have all the time in the world to replace them.  
 
    Yes, this was looking very, very good now. And if Moby came out and started trouble, that’d be no different than a Hadarak arriving. He’d evacuate and move to another system, as expected, so there was no downside here. Only the potential of a major advantage if he played his Trump card correctly. 
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    Mak’to’ran’s fleet was hammering the Tier 6 Hadarak hard on its way back towards the safety of the star when the courier arrived. The Era’tran noted its arrival but otherwise ignored it. They had to do as much damage as they could before the Hadarak disappeared beneath the stellar layers and out of weapons range, and right now they had two massive wounds in it that looked like mere bee stings on the 4,129 mile wide exterior. 
 
    But those bee stings ran deep, already drilled 573 miles and 321 miles inside the penetrated Yeg’gor layer. The inner workings of Hadarak physiology were not soft, by any stretch of the imagination, but it was a far cry from the insane strength of the Yeg’gor, which on this behemoth was 10.4 miles thick on average, though it varied from location to location on the surface. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had chosen the weakest points they could find, then had Legion ships attach and explosively drill into them over and over again as the fleet engaged the massive minion hoards this Warden was capable of unleashing…all of which were now destroyed, leaving the Tier 6 defenseless to long range fire. The V’kit’no’sat had clusters of Mach’nel sitting above each of the two wounds, pouring Tar’vem’jic fire down them continuously to dig deeper, only stopping when another Legion ship was in position and ready to dive inside, braving the grapple fields that they could counteract for a short period of time. 
 
    Send regular ships into the breach and they’d be crushed or torn apart shortly after entering the interior of the Hadarak, for the grapple fields there were far more powerful than outside the Yeg’gor, because you had emitters both in front of you, behind you, and all around overlapping. Legion had been designed to handle that, but getting this far inside a Tier 6 was pushing it. They needed to get to the central brain to kill this thing, otherwise they didn’t have a chance. There was too much body mass to kill through beating it up. A surgical strike was the only way. 
 
    Before the V’kit’no’sat could drill down far enough, the Tier 6 successfully finished its trek in from the 18th planet and back to the star. Rather than running to another system it simply ducked down inside the burning orb where the V’kit’no’sat couldn’t go and began the not so slow process of healing its two wounds. The drilled corridors were only a handful of miles wide, and they would shrink and shrink until sealed over again, perhaps simply through swelling. The Yeg’gor covering wouldn’t return for perhaps years, but the interior material would probably patch over before the Tier 6 chose to leave this star again. 
 
    Mak’to’ran wasn’t displeased. They’d engaged a Tier 6, defeated its minions, and were able to threaten its life enough to cause it to retreat. Without Legion that wouldn’t have been remotely possible, but the new weapon was giving the V’kit’no’sat teeth they’d never had before. They weren’t in a position to kill the Tier 6. There just wasn’t enough travel time to work with before it could get to stellar cover. But this was a momentous achievement never before attempted, and it would help to salve the bruised ego of the fleets that had been savaged by repeated Lurker attacks. 
 
    Legion was ineffective against the Lurkers. They could vaporize the ships before they got a chance to drill inside, and even with large fleets distracting them it wasn’t working. No V’kit’no’sat fleets were hunting the Lurkers, on Mak’to’ran’s order, but when they were attacked they fought…and died. They couldn’t do enough damage with conventional weapons, much as was the story throughout the history of the V’kit’no’sat, and without being able to get Legion to the target, the best they could hope for was to run away. 
 
    There were always survivors, for the V’kit’no’sat under Mak’to’ran’s rule were not as honorably suicidal as they once were. They were interested in the long term victory, and if that meant leaving to come back and win later, then so be it. But the losses the Lurkers were incurring were hurting badly, though not so much in numbers. It was the fact that there was no defense against them, and the Lurkers could strike at will, making it difficult to plan assaults on Wardens when the Lurkers could pop out of nowhere and ambush them. 
 
    Right now Mak’to’ran had 9 different Lurkers being tailed by V’kit’no’sat ships, not to engage, but to monitor and transmit the location of them so they could not surprise another fleet. Yet there were more and more Lurkers coming out of the core, and those that were not yet tagged with a scout ship shadow were doing a lot of damage and allowing the Wardens to break through to key areas…including several that were getting dangerously close to the V’kit’no’sat border. 
 
    This Tier 6 had been on its way there, only 38 jumps away, and Mak’to’ran had just been able to turn it back. How long it would be delayed here was unknown, but had it gotten inside a V’kit’no’sat system it would have smashed any and all planetary defenses by simply running into them. The Tier 6 was twice the size of Terrax’s moon, and simply colliding with a planet, even with slow momentum, would crack that planet apart, given the fact that the Hadarak interior, let alone the Yeg’gor, was much harder than bedrock. 
 
    The fact that Mak’to’ran’s fleet had just turned the thing back was a moment of pride for him and the other V’kit’no’sat here…despite the debris field left behind that was the destroyed or damaged ships from the combat. Most had managed to stay clear of the Tier 6’s grapple fields and tentacles, often with the help of other ships pushing or pulling them away from danger, but the insanely large minion swarms had done the damage. A third of Mak’to’ran’s fleet was lost, with another chunk salvageable but not combat worthy at the moment. 
 
    Still, this was a momentous day, and one that would be remembered in V’kit’no’sat history. They hadn’t killed it, but they’d just turned back the indomitable. Something so large and powerful that no V’kit’no’sat in previous history had even seen, let alone fought, a Tier 6 Hadarak. But Mak’to’ran’s V’kit’no’sat had, and it was the Legion Ysalamir that had made this possible…on the back of the standard fleet that had to fight its way through the minions to deliver Legion to the Hadarak’s surface. 
 
    The method they were using to fight the Tier 6 was tedious, but tenable. Mak’to’ran felt it was a galactic breakthrough until he finally got around to reading the message and data packet the courier had brought. The great swell of pride he had at their hard fought victory evaporated in a sense of awe and dread at the sight of a Zak’de’ron single handedly killing two Hadarak using invisible weaponry that he assumed had to be Essence. 
 
    Legion had seemed to be the power in the galaxy, granted to the V’kit’no’sat by fate after such a long and hard never ending war to protect the galaxy against their random excursions throughout the Core. Now the weapon seemed obsolete, and the reason the Hadarak feared Essence users so much now became clear. 
 
    There were powers in this galaxy beyond the Hadarak, and this one had been hiding unnoticed all this time. The fact that it was a Zak’de’ron was infuriating, but curious. It claimed to have nothing to do with the Zak’de’ron, having been recruited out of them long ago, and it had nothing good to say of its former race. Its size had been enhanced by its master, who was described but not named. It said their race was from beyond this galaxy and they were engaged in a war against the Hadarak there and in many others galactic swirls. 
 
    The claim of being intergalactic would have been absurd to most, but Mak’to’ran believed it. He hadn’t been told everything about the Founders’ secret Temples by Star Force, for they always held information back, but what they’d generously shared told him enough. They were engaged in a massive conflict bigger than both their empires, and while the Hadarak appeared to be fightable, it was clear that their enemies were not. This Essence power, which he knew was partially due to physical size, was radically undefendable. Even the Hadarak’s massive size couldn’t save them from it, and he wondered if this ‘apprentice’ could kill the Tier 6 as quickly…or was there a range limit? 
 
    Mak’to’ran studied the attack records closely, noting that there was a visible destruction of Yeg’gor before the final blow came. Star Force had noted that with range Essence became more costly, which was why the Lurkers could only be engaged from afar. Legion was not built for that, but other Ysalamiri were. Mak’to’ran was waiting for Star Force to finish their war with the Vargemma before going after the Lurkers, because he needed their ranged Ysalamir to do it at the minimum, but their Essence-powered machines intrigued him much more. 
 
    Very little on them had been shared, but the attack on a single Lurker had eventually made its way to him. He cursed whoever these Vargemma were for drawing Star Force away from the real threat, but now he surmised the Vargemma were little more than peons for this inter-galactic race to use as cannon fodder when the time came for the fight to expel the Hadarak from this galaxy, but according to the Apprentice they were far from it. He also claimed the V’kit’no’sat would be destroyed unless they followed his instructions on how to hide and evade, and he wanted to meet with Mak’to’ran to discuss how he would help keep the V’kit’no’sat alive now that they’d proved themselves worthy with Legion and their numerous Hadarak kills. 
 
    But there was also the threat that this mile-long Zak’de’ron would come and find Mak’to’ran if he didn’t make his location known. That was the typical arrogance of their race, and even if this one had broken away to chart another path, it had been born into their culture with their genetic proclivities. And given the power it now yielded, he feared those proclivities would only be enhanced, especially considering what he’d been told of the automated defenses in the Temples and their lethal programming for rule breakers.  
 
    Mak’to’ran didn’t fear Star Force’s superior power, partly because he understood it and knew how to fight it. Even their Essence skills and machines were quantifiable and would fall to the mass fleet combat the V’kit’no’sat were capable of fielding, but a war against Star Force was their past history and he had no wish to fight them again…yet he didn’t fear that fight, or even the possibility that they might lose.  
 
    This Apprentice had such immense power that it could single handedly destroy Hadarak. Mak’to’ran couldn’t tell how much of its Essence charge was used, perhaps most of it, but the end results were clear.  
 
    It was beyond both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force, and it was intent on speaking to him personally…whether or not it got an invitation. 
 
    Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to run away, but he also wasn’t going to meet it face to face. If it wanted to talk, it could come to him in a place of power so great even it would not be able to survive if it tried to exert its will. 
 
    Mak’to’ran sent the courier back out along with several others with an invitation to the nameless Apprentice to come to Itaru, the V’kit’no’sat capitol, and make his counsel available to Mak’to’ran there…under the gun sights of a system defense fleet greater than any other in this galaxy. 
 
    Simultaneously he sent a courier to Star Force, informing them of the meeting and asking that an Essence-capable representative be sent with all available speed. And if one was not available, someone with Essence and Temple knowledge be sent, for Mak’to’ran feared the co-dominance of the two empires was soon to come to an end as the inter-galactic players began to step forward. 
 
      
 
    43 days later and 23,923 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Neofenn received Mak’to’ran’s message through the Urrtren link that the V’kit’no’sat had sent out to the main Star Force bases around the perimeter of the Hadarak warzone, and he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d just gotten the report of the giant being inside a star system the Hadarak curiously would not enter, and now there was this oversized Zak’de’ron that had just killed two Wardens with apparently very little effort. It was claiming to be an Apprentice to an intergalactic race, and Neofenn believed Mak’to’ran was correct when he linked this master to the Founders of the Temple network. 
 
    The Grand Admiral didn’t know that for a fact, and there could be many intergalactic races involved in the greater Hadarak war, but regardless this was a game changer, for good or bad, and the Rammus knew he had to be there when the meeting happened, despite the distance to Itaru. It was a good quarter turn around the galactic swirl, but the location they’d encountered the ‘Apprentice’ was not nearby the Capitol either, so he figured he had a chance to make it there if he left immediately. 
 
    His Mach’nel would take him, but he couldn’t go without a Neo-level Archon. Fortunately he had a few with him, particularly to operate the Materia weapons left behind to defend against any Lurker that tried to interfere with the evacuation efforts. His own Mach’nel did not have such a weapon system onboard, nor did most of them. The Mach’nel couldn’t fit into the Temples, so a large number of them were still here covering the evacuation efforts while the rest were guarding the larger systems against the ongoing Vargemma sneak attacks…but thankfully the trailblazers had kept a few here with Materia weapons for Neofenn to use if needed, otherwise he would have no defense against Lurkers. 
 
    His Mach’nel were not out hunting them, even though the V’kit’no’sat had requested such many times. But with this new super Zak’de’ron in play with Essence skills far beyond anything seen in the Vargemma, having a ship that could at least fire one shot from a Materia with him was prudent, so Neofenn sent word out through the Urrtren to the nearest Star Force outpost to the region where Anders-299311 was heading up the defensive combat operations covering the evacuation ships. 
 
    She could have been given command over the entire Star Force effort, but her naval scores were lower than Neofenn’s and she hadn’t claimed priority when assigned here. Nor had any other Archon, all of which were choosing to operate under the Grand Admiral’s mantle. Her Mach’nel did have a single Materia weapon onboard it, with enough Magicite canisters for 5 shots, thanks to the Uriti. Before their refill capability a single charge was all that a ship could be blessed to carry. Now they had nearly limitless recharges available, for the Uriti were drastically larger than this Apprentice…though his Essence levels had probably risen higher given time and training. Plus the Uriti could only use Essence for donations, as far as Neofenn knew, though now he was wishing they could also use them offensively.  
 
    If they couldn’t, then Star Force was going to be as helpless as the Hadarak to this new player. Neofenn just hoped he was here to help, though the Founders’ idea of ‘help’ involved stepping on those who got in the way, and the Grand Admiral didn’t think even a fleet of Avengers could stop this dragon if he could produce Essence shields enough to weather a first strike scenario. 
 
    And the Grand Admiral was heading right for this new potential threat, but Mak’to’ran was right. If they were going to confront this new paradigm shift, it was best if they did so with the backdrop of Itaru’s might, and it was best they did it together, as a united Empire, even if that moniker was more for V’kit’no’sat propaganda efforts than functionally true. Though an outside looking in would see the same races spread out through each, so maybe there was a bit more truth there than Neofenn wanted to admit.  
 
    Regardless, they were allies against the Hadarak, and Mak’to’ran had no one who could even touch Essence, so he badly needed Anders there. And there was no way the Grand Admiral would be sitting on the sidelines for this. The suggested ‘retreat’ would leave the evacuation efforts in question, with the inference being to let the galaxy burn while the V’kit’no’sat hid and survived…and there was no way Star Force was going to do that. He really doubted Mak’to’ran would either. His Era’tran blood ran too deep for such an act of cowardice.  
 
    Still, they needed to hear this over-sized Zak’de’ron out…and hope he didn’t take it badly when they made it clear they intended to fight this war, not run from it, regardless of the outcome.  
 
    Neofenn huffed in self-reflection as his Mach’nel made the interstellar jump out of the Outreach 118 system. Perhaps the two empires were alike, when it came to a fight at least. And both were battle hardened against the Hadarak, and each other. If this Zak’de’ron thought he was going to relocate either empire inside the Temples to hide while the Hadarak killed everyone else, then he was going to be sorely disappointed. 
 
    The Grand Admiral just hoped that the ‘soreness’ didn’t escalate to a typical Zak’de’ron temper tantrum. They really didn’t take well to being told no. 
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    November 30, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    The two Star Force Mach’nel entered the system barely 20 seconds apart from one another, having already passed through numerous heavily armed V’kit’no’sat systems to get here, but what Grand Admiral Neofen saw upon arrival rewrote the definition of ‘stronghold.’ 
 
    The jumplane they’d entered on was clear of obstruction, as was prudent, because you didn’t want stuff nearby that could be rammed by arriving ships, but off the jumpline there were clusters of stations, large and small, spread out like constellations inside the system. As the ship’s sensors began to update the nearby battlemap, entire swaths of dots appeared and began to fill in large tracts of space. There was plenty of maneuvering room in between them. After all this was stellar orbit and not a planetary orbit, but the density of infrastructure here was staggering. 
 
    The 16 planets, along with their 183 moons, took a while to register sensor pings, but the passive information filling in ahead of that showed a mass of civilization far beyond any system Star Force possessed. Even Shangri-La wasn’t up to this level of development, though the information in the database said otherwise. Significant changes had been made here in recent years, and the traffic flowing in and out of the low stellar orbit underscored that fact. 
 
    The jumplane they were on had been crowded when leaving for Itaru, but there were so many others pouring ships into the system that they dwarfed the numbers going out, and the Rammus didn’t think that was typical, especially with a chunk of the ships entering being warships. Mak’to’ran was calling in reinforcements to an already stacked deck, and he assumed that was to give him as much leverage as possible when the Apprentice arrived. 
 
    Linking into the Urrtren they realized that hadn’t happened yet, and Neofenn was relieved they had gotten here in time.  
 
    “Guess we didn’t miss the party,” Anders said in a hologram that popped up next to the biped/quadruped before being shrunk down to an appropriate size so the Grand Admiral didn’t have to constantly look up at the Archon.  
 
    “Did you know Itaru had risen this far?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she admitted. “Mak’to’ran has certainly been redecorating.” 
 
    “I’m seeing additional weapon platforms more than anything. Fear of the larger Hadarak arriving here, perhaps?” 
 
    “We have our Castle projects. I won’t begrudge them trying to develop something similar…though they clearly don’t have the Ysalamiri for it. And this buildup won’t do much against a Lurker unless it’s stupid enough to stick around after expending its Essence.” 
 
    “Perhaps putting up additional targets is a defense mechanism in and of itself.” 
 
    “At the cost of a lot of blood, but I agree. Whatever losses occur her, the Hadarak are dying if they press the issue. This is definitely the backdrop you want for a talk with a superior power.” 
 
    “And it gave us time to get here,” Neofenn said as his ship received navigational coordinates directing them out to Wendigama on a priority route. He mentally issued the order, and the giant vertical disc-shaped Mach’nel began carefully moving through the traffic to get to that insystem jumpline.  
 
    “Glad they’re not shooting us this time. Even in Mach’nel we wouldn’t last very long here.” 
 
    “If the Apprentice wants the V’kit’no’sat to not fight the Hadarak directly, perhaps the sight of this system will suggest that Mak’to’ran wields more power than the Apprentice thought.” 
 
    “But not Essence power,” Anders said gravely. “The Hadarak don’t fear the V’kit’no’sat, or they would have smashed Itaru long ago. Even with Legion they haven’t come here. But they fear Essence, and now we have a better idea of why.” 
 
    “Two nearly instantaneous Hadarak kills rewrite the power structure in the galaxy,” Neofenn underscored. “That may also be why Mak’to’ran wanted to come here.” 
 
    “Bruised ego?” 
 
    “When you are afraid for your life, your natural instinct is to flee to a place of safety. This is as safe as any place in the galaxy for the V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anders said, cringing. “I don’t like the idea of this guy showing up, but at least I can use Essence. The V’kit’no’sat are impotent. I’m just effectively impotent, but at least I’m familiar with the weaponry. They can’t even scan for it. That has to be morale-breaking.” 
 
    “Indeed. I believe that is why he requested you be here. At least you have the eyes to see and knowing counsel to offer.” 
 
    “So why did you come?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see Itaru,” he said, pausing dramatically. “And whatever happens here with the V’kit’no’sat is going to affect the evacuation efforts. If the Apprentice can convince them to turn and run, a lot of people that we are saving will be left for dead. I don’t have the ships to cover them all. We need the V’kit’no’sat fleet’s help.” 
 
    “Yet another reason I hate the Vargemma,” Anders said as she watched the in-depth scans of the closest weapon platforms tally up. Many were Tar’vem’jic, while others were heavily covered in short-range weapons that would be very useful against Hadarak minion swarms. But it was the cargo convoys that truly caught her eye. Normally a system like this was pretty much self-sufficient, and there was far too many imports going on if that were the case. 
 
    She sifted through the growing battlemap and followed the traffic flows. They branched off every which way, but after a detailed analysis…which took a couple seconds for the Archon’s Sav-enhanced mind…Anders found where a chunk of the imports were going. 
 
    “Look what I found,” she said, highlighting a series of shipyards on the Rim of the system.  
 
    “Are those Ysalamiri? 
 
    “They look like it, but as far as I knew the V’kit’no’sat don’t have ranged Ysalamiri technology…and I think that is still the case. Look at their parking lot.” 
 
    Neofenn saw them. Hundreds of the massive ships not far from the huge shipyards, all sitting dead in space within a protective cradle supplying shields and perimeter defenses. That meant they were not crewed or powered, only in storage, though from the exterior they appeared intact. 
 
    “He’s building as much as he can, hoping that we will give them the rest later,” the Grand Admiral deduced.  
 
    “I think you’re right. Or maybe he has a team working on it independently of us. Either way, he doesn’t want to waste time when he gets it. I’m actually impressed.” 
 
    “At that and nothing else?” 
 
    “I’m impressed at the strategy, not the equipment. He wants to be able to kill Lurkers, and he knows they’re vulnerable to them until they can. They need us for that, and we’re currently pre-occupied. So he’s saving time by getting the heavy construction out of the way now.” 
 
    Neofenn twitched. “The V’kit’no’sat just sent out a system-wide alert,” he said as the traffic patterns immediately began to alter, with the majority of the civilian ships either heading to planets or surging towards stellar orbit. 
 
    “The Apprentice is three jumps away,” Anders noted, getting the same information packet from the Urrtren. “Estimated 8 days to arrival. We barely made it in time.” 
 
    “They should have known his location earlier than this.” 
 
    “Must have pretty good stealth systems. He’s probably letting them know he’s coming early by shutting them off, just to be polite.” 
 
    “If that’s so, it’s a failure of their detection grid. That will not help their ego.” 
 
    “And it demonstrates yet again how inferior they are, thus increasing the credibility of the Apprentice and his claims that the war cannot be won by the V’kit’no’sat’s power. I get the feeling we’re dealing with an experienced diplomat.” 
 
    “One that adds races to the Vargemma?” 
 
    “Possibly, depending on how old he is. Or maybe he was taught the methods of those that did. I don’t think we can assume too many Zak’de’ron tendencies here. This might be a Zen’zat to Ter’net comparison.” 
 
    “Let us hope not, intellectually speaking.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Anders asked. 
 
    “An enemy you can understand is bad enough, but one you cannot predict because you are not on their intellectual level is a far more dangerous foe. And if this is the spawn of the Founders, we know they are not to be trusted.” 
 
    “If it’s alright with you, I’m going to find Mak’to’ran and hang out with him, do some Essence education directly. I’ll be back onboard before Super Puff arrives.” 
 
    “As you wish. Make sure you are not caught beneath their planetary shields. I want that Materia in play when he arrives…” 
 
      
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “There isn’t a set limit,” Anders said, having to look up at a steep angle to see Mak’to’ran’s tattooed face, “but the further you reach the more power it costs you. That’s why Essence is primarily a short range weapon unless you are enhancing something else.” 
 
    “Your Materia weapons?” 
 
    “Not just that. It also upgrades my psionics. My enhanced Lachka is far stronger than my using Essence alone to do the same task.” 
 
    “Will pure Essence be blocked by Rentar?” 
 
    “No. Nothing we have discovered will affect Essence except Essence.” 
 
    “So you could kill me right now and I would be defenseless against your attack?” Mak’to’ran asked bluntly.  
 
    Anders glanced around the large chamber where she and many others stood, but all were either Era’tran or Zen’zat.  
 
    “I could kill more than just you. I could take down everyone except them,” she said, pointing to the far side. “I’m not sure if I could get enough grip that far away unless I used my Lachka, but in theory I can stretch as far as I have the power, though it’s not worth it because it would drain me heavily even if I could reach.” 
 
    “How would you kill us?” 
 
    “Brain death is the easiest. Even if your Kich’a’kat repairs you, you’re neutralized. If I had the Vargemma’s skills and enough power, I could disintegrate you, leaving nothing to repair. Other ways are sending out a small, low power Essence technique that attacks your heart and causes it to stop. That’s the more economical way of killing large numbers of people. I don’t have that skill. I’d have to directly reach inside and scramble each of you.” 
 
    One of the other Era’tran huffed in a displeased fashion, but the look in Mak’to’ran’s eyes harbored no anger, only cold calculation.  
 
    “What range is safe from the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “Killing a Hadarak would require more scrambling, so assume a longer range than was used to reach the center of the Tier 2 it killed.” 
 
    “Tar’vem’jic range?” 
 
    “I would not feel safe any closer, but I cannot guarantee even a Mach’nel at extreme range would be free of limited contact.” 
 
    “Do you estimate the Zak’de’ron has more range than a Lurker?” 
 
    “We’ve never seen a Lurker engage a Hadarak, or Uriti, but we think a Lurker can’t scan well at distance. If it could it would have killed our people prodding it from range. Instead it attacked the ships’ exterior or center of mass. Had we used Essence we would have lit up like a beacon, but not using it we are dark to that sense. Whatever Pefbar-like navigation it uses, I think the Lurker’s range is more limited than its weapons.” 
 
    “Can it not enhance that ability like your own psionics?” 
 
    “If it can, it either did and was still short, or it can’t.” 
 
    “Can you use Essence to override Ikrid blocks?” 
 
    “When I enhance Ikrid, no. When I use Essence to directly reach a mind, I can’t interface with it. Either that’s my limited skill or Essence can’t be used to accomplish that directly. What we know of the Vargemma, they cannot either unless they have a base telepathy skill to enhance.” 
 
    “So mechanical blocks should be effective against both the Lurkers and the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “I don’t think the Lurkers will let us live long enough to interrogate anyone, but I’d say the brain boxes are a legitimate counter to even Essence enhanced telepathy. Whoever you have within range of him should wear such devices, or only use Zen’zat.” 
 
    “What do you know about this strategy he proposes?” 
 
    “We know the Vargemma are told to wait, train, and grow stronger until one of the Founders returns when they hit a prerequisite level. They are told any attack against the Hadarak prior to that is suicide. I would guess he either wants to take the V’kit’no’sat into the Temples and trigger some of you to make the breakthrough to Essence abilities, or he wishes to preserve you in some part of the galaxy due to your technology so you can be helpful when the Founders eventually wish to try and take this galaxy from the Hadarak.” 
 
    All the Era’tran in the room twitched when she said that, including Mak’to’ran. 
 
    “They can give a person Essence abilities?” 
 
    “From what I’ve been told, and I haven’t been there to see for myself, the Temples have facilities designed to do just that, though they are rarely used and we have no access to them due to our limited skill level. It seems only another Essence user can upgrade a ‘mundane,’ and the process is frowned upon. Individual improvement is the preferred method, for the genetics of an individual, when passed on to the next generation, include Essence sensitivity. Offspring of Essence users are more likely to make the jump to Essence connectivity than others. So if you upgrade someone who doesn’t have the genetics, their offspring will most likely not be able to make the transition. To the Vargemma this makes them mostly useless.” 
 
    “So why have the equipment to do so?” 
 
    “Perhaps for the Founders to use. Perhaps for isolated cases where an individual proves themselves worthy by other forms of merit. I really don’t know. Much is hidden in the Temples until you reach the necessary skill level to unlock them, and even the Vargemma have not unlocked everything…possibly not even most of it.” 
 
    “Could this Zak’de’ron be part of the Vargemma?” 
 
    “No Vargemma that we have discovered are anywhere close to his body size. No other Zak’de’ron have been discovered. And if he is speaking the truth, he has been hiding in the Deep Core and monitoring the Hadarak. The Vargemma have been ordered to remain in the Temples save for special operations which they feel are distasteful. They do not like leaving the Temples unless absolutely necessary. It is a form of punishment as far as their societies are concerned.” 
 
    “They detest the other races in the galaxy?” 
 
    “They detest seeing stars,” Anders said sarcastically. “The Temples are grand constructs, and they have been told they are the pinnacle. They do not want to deal with anything lesser in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Yet they are waging a war against you to stop you from attacking the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Apparently they feel that is necessary.” 
 
    “And now we have a Zak’de’ron coming to tell us the same.” 
 
    “At least he’s talking. The Vargemma attacked us then issued their demands.” 
 
    “Is there a way to measure how much Essence an individual has in reserve?” 
 
    “Not precisely. With some reference points you can guestimate the familiar. New arrivals you cannot. When an individual draws low, it can be seen. How much they have left is paired to their maximum rating. The Zak’de’ron could be near to death and still have more Essence than me at my max.” 
 
    “Is there a buildup before a strike, or can they release their Essence reflexively?” 
 
    “Depends on the attack. The larger ones require a charging phase called a ‘Sha’mesh.’ It’s similar to an aura around them that fills up prior to release.” 
 
    “Can you see this occur?” 
 
    “Only those with Essence skills can see it.” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “From what range?” 
 
    “The larger the Sha’mesh, the larger the range.” 
 
    “I will give your ship a special access channel to the Urrtren. If you see one of these Sha’mesh forming, it will allow you to trigger a warning. I want to know the moment the Zak’de’ron intends to do anything.” 
 
    “Smaller actions will not be so vivid. I would have to be very close to see them. But I can alert you to the largest ones a few seconds before they are launched, assuming the Zak’de’ron behaves like an Olopar.” 
 
    “I cannot believe the Vargemma would use them against you and not the Hadarak. Such a waste of superior weaponry. I hope they fall quickly to your forces. They do not deserve the privileges given them. Can you use the Olopar?” 
 
    “We’re working on it, but right now we prefer to craft our own equipment. We don’t want software installed that will allow others to take control of them. If we brought one here, it’s possible he would be able to assert control over it.” 
 
    “Still, I would be interested in seeing you field test one against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “So would I, but we’re busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Rightly so. Still, the larger war presses on and the other Zak’de’ron are lessening their resistance.” 
 
    Ander’s chin rose up slightly. “Oh?” 
 
    “They are choosing certain regions to defend and allowing others to fall without contest. They are not protecting the galaxy as much as protecting their own assets.” 
 
    “They have less offensive capability than we do. What do you expect of them?” 
 
    “The superiority they always claimed they had.” 
 
    “Well said,” Anders admitted. “I kind of thought we’d outgrown them.” 
 
    “Never assume that. Their secrets have secrets, and now we have one of them claiming to be a rogue coming to us with powers far beyond even yours and the Vargemma’s.” 
 
    “I think that is evidence enough that he is a rogue. If the other Zak’de’ron had Essence skills, would you or I still be alive?” 
 
    “Probably not, and I am curious to explore the claimed rift between him and the others, but the fact that he is Zak’de’ron bodes ill for us. And where is his Master? Why did he leave him here? Why take an Apprentice from an inferior race? There are too many unanswered questions. I need some measure of the playing field in order to form a strategy to thrive in it.” 
 
    “I don’t have many more answers than you. But if he thinks we’re two halves of the same empire, his information gathering abilities are either limited or not fully engaged.” 
 
    “To the outsider we are. Not all empires have to operate from a single command structure.” 
 
    “My dead brothers and sisters say otherwise.” 
 
    “How many of mine have to die to the Hadarak before we atone for our past mistakes?” 
 
    “Do you see it as a mistake, or a beneficial failure to eradicate us?” 
 
    “I am not sorry for the power you have become, some of which is due to the impossible task we forced upon you. But it was a mistake to attack Terraxis. You are not Zen’zat. You have grown far beyond them. And you have given us a method of dealing with our traitors other than execution.” 
 
    “Was I right in hearing that some choose to kill themselves rather than be turned over to us?” 
 
    “In the past that was true, but not now. Your accomplishments have proven to the masses that you are not heretics. You have earned your place in the galaxy, and have made no attempt to challenge ours. That more than anything says you are part of our empire.” 
 
    “We won’t tell the big guy otherwise,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Hopefully it will be he telling us a great many things…” 
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    December 6, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    The spherical vessel containing the Zak’de’ron ‘Apprentice’ arrived in Itaru at expected penetration distance into the system, with several massive fleets of warships bracketing its jumpline. As instructed, they directed the vessel to follow them out to the capitol planet of Wendigama where a particular orbital slot had been completely cleared of ships and stations alike in preparation for his arrival. 
 
    The Apprentice did as requested and traveled to the spot 430 miles above the planet’s surface, looking down on a world packed with inhabitation, technology, weaponry, and fully raised defense shields, above which he cracked the shell on his ship and flew a short distance outside in full armor where he lazily stretched his wings. 
 
    “Where is Mak’to’ran?” he asked in V’kit’no’sat, transmitting out across all frequencies so the entire system could hear. 
 
    “I am here,” the response came, also broadband, for the V’kit’no’sat leader intended for this to be a very public conversation as well. His hologram was provided, showing the Era’tran standing alone in front of the mask-like emblem that represented the V’kit’no’sat empire. “Speak your recommendations.” 
 
    “I greet you, Mak’to’ran, on behalf of my master. He left me the task of watching over this galaxy and shepherding any race that climbed to the level of effective resistance against the Hadarak. He intended to gather and preserve all who would see this galaxy freed of their menace until the day comes when his race will return to lead the fight. Until then, and without their assistance, your forces and others, no matter how impressive, stand no chance against a fully mobilized Hadarak force.” 
 
    “What is your name and that of your Master and his race?” 
 
    “I am known simply as Eldorat, which in their language means ‘learner.’ My master is called Dogoroth, and his race the Veloqueen.” 
 
    “Did they construct the Temples in this galaxy?” Mak’to’ran asked bluntly. 
 
    “They and others did in a combined effort to provide assistance to the resistance in galaxies beyond their own. Galaxies that are even now sending Hadarak reinforcements to assist in the assault on the unconquered.” 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    “Those that inhabit other galaxies and have no presence here. Even the Veloqueen left nothing behind except me. I was recruited to be the bridge between our races, for they are too advanced for the likes of you to comprehend. Do not take that as a slight, for your empire is impressive, but you have never encountered a Veloqueen. If you did you would not have the words to describe them, nor do I. They are a superior race.” 
 
    “Are they as large as you?” 
 
    “They come in varying sizes, most of which are smaller than me. I was enhanced to more quickly accelerate my power growth.” 
 
    “Physical power or Essence?” 
 
    “Both. What do you know of Essence?” 
 
    “You meant what do we know that you haven’t already ripped from my people’s minds?” 
 
    “It is the fastest way of learning, and you would do the same in my position, would you not? Regardless, the minds in the ships surrounding me are off limits, thus I am asking you what you know of Essence.” 
 
    “Not as much as the Vargemma. Why are they attacking beyond the Temples?” 
 
    “They are inferiors granted a position of sanctuary within the Temples. Part of their responsibility is to search for others who are breaking through to their true power and bring them inside before the Hadarak can find and destroy them. You are different. You have risen to a level to challenge the Hadarak without Essence, and that is why I have sought you out. Only those with great Essence power can defeat the Hadarak’s greatest warriors, but they accomplish most of their destruction with their masses, and the key to fighting them you have already discovered. If this galaxy is to be freed one day, we must amass as much combined power as we can, from all sources.” 
 
    “How long will it be before that day comes?” 
 
    “Far into the future. My master won’t return to inspect this galaxy until at least a portion of the necessary power is attained, and we are far from that level.” 
 
    “Are the Vargemma insufficient?” 
 
    “They have decent numbers, but not the collective power. They are too young.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Young as well, but well trained. I am 28 million years old, and I would not expect to see my master again in an equal amount of time.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran grimaced. “You wish us to abandon our war with the Hadarak for millions of years? What will be left of the galaxy if we do that?” 
 
    “The galaxy will regrow, as they all do after the Hadarak unleash their destruction. The mission is to keep your empire alive during the transition and beyond the rebirth. You cannot save the others in the galaxy, no matter how hard you fight. If you attempt to do so and all die, what will you have gained?” 
 
    “Defending the galaxy is our duty as V’kit’no’sat. We will not abandon it.” 
 
    “The Hadarak scale to match the threats that oppose them. You have only fought their weaker units. The Neosan, which you refer to as Lurkers, have been sent to surpass you. Do you have a means of effectively fighting them?” 
 
    “We also scale with time, and what we haven’t solved yet we may in the coming days. To turn away from the challenge now would be an act of cowardice, not prudence.” 
 
    “An ignorant statement, so I will not hold it against you. Others have thought the same and perished. Allow me to show you…” 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat comm channels flushed with data being sent out, not in a hacking attempt, but free data in such masses that the receivers had to buffer it before they could process it all.  
 
    “Take some time and see for yourself the fate of others, then tell me you wish to seek the same fate.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran glanced to the side, then his image disappeared with only the V’kit’no’sat symbol remaining on the open transmission. 
 
    “He transmitted more data in that burst than our technology is capable of matching,” another Era’tran in the chamber with him said. “It appears to be history records and battle data.” 
 
    “Safe it, then show me.” 
 
    “There is too much to review in hours. This will take weeks.” 
 
    “Pick somewhere to start and show me.” 
 
    “There appear to be highlights. Markers left for us to look at first. I will put one of those before you,” the Era’tran said, raising a massive hologram up all around Mak’to’ran, in which he saw a naval battle not over a planet, but across an entire system. He was standing near the 8th planet, and everywhere around him he saw fleets engaged in combat. 
 
    He mentally took control of the hologram and zoomed in to one cluster of combat, seeing that the fleets were not of minions, but much larger craft escorted by swarms of Warden Hadarak. There were thousands of the massive tier 3s and 4s, but he could see no minions. Every Hadarak vessel in play was a larger variety not yet seen in the galaxy, but Mak’to’ran recognized them from the data Star Force had given him. These were their mainline fleet ships, and the Wardens acted as a combination supply ship/battery for them and the Lurkers…of which he only saw a few scattered around the battlefield. 
 
    They were rare, but effective, swooping in and out to eliminate certain targets but not staying around to engage in the heavy slugging.  
 
    Mak’to’ran had never had nightmares this bad, and his fear of what the Hadarak could do had always plagued his subconscious mind. The creation of Legion had put some of those fears to rest, for now they could effectively fight back, but against a force such as this Legion would be next to useless. They’d be shot down prior to arrival, unless they could get the Wardens alone. And they, ironically, weren’t the ones doing the majority of the damage to a foe that looked remarkably like the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    Not their ship design, which was different, but the technology and tactics were similar. Mak’to’ran had studied them so much, particularly the information Hamob had been gathering over the years, that he could see their fingerprints in the combat.  
 
    Mak’to’ran searched for supplemental data and was able to find a racial description. Another hologram appeared, superimposed over the continuing battle that appeared to be playing out in real time across 183 different locations in the system. The race was not avian, but rather aquatic. They resembled sharks with two tentacles flowing back off their tail stub, and were a race not in the V’kit’no’sat database. His staff had already searched for it and came up empty, but they were supplying him with other tidbits of analysis as they chewed through the new information as fast as it could be cleared by the software scientists to make sure there was no malicious code embedded within it. 
 
    The system in question was also not in their databanks, making Mak’to’ran wonder if this was from another galaxy, but an analysis of the galactic backdrop beyond confirmed it was from Megora, and it came from the Rim. 
 
    “Do you see the hopelessness of it now?” Eldorat interrupted. 
 
    Mak’to’ran reconnected, but didn’t deactivate the historical data before him. Instead the orbiting dragon was superimposed above it as the Era’tran continued to multi-task.  
 
    “How many of these races could use Essence?” 
 
    “Many could, but most never made it to that point, though like you they found other ways to hurt the Hadarak, but they could never truly contend with them. They were not ready and they would not heed our advice, thus they were wiped from existence. That is what the Hadarak do. Any who live in the galaxy that grow strong enough to challenge them are considered weeds that must be plucked from the garden, and they do so on a regular basis.” 
 
    “Why have they not conquered it all and precluded the need to do this continuously?” 
 
    “Because there are powers in the universe greater than even the Hadarak and Veloqueen. They lurk in the dark spaces between galaxies, quiet, unobserved, until a galaxy is filled with life. Every system, every planet, or nearly so, packed with living beings so dense they can grow no further. Then the monsters from the deep emerge to devour all…after which the galaxy is reborn from the rubble. New planets, new stars simply appear in the void to replace what was lost, more or less. It is a cycle of death and rebirth that the Hadarak attempt to prevent, thus they do not leave the Core of the galaxies except to eradicate the vermin beyond when they grow unruly or too populous.” 
 
    “I have heard this story before.” 
 
    “Have you? Then why ask me? Do you doubt my origins?” 
 
    “I know nothing of your origins except for your vile race.” 
 
    “They are no longer my race. I forsook them long ago when my Master selected me out of all those in this galaxy.” 
 
    “These records you have provided. Are they from your time here, or from before?” 
 
    “They are from my time.” 
 
    “How many purges have you seen?” 
 
    “None such as this. The others were selective, targeting a specific enemy or alliance. You have provoked them in a way I have not seen before, or perhaps it was simply time to cull the galaxy. They have done so many times before in others. It is a preventative measure to ensure no enemies can rise to challenge them, and sometimes they are very good at keeping their presence hidden, only to rise up and attack the Hadarak later. A preventative purge gives them nowhere to hide.” 
 
    “And what would you have us do? Enter the Temples?” 
 
    “I could give you access, but your strength does not lie in Essence and you would be wasted inside, for they are meant to confine those within for endless training. No, there is another way. The Hadarak cannot fully conquer all the systems in the galaxy without triggering the monsters from the deep. Their population would become the very thing they are attempting to avoid. So when the Hadarak have fully purged a section of the galaxy they will abandon it. If one is able to relocate there without their knowing, they can escape the cycle of destruction and lay in wait, growing more powerful over the eons. But fighting the Hadarak draws them out. Evasion is the key to ultimate victory, and it is a skill the V’kit’no’sat have not chosen to develop, though your Rimward realm appears to have in order to avoid your own internal purge of the past.” 
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    “Odd you should say so,” Mak’to’ran replied half sarcastically. “Our Rimward half wants to fight as much as the Core, and they would be here now if not for the Vargemma having attacked them. Your Temple-dwellers are aiding the Hadarak by diminishing our strength and providing a diversion that pulls our empire away from the real fight.” 
 
    “You should have heeded their warnings,” Eldorat said dismissively. “It would have saved you a great deal of damage. Now, at least, you can see the power that Essence weaponry imbues.” 
 
    “Those who attack our empire will suffer the consequences of such a foolhardy act.” 
 
    “If you seek to engage the Vargemma, you do so going to your destruction. The Hadarak press you in the Core with their first and second waves, and you face an even more powerful fight if you choose to take on the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Our Rimward half already is.” 
 
    “And the losses you have suffered don’t discourage you? Or do they challenge your ego and make you go back for more until you are destroyed or victorious? Many in the past have fought in a similar manner, and it has given them great power against lesser civilizations, but when the time comes that they face a superior they crumble. Wisdom is required to fight a superior enemy, and confronting the Vargemma is something that you must walk away from. Do so and they will stop their attacks, as they promised.” 
 
    “Will you fight alongside them against us?” 
 
    “The Vargemma have their tasks, I have mine. They do not cross one another. My place is not in the Temples, it is near the Hadarak where I can observe them and those that rise to oppose them. So that I may warn those who rise to the level of strength you have, and in doing so preserve the enemies of the Hadarak for the larger war to come.” 
 
    “Do you not know?” Mak’to’ran asked, suppressing a grin. 
 
    “I know much, but not all. To what do you refer?” 
 
    “Our Rimward half is in the process of conquering the Vargemma and taking control of the Temples.” 
 
    The hologram of the floating dragon flinched, ever so slightly. 
 
    “In order to do so they would have to travel inside the Temples.” 
 
    “And they have done so.” 
 
    “How?” he demanded. 
 
    “Irrelevant now that they are inside and spreading from one Temple to another. Our technology and knowledge of warfare is superior to the Vargemma’s. Now, do you intend to side with them against us, or tell them to submit before any more unnecessary bloodshed occurs?” 
 
    “I will do neither. The Temples are programmed to deal with such incursions on their own, regardless of what the Vargemma have or have not done. They will weed out the traitors and return operations to normal.” 
 
    “Not this time. We will conquer the Temples and end the threat the Vargemma pose to our Rimward half, then our full might will return to the Core and face the Hadarak. If your Master is of the race that built the Temples, then you must be able to command the Vargemma to halt, can you not?” 
 
    “If you seek a fight with them you are welcome to waste resources and lives. I will not interfere with such stupidity, nor can I give you the Temples which I do not possess. I have been enlightened by my Master, but I am not one of those who own them. My task is here, with you and the others that can fight the Hadarak. For your sake, please listen to my counsel. You cannot survive this fight unless you take advantage of the null areas behind the Hadarak lines of expansion, and you can only do so if you refrain from fighting them and hide. It is against your nature to do so, but it is the required strategy.” 
 
    “Where are the other races that you have helped?” 
 
    “Hiding.” 
 
    “So instead of fighting against the galactic purge, they turn and flee while others die? Why are they not even conducting a defensive campaign?” 
 
    “If the Hadarak do not know they exist, they will not search for them.” 
 
    “You counsel cowardice,” Mak’to’ran accused. 
 
    “I counsel patience, as I will display now. You have not had time to digest the information I have given you. I will wait until you do so. Once you know the full weight of the certain future ahead of you, you will not be so quick to call my counsel cowardice.” 
 
    The Zak’de’ron ended his transmission and curled his tail up around him, retracting his wings and turning into what looked like a sleeping pose as he drifted in orbit nearby his ship. 
 
    “Perhaps he is right,” another Era’tran said, prompting an angry look from Mak’to’ran. “We need more time to develop the Ysalamiri.” 
 
    “At the cost of all our worlds being overrun? We would become vagrants, our strength stolen from us. How much do you think we could accomplish from a fleet alone?” 
 
    “In theory we could rebuild afterwards, if we are talking on a scale of a million years or more.” 
 
    “If we are defeated, you can assume we will do just that,” Mak’to’ran promised. “But we will not surrender our worlds to the Hadarak. If they wish to claim them, they will pay the price in blood demanded of them.” 
 
    “If we are to have any chance of defending our core worlds,” another Era’tran advisor said, “we will need Star Force. What I am seeing in these records is beyond either of us now. Only together can we reach for the possibility of victory, for we do not possess it now.” 
 
    “Finally I hear wisdom,” Mak’to’ran approved. “We are not victims of the Hadarak, we are an empire forged with the singular purpose to fight them. We do not have all the tools we need yet, but we have far more than the V’kit’no’sat have ever possessed. Now we have a Zak’de’ron coming out of nowhere to tell us to stop fighting and flee? Even if this one is aligned with the Temple builders, the universe mocks your gullibility.” 
 
    A prompt for an incoming comm got Mak’to’ran’s attention, and he mentally flipped the activation switch. The image of a Hjar’at appeared before him, coming from elsewhere on Wendigama. 
 
    “Tell me you are not considering this cowardice?” Telvara challenged. 
 
    “I am not,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. 
 
    “That is a relief. I am hearing whispers of it everywhere.” 
 
    “In my own counsel chambers as well,” the Era’tran said, throwing a glance to his left at the banks of his kin scrolling through hundreds of holograms and breaking down the most important information being fed to them by others methodically sorting through the data packet in different buildings across the capitol. “What do you make of this Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “What does our information from Star Force say about his truthfulness?” 
 
    “It aligns.” 
 
    “Then he may be a disciple of the Temple builders.” 
 
    “I do not care if he is.” 
 
    “His ability to destroy Hadarak is extremely important. Why is he preaching retreat?” 
 
    “We are still ignorant of the Hadarak’s true power. To me it does not matter, they must be opposed regardless, but if they are far more the monsters than we know, lesser minds would run. I am beginning to question the steel of the V’kit’no’sat, and whether it is real or merely a function of ignorance of the threat we face.” 
 
    “I thought we’d eliminated this poison from the empire long ago.” 
 
    “Poison has a way of recurring when there is a lack of courage.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should remind the others that this disciple is stating that we are superior to the Zak’de’ron and that they are not worth his time?” 
 
    “That does concern me. You and I both know they still hold advantages over us.” 
 
    “A ploy then?” 
 
    “I do not know. If the Zak’de’ron had Essence power, especially of this magnitude, we would not be free. I do not understand the dynamic here, unless Legion alone is what has garnered his attention.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is the death count of the Hadarak.” 
 
    “If what I know of Essence is accurate, it takes a very long time to build up the power level this one has demonstrated. Building Ysalamir is but a heartbeat in comparison. We may already be on the superior path, in terms of galactic warfare. Essence is also limited in capacity. Perhaps killing those two Hadarak nearly depleted this one.” 
 
    “How long does it take to recharge?” 
 
    “I am told days at the minimum, perhaps months depending on how deeply you diminish yourself. Push too far and draw too much, and you will kill yourself.” 
 
    “Curse Star Force for keeping this from us.” 
 
    “What have we given them, Telvara? They shared Ysalamir with us. Without it we would not be in the position we are with the Hadarak. Do you truly expect them to give us all their secrets?” 
 
    “We have abandoned the death sentences on them. Why should they hold back?” 
 
    “Because they are wise, and I would do the same in their position. They do not even trust their own populations with psionics. They guard closely who has power, and there has never been a rebellion amongst them. They are far more stable than us, or am I wrong?” 
 
    “I always assumed it was the threat of our existence that kept them together.” 
 
    “Inferring that we would attack them if they were divided? And yet you ask them to give us their greatest power?” 
 
    “I concede the point. I am just frustrated at our lack of Essence, more now than ever. It is a higher level power that we have not yet attained. I do not like the feeling of being inferior after as far as our empire has come.” 
 
    “Nor do I, but the battlefield does not give us what we want. It gives us what we must overcome. It is for us to figure out how.” 
 
    “Just show me an enemy I can kill. I dislike distractions.” 
 
    “Would you have preferred I did not recall you to Itaru?” 
 
    “No. This Zak’de’ron must be dealt with, and it is far more powerful than a Hadarak. You were right to recall us. What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Gain information, but we are not abandoning the fight with the Hadarak. To do so would kill the identity of our empire, and I will not have us devolve in the carnage that is the Vargemma. They have been denied a fight, so they turn on each other instead. No, our cause must remain pure and undistracted. Better to die righteous than live to descend into the monstrosities of decay.” 
 
    “Is that the Zak’de’ron’s ploy? Weaken us prior to their own attack?” 
 
    “What would they gain? The Hadarak are still coming, and eventually they will even get to the Rim. Much can happen before that, but what would be their purpose when we are accomplishing so much damage to our mutual enemy? Would they have given us the location of their worlds if the greater threat wasn’t cause for parallel fighting?” 
 
    “They may not have given us all their worlds,” Telvara cautioned, “but I concur. I cannot make sense of this Zak’de’ron’s presence or purpose. Where are these other superior races hiding? Out in the Rim where we never explored?” 
 
    “I do not know, but Star Force has not found them either, unless they wear cloaks of weakness to disguise their truth strength.” 
 
    “How many does he need before his master returns? I wonder if the Temples and this one are not in the employ of the Hadarak to prevent attacks against them? With no time mark to rally around, we could be facing perpetual running and hiding if we yielded to his strategy.” 
 
    “And the Vargemma are confined to the Temples waiting for a promised return that might never come? I see your point, but given the nature and size of the Hadarak, it could very well be an intergalactic conflict that would necessitate millions of years to play out. Perhaps billions.” 
 
    “Billions?” 
 
    “I am told the Temples may be that old.” 
 
    “Then where are all the other races collected from that time? If this disciple is young compared to the Temples, then where is the army compiled over that same period of time?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s throat rumbled, not an angry sound, but one of confusion. “That is something I would like to know as well,” he said, reactivating the comm and querying their guest in orbit.  
 
    “You cannot have processed the information in such a short space of time,” the Zak’de’ron said, not bothering to uncurl from its napping posture in order to respond. A deliberate slight to the mass of the V’kit’no’sat empire below and surrounding him. 
 
    “Are the Temples more than a billion years old?” 
 
    “The war with the Hadarak has stretched more than a billion years, and long ago it was decided to gradually seed the occupied galaxies and those that were on the verge of being occupied with refuges to preserve Essence users. They were not built quickly, but they were designed to persist. As time goes on the Hadarak spread to more galaxies, increasing their number and putting more pressure on my Master’s home galaxy. This is a very long fight, Mak’to’ran. Those who wish to survive to see the end of it must mentally reconfigure their priorities to the long game.” 
 
    “Where are the others like us that have been preserved over the past billion years?” 
 
    “That I do not know. My knowledge begins with the time I was recruited and what has occurred since then in this galaxy.” 
 
    “Have you been beyond this galaxy?” 
 
    “My work is here. I have been graced with a supreme task and do not ask more than it. I have not traveled beyond this great swirl, but I have been taught by those that have.” 
 
    “And when do you expect your Master will be ready to lead the rebellion in this galaxy?” 
 
    “Not anytime soon. I have collected too few and the Vargemma have not advanced enough to bother interacting with. Without direct intervention, the Temples require slow evolution to develop those within, but they will accomplish their task…regardless of your empire’s interference. When they do so, and I have collected enough supplemental support, we will assault the Deep Core and deny this galaxy’s reinforcements to others.” 
 
    “And what happens when the Hadarak’s reinforcements come here instead?” 
 
    “Then we will hold the gates or be destroyed. That is why we cannot act hastily. We must acquire enough strength to quickly defeat the Hadarak and position ourselves to hold what we take, otherwise we will be washed away with the return tide.” 
 
    “What ‘gates’ do you speak of?” 
 
    “The points in this galaxy that allow for quick intergalactic travel. You cannot guard against a slow invasion, but if you wish to get a large number of reinforcements here in a relatively short period of time, your options are limited to the gates, in all their forms. The Hadarak guard these closely, and if they can defend them long enough their reinforcements will arrive in a perpetual stream that we will have to fight. If we launched an assault now, with all the races I have accumulated plus the Vargemma, we would breach their outer lines…then be overwhelmed before we could even reach a single gate. Even with my personal assistance, we would lose badly.” 
 
    “Do the Veloqueen fight as you do? In space with your personal Essence as weaponry?” 
 
    “Not just the Veloqueen, but many others as well.” 
 
    “And technologically?” 
 
    “There are many ways to kill Hadarak, not all of which require Essence, but Essence is the primary weapon because the only defense against it is Essence itself. The hordes of Hadarak minions cannot use it, thus they can easily be swept aside by it. It is their larger units that require direct confrontation, and they are many. Some of which are stronger than I.” 
 
    “Can you defeat a Lurker?” 
 
    “At risk to myself, yes. We know them as assassins, and if caught off guard they can kill someone like me in an instant. But the reverse is also true.” 
 
    “The Olopar allow the small Essence users to fight as you do, correct?” 
 
    “Finally, some wisdom I see in you. The Hadarak are so large their Essence stores are untouchable. Only with time and training can one such as me match them. Those as small as your servants would never be able to individually, but by pooling their Essence into storage containers, a little each day, they can amass a great deal to be unleashed as quickly as an assassin can. This is why the Vargemma must develop further. They must produce more Essence, and do so at a faster rate if they are to resupply the Olopar. If not, their usefulness in battle will be short-lived in a war that demands endurance.” 
 
    “Why not give the Zak’de’ron and others the technology needed to fight? Why do you wait until we achieve it on our own?” 
 
    “I cannot watch over you all. If you do not develop the skills necessary to wield such power, then it will destroy you. Why are you obsessed with my former race? Is it not clear that I have transcended them? Or are some of them of my size and power now?” 
 
    “I have never known an honest Zak’de’ron. They always have some form of deceit in their words and actions.” 
 
    “That is why I have given you the information you need in the open. Take time and study it, for I am hiding none from you,” Eldorat said, signing off once again. 
 
    “They need batteries,” Telvara scoffed, “and skirmishers to screen for those that can deliver the Essence. They are not seeking peers.” 
 
    “We are not their peers in strength, Telvara,” Mak’to’ran admitted, “but I believe we are their superiors in tenacity. The V’kit’no’sat abandoned expendable troops long ago, and I will not let our empire become such for a foreign power.” 
 
    “Then tell him no and be done with it.” 
 
    “I am curious to how he will react, but for the time being let us study the records he has given. Perhaps we can convince him that there is another way.” 
 
    “You have not mentioned the Uriti. Does he know?” 
 
    “I am uncertain, but without Star Force’s controlling mechanism I doubt they would be of use. Though I could be wrong. Star Force has enough to contend with now. I do not want to unleash this Zak’de’ron on them. We will deal with this one, so let us keep his attention here, for he still believes Star Force answers to Itaru. Let him maintain that illusion, along with the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “If Star Force can conquer the Temples, then they can learn from them and assimilate at least part of this Veloqueen knowledge and technology. I do not want to face their kind in our current state. We must advance first, so let’s keep this one’s focus on us and away from Star Force’s work.” 
 
    “You think they will share what they learn with us?” 
 
    “So long as they stay one step ahead of us, yes. They will keep some knowledge and power as a hedge against our potential betrayal, but like the Ysalamir they will not let us remain impotent to the threats we face. They have earned my respect in battle, and I believe we have earned theirs as well. Our heritage, though tainted with betrayal, has the same roots. We are brothers in blood, and when the time comes they will defend us the same as we will defend them.” 
 
    “Is that why you let them have our genetics?” 
 
    “They would have acquired them anyway. Doing so created more than a myth of a binary empire. It created one in fact.” 
 
    “You seem to trust them a great deal?” 
 
    “I know their nature now. That is different than trust. They have a nature of unity, and so long as we stay within their ‘lightside’ we will be their ally. Venture in to the ‘darkside’ and we will be their enemy. Unlike others, they let us choose our relationship by our actions. Because of that fact, they are predictable and reliable, unlike the Zak’de’ron who are quite the opposite.” 
 
    “And what of this one?” 
 
    “I am assuming no less…” 
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    December 7, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    It had been a little over a day since the Zak’de’ron had arrived, and Neofenn had been given a good seat for the spectacle. The two Star Force Mach’nel were in high orbit around the planet with a view down onto Eldorat as he passed by multiple times given that his lower orbit was a much faster one. 
 
    There had been no further discussion for hours, with the massive dragon giving everyone time to digest the information offered to them…and there was a great deal of it. Neofenn had been looking through it himself, as had Anders, and both their crews were helping to sift through the records that appeared to detail failure after failure to survive the Hadarak purges. 
 
    The curious thing about them was that none were comprehensive. What was occurring now was more like a Nova spreading out from a star in all directions and consuming the galaxy in a slow, but unstoppable wave of destruction. What had happened in the past was more like solar flares, with the Hadarak moving out to target a region and annihilate it while ringing in the area with pursuers to make sure no one could escape. 
 
    And they were damn good at it. The Warden/minion attack force the V’kit’no’sat had been formed to counter was just their cleanup crew, and now that Neofenn had some context as to what he had been seeing over the past years he felt like facepalming. The Wardens were not attack ships, they were simply big, fat tankers so strong they could kill ships on their own if needed. That’s why they didn’t have any ranged weaponry built into them…and their tentacles were built for digging and docking as much as for point defense combat.  
 
    The Wardens didn’t just store Essence, they stored raw materials that were either harvested by their minions or dug out of planets and stars directly. While moving through them using gravity drives was possible, the tentacles helped propel them faster, as well as clawing and stirring resource pockets towards their surface where they could be absorbed en mass. And for those really tricky pockets, the tentacles would act like straws that, as long as they got a little surface area to connect, would suck them dry while also being able to deliver minions directly to the spot to chew and digest even more material in the case of a planet. 
 
    Tankers. The V’kit’no’sat had been fighting and getting their ass kicked by tankers all these years while the real warships were back in the Deep Core fighting larger enemies…with the emphasis on larger.  
 
    A subset of the data was focused on the numerous wars going on inside the Deep Core, an area that no one had any real data on other than what Kara had recently delivered. Eldorat didn’t provide any maps or useful navigational data that Star Force could one day use to fight in there, but he did offer battle records that apparently he had observed but not taken part in…and the fighting was pure carnage. 
 
    It was all biological. Mak’to’ran had inquired about that briefly, and the Apprentice had said that was the state of all the galaxies. The larger, space-faring races preferred the shorter jumplanes and larger gravity wells, so they didn’t make their way out into the far flung rim, and when facing people who naturally could fly through space versus those that had to build technology to do it, the technology-wielders were at a severe disadvantage unless they had ascended to the level of obtaining Essence.  
 
    He had also said the Veloqueen were in the unique position of being both biological spacefarers and technological. They were small compared to the others, and had lost many worlds and countless numbers of their people before they developed the ability to manipulate the universe around them. Fortunately they had been born with rudimentary telekinesis, and through that they had been able to craft technology whereas others either relied on their natural attributes or developed genetic engineering to create sub-races crafted to do their bidding. 
 
    As it was, the biggest thing those who flew through space lacked were hands. Surface dwellers had them in droves, and if not hands then they had tentacles, paws, teeth, or other forms of interacting with the environment that could eventually lead to the development of mental-interface technology…but if you didn’t have the initial ability to craft even crude tools then you couldn’t create technology without the help of others. 
 
    Historically there was a rift between the space dwellers and the technologicals, and there were some who made it their purpose to seek out the Heidoor…which was their term for ‘space dwellers’…and give them the ability to grow beyond their natural state to the point they could defend themselves against the Socani, or ‘surface dwellers.’ 
 
    Some of the Heidoor were predators, attacking other Heidoor to remove them, or perhaps eat them, while others were pacifistic to a fault. Most would mind their own business until provoked, so it wasn’t uncommon to see the Deep Cores of many galaxies filled with Heidoor of various races that more or less avoided each other and kept to their own feeding grounds.  
 
    But when the advanced Heidoor did fight, as Neofenn was seeing now, it was brutal. There was no mercy, no prisoner taking, no stunning. They didn’t have ships that could be damaged while preserving the crews, for all their ships were people. The Grand Admiral quickly theorized that this was the reason so many were inclined not to fight each other unless necessary, and it seemed even the Hadarak had no wish to battle them unless they got in their way, which apparently happened often where resources were concerned. 
 
    And when a Heidoor possessed Essence skills, the hardened shells of the other Heidoor offered little defense. Those that didn’t have it would chew away at each other in a slow grind of constant combat for the heavy hitters, while the smaller, lighter swarm units would die quickly just trying to land a single blow. Ranged combat was not unusual with the Heidoor, as the V’kit’no’sat had wrongly assumed about the Hadarak, but melee seemed to be the preference for the smaller units, some of which would fly in and land on their larger opponents like ticks, then slowly chew them apart. 
 
    When the target couldn’t fight back because they were so small and in so close, it was agonizing to watch, for surrender wasn’t an option. The larger ones would slowly be chewed, cut, or blasted to death, and even though they couldn’t scream in space, the Grand Admiral found it very distasteful to watch.  
 
    The Deep Core was truly a zone of carnage, and without Essence weapons or at least Yeg’gor-level armor on most of their ships, no Socani would stand a chance against the more dangerous biological fleets in there, some of which were able to protect themselves against the Hadarak because they outclassed them. 
 
    Those races had no interest in conquering the Hadarak, just defending their own turf, so it was very easy for the Hadarak to dominate the Deep Core without owning all of it. The laid back nature of coexistence there was something the rest of the galaxy did not share, making it a strange counterpart. The Deep Core didn’t fight…except when it did…and when it did, there was no mercy, no diplomacy, just pure, unadulterated carnage. 
 
    The Grand Admiral looked at these battle records as a challenge that Star Force would ultimately have to overcome, but he couldn’t disagree with Eldorat when he said that the V’kit’no’sat couldn’t win against this level of warfare. If the Hadarak sent their full forces out to deal with them, they would be so outmatched it would become a running slaughter…unless the V’kit’no’sat held their ground and chose to die defending their planets as they got overrun.  
 
    A classic song that was one of the favorites of the Archons came to mind, particularly the phrase ‘Only the strongest will survive, lead me to heaven when I die.’ If you weren’t the Archons or other ultra elite, you had no chance of being the strongest, meaning you were going to die sooner or later. Star Force had changed that for the Rim, because they protected the weak and allowed them to survive and grow.  
 
    Not so in the Deep Core, and Eldorat provided two examples of Heidoor races that had been completely exterminated after heavy combat. Nothing was left of them, and their territory was now in the hands of the Hadarak, growing new ships and spaceborn infrastructure. The Hadarak were washing away all the weak Heidoor, and the others would not step in to defend their neighbors, only to defend themselves and their kin. Only the strongest would survive, and it seemed the Hadarak were trying to eliminate all the competition they could…but why not focus on these other Heidoor and eliminate them one by one? 
 
    They were not doing so, and the Grand Admiral found that odd. If they could pull reinforcements from other areas of the galaxy, let alone from other galaxies, could they not overwhelm a superior opponent with massive numbers? Were they really that pressed with other warfronts? Or did they not care to devote the resources to fight those that did not have any interest in fighting them other than in self-defense? 
 
    With the way the Hadarak seemed to kill everyone in sight, he had assumed the Deep Core would have operated on the ‘There can be only one’ rule, but according to Kara’s information, now heavily expanded by Eldorat, that was far from the truth.  
 
    Anders had spoken with Mak’to’ran earlier, and got him to ask a question considering that Eldorat would only speak with the V’kit’no’sat leader and no one else. It was regarding the outer defense perimeter and the ‘nests’ that Hadarak created. 
 
    Eldorat explained that while the Hadarak could burrow into planets, they preferred building infrastructure in space so they could view all around them. Only if they could consume an entire planet would they do so, hollowing it out and essentially retrofitting it into a giant nest. Their other nests, far more spindly and stretching out like spider webs, allowed for easy transit between and around them while giving them eyes everywhere…for the Hadarak were extremely paranoid, and not just of the Veloqueen and their allies. 
 
    Many Heidoor feared the Socani and their technology when it became infused with Essence. In order to protect the Hadarak, and to some extent the other Heidoor within the Deep Cores, the Hadarak essentially built a fence around the entire thing to keep the Socani out and had watchdogs on the outside to warn them if any sufficient threat would arise. If none achieved Essence abilities, the Hadarak would let them bleed their forces on the outer defenses without considering it an attack, even if they lost some Wardens in the process. But if they lost too many, or took too much damage too fast…as was the case with the Ysalamir…then that would provoke a slightly stronger response. 
 
    Eldorat did not know what had caused this full galactic purge, but when the Hadarak sent assassins out to deal with the situation, that meant there was a high level threat that needed to be nipped in the bud. If the assassins failed, then the mainline troops would be sent out, and that was a fight the V’kit’no’sat could not win.  
 
    Yet Eldorat admitted he did not understand their tactics. They were not going after the V’kit’no’sat directly, suggesting this was a galactic purge. He had never seen one occur in this galaxy, but there had been instances in other galaxies that were similar, and each of those constituted an ‘infestation of Socani’ that was deemed to be so pervasive that it could not be routed out of a particular region, so everything had to be taken down. 
 
    The Hadarak didn’t usually take such drastic measures, but sometimes they would do so as a preventative exercise. Eldorat said he had been monitoring the galaxy and he had seen neither the threat of high level Essence use, nor the mass development of low level use, which could also trigger a full purge. Why this was happening here was unknown, but the assassins had clearly been sent to counter the Ysalamir, and if they were not successful in due course, that failure would trigger a larger response. 
 
    Already there were units in play that had not been before, but those were being grown out here, not diverted from the Deep Core. If it got to that last gasp effort, they would pour out in such numbers that they would blot out the stars and sweep through the galaxy in short order. Eldorat did not think the V’kit’no’sat or anyone else were able to trigger that much of a response. Not even the Vargemma at this point. But a mid level response would be enough to wipe away both Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat, so there was little point in fighting a war that would only escalate with your victories and further doom your empire. 
 
    That was the point Eldorat had made, then he returned to silence as he let the system further ponder the depth of information provided. To Neofenn it had the opposite response as intended. The stronger the Hadarak were the bigger the victory it would be in defeating them. Having to face them without intel was scary, but the more information Neofenn had the more he could begin to plan an effective defense…and it all came down to the Uriti, which hopefully Eldorat didn’t know about yet.  
 
    Amount of Essence was always a weakness, and the Uriti were providing Star Force so much, and doing so willingly, that he figured they could mount an effective attack against the Hadarak with a millennia of retooling. They had that much time, for the Hadarak purge could not consume such a large galaxy so fast having to grow its troops as it went, for the most part. There were many Wardens coming out of the Deep Core, but again, those were tankers supplying and carrying around the minions, which were doing the majority of the damage at this point…aside from the ramming attacks the Wardens contributed to stubborn planetary targets.  
 
    And because of that ability the Wardens had been the primary threat to the galaxy…yet they were just tankers. Big, stupid tankers with so much armor and mass the Socani had to work their asses off to kill even one.  
 
    But the weapon onboard Anders ship could punch a hole right into one, perhaps burning all the way to the brain in the center…then again maybe not. The Lurkers were much thinner, so it might take two well placed shots for a Warden depending on the size, but the principle was still the same. With Essence enhancement, Star Force weapons would cut through Yeg’gor like butter, and if the Uriti could supply enough refills for them, they had a way to counter the Hadarak. Perhaps even their mainline troops. 
 
    But not now. Star Force wasn’t ready for that kind of war, though the basic technology was already present. The Uriti were the unique component that couldn’t be replicated, and because of that they had to be thoroughly protected prior to launching any such assault. If the Lurkers or other units could hunt them down and kill them, Star Force’s Essence source would disappear and they’d be back to a handful of Materia charged by tiny people over the course of centuries.  
 
    If the Veloqueen learned of the Uriti, they might come and try to take them, which was why Anders had insisted that Mak’to’ran not spill the beans, though there was no way to be certain how much the other V’kit’no’sat knew of them beyond rumor. And their ability to give Essence had not been made public. Even the existence of Essence wasn’t public knowledge in Star Force, though those in the V’kit’no’sat military fighting the Hadarak had been informed of it due to the threat posed by the Lurkers. 
 
    That wasn’t much, so the knowledge that the Uriti were Essence batteries would hopefully go undeduced by the Apprentice, though he might want to take a look anyway if he realized they had been grown from Hadarak.  
 
    If that happened, Star Force was going to have a big problem…which was why Neofenn had already sent an ultra-secure message back through the Urrtren with Mak’to’ran’s help using the secure coding that the Zak’de’ron could not access despite having feelers out into the rest of the network. That message was for Davis, warning him of the updated threat of Eldorat and what he might do with the Uriti or the assaults on the Temples, the latter of which he didn’t seem to care about right now, but if he did head out to the Rim it was probably going to be trouble.  
 
    If Eldorat was going to be an asset, then Mak’to’ran would figure that out here and now, but the Grand Admiral wasn’t hopeful. Star Force wasn’t backing down from this fight, and neither was the V’kit’no’sat. They’d be smart, cagey, and sneaky as need be, but they would not abandon the galaxy to the purge…and that’s exactly what the super-sized dragon wanted them to do. 
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    December 29, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    It had been three weeks since Eldorat had arrived at the V’kit’no’sat capitol, and in those three weeks he had done as much listening as talking. More actually, for he was quietly hacking his way into most of the V’kit’no’sat’s comm traffic to learn more about them and, more importantly, about their reaction to his revelations. 
 
    He’d done this before with a few other races, but none as big as this empire. The V’kit’no’sat had actually been doing a fair amount of damage to the Hadarak, which was showing more than just potential. Eldorat needed to preserve them, for they were more numerous than any of the others he’d collected. If there was ever going to be a hope of putting up sufficient resistance in this galaxy to draw attention away from Hesalla, he needed the V’kit’no’sat to survive and hone their anti-Yeg’gor technology. 
 
    Eldorat was forbidden from giving them more advanced weaponry, other than what could be obtained in the Temples. But the kind of anti-Hadarak weapons the Veloqueen and their allies used were not there. Only Essence weaponry was, because that’s why the Vargemma in every galaxy existed. To produce more of it, so showing them that the Hadarak could be defeated without it would only encourage them to explore technology over their gradual training…and that training was necessary in order to increase their output. 
 
    Dogoroth had told him long ago that Essence alone could not destroy the Hadarak, for their strength lie not just in their Heidoor, but also their Socani. Focus on one and the other would destroy you, and Essence was wasted on the Socani. He’d seen his master stomp his foot and kill billions of them with a single Essence attack, but billions were a rounding number for the Hadarak, and if one chose to attack the minions with Essence you would quickly deplete yourself of it…at which point you’d be defenseless without another means of warfare. 
 
    That was why the Veloqueen had survived as long as they had. Both Essence and technological power flowed through their empire like a life force, and even he had technological elements implanted into himself now, above and beyond his armor shell he wore when drifting outside his ship so the V’kit’no’sat could see him. Occasionally he would return inside to eat or perform other duties, but only briefly. Staring at a smooth orb imparted a sense of secrecy, and if this empire was going to be absorbed into the resistance forces, he needed it to be a personal connection, for they would not accept anything less. 
 
    Many minds were available around him, but most were closed off to his view. Some, he knew, were engineered as such. They called them Zen’zat, and they’d apparently done so in order to make them better servants who could not be manipulated and who could hold secrets…but the rest of their empire was wide open to mental invasion, counting on their strength to protect them from foreign intrusion. 
 
    Eldorat had made use of that oversight when he had encountered the first of their ships, but ever since coming here the minds on the ships surrounding him were entirely off limits. He had spied inside some of the closest ones and saw that they were wearing devices on their heads to block telepathic access. He was tempted to pull one off and peek inside, but he refrained. Doing so was not necessary, for they had underestimated his range, and he could reach the surface with a little Essence added to his natural telepathy. 
 
    What he was getting from them was not a deep scan, but surface thoughts. They were too far away to drag much information out of in groups, but combined with the comm chatter he was observing he noticed a considerable divide within the V’kit’no’sat. They were united against the Hadarak that were creeping ever closer to their borders, but many did not think that victory could be achieved, and some wanted to settle old scores before the distant invasion came. These V’kit’no’sat were so shortsighted they thought a few millennia was distant future, but to Eldorat it was far too short a time. 
 
    Then there were others who would prefer to die rather than surrender or run away, and there was a polite but significant discord between the two groups that had altered when he arrived. Now the realists were shown to have another option to survive, and Eldorat’s ability to kill Hadarak so quickly and apparently effortlessly reinforced the point of how hard the V’kit’no’sat were working for their limited victories. If one so powerful as he could not win against the Hadarak, how could the V’kit’no’sat? 
 
    Very few knew of the Temples, beyond that it was somewhere that their Rimward half had left to defend against an invasion. It miffed them that they were left alone to deal with the Hadarak, so their only sense of the Vargemma was that of scorn towards an unknown entity. The Zak’de’ron were supposed to be helping them as well, but the bad blood there kept them away from each other, and it was apparent that the V’kit’no’sat were racking up the majority of the kills…but then again how could the Zak’de’ron keep up without the armor penetrating technology? 
 
    It served his former race right. They had created the V’kit’no’sat long ago, while he watched from afar with a sigh. Once Dogorath had left the galaxy to his care, Eldorat had reached out to his own race, despite his misgivings, and explained the true threat of the Hadarak and how they were wasting their time confronting them. Back then the Hadarak scouts had pushed out towards the Rim and randomly raided systems, far from where the V’kit’no’sat had bottled them up in the Core, and there was a measure of success in that, but the ultimate victory could only be achieved with a coordinated effort. 
 
    Sadly his own race had not bought that lie, distrustful of everything as usual, but they would also not bow to his leadership because of what he was. He did not care to inform them of more than they needed, merely making a few feelers to determine if they were useful. That was his last act of allegiance to his former race, and since they had spurned even that outreach he had disappeared from their view to become nothing more than a myth to those few who had not personally seen him. 
 
    Then the V’kit’no’sat had been created, with the explicit purpose being to fight and one day destroy the Hadarak, almost as if in spite of his warnings. He some please in seeing them fight so hard for so few victories, but it had allowed them to build a large empire free of the Hadarak everywhere except the border where they fought. They put up too little resistance for the Hadarak to care, so they never reinforced their scouts. The pushing back of the lines made it seem like the Zak’de’ron had been correct, but once they hit a certain point and could go no further the V’kit’no’sat stopped trying and simply held the line. 
 
    Eldorat had paid them no more attention after that, but now that this galactic purge had begun he’d discovered they now held a real weapon against the Hadarak, and their entire civilization had been dedicated to fighting them. Even more ironic was the fact that they’d betrayed and all but destroyed the Zak’de’ron when they’d learned they’d not been treated as well as they felt they should. He almost wished they’d finished the job, but the Zak’de’ron were too cagy for that and had found some way to survive and rebuild in secret. 
 
    But then they’d outted themselves in order to form a triad with the two halves of this empire. Perhaps they finally realized that Eldorat had been right and they were in a fight they had no chance of winning. Teaming with others as peers was not their way, but right now they were and they were the junior member of the partnership, for they had no weapons to defeat the Heidoor with other than massive amounts of fleet sacrifice. 
 
    That tactic would not win against the Hadarak, for they had perfected that tactic long before the Zak’de’ron race came to exist after a previous purge had left a swath of the galaxy lifeless. His Master had said he’d been here when the first new races started to pop into existence on those devastated worlds, though he could never see it occur. One day there would be nothing, then the next a few small lifeforms would arrive. Then more years later…then some more, all scaling up to the larger ones, including the Zak’de’ron. Then when a scattering of population density was returned, the mysterious seeds of life stopped arriving and natural expansion and adaptation was allowed to occur. 
 
    So the Hadarak could not permanently defeat this galaxy. After every purge life would regrow, and the key to defeating them was to preserve the jewels created in each cycle, and the V’kit’no’sat were the biggest jewel he had ever discovered. The Essence-wielding races were another matter entirely, and the Temples had been built for them. Eldorat’s mission lay with the others who found a way to fight back through technology or strategy.  
 
    One race he had collected could not penetrate Hadarak armor, but they were so smart and coordinated that they could still kill the Hadarak and their minions with incredible efficiency. Eldorat was forbidden from giving them technology that he possessed, but once they were introduced to others who had fashioned improvements, they were allowed to incorporate that technology, which meant every advancement he could bring into his hidden collection of races made them that much more powerful. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were not the strongest per unit, but they were the strongest by overall measure. He needed them, and he was prepared to be as patient as necessary, but he was sensing the tide shift in his favor against the stubbornness of the determined loyalists. However, more than their own wisdom, they trusted their leader Mak’to’ran, and he was admittedly not entertaining the idea of running from this fight to live another day. 
 
    So their discussions had ranged from one method of battle to another, with Mak’to’ran searching for some way to preserve their territory, or at least part of it, but Eldorat calmly explained in exquisite detail how everything he mentioned had been tried before, showing the V’kit’no’sat examples from his large catalog of information, some of which he hadn’t originally showed them. Mak’to’ran’s questions were on point, for the Era’tran’s mind was a sound one, though he could not find him on the planet below.  
 
    He had been searching, both the comm signals and the accessible minds trying to figure out where he was, but their leader was hid well. Eldorat could not move closer to the planet without violating the placement orders he’d received upon arrival, and he did not want to threaten the planet…though maybe they didn’t realize that he could. His abilities were a mystery to them, though the ability to destroy a planet destroyer made many of them wary, and even now all the planetary defense weaponry was targeting him with a myriad of sensor beams ready to defend themselves the moment he proved hostile. 
 
    He was a Zak’de’ron, after all. That was something that was first and foremost in the minds of the people below, but as the days went on and more information was revealed, they stopped thinking of him as such. Now he was the wise one. The ancient one. And the one who had come to them and not the Zak’de’ron. He got some good will from that point alone, but every time he started to sway them Mak’to’ran would pull them back into line. His leadership had saved their empire from self-destruction in the past, and brought them their Legion technology that had turned a hopelessly bloody, endless war into a modicum of hope now that large fleets did not have to be sacrificed to whittle down and slowly kill the Hadarak Heidoor.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was becoming a problem, but he needed to access his mind to figure out for sure how much. To do that he had to find him, and with his limited telepathy reaching the planet he had to work slowly, going from a few people at a time to others, sampling their recent memories and digging out a few deeper ones when he focused. The Essence drain wasn’t massive to do so, but every bit of distance he added scaled the amount needed.  
 
    He would not say so, but his killing of the pair of Hadarak earlier had taken more than half of his reserves. It had replenished by the time he arrived here, but as impressive as the feat had been, it was not something he could repeat without getting refueled by the Vargemma or other less efficient means. His kills had been quick to show off his power to the V’kit’no’sat, so he hadn’t been able to drain any Essence from the Hadarak during their deaths. That took time, and was excruciating for the target as it was held in limbo, unable to die for a time, as he siphoned off as much Essence as he could. Fortunately mercy for the Hadarak was not something in the V’kit’no’sat playbook, so even if they learned of his ability to do so they wouldn’t object as some others had.  
 
    If the V’kit’no’sat truly knew what he was capable of it would scare them into a stupor, which was why Eldorat was careful to show them what they needed to know and keep the rest a secret.  
 
    There…he just felt his first lead as he scanned the planet. One of the V’kit’no’sat had passed by Mak’to’ran several months ago, and felt extremely honored by the chance encounter, enough to keep telling others about it so it was fresh in his mind. Eldorat isolated that mind and focused on it, surging a bit more Essence so he could dig deeper, finding the exact location of the passing interaction, which would then give him a starting point in his search for the Era’tran’s hidden lair… 
 
      
 
    “You felt what exactly?” Mak’to’ran asked Anders after she contacted him on sudden notice. 
 
    “A change in him. Not much, but he started to glow with Essence ever so slightly, then it stopped. I don’t want to get any closer to him, and my ability to sense such things diminishes with distance, but he was doing something a moment ago. Enough for me to pick up the expenditure.” 
 
    “When you use your Essence-psionics, everyone else can see them?” 
 
    “You could put it that way, yes. It creates a disturbance around you, what we call an Essence rush. The Essence in your body right now isn’t moving, it’s fixed in place as it should be. When we learn how to pry it loose we can do stuff with it, and that disturbance causes some to be lost to the environment, hence the glow that others can see if you have the ability to see it.” 
 
    “What could he be doing that we wouldn’t detect?” 
 
    “Possibly something I don’t know about. But any psionic can be enhanced with Essence.” 
 
    “You think he is trying to sabotage our ships?” 
 
    “I don’t think he has a reason to do so, and the surface weaponry is greater than anything in orbit. I don’t know what he is doing, but he is not just sitting there taking questions or training. We don’t waste Essence unless there is a specific reason to use it.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is probing to see if any of us can detect it?” 
 
    “Possibly. Don’t let him know I know.” 
 
    “Is he still active?” 
 
    “Not now. It lasted a few minutes then ended, as far as I can see. He could still be using smaller amounts that I can’t detect, but that was the first spike to a level I could notice.” 
 
    “If you do not use yours, can he detect you?” 
 
    “The machines in the Temples can approximately measure the Essence strength of individuals without them using it, so I would assume he can as well. I’m small, so at this range I don’t think I’d show up, but if he got curious and I was closer, he might find out.” 
 
    “Then stay where you are. Thank you for the warning.” 
 
    “For what little good it does…” the Archon said in half apology, then her hologram disappeared. 
 
    “What is he doing?” another Era’tran asked Mak’to’ran as several who had overheard now looked worried. 
 
    “He is a Zak’de’ron. Need you inquire further?” 
 
    “How can we fight what we cannot see?” 
 
    “We cannot. We are vulnerable to him and he knows it. But he is sitting at the heart of our empire and is not safe himself. He is far smaller than a Hadarak, and cannot take nearly as much damage. Only his shields would protect him, and technological or Essence, they both have energy limits. Attacking us would be suicide for him, so he must be attempting something else.” 
 
    “What if there are more than one of him, and he is attempting to lower our defenses prior to an invasion?” 
 
    “If there are more like him then we have already lost,” Mak’to’ran said gravely. “Monitor everything we have the ability to. If he interacts with something, we will be able to see the result.” 
 
    “And if he is using his Essence to search minds beyond the fleet?” 
 
    “Have we any reports of interference?” 
 
    “None as of yet, but if he is…” 
 
    “We cannot shield the entire planet,” Mak’to’ran reminded him. “Only the key populations. If he is reading minds then that would be preferable.” 
 
    “Preferable to what?” 
 
    “Something more catastrophic…” 
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    “What did your masters use to build the Temples?” Mak’to’ran asked. 
 
    “This galaxy has many resources, some which you are not yet aware of. They were collected over time for the construction.” 
 
    “And the Hadarak were unaware of this happening?”  
 
    “They were constructed quietly so they would not know. Failure to do so in other galaxies saw an immediate reaction and the eventual destruction of a handful of Temples. Their secrecy and location are their primary defenses, but if a scout comes to them the Vargemma will be able to silence the breach before it can be reported.” 
 
    “In order to get that much material, you had to deconstruct multiple planets, correct?” 
 
    “You say that as if it were difficult.” 
 
    “Missing planets are obvious to those with charts of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Only if they are completely removed, rather than in part. My Master and his people are clever builders, and they took care in all elements of their construction and design. Their tracks were covered. If they were not, the Hadarak would have discovered them, and to date that has not happened. They are all currently intact.” 
 
    “How do you know that without periodically checking?” 
 
    “I would be alerted if there was a security breach.” 
 
    “Were you when our Rimward half invaded?” 
 
    “Only a true breach could be accomplished by the Hadarak. Everything else is simply a temporary security matter that is handled locally.” 
 
    “Have you met anyone beyond your Master?” 
 
    “Of the Veloqueen? No. After constructing the Temples here they moved on. They have no plans to inhabit this galaxy, only to provide for the protection and growth of resistance forces.” 
 
    “How many galaxies do the Veloqueen control?” 
 
    “Is not one a magnificent achievement?” 
 
    “The Hadarak apparently do not think so.” 
 
    “The Hadarak are like a bacteria, spreading mindlessly and consuming all in their reach. Annexing other galaxies would not be beneficial to the Veloqueen, for they could not colonize them fast enough to hold them. It is for the natives in the neighboring galaxies to grow strong enough to defend themselves, and the Veloqueen are providing tools to help you do so, when you are ready. Now is not that time. You must survive first, then pursue victory later.” 
 
    “As I have said many times, our empire was built to fight the Hadarak, not to run from them. Show me some strategy, some tactic that is useful beyond us taking your word that we cannot win and forfeiting the empire that we have labored long to build and defend against many enemies beyond just the Hadarak.” 
 
    “It is not an easy choice to make for any of you, but those who have not agreed to my counsel have all been destroyed by the Hadarak. I do not wish you to be the next in that long, disappointing line. They fought and accomplished nothing, for the Hadarak easily regrow what they lose. Their losses are not permanent. And the damage done in the past is long since erased. Nothing was accomplished by their defiance. You must seek to accomplish something lasting rather than go down in a heroic, yet useless last stand.” 
 
    “Perhaps we will go down, but it will not be useless. The larger Hadarak are not easily or quickly regrown. Their loss hurts the Hadarak, and can be exploited if the pressure is kept on them. Why not call out the Vargemma and your other races to fight now, before the galaxy is murdered while you watch?” 
 
    “Life is transient for the masses. They will die and be replaced in time. Those that endure shape the future, and as you stand now you will not endure, but I will, and the next empire who rises to an appreciable level will be faced with the same choice you have now. I have shown you many that have fallen. Why will you not learn from your mistakes?” 
 
    “You have shown us many that did not have a long history battling the Hadarak. We do. We know them as a perpetual foe, not a mysterious, distant threat. We long ago lost our fear of them, and of death, so too we hold the line to protect the galaxy. And continue to do so we shall.” 
 
    “Futilely. Even now you cannot stop their advance, only slow it. Or am I wrong in my assessment of your current successes?” 
 
    “Half our forces are distracted dealing with your Vargemma. When they finish with those traitors and return, the war will take a decidedly different turn. Perhaps you should try the Zak’de’ron once more. They may be desperate enough now to listen to you, for they are taking far more losses than us.” 
 
    “I hear they already have a knack for survival,” Eldorat countered with just enough sting to not be a forthright insult, “but survival is useless unless you have the skills to damage the Hadarak. They do not in any meaningful way, so I will not take my time to preserve them. If they live, they live. If they die, they die. I hold no attachment to them. If I did I would not be here attempting to save you. I am sure they would happily watch you die while they lived on, but I care not for their war with you other than the fact you had them all but destroyed, yet you allowed some to slip away and regrow in secret. I can do better than that, if that’s what you wish.” 
 
    “Explain that. We have no wish for a useless war with the Zak’de’ron now.” 
 
    “If you choose to stay and die, why not finish with them before the Hadarak finish you? I have seen this suicidal stupidity before. You wish to revisit old fights as you are unable to do anything against the Hadarak that will matter over the course of time. Even now you are holding your empire to the task while they wish to pursue lesser matters. They see no hope, yet you drive them on. I am here to give you hope, though at a cost. I cannot lesson it. You cannot hide an empire of your size from the Hadarak, but I can help you save enough of it through this purge so that it may regrow even larger afterwards. Then, if the Hadarak are not foolishly provoked again, you can build with anonymity towards the day we finally, and effectively strike back at them.” 
 
    “So you are saying the Vargemma are right to have attacked us to prevent the Hadarak from taking more damage?” 
 
    “They tried to save you from the mistake that is going to doom your empire without my help.” 
 
    “They did not even offer a warning before they attacked. Can you not see the dishonor in that?” 
 
    “What I see is the long track of time I have been on, and my Masters have lived even longer. If you do not set yourself to their timetable, you will be swept away by a war larger than you can conceive. Your only hope is to make yourself so visibly small that you are overlooked, and with a galaxy-wide purge occurring this time, only one very skilled in hiding will be able to avoid their hordes, for they are extremely thorough.” 
 
    “Thorough enough to find the Temples?” 
 
    “The Temples are beyond their sight and will remain that way. The Vargemma will not save you. They will stay hidden and preserve themselves. The Hadarak do not know they exist, which is why they have been able to rise to their current level.” 
 
    “Their current level has them killing each other in constant internecine only thwarted by the machines that terminate all who violate the rules. If not for them, the Vargemma would have been lost long ago to their own destruction.” 
 
    “As I said, the Temples are well designed. They will ensure the Vargemma live and continue to advance, however slowly as necessary, so that they are here when the final endgame occurs.” 
 
    “And you care not for the losses in the here and now?” 
 
    “They are irrelevant to the cause. None will survive the Hadarak if they are allowed to continue to grow larger and larger, consuming even more galaxies and growing a force that none can challenge when assembled together. Sacrifices must be made, for without them all will die, and those that replace them will begin at the most basic of level. Our victory against the Hadarak now is to preserve the advancement that has taken place. That is what we are. Not individuals, but a compendium of civilization. Do not let yours be destroyed while you become consumed with protecting the lessers.” 
 
    “There was a time I would have agreed with you, but fortunately I am wiser now than in my past. The compendium you speak of is only as strong as the bonds between its units. When you say the units have no individual value, then their sum total must be 0. I understand the principle you state, but it is a hollow promise. Advancement does not come through betrayal. Those are short-term gains, and in a war as massive as this one we must have continuity based on trust. We will not abandon our duty, our oaths, and our brotherhood. It has been stressed in the past, broken in places, but it has mended and we are stronger for it. We will either survive together, or die together. And if we die we will die with honor…and that is a concept I think your compendium is considerably lacking.” 
 
    “You think you are superior to the Veloqueen?” the Zak’de’ron asked with a huff of a laugh to follow. 
 
    “I have never met one to know, all I see before me is a Zak’de’ron elevated above his position and gifted with powers he will not use to their potential. Do you really think we are so gullible to take on your word anything about the Veloqueen? All we know of them is their servants, the Vargemma, have launched dishonorable surprise attacks against our Rimward half, then made the demand we abandon the war and let the Hadarak win. And here you are, now, calling upon us to do the same.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is a wisdom too far beyond you to recognize.” 
 
    “Perhaps I see a greater wisdom that focuses on the here and now and not the fiction of the future.” 
 
    Eldorat sighed, a long, low sigh that seemed as patient as everything else he had done since arriving.  
 
    “I do not think you speak for the V’kit’no’sat. I think you are taking them with you to a pointless death. What drives you to do this?” 
 
    “Perhaps I seek a path to greatness, whereas all you offer is fleeing into perpetual servitude.” 
 
    “What greatness do you speak of?” 
 
    “That of the indomitable. We cannot guarantee victory, but we can guarantee some things. One is that we will never betray each other. And two, we can guarantee we will never submit. In an uncertain universe, those are two pillars of greatness that we can control our destinies on. Victory of the Hadarak millions, if not billions of years in the future, is but a feeble promise that cannot even keep the Vargemma focused on the mission, because there is no mission. Waiting is not the way of the warrior. We must fight, or we must prepare to fight. Sitting and doing nothing is an insult to our caliber.” 
 
    “And yet, many far stronger than you have done just that, and they have survived previous purges.” 
 
    “I would rather die a V’kit’no’sat than live a coward.” 
 
    “And that is why you are not fit to lead this empire.” 
 
    Several growls around Mak’to’ran were audible, as the other Era’tran took personal insult to that statement, but he simply stared coldly at the hologram of the giant dragon. 
 
    “Who leads us is not for you to say, wayward apprentice.” 
 
    “My master ordered me to save those who are worthy, and I do not intend to fail him or your empire. You must survive this purge, not only for the sake of your compendium but for the future fate of this galaxy. If you would stand against that, Mak’to’ran, for the sake of the V’kit’no’sat, step aside and let a wiser mind guide your empire forward.” 
 
    “You overstep, Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “Tell me, then. How do you intend to protect your empire from the Hadarak? Or do you plan on all dying to them in glorious, but wasteful battle?” he asked, paying close attention to the reactions from Wendigama and the rest of the system, though the others were delayed due to comm lag. More than that, he was very near to finding Mak’to’ran, having isolated him down to a particular facility, but he couldn’t tell which Era’tran inside was him. He was too far away, and all of them had technology blocking telepathic input. They might as well all be clones, for all he could make out was rough shapes. 
 
    “We will persist as we have always done so. We defeated the Zak’de’ron when it was thought impossible, and that did not stop our trying. One does not know the outcome of any battle until one fights it. Perhaps the races that you have ‘preserved’ could have won, if not for your interference.” 
 
    “The records I have shared with you state otherwise, and you know it. So do the rest of your people.” 
 
    “Empires grow in combat. If you do not begin, you do not advance. We grew to overcome your race, and Star Force grew to survive Itaru’s mistake. We have experience in doing the impossible, and we are not afraid to attempt it once more. Bravery is not in taking on the sure fights, but the ones you don’t think you can win.” 
 
    “Star Force? You finally say their name. I was wondering if you would. Do you hope they will be able to save you? Are you betting the future of the V’kit’no’sat on those who you tried to kill and failed to do so, not once, but many times over? If you could not defeat them, how do you hope to defeat the Hadarak?” 
 
    “The two halves of our empire are now one, and stronger for it.” 
 
    “Yet they are not here and you are.” 
 
    “That is your Masters’ fault.” 
 
    “The Vargemma operate on their own, following general orders. I do not think they have erred, young Era’tran. I think you have, and your empire will die for it if they follow you against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “We exist to fight the Hadarak.” 
 
    “To just fight them, or to win? Which is it? Because fighting them now leads to defeat. Running away and surviving to kill them later is the path to victory. So do you pursue victory, or bloody combat?” 
 
    “Coming from a Zak’de’ron, I find that question highly ironic.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron are out there. I am here, and I am Eldorat. That title means something far greater than you will ever know. It is a responsibility beyond mere privilege, and a responsibility I take with reverent respect to those who gave it to me, and through me I offer the V’kit’no’sat a piece of that responsibility, and a future beyond the inevitable doom that is befalling the galaxy. If you are going to stand in the way of your empire surviving, you need to be moved aside.” 
 
    “Do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “Do I need to? If you wish to fight, take those that also want to, go to the border and kill yourselves in combat, but leave the rest to survive. Is that not an honorable choice that each V’kit’no’sat can make for themselves?” 
 
    “You seek to divide us,” Mak’to’ran accused. “You seek to pull on old hatreds, old fears, and old rivalries. You are not offering a path forward, but are attempting to return us to the past. The V’kit’no’sat have grown beyond the teachings of the Zak’de’ron, and we will not go back to their bloody, honorless tutelage.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron will die in this purge, the V’kit’no’sat will survive without them. You need never fear them again. In their inferiority they will die, but in your superiority you will live because I am providing you the path to do so due to your ascending beyond your former masters. I offer the path forward, while you are consumed with the hatred of the past…one which will soon be irrelevant.” 
 
    “Promises all. We have learned not to take the word of a Zak’de’ron, but rather watch for their claws hovering over our throats.” 
 
    “It is clear you intend to lead the V’kit’no’sat into battle here and now. Am I correct?” 
 
    “You are. We will do our duty, to the galaxy and to the meaning for our very existence.” 
 
    “Then I am done talking to you,” Eldorat said, finally able to pry off the head cradle of a lone Era’tran and do a quick memory dive as he held him in stasis in an empty hallway, unable to move or call for help. He now knew which chamber Mak’to’ran was in, and that narrowed his choices down to a few dozen Era’tran.  
 
    “Who shall step forward?” the Apprentice said, addressing the entire system with Mak’to’ran’s hologram now gone. “I have no wish to lead you, only guide you through this purge, as I have the others. Your empire is yours, I make no claim on it, but Mak’to’ran can no longer lead you, so it is time to choose another, whether that be an individual or a council, as you once had leading from Itaru. For I make this simple statement with all due respect. If Mak’to’ran cannot defend himself, how can he defend you against the Hadarak?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran sneered as soon as he heard that, rebooting the comm to make an address to the system now that the shared transmission had been severed. But before he could his body froze in place, though his mind was still free as his armor held a few bands stretching over his head even in retracted mode that protected him from Ikrid invasion. 
 
    But they did nothing against the Lachka that now held him. He pulsed his Rentar to free himself of it, returning to bear on his own weight, but he had to continue to surge the psionic to prevent the grip on him that… 
 
    Suddenly another force grabbed him. One that had no weakness to Rentar. And beside him, on one of the consoles, a flashing icon registered a warning coming in from Archon Anders. 
 
    All Mak’to’ran had was a split second to experience the odd sensation, then his neck twisted so violently to the right that it snapped his spine…then his head was torn clean off and dropped to the deck plates alongside his body, as well as those of all the other Era’tran in the hidden chamber that had also been summarily decapitated. 
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    “The Hadarak are far more dangerous than I am, and if you tempt fate, the V’kit’no’sat Empire will be washed away from history. Appoint a leader that will keep you alive long enough to join the real war that is coming, and I will do everything in my power, including fighting alongside you when necessary, to keep your people alive and spirit them away to where they can…” 
 
    Telvara was trying to get Mak’to’ran on the comm after he dropped off the system-wide transmission, but it was his Zen’zat that responded with a system-wide alert, including the footage of what had just happened. The Hjar’at’s spines flashed into blue brilliance as he saw every Era’tran around Mak’to’ran suddenly lifted off the ground and held aloft for a moment, then their necks snapped and rotated around so violently they were pulled from their bodies amidst a gushing of purple blood.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was killed so quickly it froze Telvara for a moment, not sure if what he was seeing was real. How could this Zak’de’ron reach him on the planet when he was still in orbit? 
 
    As the comm channels lit up across the planet he checked to see what was the precise location…and sure enough Mak’to’ran’s position, which was now being marked for all to see, was directly below where the filth was rotating by overhead. 
 
    And the arrogant bastard was still talking as if nothing had happened. Telvara mentally linked in with the Hjar’at on the planet, but before he could give the order Wendigama’s anti-orbital defenses that were manned by Era’tran crews lit up the sky in fireworks all converging on the mile long dragon floating above them. 
 
    “Kill the Zak’de’ron,” he ordered to all Hjar’at units on the planet and elsewhere in the system. 
 
    And with that, no other explanation was needed. Everyone was getting the feeds now, and one thing was clear. No matter how powerful this Eldorat was, he was a Zak’de’ron, and he had just snuck into Itaru and assassinated the V’kit’no’sat leader. 
 
    The first Tar’vem’jic hit to arrive with the other beam weapons dead-ended on impressive shields, as if the Zak’de’ron was just going to sit there and absorb it all, but before the other heavy batteries on that side of the planet could join in, Eldorat flew down towards the planetary shields and disappeared from view for a moment. Weaponry continued to fire on his trajectory, expecting some sort of cloaking device, but none of the weapons hit anything. 
 
    A moment later he reappeared inside the shield perimeter and unleashed a disintegration attack against one of the Tar’vem’jic batteries…and with so little effort it went offline amidst a billowing mushroom cloud of debris, as did all the smaller weaponry in the area around him.  
 
    “I do this for your own good,” he continued to pronounce as the fleet overhead was rapidly reforming. “If a few have to be foolishly sacrificed to prove the point, then so be it. The V’kit’no’sat Empire must survive. Many of you know this. Those who do simply wait. I will not harm you unless you attack me. Let those who wish for death have it now. After we are finished, only the wise will remain, and I can use the exercise after such a long wait.” 
 
    The defense shield overhead shut down, upon V’kit’no’sat order, and the fleet began to bombard his position as the shield reformed below him…but Eldorat did the same thing again, disappearing and getting below it, then he flew all the way down to the surface and perched on one of the highest buildings after wicking away the tiny defense weaponry on it and the surrounding area in puffs of vaporized material.  
 
    “Make your choice quickly, for those above who continue to fire on me will soon be no more. If you are onboard them and wish to leave, divert now. If your leadership is intent on suicide, overthrow them. There are hard choices to be made, but they are minor compared to the doom that awaits you if you continue to follow Mak’to’ran’s path. He could not save himself, nor could this planet’s defenses protect him. The same is true of you and the higher level Hadarak that can use Essence. You cannot defend against them. If you need a further example, then sadly you are about to have it.” 
 
    A vortex appeared over Eldorat, black as night and swirling as if atop a drain, then it exploded upwards, separating as if rain, with each drop heading to one of the thousands of ships directly overhead. Those drops passed through their shields and impacted the warships…but no explosions occurred. Rather the hulls around those points began to flake away as if turning to dust from an infection that slowly began to spread, but gaining speed as it consumed more and more material. 
 
    One of the orbital defense platforms that was beyond the range of the attack blasted a Tar’vem’jic down onto the planet and vaporized the building Eldorat was standing on in a single hit, along with damaging several of the surrounding buildings, killing thousands of V’kit’no’sat in the process. 
 
    When the dust settled, Eldorat was still there, and he blew the dust away from his position faster than it was drifting, in order for all to see. 
 
    “You cannot kill me. I have no wish to kill you, but you must be made to see reason or the Hadarak will kill all of you. Fight me no longer.” 
 
    As if in spite, one of the decaying ships in orbit made a microjump down to the planet and rammed his location, doing more damage than the Tar’vem’jic had and leveling several buildings while sending out an impact debris wave that peppered the surrounding area for dozens of miles. More weaponsfire followed, bombarding their own city, and finally Eldorat fled it, coming back up into orbit and torching a passing ship that was already half destroyed from decay with his flame breath.  
 
    Except it wasn’t just plasma, but enhanced in a way that literally burned through the ship and caught it on fire, with the remaining parts now competing with each other on how they would die first…in dust or flame. 
 
    Eldorat took out the Tar’vem’jic platform by ramming it and punching a hole straight through, but otherwise leaving the rest intact and inoperable as he was lit up with fire from both the surface and the ships that inexplicably kept arriving from afar to get in line to be destroyed next.  
 
    Several Tar’vem’jic blasts hit him square on, and for the first time a piece of one got through and visibly singed his armor. That didn’t seem to anger him, but when the nearby Tar’vem’jic and ships switched to target his spherical ship and destroyed it within a matter of seconds, he went on a rampage. 
 
    “Then you must be taught a harsher lesson!” he demanded, flying into the midst of an intact fleet as he weathered more and more hits. Once he was in and amongst the ships it lessened, for they couldn’t shoot through each other, and in that moment he stopped and formed a glowing white orb around him that held steady for a moment, then shot outward like an expanding bubble. 
 
    It accelerated and passed through the nearby ships, rendering them inoperable but undamaged, and continued outward as a greedy sphere looking for more targets to swallow. Some ships saw it coming and fled, while others held position and kept firing. Those that did were left adrift, thousands of them, with the Zak’de’ron sitting quietly in the center taking very little return fire other than a single Tar’vem’jic from range, which he sidestepped to hide from behind a floating Kafcha. 
 
    The orb continued to expand, traveling thousands of miles before its interference waned. Ships and stations hit were momentarily disrupted, then came back online quickly as the visual effect continued, but whatever energy was doing the disabling was growing so dilute as to not have the desired effect any longer. 
 
    However, while it wasn’t immediately known, the crews onboard those disabled ships were no longer alive. Their bodies had been liquefied to the point where their Kich’a’kat had no chance of repairing them, though the farther out ships had enough tissue left for them to linger on in a horrific state while their armor’s regenerators tried to put them back together. Most that were able to be reassembled were in body only, for their minds were reduced to nothing but new tissue, making them hatchlings once again. Millions of them, reduced to nothing or worse than nothing in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “You need not submit to me. Only recognize the truth of the situation. The V’kit’no’sat must survive. You do not want to die to the Hadarak, and I only kill some of you now because you force it of me. Without my guidance all of you will die. You have suffered far more losses in combat against the Hadarak already. Do not force any more from me. I am acting for the…” 
 
    The arrogant words were cut short as a Tar’vem’jic blast slid between several of the disabled ships and hit the Zak’de’ron squarely in the torso, but this time it got through his Essence shields, penetrated his technological ones, and burned through enough armor to draw blood, but little of it… 
 
      
 
    “Run, run, run!” Anders said, also mentally giving the order after firing the Materia and seeing the dragon immediately turn and chase after them.  
 
    Her Mach’nel shot off in a microjump, with Eldorat following in his own, ignoring all of the V’kit’no’sat ships that fired on him and his seemingly impervious shields as he pursued the only Essence enhanced weapon in the system…and one that had not killed him. That same weapon system had put a hole straight through a Lurker, meaning whatever shields this dragon had, they were extremely badass. 
 
    The Archon watched on the tracking as the pursuit unfolded. They had a slight lead, having anticipating this response, but Eldorat was fast even without his ship and was gaining as the Mach’nel’s navigator played a game of cat and mouse with constant redirects trying to get the Zak’de’ron to overshoot. He kept accelerating faster than the Mach’nel, but his course corrections had so much power to them that he was getting away with it and closing in.  
 
    But then he hit something…rather several somethings as a fleet of Rit’ko’sor ships made microjumps directly into his path, managing to collide with a few of them, which destroyed the ships instantly. Eldorat survived, but quickly became bogged down with the suicide attacks, for they were jumping at interstellar speeds and unless he wanted to leave the system he had no way to outrun them. 
 
    Another orb appeared, this one more intense, and it moved out vaporizing everything it touched even as more ships slammed into him. It was so large it looked like a second sun as Anders slowed their escape as the Zak’de’ron was no longer pursuing them.  
 
    But that didn’t stop the V’kit’no’sat. They were purposefully diving inside the sphere and destroying themselves on contact with it, but the momentum of their debris pushed on inside towards the center. After a few of those kamikaze attacks the rest of the fleets that were pursuing from all locations in the system and massing millions of ships got to and formed a growing perimeter around the location where the Zak’de’ron had been…for when the white orb dissipated, he was gone.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat ships that had Ghostbane sensors immediately started pinging them, looking for a cloaked signature, but nothing was found. There was small debris everywhere in the area, but nothing large enough to identify, and the hopeful suspicion was that the ramming ships had succeeded in killing him, but no one truly felt that confident.  
 
    Yet, with nothing to track, shoot, or be heard mouthing off, the V’kit’no’sat ships clustered around the area and started doing low powered, wide beam attacks on the area, sweeping it for physical signatures that would show up, cloaked or not, but they were not coming up with anything. 
 
    “Damn it,” Anders said with a cringe. “Take us back there.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s gone?” the helmsman asked while slowly carrying out her order. 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s not, but we’re too far away. Get me inside that detonation region, and do it fast.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of traffic in there,” he pointed out, beginning to zigzag around V’kit’no’sat ships in their 202 mile wide pyramidal Mach’nel. 
 
    “Attention V’kit’no’sat fleet,” she said in their language on wide comm. “Move aside and let me through. If he is hiding I can find him.” 
 
    A Hjar’at immediately responded to her, and through the Urrtren she could see that he was the primary fleet commander for this system. 
 
    “What can your ship see that ours cannot?” he demanded. 
 
    “Essence,” she said simply. “I don’t think he’s dead. I think he’s hiding beyond your range, but I have to be close to see it. Move your ships aside so I can get there quicker.” 
 
    “Does your weapon still function?” 
 
    “I have another few shots if needed, but not an unlimited amount,” she answered as the ships before them began to drift away from a central corridor, giving her ship a direct shot to the devastation area, which it jumped through in a matter of seconds then slowed down inside the spherical halo of V’kit’no’sat ships sitting back a few thousand miles…though that made them look very close considering the size of everything involved. And they were looking for a dragon that was tiny in comparison. 
 
    “There!” Anders shouted, pointing to a tiny bright spot, barely detectible. She mentally gave the Mach’nel her heading, and it flew towards the V’kit’no’sat ships as if to collide with them. “He’s here and drifting clear of the battlefield. Move aside before I lose him.” 
 
    “Give us a target lock,” the Hjar’at demanded.  
 
    “My ship can’t lock on. I’m tracking him with my eyes, Essence enhanced,” she said as the Mach’nel began to pick up speed as the V’kit’no’sat fleet appreciably moved out of her way while Grand Admiral Neofenn kept his Mach’nel beyond the gaggle of ships and simply observed. “You won’t be able to hit him anyway. He’s in the Essence realm, which is beyond anything we have can affect. I can only see him because he is expending Essence in order to stay there, and that Essence is making a ripple here. You can pass right through his position with no interaction. It is how the Vargemma hid their ships from us when we were near to destroying them.” 
 
    “You believe he is weakened?” 
 
    “He is definitely weakened, I just don’t know how much. He can’t fight and kill all your ships, that much I can promise you. But he can run away when he gets low on energy and live, because you have no way to track him. That last spherical attack was meant to hide his acceleration. He can’t navigate in the Essence realm, as far as I know. He can just drift. So his last movements are carrying him beyond your fleet. He is calculating how long it will take to get clear, then he will reappear again, either to attack or flee.” 
 
    “How then do we kill him?” 
 
    “While he’s submerged, we can’t. But I don’t think he can see us from the other side. Not unless we use Essence,” she said, getting up close enough now that there was no mistaking his Essence signature. She kept her Mach’nel back a few thousand miles then marked the position as close as she could estimate. “When he comes back there should be a momentary lapse, I hope, when he doesn’t have his shields up. Not sure about that, but he isn’t going to expect us to be here. Trouble is, he can go right back under again and wait us out for a while.” 
 
    “Indefinitely?” 
 
    “No. Not unless his Essence recharge is greater than his expenditure. More than likely this will drain him over time. If he stays down there, he’ll die when his Essence runs too low. His body will return, but he won’t be in it. That may take days, even months depending on his skills that I can only guess at.” 
 
    “Continuous fire through the target then,” the Hjar’at said, with the V’kit’no’sat fleet beginning to do just that a few moments later, including some Tar’vem’jic beams from the V’kit’no’sat Mach’nel in the system, a few of which had already caught up to them, but several dozen more were coming from elsewhere in the system.  
 
    “Yes, that might work,” Anders admitted. “But I have another idea, if you’re willing to give up one of your larger ships?” 
 
    “Given what we face, a single ship is immaterial. What do you require it for?” 
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    Anders had to take her best guess, because all she could see was a soft glowing spot with no way to tie sensors or any other form of measurement to it. She had her helmsman maneuver in an orbit around where she indicated the submerged bastard was so she could continually tweak her positioning, which was being transmitted out to the V’kit’no’sat who were remote controlling an empty Kafcha to fly directly over that spot. 
 
    A mile long dragon and a 36 mile wide ship should have been easy to make the overlap, but her line of sight on the dragon was just that. A glow ahead that had no depth to it, hence the spin her Mach’nel was making around the Kafcha…with the rest of the V’kit’no’sat fleet even further out and swarming around the moving location like a lot of angry bees, all with their targets locked on the Kafcha as they gradually approached the central star. 
 
    That’s where she assumed he would come out, in low stellar orbit. If he went all the way into the star he’d either die or he had a way to push away the matter around him. If that was the case then the Kafcha wouldn’t affect him, but as soon as it exploded every gun in the V’kit’no’sat fleet and on her Mach’nel would fire on that location and hope to catch him before he could submerge once again.  
 
    Anders was still with the Materia so she could use it if needed, but she’d given orders to fire on the target while fleeing. She had no interest in dying here, but she was also the only one that could see him and was in the only ship with an Essence enhanced weapon, so sticking around near to Eldorat was not a good idea…yet she had to in order to fine tune the positioning and make sure this bastard came back out inside the ship. 
 
    He waited a long time to do so, some 2.6 days, then suddenly the glow was gone and the Kafcha didn’t move for a moment, then it exploded as the fleet’s weaponry hit it en mass when they saw the internal cameras go out in a large section with a few others seeing internal explosions and bits of armored dragon sticking out of places they shouldn’t be. 
 
    Anders heard him scream telepathically, and she assumed the V’kit’no’sat did as well. But then the weaponsfire came and the huge ship was torn apart within minutes...but somehow a piece of him survived behind what shielding he had lashed out in one final defiant move before succumbing. That move was an incineration blast that tore a hole out of what was left of the Kafcha and freed him from the wreckage.  
 
    His body was bisected in several places, but with all of it still visibly intact. Walls, floors, and whatever else had been in the spot he reemerged were now fused inside his body and emitting radiation as at least some of the atoms were smashed together so much they began to fuse together. 
 
    But then the incoming firepower tore through his armor and into his body, and there was no surviving multiple Tar’vem’jic blasts that were arriving with pinpoint accuracy on his torso. Anders saw one tear clear through him and out the other side before the rest of the firepower chewed his corpse apart so much you couldn’t recognize what it had been. She didn’t even need to fire the Materia again. Eldorat was no longer a threat to Itaru. He was thoroughly dead at this point, though the V’kit’no’sat kept firing for good measure until there was nothing left of him larger than a football. 
 
    At that point the Hjar’at fleet commander called them off, and everyone looked at the now quiet rubble field that was mostly Kafcha debris with a little dragon corpse added in.  
 
    “Is it over?” the Hjar’at asked Anders. 
 
    “We got him. He didn’t escape back into the Essence realm. It’s over,” she confirmed.  
 
    “Then Mak’to’ran is avenged. I still cannot believe he was so easily assassinated through all our defenses. Are all Essence users so powerful? I cannot believe how impotent our empire has become.”  
 
    “Not the ones I know. But when his Master or his master’s race comes back, we’re going to have a huge problem. Hopefully they won’t show up for another million years.” 
 
    “If we do not harness this power, we will not stand a chance against them. Can Star Force not even teach us the basics of how to defend ourselves? Mak’to’ran was wise to summon you here. We thank you for your assistance, without which he would have escaped to harass us with impunity, but please, do not leave us helpless to this threat.” 
 
    “Not my call to make, but this definitely changes the paradigm. We’ll respond accordingly, I can promise you that. What happens now that he’s gone?” 
 
    “I truly do not know.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Anders asked, for it wasn’t on the hologram label. 
 
    “I am Seno, Itaru defense commander, and I have failed poorly this day.” 
 
    “We lost Terrax in a similar manner, but now we’re kicking the crap out of those Essence users that did it, and most of the fighting is not with Essence. Eldorat did not die from an Essence attack, he died from your weapons. I only wounded him with one, and that was because you had already weakened his shields. I think he could have withstood one of my shots entirely if I engaged alone. Had I done so, my Mach’nel would have easily been destroyed. You are not helpless, just lacking a crucial tactical component.” 
 
    “Another of his kind can come into this system and do the same. We are helpless against them if they can retreat into this Essence realm at will. Is that also how he bypassed our planetary shields?” 
 
    “Yes. A short jump in and out, with his momentum carrying him across the boundary.” 
 
    “How am I to defend against that?” 
 
    “We can’t either. Not yet, but the knowledge in the Temples is going to help us catch up fast. It’s just a matter of time as we access and absorb it.” 
 
    “Is there no technology that can defend against Essence?” 
 
    “If there is, we’re going to find it. Essence is far too expensive for mass warfare. That’s why the Hadarak rarely use it. I know it does not help, but the amount he used he could not recharge within days, perhaps a month. If you can outlast them through the losses, they temporarily lose their power and must retreat until it can be regenerated.” 
 
    “I will remember that,” Seno promised. “You have my personal permission to remain in Itaru as long as you wish. Permanently if possible.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere in the near future if it helps return some stability to have me here on watch.” 
 
    “It will help immensely even if another threat does not appear. Our people are panicked. We have never in our history faced a foe such as this. We do not know how to respond,” he admitted. 
 
    “If what Eldorat said is true, his Master is not here and will not return for a very long time. The races he spoke of that are hiding from the Hadarak will not emerge. Both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force have a decent amount of time to figure this out before we have to face someone like him again. In all probability, unless he has a check-in that he is going to miss, the Veloqueen won’t even know he’s gone until someone comes looking. And if they’re waiting for millions of years until this galaxy is ripe for resistance, I think we might have millions of years to prepare…so long as we can survive the Hadarak.” 
 
    “We are being pushed back by them as it is. My people are already speaking of this as the end of our empire. I beg you, please do not let that come to pass. Give us a chance to gain Essence powers and we will have hope. Without them, we will be lost one way or another, and civil war may be the most likely without Mak’to’ran here to unite us.” 
 
    “I thought things had gotten better on that front?” 
 
    “Until now they had, but take away our ability to fight our true foes and some lesser minds will seek any opponent that they can fell just to fight off the madness of facing an impossible one.” 
 
    “I wish I could disagree with you, but I’ve seen the same thing happen before. That’s why we always give our opponents an honorable path out of combat.” 
 
    “Do they take it?” 
 
    “Some do. Not all.” 
 
    “And when they have no honorable path?” 
 
    “They tear each other apart blaming one another for their demise.” 
 
    “Or strike out at another?” 
 
    “If one is available,” Anders said cautiously. 
 
    “A Zak’de’ron killed Mak’to’ran. Are we to believe his race is not complicit?” 
 
    “The fact that Itaru isn’t already under their control suggests they are not.” 
 
    “Unless Eldorat came here as a favor to them.” 
 
    “I can’t rule that out.” 
 
    Seno nodded. “And neither can anyone else. The most basic fact is the most obvious. A Zak’de’ron has killed our leader. I do not believe we can let that pass.” 
 
    “So you weaken yourselves further by attacking them?” 
 
    “If we are to die by the Veloqueen or the Hadarak, then at least we can finish one fight before then,” he said regretfully. 
 
    “You think the others will come to this conclusion?” 
 
    “I have already heard whispers of it before now. It may not be wise, but as you said, faced with two unbeatable foes, the winnable fight becomes the priority.” 
 
    “If you do that, do not expect us to help you,” Anders warned. “We’ve got two wars to fight already, and even if one looks impossible that doesn’t stop us from tackling the challenge.” 
 
    “You have Essence and the hope for much more from the Temples. We have neither. Only our old hatred which Mak’to’ran wisely had us cast aside to focus on the Hadarak. Now a Zak’de’ron has assassinated him. What would you do if it were your Director?” 
 
    “We would go after those actually responsible and not get distracted with other targets.” 
 
    “We cannot even reach the Veloqueen to die in combat against them.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your empire when there is still hope. A million years is a lot of time to prepare, if we have it. And if we don’t, Star Force will stand with you against the Veloqueen. That much I can promise you.” 
 
    Something beside Seno made his head turn, then he slowly looked back at Anders. “The decision has just been made by the Elder Council. The Zak’de’ron will pay for this, responsible or not. Perhaps our legacy will be your survival and eventual victory over the Veloqueen, but at least we can clear one other threat from the galaxy for you before we are destroyed.” 
 
    “Would it help if I spoke with them?” 
 
    “You know it would not. We are taking control of what we can in the face of what we cannot. And perhaps the other Zak’de’ron are involved, hoping to deny culpability with the story that Eldorat, or whatever his name was, spun us. Can you confirm anything he said?” 
 
    “A few things. Most no.” 
 
    “Then we only have the word of the assassin, while the fact that he is Zak’de’ron screams loudest of all.” 
 
    “They have been preparing to kill you for a long time. You might not be able to beat them a second time.” 
 
    “It is something we have been preparing for too, on Mak’to’ran’s order. He did not trust them. And even here in the heart of Wendigama we could not protect him from them. If the Zak’de’ron are only now developing Essence skills, perhaps at Eldorat’s direction, then it is best we end them before they can grow strong enough to overwhelm us.” 
 
    “All logic reasons, and all assumptions.” 
 
    “Can you honestly tell me you are not afraid of what he just did happening to Star Force? Or do you have a defense against it?” 
 
    “We have some stronger weapons, but nothing that can match his skills or power. And I am wary of it, but I’m an Archon. I’ve faced death at the hands of the invincible V’kit’no’sat before and we found a way to survive. Don’t start acting like newbs now.” 
 
    “Perhaps we gave you a strength beyond us in doing so. We have always been the stronger. I do not think our empire can exist as an inferior. We trusted Mak’to’ran to guide us forward against the Hadarak, against the Zak’de’ron, and against you if needed. We have seen your strength grow beyond ours in areas, but he was not concerned, so we were not. Now he is gone.” 
 
    “Attacking us would be more stupid than attacking the Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant. We were at a disadvantage to your Uriti before, and Essence skills now, but we trusted in Mak’to’ran because he said there was a way to victory, and because of his relationship with you we obtained Legion and the ability to kill Hadarak much more effectively. He showed us that we could gain more with cooperation than conquest in some cases, and now we no longer have his supreme wisdom to guide us forward. The Elder Council is doing the only thing that will keep us united. Our rage must be directed somewhere, and the Veloqueen are but a story to us. The Zak’de’ron are in our lifeblood.” 
 
    “I can remain here to watch for Essence users, but if Itaru is attacked I will not intervene.” 
 
    “If they attack Itaru, then we will have failed miserably and will be on our way to ruin. We will win on their territory or not at all. I thank you for remaining here, and I ask nothing more of you in combat against the Zak’de’ron, if it should arrive here a second time.” 
 
    “If our Hjar’at attacked the Zak’de’ron, should they hold you responsible for our actions?” 
 
    “As Mak’to’ran said, we are two halves of the same empire, even if we do not accept that fact,” Seno said softly. “What is done is done. Wise or foolish, we will finish our war with the Zak’de’ron now, and if some of us survive it, we will assist you against the impossible foes.” 
 
    “Such a waste.” 
 
    “Unless someday the Zak’de’ron betray you as well. In which case this is prudent foresight.” 
 
    “That might effectively be true, but it’s still not right hitting them first when you don’t know the truth.” 
 
    “They abused us for so long that they deserve it on past actions alone. Do not think of them as victims.” 
 
    “We could say the same for you.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could. I am glad you have not, Archon. It was an honor having you fight with us, and the analysis of your weapon’s damage is intimidating. I hope you make a great many more in the coming years and put them to good use, for I fear we are treading on far greater powers’ territory, in which we have been overlooked for being too inferior to matter.” 
 
    “I get the same feeling, Seno. If you don’t survive to face them again, be assured we’ll do at least some damage on behalf of both our empires.” 
 
    “I will take some solace in that fact.” 
 
    “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “What do you wish of me?” 
 
    “If there is to be a ceremony for Mak’to’ran, allow me to attend and pay respects on behalf of the Rimward Empire.” 
 
    “There most assuredly will be, and I will make sure you are granted permission to be in the inner circle. Your empire becoming what it is was his foresight come to pass, and it is right that you should be there. Specifically for your contribution to avenging his assassin.” 
 
    “Thank you. Inform the Elder Council that I will be remaining here as sentinel until then, though our other Mach’nel will be leaving to inform the Rim of what has happened here. And with your permission, I’d like to take a few samples from Eldorat’s debris. Just in case there might be something to learn from it.” 
 
    “Take what you will. He is little more than dust now. And wherever his Core may be, I curse it for taking away the heart of the V’kit’no’sat. Mak’to’ran cannot be replaced, and his loss will be the beginning of the end of the V’kit’no’sat. May we at least honor his memory with a long tally of dead Zak’de’ron…” 
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