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    January 9, 128822 
 
    Castle 15 System (Tri’vor Region) 
 
    Edge of High Zone 
 
      
 
    Bran’cen was nearly here, and as he was about to begin his braking run the Era’tran rechecked his gravity drives, finding 8 of 12 were still fully functional, with the 9th intermittent. The other three were gone, blown away by the J’gar during their race across the stars ever since breaking out of the Jamtren System. His Kaeper had been the only ship tasked to go, while the others fought a costly battle to break the blockade for him.  
 
    Mak’to’ran…who was still alive, thank the Elders…had requested his presence in what he thought was Garuva’s palace, but when the Era’tran pilot had got there the truth had been revealed. Garuva was long dead, and it had been a repaired Mak’to’ran, brought out of a lingering coma, who had been impersonating him to hide his true identity. For if Itaru realized he was still breathing they’d send every ship they had to destroy him, and Jamtren had barely survived the first assault. It could not survive another of such magnitude. 
 
    No one else knew that Mak’to’ran was alive, at least not in any other system. He’d told Bran’cen that much himself, then he said that it was vital that Star Force send an appropriate representative to find him to discuss matters of the highest sensitivity. Mak’to’ran couldn’t risk leaving Jamtren, not for his safety but for the Era’tran capitol itself. Without him it could easily crumble on its own without any Elders left to guide it, and whenever the Zak’de’ron got around to collecting another assault force they’d be back to try and take it again, though this war had weakened their fleets perhaps as much as the Era’tran’s, and they weren’t in a position to try again…not yet anyway. 
 
    How much time they had no one knew, not even Mak’to’ran, but he assured Bran’cen that another assault would be coming and that he was the only thing holding this system and several others nearby together. He could not leave without dooming Jamtren, but he had to speak with one of the Star Force leaders. 
 
    Bran’cen had been entrusted to carry a message, one that he was not allowed to view, and physically deliver it to Star Force. No transmissions were allowed. It had to be delivered in person, and his Kaeper had been chosen for its lack of a cloaking device…in lieu of two additional gravity drives. Speed was his best weapon, against the forces of Itaru and the Hadarak, and thankfully his remaining gravity drives were enough to keep him ahead of his pursuit, albeit it barely.  
 
    He’d made the jump out of the last system with them only a half hour behind him and slightly gaining due to the damage he’d taken earlier. They’d been trailing him ever since breaking the blockade, but they hadn’t managed to get ahead of him, for he was heading further into the Core and now Hadarak territory rather than try to move Rimward and head for the bulk of the Star Force worlds there. The J’gar would be between him and his goal had he gone that way, but by going in the opposite direction he only had Hadarak ahead of him, and they were not fast enough to catch his ship, even wounded as it was. 
 
    But the J’gar were not giving up, and with each system he passed through they persisted, gaining a little on him depending on the state of his intermittent drive. When it was working he was gaining distance, when it wasn’t he was losing it. The J’gar had not passed him during this jump, so that meant he would be entering the system ahead of them, and once he got there Star Force should be able to protect him as long as his ship was able to decelerate enough and not ram the star. 
 
    He’d risked extra speed on exit, knowing that if he had to he could slingshot around the star and risk colliding with something beyond the jumpline as he slowed down more gradually. He hadn’t gone so fast that was impossible, but if that 9th drive kicked out he was going to have a very hard time making it even with a slingshot approach, for such a tract was more inefficient as one did not push directly against their line of momentum. 
 
    Right now the 9th drive was holding in ‘ready’ status, but there was no way of knowing what was going to happen when he put power to it. The computer would start the deceleration in 9 seconds, and if something went wrong he would have to alter the track quickly… 
 
    His comm picked up a multi-layered message in different languages, including V’kit’no’sat, coming from the system ahead. It was faint, but still detectable this far out, and it was delivering a warning for all incoming ships. 
 
    Hadarak threat on jumpline at given coordinates. Redirect immediately to safe zones. 
 
    There was a small data packet with it, indicating where the Hadarak were blocking the jumpline and providing 8 different spots where an incoming ship could divert to that would be safe.  
 
    Bran’cen picked one quickly, then input the new deceleration path a few seconds after the braking began, but early enough that there would be no problem. The divergence would not occur until the end, and right now he needed to keep his ship square on the jumpline to get maximum deceleration as his wounded Kaeper started to bleed off a little speed this far out where the gravity was only beginning to show marginal effect on the drives. 
 
    The message kept repeating, warning any and all incoming ships, which meant the J’gar would get the same warning, but they wouldn’t know which of the 8 paths he would take, almost insuring he would not be caught unless they guessed right. And even then he should still have a head start sufficient enough to get to one of the Star Force ships in the system, if not the Castle itself.  
 
    The Era’tran Kaeper slowed and slowed, picking up more gravity and increasing the rate of deceleration greatly as he got closer to the star…then he had to divert to the right and off the jumpline, losing some deceleration as that momentum was thrust laterally, pushing him farther and farther away from the jumpline and into the beginning of a slingshot loop.  
 
    There was no way he could stop on this side of the star now. He’d have to move around to the far side and reverse pull to slow his momentum, for once he got lateral to it there would be no slowing his forward momentum other than pulling on some planets, and that wouldn’t do much depending on where they were. 
 
    Bran’cen began looking through the map in the ship’s databank as well as what was being transmitted by the Star Force beacon. He ran the calculations and saw his stopping point was going to be far away from the Castle, but at least he wouldn’t be… 
 
    The Era’tran’s head froze in place as he saw the updated Hadarak positions on the transmitted map now that he was close enough to pick up the second weaker, yet more complex data packet that showed where all the safe zones were in the system, navigationally speaking. They had to plot planets, asteroid fields, other debris, and starships. The latter included Hadarak, and he couldn’t believe the numbers indicated. 
 
    His sensors were useless right now, so all he had to go on was the information being transmitted. He had to avoid them and get to Star Force…but first he just had to slow down before spiraling out of the star system into deep space. 
 
    His 9th drive was spurting, meaning it was working for a few seconds, then not for a few more before coming back online again. That made predicting a path hard when the acceleration was not constant, but the ship’s computer was making constant adjustments and updating him as he had to choose where to go. Bran’cen rode the controls all the way around to the far side of the star where the ship’s engines could finally bring him to a stop, but before that happened the ship’s sensors began to update the map and confirm what the beacon message had been transmitting. 
 
    There were 129 Warden-class Hadarak here, two of which were tier 5, plus 4 Lurkers in addition to scores of their mainline warships and clouds of minions so thick they appeared on the sensors to be small nebulas. They were broken up into 83 main formations spread across the system at the primary jumplines in blockade formation, but the largest grouping was near the Castle, though out of weapons range by far. 
 
    That was where he needed to go, but first he’d have to get there, and even ignoring the J’gar wherever they were, the nearest Hadarak forces were already diverting to try and chase him down…or in this case head him off as they anticipated him going to the only active Star Force base in the system. The Hadarak owned everything else, including the planets that were infested with growths so large his sensors were already picking them up. 
 
    There were Star Force signals from ships all over, but the only stationary position was the Castle, which appeared like a giant spherical spider web with little mass to it…though that was an illusion given its size. The tiny specs caught in the web were Mach’nel sized structures, and the entire diameter of the Castle was nearly 120,000 miles…though it appeared some small sections of it were now gone. 
 
    Bran’cen waited for the sensors to update as he got underway, plotting his best course to the nearest Star Force ship that was already enroute to his position. He hadn’t gotten a transmission yet, but when he did he expected them to give him directions on how to approach the Castle. Until then he wanted as much information as he could get, and thankfully there were a plethora of sensor signals bouncing around the system, so he didn’t have to wait for his own to get all the way there and back again to see the battle damage already done to the Castle. 
 
    But it was minor compared to the size of the construct, and Mak’to’ran had given him a thorough lecture of what it was that he was running to. It was a giant weapon designed to deliver the power of Legion to the Hadarak in a transmitted form…but whose range was nowhere near a Tar’vem’jic or a Lurker’s disintegration range. Therefore it required a spindly structure to transmit along, bouncing from one node to another, before launching towards the target. That would keep the weapon itself out of harm’s way, cheating the distance limitations of the blast, and making the Hadarak fight their way through it to get to the generators near the heart of the Castle…and it appeared they’d been trying, and failing, to do so. 
 
    “V’kit’no’sat vessel, identify yourself,” the Star Force warship demanded as it approached, meaning the transmission was on a time delay. 
 
    “This is an Era’tran vessel on a courier mission from Jamtren with a priority message from the Elder Garuva for Star Force’s leaders. I am not allowed to transmit. It must be physically delivered for security reasons. A group of J’gar ships have pursued me ever since we broke their blockade. I cannot allow them to overtake me. I request instructions on how to deliver this message to your trailblazers or your Director. No one else is allowed to access it.” 
 
    A small lapse occurred, but it was tolerable and Bran’cen knew it would diminish quickly as the distance between the two vessels reduced. 
 
    “Alden-031 is present in this system. You can deliver your message to him after necessary security checks. Advise on your engine status and other damage-related navigational issues.” 
 
    “Three gravity drives have been destroyed, 8 remain intact with one intermittent. Navigational computers and sensors fully operational.” 
 
    “The Hadarak have disabling units with significant closure speed. If they can tag you with disruptive goo, it will allow their slower units to catch up and obliterate you. The only way we can assure transit is with superior speed or superior firepower. The Hadarak want engagements beyond Castle defense range, and they know we will not abandon any ship, so they are desperate to catch any they can to draw our fleet out. An 8 engine Kaeper might be sufficient to get through, but I don’t want to risk it. Will you allow your ship to be boarded?” 
 
    “I can carry the message on my person if need be. My ship is irrelevant once my mission is complete.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to abandon it, just let my crew board and secure it. My warship can carry your Kaeper inside our drone hold, but I don’t want to do that with an unknown entity, so my crew will have to take control of your ship temporarily.” 
 
    “Do what is necessary. I am alone in this vessel and my only task is delivery of my message packet. If you wish to board, do so quickly,” Bran’cen said, seeing the Hadarak units racing towards the two ships as they matched speeds and direction.  
 
    “Dropship enroute.” 
 
    The Era’tran lowered his shields and opened his single hangar bay, allowing the small winged chrome ship inside, then he set the helm on autopilot to match the Star Force warship before heading back to meet the boarding team. He kept his armor retracted into the body-spanning jewelry that his race preferred over simple gauntlets, and within one of the many jeweled points he carried the message crystal, for he couldn’t risk it leaving his person under any condition. 
 
    When he opened the interior hangar doors four boarders were waiting, but to his surprise they were not small. They were Hjar’at, adorned in Star Force armor, which he assumed meant they were of the Knight race and probably born into the Rimward empire rather than defecting there like so many others had done in the past. 
 
    “Hjar’at, is that your warship or a Human one?” 
 
    “It is ours.” 
 
    “Why then is your captain a Human?” 
 
    “He is not. We typically use a translator voice for non-holo communications. It is more apt to your dialects than having us try to speak directly.” 
 
    “You speak well enough.” 
 
    “We learned,” one of the Hjar’at said, walking around the taller Era’tran. “We need to secure this ship now. The Hadarak are on their way.” 
 
    “It is yours. Take me to your trailblazer.” 
 
    “That will be up to him,” one of them said as the other three disappeared into the ship’s large hallways, though there were not many of them onboard a Kaeper. The fourth Hjar’at stayed with Bran’cen as a guard, which was prudent, and soon his ship was being swallowed up in the rear bay of the Star Force warship as drones were spewing out of it into flanking positions to make room. 
 
    The Era’tran was able to watch remotely from his armor as he stayed in the hangar along with his guard…then his hangar doors opened to reveal an extendable walkway pushing through the containment field. 
 
    “Come,” the Hjar’at said. “You will have a better view from our ship.” 
 
    “View of what?” he said, plodding along just wide of the swaying spiked tail ahead of him. 
 
    “They are not going to let us pass without a fight. You are the first ship that’s come here in four decades other than our own.” 
 
    “Where are the J’gar?” 
 
    “Do not worry about them. They’re already gone. They don’t want any part of this.” 
 
    “Is the Castle holding?” Bran’cen asked. 
 
    “It’s too costly for them to wear down gradually, so they’ve decided to taunt us out with a blockade. They don’t want us using this as a base of operations to hit their vulnerable backwater, but they can’t keep us in. Keeping us from getting there is easier, because they know where we’re going. What’s so important to come all the way into this hell hole? Why didn’t you head Rimward?” 
 
    “The J’gar are there. It was deemed safer to come here,” he said as he walked across a shield enveloped bridge, able to look down and outside the ship to where the starfield was visible. It was a bit disconcerting, but he felt no momentum.  
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “I am a courier. I am not allowed to view the message I carry.” 
 
    “Is it onboard the ship or your person?” 
 
    “You will not have it,” Bran’cen said forcefully. “My orders are to deliver it in person.” 
 
    “I’m not here to take it from you. Just wondering what’s so important.” 
 
    “The future of the V’kit’no’sat empire.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    The Era’tran growled at the insult, but the Hjar’at didn’t seem phased as they walked into the interior of its warship.  
 
    “There is only one true empire. Itaru is possessed by traitors.” 
 
    “They created your empire, and now they’re referring to themselves as V’kit’no’sat and calling you the traitors. It can be a bit confusing when you’re both using the same name.” 
 
    “Is it too much for a Hjar’at mind to handle?” he shot back. 
 
    A single arc of blue energy bounced from neck spines all the way down to his tail where it disappeared.  
 
    “Know your place, Era’tran. We are rescuing you, not the reverse.” 
 
    “You are escorting, not rescuing.” 
 
    “If that’s what you think, you are lucky we got to you first. You never should have come here so unprepared.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s best if you see for yourself. It will be starting soon. The Hadarak the V’kit’no’sat fought before you started your war with the Zak’de’ron were not their true forces, merely their skirmishers. We’ve got their mainline ships out there, and some of them have Essence enhancement. Including some engineered for speed boosts.” 
 
    “How much faster are they than their standard minions?” 
 
    “These aren’t minions. These are durable, small, and smart interceptors that we call ‘pod racers.’ They’re a support unit that you’ve never had to deal with before, and they’re everywhere here.” 
 
    “Can this ship exceed their speed?” 
 
    “Over the long term, yes. But they can generate a few seconds of acceleration far beyond any ship Star Force has created. That is, any ship that isn’t also Essence enhanced. And there’s a formation of the bastards getting between us and the Castle right now. We’re going to have to run through them,” he said as they walked through the halls with an occasional small Esquire moving about. Their version of Zen’zat, though these came in all manner of body shapes. 
 
    “Does not this ship come in and out of the Castle regularly?” 
 
    “No. We haven’t been there since we arrived 3 years ago. It’s easier to resupply elsewhere than to run in there. Nobody has made any runs in or out in the past 4 months, and the Hadarak keep bringing in more of their big ones to lock it down more tightly. If we get you in, I can’t guarantee you’ll be leaving any time soon. Especially with all that engine damage.” 
 
    “Leaving is irrelevant. All that matters is that I deliver Garuva’s message to your trailblazer. After that I am expendable.” 
 
    “Typical V’kit’no’sat bullshit,” the Hjar’at said with a sneer as he turned his head back to glare at the Era’tran as they continued to walk the long, spacious hallways. “Nobody is expendable.” 
 
    “In this war you are wrong. My mission matters far more than my life.” 
 
    “How do you know that if you haven’t seen the message?” 
 
    “I know what it is about. And I must get through at any cost.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I am forbidden to tell you.” 
 
    “You’re predictably opaque,” the Hjar’at said as he opened a side door and led the Era’tran into an empty room, but one that had a holoprojection pop up immediately upon entry with the system-wide battle data displayed. It scaled down to the distance between them and the Castle, along with the massive number of Hadarak units in the immediate area. 
 
    “Watch and learn,” the Hjar’at said. “This is the real enemy both of your empires are blindly ignoring as they nip at your tails.” 
 
    Bran’cen looked closely as the detail filled in with the enemy units’ movements, as well as those Star Force ships converging to their position from outside the Castle defenses and some from within. All were headed to a mutual area where the run would take place, and along with them one of the Lurkers was also approaching… 
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    Alden-031 was in a heavy grav training session when word came in about the V’kit’no’sat Kaeper’s arrival, but it wasn’t until he’d left that crushing inferno, showered, and made his way to the Castle’s command deck did he get the addendum about a courier’s message. The Hjar’at warship that had intercepted the vessel indicated the Kaeper was high speed modified but damaged, so they had taken it inside their drone hold and were going to make a run in because the message had to be hand delivered to either a trailblazer or the Director. 
 
    One of Alden’s ruby red eyebrows raised when he read that. Castle 15 was no longer in V’kit’no’sat territory. The surrounding systems had been swallowed up by the Hadarak, most of which had been evacuated prior to their arrival. Those refugees were mostly back in the Rim now with Beacon and Axius absorbing them, though 56 million were still stuck in this Castle waiting for transport.  
 
    They were safe here for now, but getting the transport ships in and out was a major hassle and getting worse with each year. Alden had assigned himself this post when it was discovered that the Hadarak were not going to all-out assault the Castle…for they’d tried and failed multiple times…nor were they going to skip over this system. They’d been sending reinforcements here continually, raising the pressure on the Castle’s traffic in and out and presumably building up for an even larger assault. 
 
    Alden hoped they would, for they could kill a lot of the larger Hadarak in short order, but he had a sneaking suspicion that they were up to something tricky with this siege, so he’d picked this one of the Castles already surrounded by enemy territory and had been camping out the past 8 years trying to figure out what they were up to. They were intent on not letting him use the Castle as a base of operations to launch assaults on the nearby systems, but that hadn’t stopped Alden from getting it done. This Castle was now a nuisance for the Hadarak behind the slowly moving border, and the fact that they couldn’t remove it seemed to be something they simply would not let go. 
 
    But they’d done it before with others. Already Star Force had 8 systems around the galaxy tagged as Hadarak no-go zones because of the ‘Megaloids’ there. That was the term Roger had come up with for the Heidoor that were ‘big,’ and the one that the Wranglers had found behind enemy lines had been quite talkative once they smuggled a Uriti into that empty system to do the translating, one Megaloid to another.  
 
    The reason the Hadarak stayed out of that system, even allowing Star Force to base there and strike out against them without reprisal, was because of a negotiated ‘treaty’ of sorts. The Hadarak across the galaxy could not communicate quickly with one another, so they operated with memory protocols, including maps. System 33920 was off limits on their genetic map, thought they probably didn’t know why.  
 
    When the Hadarak had first entered this galaxy they had to fight a massive number of wars against the other Megaloids in the Deep Core. It was so tedious cleaning out the biggest of the threats that they often tried to negotiate with those more powerful than them, and sometimes it paid off. Recognizing the incoming threat of the Hadarak and their numbers, some had decided to move aside and relocate further out into the galaxy after taking heavy losses. This relocation saved the Hadarak a great amount of time, resources, and gave them some easy acquisitions early on, and they had honored their agreements to avoid one another ever since. 
 
    Those that had left had designated larger stars and star clusters beyond the Deep Core as their own and the Hadarak had granted them immunity there after sufficient combat determined that neither side was going to back down or win easily. The Hadarak needed the Deep Core for the Gateway gravity wells, but the Megaloids in this galaxy had no interest in traveling elsewhere…nor did they have the experience or knowledge to know how to do so. They just wanted to be left alone by the extra-galactic invaders, and the Hadarak were glad to have to avoid fighting them all to the death in order to acquire what they needed. 
 
    So there were a sprinkling of systems around the galaxy where the Hadarak would not go, and some of those systems held planetary civilizations that benefited from the immunity without even knowing it. The Megaloids inhabited the star or stars there, not caring about anything else for the most part, and the one Star Force had talked to was similarly disinterested with the galactic purge and ongoing war. It could travel wherever it liked beyond the Deep Core and the Hadarak would not touch it…and if they did he’d kill them easy enough, for this race of Megaloids were far superior to the Hadarak, including the Lurkers, who could not effectively use Essence on them, for they seemed to absorb most of the attacks like a dry sponge sucking up a water pistol shot. 
 
    There was only one in that particular star, and the others of his race were likewise isolated by choice save for specific pre-arranged meetings. This particular Megaloid had been named Obi-wan due to the fact he was a hermit, and a powerful one at that. Obi-wan had no interest in fighting the Hadarak, but he also didn’t care if Star Force lived in his system as they fought the Hadarak either. So right now there was a growing Star Force base in that system that was causing all kinds of havoc with fleets going out and razing enemy worlds their fleets had largely left undefended…and as of last Alden had heard not a single minion had arrived in that system to strike back at them. 
 
    So why were the Hadarak so obsessed with taking down this Castle? If they could overlook other systems, let alone one that Star Force was basing out of, why were they devoting so many resources here to just sit and blockade a relatively useless system whose only benefit was it wasn’t in Hadarak hands and could operate as an oasis on the battlefield? 
 
    Except it was becoming more and more irrelevant the further the battle lines moved. Alden couldn’t help neighboring systems, because the closest friendly ‘neighbor’ was getting further and further away. And communications were only maintained by mobile relays in enemy territory that had to keep dancing around in order to stay alive, for the Hadarak had destroyed all other infrastructure in the fallen systems. 
 
    Alden still had his comm link back to the rest of the Star Force empire, but that was about it. He got additional ships and resources on a regular basis, and used them to do as much damage here as he could to deflect attacks against inhabited planets elsewhere…but the Hadarak seemed too damn paranoid about leaving the Castles sitting in place as they mowed down everything else. Alden needed to figure out what it was, so that was why he was here, but the V’kit’no’sat didn’t know that. So this courier wasn’t coming here for him, so why head this direction at all?  
 
    He had a lot of questions to ask when this courier arrived, but first he had to get the Era’tran here, and that meant punching a hole through the constantly shifting Hadarak formations holding an incomplete shell perimeter around the Castle. 
 
    “Might Mouse,” he said over the comm to his Clan ships docked or floating within the gaps between the Castle’s webs, “time to roar. The Hjar’at are sending a single warship through the lines. Make a hole for them.” 
 
      
 
    “On it, Alden,” High Admiral Sara Himelin said from onboard her flagship Super Star Destroyer-class dreadnaught sitting with plenty of space to spare between the nearest filaments of the Castle that allowed easy navigating room all the way across the interior if need be, though she wouldn’t have to travel quite that far to get in position to assist the approaching warship.  
 
    “Rally up,” she told her bridge crew as more detailed orders flew out through the telepathic interface in her command chair. The dagger-shaped anti-Hadarak dreadnaught she commanded had been built for one purpose and one purpose only…to fight this war and this enemy…and there weren’t that many of them in existence. There were three here, but only this one was under her command. The other two belonged to the Hjar’at and Calavari, which were only a couple of the 183 Star Force factions with troops inside the Castle perimeter and beyond. There were even some non-Star Force ships here to study the Hadarak and observe the fighting, safely sitting behind the primary weapon matrix that the Hadarak had not found a way to defeat…yet. 
 
    But they probably wouldn’t push within weapons range of it, so Sara had to go out to them and Clan Mighty Mouse got to do the honors this time. Her warships began moving from all over inside the Castle towards the rally points she had just sent them, with her 52 mile long dreadnaught moving into pole position as they eventually gathered just inside the outermost filament bands.  
 
    She had a fleet of regular warships plus 38 other anti-Hadarak vessels of smaller sizes. They were designed primarily to fight and endure the minion swarms, but they could also chew up the Mainline units with ease. What they could not do is move very fast, shoot very far, or carry drones. Dreadnaughts were all fighting ship, not carriers, and the handful of hangar bays on her flagship were mere specs on its hull that was more than half a mile thick of Yeg’gor armor. 
 
    Anti-Hadarak dreadnaughts were meant to defend more with armor than shields, but her flagship also had Essence defenses so not to make her slow ship Lurker bait. The smaller ones had some basic Essence neutralizing shields fueled by a Magicite, but hers was large enough to carry some more options, but she had no Tar’vem’jic or other super heavy weapons onboard, Essence enhanced or otherwise. Her ship was built as a grinder for close to medium range combat, and it was not designed to kill Lurkers, only survive them. 
 
    But Clan Mighty Mouse didn’t just have dreadnaughts. They had standard, fast warships carrying drones as well as a pair of Avenger-class warships that were designed to kill Lurkers and other big Hadarak using Essence. Both of those she immediately put on hunting duty for the Lurker heading towards the fight brewing ahead, and maybe if her Clan was lucky they might actually bag one…but only if it got stupid, and so far she hadn’t seen any such naivety among that breed of Hadarak.  
 
    Her ships waited at the rally point long enough to sync up with the approach speed and position of the incoming warships…of which there were now 32 on approach to the Hadarak formations, but they only needed to get one of them through. That one was vividly highlighted on the battlemap behind a wall of drones that were going straight in ahead of them to engage the Hadarak and provide part of the distraction. Sara had to provide the other part. The larger part. And she had to time the convergence correctly to avoid either group from having to fight the Hadarak alone. 
 
    “Engage,” she said calmly, seeing her ship accelerate ahead as rapidly as it could given the position of the system’s gravity wells. The Mighty Mouse fleet came with her, flying off the flanks in a 4 point ‘V’ formation, making it look like her ship was the capstone on a pyramid with the two Avengers flying in the safety of its interior. 
 
    The Hadarak responded at once, but they didn’t risk coming within weapons range of the Castle, so they repositioned and waited for the Clan warships to come out far enough…then the Mainline and minion ships surged into the approaching formation and engaged at close range. 
 
    The Lurker did not, instead going after the incoming ships as Sara guessed it would. They really didn’t want to let anything in, so it was probably going after the primary target. Their sensors were damn good for biological ones, perhaps even better than Star Force’s in some regards, and they knew which warship the courier had docked with, so it was going to zip in, destroy it, then zip out again, as was normal for Lurker protocol. 
 
    The Avengers didn’t even need an order from Sara. As soon as they saw it move off they accelerated and punched little holes through the minion swarms ahead using their Essence weaponry and zipped right through, leaving trails of carnage that the Hadarak didn’t even seem to notice. The holes were swallowed up again as multiple nebulas of darkness tried to engulf the High Admiral’s ships…until they were within weapons range and both sides lit up the intervening space with a multitude of glowing weaponsfire. 
 
    The gore was immense off her flagship’s bow, for there were so many weapons batteries that a Christmas tree would look dull in comparison, and into that bright inferno the swarms slammed into the ship like a dark waterfall, physically hitting the shields and dying either from the impact or from getting hit with washes of Dre’mo’don energy that expanded their disintegrated bodies into small explosions that actually pushed the others back temporarily and made them stationary targets…which only added to the vaporization effect as it snowballed. 
 
    Sara watched as that confrontation hit on three parts of her elongated hull and spread until nearly a third of her ship was covered with minion swarms, through which the Mainline units tried to approach. The spike balls especially liked to use the gory cover to get in close, but she had plenty of experience keeping them at bay and focused her weaponry on the areas where she knew they were coming and cleaned out those sectors while allowing the minions free shots at others.  
 
    Once an approaching spike ball or their launched ramrods were in the clear they were targeted with special anti-heavy weaponry that was not good against minions but very good against large, solid targets. Never the less, two ramrods made it through to hit the hull and both penetrated the shields there, slamming into the armor and bouncing off. The shields had killed enough of their momentum that they could not penetrate, but once it was clear they were not getting through both detonated, killing their own minions in massive blue/white fireballs more than a mile wide. 
 
    The dreadnaught’s hull cracked at both points, but the Yeg’gor only got scraped off a few meters deep. The cracks in it ran much further, but they were only a few inches wide and too narrow to target with anything other than goo. 
 
    But the goo came in shortly and began sinking in down inside the ship, either eating away at the Yeg’gor or moving to try and get at the crew. Either way, she had an internal fight on her hands now and the High Admiral directed the appropriate response teams to the areas affected, knowing they’d handle it.  
 
    Her mission was to make a hole, and that’s what she was doing. Her ships were spreading the Hadarak units around the central area of the ‘pyramid’ behind her, and soon the primary warship carrying the courier was nearly in ramming position ahead.  
 
    The dreadnaught belched out a wave-clear attack, one that had to be recharged over the course of 19 minutes, but it eviscerated so many minions around the front tip of the hull that the incoming warship was able to buzz her ship close enough that it had clear enough space to pass through without a single minion being able to get in the way. 
 
    The pass by happened so fast she couldn’t see it with her eyes, but as soon as it did the warships on the far side of the battle immediately bugged out, turning out to deep space while Sara ordered her ships to do the reverse, pulling back with her dreadnaught being the last in line, now traveling in reverse at full speed thanks to the omni-directional nature of gravity drives, and firing all the way. 
 
    The Hadarak didn’t want to let them go, pounding away at the ships until they got close to Castle weapons range…but they lingered a little too long, staying outside of standard range but not outside her bounce range. 
 
    Sara contacted the Castle and ordered a shot fired on her ship, from which she extended an armature out of the top rear section. It looked like a tuning fork similar to the Era’tran ships, but it was pointed straight up… 
 
      
 
    Alden watched as the courier ship was safely carried through the Hadarak lines as the Avengers circled back and punched their own holes through. They’d gotten one good shot at the Lurker before it peeled off, and now it had a chunk of its forward hull missing, but the shot had missed its central brain, meaning it would live and regrow what was gone, though that would take a considerable amount of time. 
 
    His Clan had performed beautifully, and even now as they retreated Sara was getting in one last shot as the Castle activated its primary weaponry and produced a Ysalamir charge towards the center of the construct, then launched it out towards the enemy that was hilariously far away and out of range. The energy cascade, which looked like thick lightning, would have spread out and dissipated had it not hit a spherical target inside the Castle’s web. When it did it absorbed and was redirected in a slightly different direction.  
 
    It bounced from point to point through the Castle over the following seconds, reaching out towards the enemy but coming up short. It launched from the last orb on the edge of the web too far away to make it to the Mainline Hadarak units still harassing the Mighty Mouse warships along with waves of minions that were so expendable they’d be fighting all the way to their deaths.  
 
    But the Mainline units would turn back, or should have. They’d stayed too long, and now Sara had them. The Ysalamir beam shot out from the Castle not at the Hadarak, but through the Mighty Mouse formation and it hit Sara’s ship on the upper side directly on the armature that absorbed and redirected it wherever the dreadnaught wanted. 
 
    The ship had caught the ball, so to speak, and then it launched it through a minion swarm towards a cluster of Mainline ships that were only now trying to turn and run. The Ysalamir energy went right through the minions like they were not there and arced from one Mainline ship to another, hitting 6 before they spread out too much for it to make another jump. Instead it just bounced back and forth between those in range, melting through the Yeg’gor armored hulls and punching out the far side. 
 
    They were dead before they knew it, but they didn’t’ explode. Rather they roasted from the damage, pouring out smoke through the holes as they drifted on their last controlled trajectories, including into some minions that didn’t get out of the way fast enough, with the collisions bouncing them off the hull like ping pong balls.  
 
    “They should have seen that coming sooner,” Alden said, somewhat disappointed, for this wasn’t the first time they’d used that tactic here. He did a quick mental search on all Hadarak units in this combat area, past and present, and did a tally of how many had arrived since the last use of the ‘beach ball bounce.’ 
 
    “Interesting,” he said, noting that all the previous Hadarak large scale units had been killed, but not all Mainline fleet ships had. Maybe that suggested the tactical brains were not in the fleets, but the large ones. Perhaps even the Wardens, who remembered and adjusted rather than simply relying on instinct. Or maybe they had just forgot to tell the new arrivals as much as they needed to know. 
 
    “Bring the courier to pod 167. I’ll meet it there,” Alden said, hopping off his command nexus platform and heading for a dropship that would get him there faster than the in-filament lift shafts, for pod 7 was an entirely different station from where he was now.  
 
    Helpless or not, he wasn’t going to bring a V’kit’no’sat into the very heart of the Castle. Nobody got this far in unless they were Star Force, with the refugees and observers stashed away into approved zones and pods further out in radius. He’d meet the Era’tran there and see what this was about, hoping it was worth the 1,293 drones he’d just lost opening the hole in the Hadarak lines to get him in here.  
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    Bran’cen was amazed at the efforts of the Hadarak to keep his ship from getting to the Castle, along with the ferocity and durability of their Mainline warships. They didn’t go down easily like the minions, except to the Ysalamir. Witnessing that firepower was awe inspiring…and now he knew why the Hadarak were not assaulting the Castle.  
 
    It didn’t have just one Ysalamir, but many. He didn’t know exactly how many shots it could fire at once, but there were redirection orbs everywhere on the filaments, far more than there were habitats or docked ships. Yet there were many of those as well, and from the look of it the interior of the Castle was its own civilization keeping the Hadarak at bay not by walls, but with the threat of a massively destructive gauntlet they’d have to run to get at the inner regions. 
 
    The Castle also seemed to be segmented by radius. The outer filaments had no habitation, only a scattering of warships ready to respond if the Hadarak made another attempt to attack with another minion wave. Those had already destroyed several redirection orbs and filament strands, effectively bringing in the no-go line for the Hadarak a bit closer, but those filaments also had standard weaponry on them and shields, so the minions couldn’t just chew away with immunity. Add in the warships and drones stationed nearby to assist, along with the Ysalamir discharges, and the Hadarak would have to waste an insane amount of the little minions to do even moderate damage. 
 
    And that damage was currently being repaired by visible construction crews ringed with drones around the damaged areas. They were rebuilding, but with what the Era’tran did not know. They had no access to the planets in this system, and if resupply was this difficult they had to have stores of materials stashed away or already fabricated components. Either way, what damage had been done prior to his arrival was disappearing slowly as the Hadarak were forced to wait outside. 
 
    A moderate way into the interior of the Castle and there were Mach’nel-sized habitats attached to the filament strands like docked ships, and the Hjar’at confirmed that they were in fact detachable if they needed to be moved, though their engine power was limited. They couldn’t out run the Hadarak in free space, but if one side of the Castle was under attack they could detach and move to another section while the fixed weaponry placements killed the minions without having to leave the denizens in harm’s way. 
 
    And anything larger than the small minions couldn’t spread out enough to survive against the Ysalamir. The forking of the weapon discharge was limited, so it couldn’t spread through 10,000 minions as other weapons could, but a few splits and bounces had been worked into the Ysalamir enough to not waste the massive blast on individual Mainline ships…though the discharge level could be modulated with smaller, more rapid fire shots bouncing out across the Castle web, making it virtually impossible for any of the well armored Mainline versions to survive in here. And the big Wardens wouldn’t get very far with the dampening shields preventing them from ramming their way inside. They’d stick on the exterior long enough to be hit multiple times, though a group ramming attempt had already been made. 
 
    The Hjar’at had shown him the replay from earlier, when 8 Wardens had all tried to ram into the Castle at the same time…and none of them had made it past the outer ring. Their momentum had been blunted by insanely large shield generators…the kind of which not even Itaru had possessed…but these were only for momentum stoppage, not energy deflection. The Castle defended itself with firepower, not shields or armor, and the Ysalamir weapon burnt through the Yeg’gor the Hadarak had used for eons to shrug off conventional weaponry as if it was nothing more than mundane mass.  
 
    The downside was the weapon didn’t do any better against lesser targets, but it didn’t need to. There were Tar’vem’jic batteries scattered throughout the Castle web, along with a wide range of other weapons with the more expensive ones being modular and moveable so not to lose them if one section of the Castle fell. 
 
    It seemed odd to feel so safe inside of what was essentially empty space, but Bran’cen had no doubt the Hadarak were not getting into the center of the Castle…though neither was he. It was forbidden for visitors, and the only visible chunk of mass within the center was a cluster of redundant structures that the Hadarak had no hope of reaching intact.  
 
    The warship he was on didn’t let his Kaeper go, but rather brought him to one of the mid-range rings of the Castle where the largest of the habitats were located, then docked near one against a filament that allowed him to travel down it without having to use a drop pod or the Star Force version known as ‘dropships.’  
 
    He figured they had made the name change out of spite long ago, but they meant the same thing even if they were not the same shape. They had done a lot of that, taking from the V’kit’no’sat empire most of their technology without honoring the legacy that had spawned it. But then again, the V’kit’no’sat had tried to kill them multiple times, so he didn’t begrudge them some lingering resentment, though he hoped their leadership had moved beyond that now, as Mak’to’ran had suggested was the case. 
 
    When the Era’tran got off the lift car he stepped out into an oddly green environment. This habitat had trees everywhere, many of which were taller than him by a factor of 4. There were paths beneath, blocking out most of the light from above, so small lamp posts were scattered everywhere around the wide trunks to make for a nighttime environment despite the brightly lit artificial sunlight he could see above as the lift came out in a rock wall at a higher elevation. 
 
    The Hjar’at lead him down the stone stairs and into the under canopy world, not seeming to care that he still wore his combat armor and could pose a threat. They hadn’t made him remove it, which was odd. Either they trusted him or they were not concerned with what little damage he could do with three Hjar’at trailing him as escorts.  
 
    Little people were running around the smaller forest paths, many of which he did not recognize their race, but there were almost no Humans at all. The larger paths held many familiar silhouettes, for they came from the races that made up the V’kit’no’sat, though these had probably been hatched into Star Force. Still, it seemed odd seeing them moving around in that empire’s garb while not reacting to Bran’cen as a potential threat.  
 
    The lead Hjar’at led him through the larger paths for a very long time, eventually bringing him to a break in the canopy that had a small building in it…but he soon learned it wasn’t a building, but rather an entry hatch to the cityscape beneath the forest, which was just a park area…and potential battlefield…that visitors had to pass through before getting to the highly populated areas below. 
 
    The artificial construction swallowed him up as they walked down a ramp then through many tight corridors before coming out into the more natural cityscape that had larger airways beneath the solid ceilings. They traveled on foot a bit further, then boarded Star Force’s version of a Satu that they called a ‘skyway.’ It was still just an elevated shield tract that propelled them along at greater speeds after stepping upon it, with no structural reason for the name change. 
 
    Bran’cen was led deep into the Star Force city before they got off and entered an aviary dome that was 10 times as high as the city ceiling. Inside of it were a large array of winged races flying about from perch to perch, while the center column was left clear for free flight practice.  
 
    Out of that central column a small, non-avian descended, with Bran’cen realizing it was a Human flying without augmentation, meaning they had to be using the Yen’mer psionic. This one descended direction in front of the Era’tran’s face as the three Hjar’at walked off in different directions, leaving the Human alone with Bran’cen as they stood on the edge of a body of water that he sensed had many large aquatic races within it. 
 
    “You wanted to speak to a trailblazer,” the Human said in V’kit’no’sat. “I’m Alden-031. Speak.” 
 
    “Is this location secure?” Bran’cen questioned. 
 
    “There are no threats here. And no communication occurs beyond the Castle that any of those nearby can access. Whatever message you have, it can be delivered here.” 
 
    “As you wish, Alden,” the Era’tran said, producing the crystal in the palm of his hand, then placing it back into a position on his armor in jewelry mode, allowing him to play it. 
 
    A hologram in equal size to Bran’cen appeared to his left, as if another Era’tran was there, with the image of Mak’to’ran coming to life in such detail that passersby would not have known that it was not a living pair of the massive bipeds. 
 
    “I am alive,” Mak’to’ran said simply, “by a chance of fate. Eldorat’s attack ripped off my head and I was assumed to be dead, but my loyal Zen’zat reattached my head almost immediately after, resulting in a lingering coma rather than death. The others with me, whose reattachment was delayed, suffered far worse. Most were unrecoverable. By the time it was determined that it was possible to heal me over time, Eldorat was still active in the system and my survival would have been invitation for him to return and attack again. Our planetary defenses could not stop his Essence attacks, so anonymity was the only weapon the Zen’zat could use to keep me alive.” 
 
    “Once he was killed…with your assistance…it was discovered that my recovery would take hundreds of years of manual rehabilitation to my brain cells in order to retain my memories. The Elder Council was not informed, nor was anyone else. I was smuggled out of Itaru to undergo therapy on Holloi. I was partially recovered with significant brain problems when the planet was invaded some two centuries later. I had to flee with my healers without knowing what was occurring or who I was. Most of my memories were locked down until they could be repaired, leaving me with a great deal of confusion and amnesia. I do not recall most of what happened, but we were pursued and my brain locked up in error, as I was told it usually did after a short period of time.” 
 
    “Without a healer to reset me I was laying helpless when I was shot multiple times. Something inside me shifted, and I was able to use my Essence to heal the rest of my damaged brain. Thanks to your counsel on such matters, I was able to avoid depleting my body and killing myself with further efforts. I now have the ability to use Essence in small amounts, and it is the sole reason why I was not killed on Holloi. A few of my memories were permanently lost, but most I retained and was able to defeat the Zak’de’ron’s servants in combat. Since then I have been impersonating the dead Elder Garuva to avoid those vermin coming back to finish what they started. That is why it was necessary to deliver this message to you in person. Knowledge of my existence must be safeguarded until I can fully secure Jamtren, which is now under my control but greatly weakened and blockaded after their first assault barely failed.” 
 
    “All the Elders here are dead. I am the only bastion of wisdom remaining, which is why I did not come to you. If I leave Jamtren it will most likely fall. I have mostly hatchlings to fight with. Everyone of merit met the enemy at the first beachhead and made their last stand there. It was enough to save the planet, and I woke much later into the aftermath when both sides were depleted and fighting like juveniles. I was able to turn the battle to our advantage and drive the invaders out, but Jamtren is gutted and I have little communication beyond. What I know is that most of the empire is depleted, but intact. The Urrtren is down and no one knows where the enemy is or how powerful they are. They are taking any worlds of opportunity, but they do not have the ships to overcome the legacy defenses. Had they more, Jamtren would have fallen easily.” 
 
    “I am rebuilding in Jamtren and exerting some influence in neighboring areas, but I am blind to the empire and to Itaru. I now learn you have safeguarded the Ter’nat worlds…including taking the ones the Era’tran were successfully securing. This must not be allowed to pass. I need the Zen’zat, and without Ter’nat I cannot produce more. I thank you for stepping in and doing what we could not in many places, but I cannot allow you to take them all. We must have Zen’zat, though it shames me to admit that fact. I have so little to work with that I cannot let go the advantages they offer the Era’tran. We must come to an arrangement regarding the Ter’nat, and I need to speak with you of that matter, my Essence breakthrough, this war that I forbade to start yet it is here nonetheless, and the Hadarak, whom I fear are farther into our empire than I have been informed.” 
 
    “If I had time I could rebuild, but there is none. The Zak’de’ron and the traitors are weakened, but they will rebuild in time as well and launch larger assaults, all the while the Hadarak are not waiting for us to end this pointless carnage. I made sure this outcome would not occur, then within days of my ‘death’ the Elder Council ignored my wisdom and launched an attack against the Zak’de’ron supposedly to avenge me, but it was not. They have wanted this war, ignoring their duty to stop the Hadarak, and they got what they deserved. I assume they are all dead, but if any remain they are irrelevant now. Itaru has fallen, the empire is fractured…how far I do not know, but many worlds I have contacted as Garuva want nothing to do with the Era’tran. They are looking out for themselves, ignoring others of their own race, and trying to stay alive through this carnage.” 
 
    “I no longer command the V’kit’no’sat Empire. I no longer command the Era’tran race. I have the Era’tran capitol and a number of other Era’tran worlds that are loyal, with only a few couriers connecting us beyond the local region. Fortunately I still had some backup interstellar relays in place beyond the Urrtren, so I am not completely blind beyond the blockade, but it is little compared to the need. I have accomplished much since waking two decades ago, but there is no time to rebuild. Much of the empire still exists, and it will not fall quickly, but the strongest and wisest of us are now gone…and I cannot reach those who need my guidance. I do not have the fleet to secure the spacelanes. The J’gar now control them.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran glanced at the ground, weighing his next words carefully, then he looked back up again to where Alden was floating in midair, with Bran’cen keeping the transmission fixed on the trailblazer’s point of reference. 
 
    “I need your help. Long ago I made the mistake of seeking your destruction, and your superior ingenuity defeated me twice. I gambled then, allowing you to live rather than continuing to seek your demise, and you have grown your Rimward empire into the dominant force within the galaxy. What once made the V’kit’no’sat empire great has been destroyed. Our genetic and technological legacy lives on, but only through what will be a slow death. The Zak’de’ron will erase us in time, and my best efforts will only allow a negation of their advances. I cannot win this war with what little I have, and if Holloi still stands free it is because they do not have enough to overwhelm it. We are both reduced to fractions of what we once were, but they will rebuild faster, for they have had to do it before.” 
 
    “As much as I want to kill them, the Hadarak are the greater threat, and it shames me how the Elder Council abandoned you to fight them alone, but I cannot change the past,” Mak’to’ran said, throwing his small arms wide. “Fate does not wish to let me win. No matter what I have done I have been thwarted. We developed Ysalamir and Legion, and we were using it to win. Then as soon as I am gone, everything falls apart. I have come to the painful conclusion that the V’kit’no’sat empire as it was, let alone what it is now, is below my caliber. These are not my kin, they are hatchlings that need instruction, and I cannot give it to them without time. Time which no longer exists.” 
 
    “I do not seek an honorable death as others have. I will always pursue victory, no matter how faint a trace of it there is. And against the Hadarak, it will not be the V’kit’no’sat that lead the way. We have abandoned that duty and destroyed the strength necessary to oppose them. You have that strength now, and it is we that must support you. I was resistant to admit that to even myself previously, but now there is no point in denying the obvious. We have fallen as much as you have risen, and this is now your galaxy to defend. What I ask is that you help us help you, and since I cannot leave here, I need one of you to come to me so we can hammer out an alliance that will save what is left of my empire and retask it to fighting the Hadarak.” 
 
    “What to do about the Zak’de’ron, Oso’lon, and J’gar…there are many options. I am not asking you to fight them with us, but I do not think they will accept an armistice now, though I could be wrong. They are untrustworthy, but they may be desperate enough to negotiate…or they may realize no one can stop them, assuming you are as committed to the Hadarak as I assume you are.” 
 
    “Do not let anyone know I still exist. Not yet. Please come to Jamtren with one of your trailblazers or other emissary from Director Davis that has full negotiation power. We must put an end to the rift between us and join together as one empire, under your lead, for you have earned that mantle…but we must do it soon before more is needlessly lost. Please make all haste. I will endeavor to hold Jamtren long enough for you to arrive…” 
 
    The hologram turned its head away in despair, almost as if he wasn’t confident anyone would come, then it faded away leaving only the real Era’tran standing in front of Alden. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he said, looking at Bran’cen.  
 
    “What is your response?” the now very pale Era’tran asked meekly. He had no idea things were this bad…and humiliating.  
 
    “It will be forthcoming,” Alden said stoically, mentally recalling the Hjar’at who were out of earshot. “I need to discuss this with the others. You can stay here instead of on your ship if you wish. A Kaeper doesn’t allow much room to move around.” 
 
    “I will accept your hospitality while I await your response.” 
 
    “It’ll be a while. My brothers and sisters are scattered across the galaxy.” 
 
    “Your Urrtren is still functional?” 
 
    “It is. We won’t take any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “Can you not travel to Jamtren yourself?” 
 
    Alden bit his lip. “I could, but this needs a huddle first. We’ll have more options to offer if we hammer this out first on our end.” 
 
    “Please hurry,” Bran’cen implored, with Alden flying off rapidly after a gentle nod of his head.  
 
    The Era’tran huffed, feeling far worse than he had upon arriving here. Mak’to’ran had explained some things to him, but not everything.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat empire was truly dead, and he’d been sent here to deliver a message regarding what to do about its corpse.  
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    Alden immediately went to compose a message with a wide range of thoughts on the matter, then transmitted it out from the Castle in the direction of the closest relay ship, which was 12 lightyears away in another star system. That ship, sitting high above the stellar plane almost directly over the north pole of the star far above the Hadarak in the system and having to move around occasionally when some of the minions tried to come out and catch it, received the faint but clear signal and recorded it in its entirety before sending a copy of it out in another direction. 
 
    That signal traveled 9 light years to another mobile comm station and got bounced to another, and another, and another until it got all the way across Hadarak held territory into the ghost zone where there were mostly star systems that had already been evacuated by Star Force, though not all. More comm ships continued bouncing it further away from the Core until it finally reached a permanent relay. 
 
    That relay was much more powerful, and sent the signal out further than the others in 4 different directions as Alden’s message worked its way not to a single point, but throughout the limited comm grid Star Force had set up in V’kit’no’sat territory. It branched around and traveled along the border with the Hadarak and came to Jack-020 first as his assault fleet was undergoing repairs and restocking on drones in Outreach 118, one of about half of the original field bases that had not been swallowed up by the Hadarak encroachment of V’kit’no’sat territory yet. 
 
    The signal was received by the comm relay in that system, then transmitted into the local grid, going to every facility and ship there, but only one person had the access codes necessary to receive it. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Jack said, running his fingers through his short yellow/black hair that was mixed in splotches of color that matched his Clan Wolverine colors. “How is that bastard still alive?” 
 
    The trailblazer sat down at the desk in his quarters, shaking the sleepiness out of his head. He’d been awakened by the arrival of the message, which he’d preset to alert him the moment anything from his brothers and sisters arrived, and his short sleep sessions were no exception. He’d need to catch a nap later to make up for it, or otherwise his Saiyan metabolism would still burn him out. Jack didn’t need much sleep nowadays, but he did require a little, though right now it could wait. He had to think. 
 
    They’d discussed the possibility of absorbing the V’kit’no’sat empire, fighting it, ignoring it, splitting it up, and every other scenario they could come up with…but no one had expected Mak’to’ran to still be alive in a coma somewhere. That changed things greatly, and hopefully for the better. Jack put down his thoughts about how much they could scrounge from the Rim, as well as how little they could provide locally to support any operation in V’kit’no’sat territory. His own fleet was going in and out of Hadarak territory and hitting every stronghold he could find while simultaneously sending out patrols a few systems apart to intercept passing Hadarak minion convoys. 
 
    He was doing damage to try to stem the flow elsewhere, but like everyone else he was overwhelmed with targets. The spacelanes in Hadarak territory were always busy, with the conquered systems spewing out minions by the trillions. It was now like a Skarron crusade in that the reinforcements kept coming in continual streams, and no matter how badass his fleet was, Jack couldn’t stop them all within even a small region. One or two systems yes, but they were coming from everywhere and gobbling up new territory that was unoccupied without having to fire a shot…and when they did fight, they were conquering systems without even so much as a Warden in support, because Star Force was focused on the attacks that did have Wardens and larger Hadarak involved.  
 
    Now that Star Force could actually kill them, and kill them effectively, it was the minion hordes that were winning the war. Jack noted this was probably why the Founders couldn’t win, for Essence was worthless against these type of numbers. If you fought conventionally and won against the minions, the heavy hitters would clobber you. If you had the Essence to destroy the heavies, the minions would get you. A civilization had to have both to survive, let alone win, and while Star Force now fit that description it was too late. The Hadarak had spread too far, reproduced too much, and Star Force could not keep them bottled up. Not even close. It was like trying to catch a waterfall with a net.  
 
    The evacuation efforts were the most successful thing they had going, but for every system they evacuated, 7 more were destroyed before they could get to them. One out of eight on a galactic scale was a huge amount of refugees having to be ferried out to the Rim and absorbed into the empire, but now that 1/8 number was quickly turning into 1/300 as the original V’kit’no’sat border with the Hadarak was broken and the invasion fingers began stabbing their way inside the heavily populated regions where others had taken shelter from the Hadarak thanks to the V’kit’no’sat. Further Coreward the populations had been lower and scattered, with the civilizations there getting busted up enough to be kept suppressed, but thanks to the V’kit’no’sat’s protective umbrella, beyond the line the population had skyrocketed…and now the Hadarak were assaulting it in too many places to stop them all. 
 
    Even with the additional races coming in from the Rim to assist with the war, the galactic defenders were heavily outnumbered. They needed the V’kit’no’sat in this war badly, what was left of them at least, for while their fleets were decimated their worlds were mostly intact and capable of producing more warships. They just had to stop wasting them against Itaru and vice versa, but good luck getting that to happen. 
 
    Jack laid out a list of suggestions then transmitted his updated copy of Alden’s message and sent it back out into the grid, where it branched out through every possible path, jumping from relay to relay until it got to Martin-078 via a courier that brought the message back into Hadarak territory where he was screening for the evacuation of a race of what looked like telepathic cows. The quadrupeds couldn’t fight well with their bloated bodies, but they could construct decent technology and had a fairly sizeable empire of 93 systems that had been within the V’kit’no’sat’s protective umbrella before that umbrella had collapsed due to internal warfare. 
 
    The drones the Uvilum used were decent against the Hadarak on the ground, but their warships were no match for them and were easily destroyed by waves of minions without even a single Mainline unit amongst them. Martin had gotten here late, after the invasion had started, finding the Uvilum holding out in shield protected cities as the Hadarak were fighting a ground war and already consuming half the planet…which is when Martin’s mech forces stepped in. 
 
    His fleet was mostly transports, with just enough warships to bully the minions as much as needed. Orbital bombardment accomplished much, but it couldn’t get in underneath the shield generators and other tight places…though more than that they couldn’t bombard everywhere fast enough, so they had to pick and choose while also fighting naval minions that continually distracted them from aiding the surface. 
 
    Martin had 8 galaxies of mechs, 1 from his Clan Vortex and another 7 from the Bsidd. That gave him a total of 4000 mechwarriors, and he had all of them down on the planet fighting on defense lines along with him as his small fleet bombarded the surface, fought off naval minions, and covered for the evacuation ships that were only beginning to arrive and send scores of dropships down into the cities to pull out the helpless tele-cows as fast as they could. 
 
    He spent over 8 hours in battle in a Madcat before his fuel reserves ran so low he had to back out or risk running out of ammunition, all of which were energy weapons, including the mini-bloon launcher boxes that were carried above each shoulder on the reversed leg mech. His kill count was so high he’d turned it off days ago from the display screen. What mattered was not how many minions were killed, but how many Uvilum were saved, and that number was painfully low right now, though creeping upwards steadily as they delayed the Hadarak ground minions from getting further into most of the cities. 
 
    He only had a partial Cluster with him, which was normally made up of 20 Stars, which had 5 mechs in each. That was the operational unit for combined mech warfare, and right now he had 8 other mechs with him. Jared had taken a leg hit and had to limp his way out of combat, leaving only 9 mechs in total to handle the western side of the 28 mile wide city. 
 
    But fortunately the minions were dumb as hell, and with the backing of the Uvilum combat drones they were able to hold the line while drawing most of the attention to the mechs which came forward in two locations, one star each, and became the bait to keep the minions from swarming the drones. 
 
    His mech’s feet were covered in gore by the time he had to bail out and retreat back into the city to an LZ that held replacement parts, fuel, and ammunition for those that required it, but in a battle this long using anything other than energy weapons would leave you with serious endurance problems.  
 
    Martin hopped out of the mech as soon as he got it into the repair birth, with a team of Bsidd scurrying over it doing some quick repair and maintenance work as the trailblazer ran into one of the prefab buildings to get some food, use the restroom, and try to catch a cat nap over the next 20 minutes or so. If he didn’t he was going to burn out, and his team likewise, for the minion reinforcements coming into the city were nowhere near ending, and there were too many enemy landing zones created by kamikaze landers for the warships to pick off. 
 
    He and the others in his Clan had done this before, many times, but the Bsidd were a bit more fragile. He had to order them back more often to switch out for sleep cycles, for they’d been on this defensive line for 18 days of nonstop fighting. Without the Cows’ drones they never would have held this city this long, but without the mechs the drones could not have survived either. They needed each other for at least another 3 weeks to get everyone evacuated, and Martin had to plan for that in his rotations here and across the planet, which he monitored while fighting mostly, but more so on these short breaks as he napped. 
 
    After shoving enough food in his face, he slipped a little fingernail-sized disc onto his forehead and laid down on the floor next to a wall, letting his body and most of his mind rest as he used the interlink to save his telepathy while he monitored the battlemap and issued a few orders here and there. After dealing with the most priority alerts on the planet he noted the arrival of a message from Alden, as well as another from Jack commenting on Alden’s message. 
 
    Mak’to’ran was alive and they were discussing options before sending someone to negotiate with him. Martin didn’t have time to weigh in now, but he knew decisions were being made as these messages worked their way across the comm network, so he needed to add something before the others got to it first. 
 
    He mentally wrote down a few quick suggestions and observations, then added one last line before sending the message back up to the evacuation fleet that had carried it here along with other news updates, and they’d carry it back when they left with full bays of Uvilum. 
 
    I call dibs on the Ari’tat.  
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    April 27, 128822 
 
    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    Davis ran, his breath visible in spurts as the warm air in his lungs condensed immediately as it hit the frigid arctic air over the snowpack. The Director ran in nothing more than shorts, sleeveless T-shirt, and shoes, using his Rensiek to keep his body heated in the -20 F sunny environment as he stayed connected to the full battlemap planetary grid through a headband that allowed him direct mental connection. 
 
    There were no trails out here, just an ice sheet over top the arctic ocean that allowed him to run in whatever direction he wanted seemingly forever as he tended to the business of the ever growing empire currently engaged in 18 small wars, the ongoing Temple conflicts, and the one big war that was fueling the rushed relocation of refugees out to the Rim. Axius and Beacon had their hands full trying to absorb them all, with Beacon taking the civilizations and Axius offering a sanctuary to those individuals that survived without a people left to call their own.  
 
    Beacon was so large now Davis knew he had to subdivide it, but he hadn’t yet determined the best method to do so. That was one of the many things he was thinking about as he perused the information grid looking for updates and digging up various bits of information as he ran and ran. He no longer wanted to stay in his office, sitting in a chair most of the day, so he’d gradually adjusted his body to regular running for hours straight, but at an easy enough pace to allow his mind to wander. 
 
    When he got tired enough he’d welcome the chair in his office, but not right now. He was only two hours into his ice pack run, but when a priority update came through from Alden he opened it immediately…then slid to a halt about 3 seconds later when he got the information that Mak’to’ran was still alive. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” he said, puffing out white smoke as the cold tried to suck the heat out of his body, but his Rensiek was defying it so well he didn’t even feel it. He saw that the message wasn’t specifically for him, but sent to all the trailblazers as well. That meant he wasn’t going to be making any decisions immediately. Davis had learned long ago to let it bounce among them as they were spread across the galaxy, and as each one got it and added their thoughts all the messages would make their way to him and he’d have the best load of suggestions at the end of it, though with them going back and forth across weeks or months of comm lag, there technically would never be any end to it, but he needed to wait for a least a bunch of their replies to come in before he added his own. 
 
    He immediately wanted to go himself, but Jamtren was on the other side of the galaxy and it would take him the better part of 2 years to get there even with the Hula Hoop saving a lot of time. Plus, there was so much going on in the empire for him to monitor and modify that being out of contact in the war zone was something he didn’t want to risk. Not for his safety, but with the empire being forced to stretch to fight the Hadarak, the ongoing takeover combat inside the Temples, and the massive logistics effort to supply the fleet with replacement drones and homes for the refugees, he needed to use his skills to maximize everything they had where he could find upgrades…and despite the skill of his Monarchs, he always found something they had overlooked.  
 
    Not that that was always their fault, for the Kingdoms, and even single planets, had so much going on in them one couldn’t monitor everything, but Davis had learned where to look over his many millennia of life, and he had gotten very good at sniffing out both trouble and opportunities as he stayed at the center of the information web inside the empire, and going beyond it would cost him that…but he still wanted to go and meet Mak’to’ran personally.  
 
    Fortunately he didn’t have to. The trailblazers were fully equipped to negotiate in his stead, and Alden was fairly nearby Jamtren. Either he or one of the other closer ones needed to go sooner rather than later, for the situation in the V’kit’no’sat empire was dire and getting worse with each year.  
 
    Davis had so many scouts out in the galaxy right now they numbered more ships than he’d had during the first V’kit’no’sat invasion. They were monitoring the Hadarak, trying to get as much data on the war between the Zak’de’ron and V’kit’no’sat and who had what where as well as could be managed with the Urrtren down, plus he had ships out all across the Rim keeping an eye on the known while exploring the chunks of galaxy that were still unknown.  
 
    The Hadarak war didn’t stop operations out here from occurring, and there were a lot of small wars that had to be fought now, even if it meant not sending some ships to fight the Hadarak. In fact, most of the Rim didn’t even know the Hadarak existed, and would not unless Star Force lost this war, but to the people suffering and dying in their various situations it didn’t matter. All that mattered was whether or not someone was going to come and save them. 
 
    Then there were known races who had behaved themselves in the past that were now pushing the envelope and trying to see how much they could get away with since the bulk of the Star Force fleet had disappeared to other parts of the galaxy. Davis had a lot of Arc Commandos out dealing with that, and most of the security in the Rim was now in the hands of Sub-Factions, and even some Provinces that had been tasked with responsibility beyond their borders. Davis was moving pieces around everywhere to trying to cover for the absence of the fleets belonging to the Knight races and the Factions, for it was primarily them that was fighting the Hadarak, leaving defense of the empire itself in the hands of the third string, for the most part.  
 
    But that was improving as more Paladin came out of the Temples. Alpha was now fully under Star Force control, and Thrawn had reassigned himself to the other Temples to make sure each one was subjugated and the mass murder devices in them were secured and eventually destroyed. Right now only Alpha was truly safe and Star Force property, though it contained so many prisoner races that it was still hostile territory, but the Paladin could continue to produce warships inside it, along with crews, to deal with them, leaving the bulk of the existing Paladin fleets there to slowly filter their way out through the spacial tap now that the Essence shield surrounding the Temple had been lowered from the control rooms…all of which were now held and secured by Paladin that would gladly die fighting before they let any of the Vargemma or the Founders retake them. 
 
    So Davis had additional Paladin fleets coming out of the Temples periodically to add to the Paladin spamming along the war zone. Their numbers had grown so large it concerned him, for they were not the most reliable Faction, but he needed a way to secure territory against the Hadarak, as well as mass produce new expansion colonies nearby. Bsidd, Kiritak, and the other fast growing races still had to train their younglings, but Paladin did not, making them the best quick build assets he had…and he feared a coming blood bath when the Hadarak eventually got to them. 
 
    There wasn’t any other choice right now. Star Force couldn’t stop the minion hordes everywhere. There were too many empty systems they could push through, making the task of drawing a line in the stars to stop their advance laughable. The farther they pushed the larger that line would have to get to encircle the galaxy, but Davis knew that impossibility was their only hope now. If they could effectively battle the larger units with Essence, they had to establish a line to block the minions…which would leave a lot of people on the chopping block should even one Warden break through to land on an inhabited Paladin world. 
 
    That’s what he feared most. The idea of the Paladin going rogue was unlikely. What was a threat was them striking back at the Hadarak however they could manage it, including dishonorable ways. They still had a penchant for throwing themselves into fights they knew they couldn’t live through for the sake of winning the fight, and nothing other than experience was going to teach them otherwise. But all things considered, Davis was more comfortable having them on the border than any non-Star Force race, including the now 8 Encapsulated races that Star Force had awoken and called to join the fight. 
 
    Two more had declined, and the rest were still waiting to be contacted. Those going into battle were proving to be damn effective, but they weren’t Star Force and couldn’t be trusted the same. As for the V’kit’no’sat…that was something different entirely. They weren’t trustworthy, but they were familiar, which made them more predictable than strangers. And Mak’to’ran was the most familiar to Davis, though how much of him remained intact after his ordeal was a question mark. And his supposed breakthrough to Essence abilities was something Davis wanted to personally investigate…but there just wasn’t time for him to go. Someone else would have to. 
 
    He read the recommendations Alden had laid out, though they were little more than some basic possibilities ranging from forcing the Zak’de’ron into a 3-way non-aggression pact up to full annexation of the V’kit’no’sat. The latter was something they’d been planning on doing anyway, but aside from the worlds along the border that had already requested it, Davis wasn’t in a position to force the V’kit’no’sat to join Star Force. That would require a fleet and a massive amount of personnel to subjugate and absorb them, so he wasn’t really in a position to do that. 
 
    But if Mak’to’ran was alive and could wield his influence, then maybe there was a way to get them to join voluntarily…or at least some of them. Mak’to’ran’s message had hinted at something in that direction, but there were so many possibilities and permutations this was going to take some thinking…then the negotiating would come into play, for he didn’t know what Mak’to’ran was thinking either, what he was capable of doing, what he was willing to do. But as far as what Star Force needed, it wasn’t more Knight races. The V’kit’no’sat couldn’t just put on a different uniform and join up. Davis had learned that through experience when absorbing the Tamprani Region at the end of the V’kit’no’sat war, and even now many of those worlds were not Knight races, but rather civilian entities within the Knight races. 
 
    If an individual in a Knight race wanted to not live up to the duties expected of them, they could forfeit their psionics and leave for where they wanted, but when taking in V’kit’no’sat who already had psionics it was different. They weren’t born into Star Force, and taking away their psionics was tantamount to killing them, so there had been exceptions made for those individuals. They could keep their psionics, but they could not travel beyond the Knight worlds, and many had no wish to do so. That left a large number of former V’kit’no’sat worlds in Tamprani, which were spread across 9 different Kingdoms that had been carved out of that post-war annex, with large populations of former V’kit’no’sat reproducing hatchings that were trained as Knights.  
 
    The ‘civilians’ supported them, but they were not of the same mindset, and the same was true of the worlds along the border that were being brought in. They were not compatible with the Knights in large numbers, though there were always individuals who were eager and willing to make the transition. Absorbing and converting large numbers of V’kit’no’sat worlds would be a tedious task when not in wartime, and Davis did not have the resources or patience to do it now. What he needed was an army to fight, not races to babysit.  
 
    He looked down at the ice beneath him, and dug the toe of his shoe into the loose snow layer on top as he thought. What he really needed was plugs in the line he was drawing with the Paladin and the Encapsulated armies. They were being given small sectors to patrol and lock down each system. They weren’t inhabiting them all, but it was their responsibility to kill any Hadarak minion that crossed into their assigned territory. They were not to go beyond their sectors and hunt them further, just wait and hold the line until they came to them…and then try to kill them all without letting any through. 
 
    Agreements had been made to have Avenger-class warships and Olopar there to assist them when larger units came through, but Davis couldn’t put them on defensive duties…at least not in larger numbers. They had to be out hunting the larger units before they got to the line, and in the few places where the Paladin were already engaged in this defensive action the system was working, but the Hadarak could just choose to go around them if they wanted. Davis needed to plug all the holes, and damn the Zak’de’ron for mandating that the V’kit’no’sat races be spread out without any chunk of territory to call their own. It made using them in that fashion almost impossible, and the loss of the Urrtren reduced their ability to coordinate down to nearly 0.  
 
    And even if they agreed to turn and fight the Hadarak again, what of the Zak’de’ron, Oso’lon, and J’gar? Would they just stop fighting their war, or continue to hit them while their warships were away? The were losing enough systems as it was already due to lack of defensive fleets. The odds of the V’kit’no’sat agreeing to send ships to fight the Hadarak was non-existent. They couldn’t even protect the Ter’nat at this point, so what was Mak’to’ran really implying? 
 
    Davis couldn’t know without being there, so his part in this was clear. Wait until he got more of the trailblazers’ suggestions, then use them to come up with whatever options he could approve of and send them to Alden for him to negotiate with.  
 
    The Director took off running again, this time a bit faster as his mind raced with possibilities. His entire empire plan had been upturned by the Vargemma attack on Earth and other worlds that he had previously thought were fortified. With Essence being able to bypass virtually all defenses, his heavily populated worlds were little more than killing fields, and to this day Earth had not been repopulated. Not with Star Force citizens or lower level animal life. The attack had destroyed all of it across the planet, save for the survivors within the cities. Even the oceans had been emptied of life, with the dead eventually floating to the surface and forming island formations of corpses. 
 
    Nature had cleaned up some of that, and Star Force had done the rest. Now the planet was uninhabited without so much as an insect on it, and even more desolate than Corneria had been when they first found it. It at least had insects, if not larger animals, and likewise Earth was now covered in forests struggling to survive without carbon dioxide. They would have died out long ago without volcanic activity giving them occasional thick spurts of the necessary gas, and since the early aftermath Davis had built CO2 shunts that acted as artificial volcanoes. They took rock from below and pulled the CO2 out of it, then released it into the air for the trees and other plant life to eat, keeping the Earth green at least, even if it was still a dead zone. 
 
    Davis had rebuilt Atlantis, but not as it was. All the cities now on Earth were really just slow starships, able to move away from danger if they knew it was coming. He wasn’t going to rebuild fixed cities here until he had a way to properly defend them against Essence attacks, and right now he did not, but he suspected that one day they would. What they were getting out of the Temples was promising, not that they would hold the key itself, but create a springboard that Star Force would use to go on and create the necessary technology on their own.  
 
    Right now the only way to defend against Essence was with Essence, so Atlantis had Essence shields and other countermeasures, but they only worked so long as they had a fuel source, and there was no way to get enough to defend an entire planet. Right now Atlantis was a luxury that the other galaxies did not have, and that was due solely to the Uriti. They were what was allowing Star Force to rise to such a level, and to counter the Hadarak’s larger units. It was all the Uriti and their donation of Essence for Star Force use, making them far more lethal to the Hadarak in this manner than they ever could have been in direct combat. It was a stroke of fateful luck that this former containment agreement had turned into a powerhouse, but it alone was not enough. 
 
    Davis didn’t fear the Hadarak minions out here in the Rim. It was the Founders that concerned him. If he rebuilt Earth they could sweep in again and wipe it out, so until he found a way Earth was only going to have a few floating cities on it, and he couldn’t do anything to protect the other worlds that were heavily populated with fixed cities. He didn’t have the resources to shift them all to mobile ones, even if he didn’t have a war to fight and refugees to relocate. Davis was sickened at leaving his people so exposed, but at the minimum he was not going to rebuild the capitol unless he had a way to defend it against Essence attack and return it to being a fortress world.  
 
    Until then, he was the capitol, and he would run as fast and hard as he had to to stay alive. Anonymity was his best defense, and not giving the Founders or other Essence capable races a fixed target to hit was the best option he had, and he had stayed away from Earth for a long time, but no longer. He wasn’t going to hide from it, but he wasn’t going to put down roots either, and right now Atlantis was sitting beneath his feet underneath the Arctic ice that had reformed once the temperature modulators had gone offline during the evacuation following the attack. Davis hadn’t let anyone remain on the planet, shutting everything down and letting the dead ball of rock sit for a long time, which had two ice caps reforming on both planets. 
 
    That had eaten up a lot of forests, but some of the cities had become overgrown with plant life as dust storms and tsunamis had reshaped the surface. All the technology had been turned off and left to stand, meaning there were large cities with internal areas that were still pristine, but evacuated. A monument to what had happened and a reminder to all that the empire was not safe, and Davis wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. 
 
    If they ever found a way to make it safe again he would come back to reclaim Earth. Until then he and a few others were visitors here, hiding their cities beneath the ocean or floating them above the clouds, unwilling to have anyone set foot on the planet again…save for Davis. He was literally the last man on Earth, or touching it anyway, and he often came out here to think about the future of his empire and how he was going to restore it to the rock it had once been…or at least had appeared to be before he had been exposed to the wonders and horrors of Essence weaponry. 
 
    Davis continued to run for hours more, then eventually circled around to the small cupola poking up through the ice that was little more than a periscope for the submerged city of Atlantis hiding beneath the floating ice that was some 15 feet thick. The Director entered the open doors and descended in a lift down the shaft that would take him back into the hidden city where he grabbed an open war room and began filling it with information on the V’kit’no’sat as he formulated elaborate plans that he would amend, scratch, or upgrade as he sought options to offer Mak’to’ran. 
 
    He really wished he was going himself, but the galaxy was too big and too much travel time was involved. And if it wasn’t for the Star Force relay grid being in place, he’d be as blind as the V’kit’no’sat were to what was happening next door, let alone on the far side of the Core. Size of empires had their disadvantages, and this was one of them. He’d have to work with it and let the trailblazers handle the negotiations. Too much other stuff relied on him tweaking the edges, and with the weight of the Hadarak war on Star Force’s shoulders, Davis knew in the pit of his stomach that his empire would either rise to the challenge or crumble under the stress.  
 
    The elite would never buckle, but most of his empire was not elite and they required a structure and firm enforcement of rules in order to live in ‘peace.’ If that ever cracked, so would the empire as the citizenry began the long, slow descent into chaos and anarchy. It wouldn’t be quick for them, for they had too much training, but it would happen. Star Force would either thrive or fall, and Davis knew that taking in so many refugees was pushing them to the tipping point…but he wasn’t going to leave them there to die as others would. Star Force was going to take in as many as they could right up to the breaking point. 
 
    And Davis had to be here, managing the details to make sure no one that could be saved was left behind…and to make sure the empire didn’t overreach and crack from the weight of the galaxy’s troubles it was taking on. He had to walk Star Force on the edge of a sword, and Davis didn’t trust anyone to be able to do it as precisely as he could, so Mak’to’ran was going to have to be dealt with by others. Davis’s empire was in peril of his own choosing, because no matter what happened he would not become the bad guy to preserve it, and he also would not become the dope that believed he could save everyone and ended up dead himself for his miscalculation. 
 
    Star Force was near to breaking, but no cracks had formed yet, and it was up to Davis to make sure they didn’t, knowing full well that if the Founders decided to show up now and make trouble, there was no way to salvage the situation. Davis was tapped out. The empire couldn’t take any more. And as the Director made his daily runs through the graveyard that was Earth, he knew it was a microcosm for the graveyard he was whistling through in order to preserve the many races of the Core that would otherwise be wiped out by the Hadarak.  
 
    Star Force couldn’t take another hit now, and so far his luck was holding. But the helpless feeling he had clinging to the back of his mind ever since Earth had been attacked was still there, taunting him on a daily basis. Davis couldn’t live safely now. He had to embrace the recklessness of it all and surf the uncertainty.  
 
    One way or another this would all shake out, but the one thing he could control was what Star Force became, and rise or fall, it would remain a shining beacon of the lightside no matter what. He had to have that bit of certainty within his mind or he would go crazy from the empathy of a suffering galaxy, but at least that small bit was something he could always control. And from that small point of stability he could fight the impossible fights.  
 
    The outcome of those fights he could not predict. Right now he knew to just keep swinging and let the future take care of itself, and he hoped this reemergence of Mak’to’ran was going to be an asset, for he couldn’t let it be another burden.  
 
    The empire simply didn’t have any more to give at this point. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 
 
      
 
      
 
    February 7, 128823 
 
    Attiok Rumea System (Imm’en Region) 
 
    Low stellar orbit 
 
      
 
    Alden’s Borg vessel, the Mightiest, transitioned its way around the star in the center of one of the uninhabited adjacent star systems to Jamtren, all the while numerous J’gar vessels were pacing it from outside weapons range, but the largest group were waiting at the jumpline to Jamtren to stop anyone from coming out…or going in. 
 
    But the combined mass of those 19 warships was a small fraction of the Mightiest. She was a 327 mile wide cube, and far bigger than the V’kit’no’sat Mach’nels, though nothing even approaching that size was in this system. The J’gar couldn’t stop Alden from going through, but they were doing their best to talk him down as they ranged from making threats to pleading with him to not enter the blockaded system. 
 
    It was rather pathetic by the end of his transition around the star, and when he got into prime jump position the J’gar ships were sitting in his way and staring him down. Rather than move around them farther out on the jumpline he simply issued an order for them to move, and when they did not he opened fired. 
 
    Nothing that was going to destroy them, but he had more than enough firepower to use shield draining weapons only and peppered them with so many hits they lost their protective energy fields within 20 seconds…after which they took the hint and a few began to move aside, with the others following shortly thereafter when their backup disappeared. 
 
    Once the jumpline was cleared, Alden launched his flagship out at a speed the J’gar could not have matched if they wanted to pursue, though none bothered to try. They couldn’t stop a Star Force Borg vessel, and thankfully they weren’t stupid enough to try and seriously engage one. Alden didn’t want to get bogged down with prisoners at the moment. Especially aquatic ones. 
 
      
 
    When the Mightiest came out of its coast phase and decelerated on the jumpline, it was met by a single Era’tran Domjo sitting just off the traffic lane, and Alden imagined the crew were thoroughly surprised to see such a large ship show up on their doorstep, for they immediately started to drift the opposite direction as they hailed them demanding to know why they were here. 
 
    Apparently ‘Garuva’ had not told anyone they were coming. Then again, he didn’t know for sure if they would, or when.  
 
    Alden released the Kaeper from one of its hangar bays and let Bran’cen do the explaining as he passed by the Domjo and headed out to Holloi without wasting any more time. Based on the sensor data he was getting, the system was still in Era’tran hands, but a lot could have happened in the year+ that had gone by since Mak’to’ran had dispatched the courier to contact Star Force. 
 
    More Era’tran ships met them in orbit of Holloi, some 28, including one Kafcha, which was a rarity nowadays in the V’kit’no’sat empire. Virtually all of the big ships had been destroyed long ago, meaning this was either an exception or a new build, and based on the lack of visible hull damage marks he guessed it was the latter, for most of the ships here had them, indicating that the little repairs were being overlooked in favor of the bigger ones…meaning supplies were limited, or there was so much combat occurring they hadn’t had time to make the ships look pretty again. 
 
    “Garuva, I hope you’re still here,” Alden transmitted once he was in orbit of Holloi. “I’m missing a playdate with the Hadarak for this.” 
 
    No hologram responded, nor did a voice message. Just a set of coordinates on the surface along with landing instructions. 
 
    “Paranoid,” he scoffed, abandoning the command nexus on the bridge and heading for a hangar.  
 
      
 
    When his dropship came down inside Garuva’s palace, he was met with a lot of Era’tran guards and a large contingent of Zen’zat, almost as if they suspected this was a Trojan horse operation and not a guest arriving by invitation.  
 
    Alden walked out and down the boarding ramp unconcerned in his red and yellow Archon armor that matched his Clan colors. The weaponry the guards had was formidable, but he could dodge enough of it to break free if needed with a combination of technology, psionics, and Essence...though he sensed enough erratic telepathic leakage from those assembled to know that they were afraid of him, and he didn’t know why. 
 
    Mak’to’ran didn’t show himself at first, but eventually the door on one of the buildings opened and the Era’tran of legend walked out without his armor deployed and met Alden midway, stopping short of stepping on him as he towered over the small Archon with his big head looking down. 
 
    Alden peeled back his helmet, but kept the rest of his armor active as he looked back up at him. “You wanted to speak with me?” 
 
    “Yes I do,” Mak’to’ran said, speaking the Star Force language. “You are Alden-031?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You are stealing my Ter’nat.” 
 
    “That’s funny. I thought for sure we were saving them.” 
 
    “Not all. Some you have taken from the Era’tran that were not in jeopardy. I need those back, though I thank you for saving the others. I do not have the necessary ships to safeguard all in need.” 
 
    “We noticed. And if we weren’t busy with the Hadarak we’d be lecturing Itaru about that right now. Taking possession of the Ter’nat worlds and forcing Itaru to fight us to attack them is the best we could do. So far they haven’t been that stupid, because we do hold grudges. It’s safer for the Ter’nat to remain in our custody rather than yours.” 
 
    “Will you allow the Zen’zat they produce to serve us, or will they serve you?” 
 
    “Why would they serve you when you can’t protect them?” 
 
    “Zen’zat are the common element within the V’kit’no’sat. The other servant races are not as common, or as useful. We need our Zen’zat, and in order to produce them we need the Ter’nat.” 
 
    “Why not just breed Zen’zat from Zen’zat?” 
 
    “Why do you ask questions to which you already know the answer? You have patterned your Archons off the same principles.” 
 
    “Did we? I’m not so sure about that, but there is a similarity. I’ll give you that much.” 
 
    “What I need you to give me is the Zen’zat,” Mak’to’ran quipped. 
 
    “Is that the only reason you wanted me to come here?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed. “It is not. The status quo will not persist. Our war with Itaru and the encroaching Hadarak will not remain stable. You cannot hold them back alone, we cannot defeat Itaru, and Itaru cannot defeat us…at least not quickly enough to survive the Hadarak. We are on a course with oblivion, and in order to avoid that fate your empire and ours must come to an agreement.” 
 
    “What kind of agreement are you talking about?” 
 
    “That is why I needed you here. So we can negotiate something that is mutually beneficial.” 
 
    Alden mock sighed. “Dang. I was hoping you were going to finally surrender to us.” 
 
    “V’kit’no’sat do not surrender.” 
 
    “Some do,” Alden pointed out. 
 
    “If your enemy is honorable enough to accept an amicable surrender, then why are you fighting them in the first place? Better to die fighting free than to die in restraints.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a damn good question, Era’tran. Care to answer it?” 
 
    “For myself, I was foolish, blind, and loyal to the Elder Council’s will. Neither of those things is true now.” 
 
    “And what about them?” Alden asked, thumbing towards the guards. “Are they so enlightened?” 
 
    “If they were, then we would not be in the position we are in now. The Elder Council disobeyed my orders as soon as they thought I was dead and attacked the Zak’de’ron, starting a war they did not win and leaving the empire gutted and vulnerable to the Hadarak.” 
 
    “And leaving us to fight them alone,” Alden added. 
 
    “It would never have happened had Eldorat not maimed me. I could not stop them while incapacitated.” 
 
    “Your empire is not up to your standards. That’s a massive problem.” 
 
    “We are in agreement there. Do you come with a recommendation how to remedy that problem?” 
 
    “I have many recommendations and options. I need to know what you’re willing to accede to.” 
 
    “We must survive this war, rebuild, and stand against the Hadarak before they come racing up our tails. I am open to all options that achieve this.” 
 
    “Do you trust them?” Alden said, referencing those listening silently around them. 
 
    “If I did not we would be speaking inside.” 
 
    “Alright, Mak’to’ran. Before we knew you were alive we had plans to gradually absorb your empire when able, but we’re not able to right now. Between the Hadarak and the mass evacuations we’ve got our hands full. We had to pull the Meintre off the war front to safeguard the Ter’nat, trading saving them for people we know nothing about. And the Zen’zat that have come to our aid since have pledged their service defending the Ter’nat and fighting the Hadarak. Some are already there now, helping to screen the evacuees on infested worlds. If you want a mutually beneficial arrangement, what can you offer in your broken state?” 
 
    “We are broken, but not beaten. The lack of the Urrtren has separated us, but most of our worlds are still out there. Isolated, being picked off when able, but the stronger ones have too many legacy defenses to be touched. I know they continue to exist even without scouts telling me so. Our empire cannot be quickly conquered, except by the Hadarak. Legion was our best hope of stopping them from crushing our planets, and I have begun constructing new units here in limited capacity. If we can prevent them from landing, our legacy defenses will defeat their minions.” 
 
    “You’re spread out so far it’s almost a moot point. And the edge of your empire has already fallen. Without our assistance large chunks of it would be gone, but we’ve been helping to eliminate the larger Hadarak with our Essence warships. We are doing very well hunting them down and destroying them, but the minions are reproducing so fast they are winning the war. There are too many, attacking too many worlds for us to defend against. We cannot put up a wall around the Core anymore. They’ve progressed too far.” 
 
    “We do not have a warfleet to aid you. We cannot even protect our own worlds in some cases, but the roots of our empire are intact and can regrow our strength if given the opportunity. Provide us with that and we will throw out full power against the Hadarak alongside you.” 
 
    “How can we provide that?” 
 
    “I was hoping you would know, given your superior reconnaissance of my empire.” 
 
    “How much do you have?” 
 
    “A small network of backup transponders linking a few systems. Enough to get past the J’gar blockade and receive reports from my scout ships, but many do not make it back. The J’gar are hunting everything that moves without superior speed or escort. They may be no threat to your vessel, but to us they are lethal.” 
 
    “Alright. Story time,” Alden said, using his armor to produce a huge hologram above his head that the other Era’tran and Mak’to’ran could look down on, but one that the Zen’zat could look up at from below just the same. 
 
    “We don’t have full knowledge of everything going on in V’kit’no’sat territory, but we know enough. Your worlds are scattered and blind to one another, and the Zak’de’ron are using this to hide their own weakness while they pick off small, vulnerable ones. They eliminated the major systems early on to invoke fear and helplessness, and that has seen some worlds switch sides without a shot being fired…but your stubbornness has kept those numbers low, and the Zak’de’ron do not have the strength to finish this war, or even sweep up a fraction of your territory. They are cherry picking specific systems in order to stifle trade and communications, making it appear they are everywhere when in truth they have few ships to spare other than the J’gar fleet.” 
 
    “What is ‘cherry picking?’” Mak’to’ran asked. 
 
    “Selective choice. They cannot take systems en mass, so they pick the ones best suited to their limited resources and take them while skipping over others. They have no borders and are as scattered as your worlds, but you still have a vast territory advantage. Itaru may have been a huge loss, but in truth it was never that valuable compared to the full territory of your empire. It was meant to kill your spirt and save the Zak’de’ron from a long and bloody campaign against you, but it didn’t work as well as they’d hoped. Your stubbornness is epic, and even disillusioned your worlds go down fighting rather than surrendering, as you noted before. Your empire may not realize it, but it is not defeated. It is a sleeping giant that cannot wake itself, blinded by the loss of the Urrtren…and you.” 
 
    “We cannot rebuild the Urrtren quickly, even if the J’gar were not working against us and destroying every relay they can find.” 
 
    “They haven’t touched ours yet, and we have limited links through your territory to the Hadarak war zone. Those can be branched off to give your Regions limited connectivity to others, but no, the Urrtren cannot be rebuilt fast enough. The blindness will stay in the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “We are two empires of the same legacy, and yours has risen to dominance. If you can lead us to victory, we will accede to your direction. Our mandate is to fight the Hadarak, and you can do so far better than us now with your Essence skills.” 
 
    “I hear you have them too?” 
 
    “Very limited, but I have broken the barrier…as the Zak’de’ron also claim to have. Do you know if this is true?” 
 
    “We can’t confirm or deny. We haven’t spoken to them since this war began, when both your empires bailed on us.” 
 
    “I cannot teach others what I do not know, and am I correct in that even if you wished it, there is not enough time to teach us?” 
 
    “Mak’to’ran, our ability to kick the Hadarak’s ass is not due to our Essence skills as much as it is to the Uriti. They are providing us with so much Essence we can almost use it freely. Even the Founders did not have that, and they had to collect small amounts from those in the Temples and save it up for time of war later. Without the Uriti, we could not effectively fight the Hadarak because we could not store up enough Essence. It is our ammunition, and our production is severely limited without them.” 
 
    “Explain this further.” 
 
    “The Hadarak draw Essence from the Wardens, which is what we call the regular Hadarak you have fought for so long. They are nothing more than tankers and mobile bases for the minions. But their one Essence ability is that they can give it to others. So when a Lurker is depleted, it can recharge off the Wardens, and so can their Mainline units that also use Essence. The Uriti were built from Warden genetics, and we discovered they have this ability as well. One of them saw an Archon was low and recharged her without her even asking. It threw so much Essence on her she couldn’t even absorb it all. We now know how to bottle it for use in our warships, and as our Uriti grow larger they can produce more…but each time they donate their Essence their ability to do so also grows. This is why these ancient Hadarak Wardens can produce so much for their weapon units. And now we have this power as well. A power that even the Founders, the ones who built the Temples, do not have.” 
 
    “The Uriti are not being used to fight in any way?” 
 
    “They still view the Hadarak as their kin, and are resistant to do so unless directly attacked or their herd is attacked. We keep them away from the other large Hadarak, but they do help with combat against the minions occasionally. Their primary task, though, is to stay safely away from the combat and provide us with Essence recharges. With that, we can now own their most elite units in combat that is more than a fair fight. We now have the advantage, and our best naval Archons are out hunting the Lurkers down, for they are the most dangerous. The less of them there are, the more our advantage grows. The cruel trick of it all is that Essence is worthless against the minions. We can kill many, but they will run us dry of it before we even begin to scratch their numbers. This is why the Founders and other Essence users are ultimately defeated by the Hadarak. You must have both the Essence kill power and the conventional warfare to defeat the minions.” 
 
    “Do not the Founders have their caretaker drones to accomplish the latter?” 
 
    “They are useful, and perhaps effective in defense, but from what we’ve learned the Founders cannot take additional galaxies. They are trying to hold onto their own three while stoking rebellion in the others. They will be an enemy of ours eventually, this much we have confirmed, though we have not met them directly. We believe they are orchestrating the resistance from their infrastructure as we conquer it, and if they should show up now to fight us we are going to be helpless against them. We are already maxed out in combat against other threats. We are gambling they will not come here when their own galaxies are besieged. If we are wrong, then we’ll have to abandon the Hadarak border to retreat to the Rim.” 
 
    “Then we are encroached on all sides,” Mak’to’ran said dejectedly. 
 
    “However, we don’t think they will come. Or rather, they might not be able to come. We now have one of the Temples fully under our control and are annexing the others. If that wasn’t enough to trigger their arrival, I’m not sure what would be. And with the Hadarak surging forth, maybe they figure this galaxy is going to be trashed anyway. We’re betting we have time on that front, but there is no guarantee.” 
 
    “How would you fare in combat against them, all other factors being irrelevant?” 
 
    “Their Essence skills far surpass ours. You witnessed that first hand. However, we might have an Essence production advantage. But if they go after the Uriti and are able to kill them, they will destroy our one advantage. They can gut us with Essence if they are willing to devote enough of it. But I do not think their drones will ever be sufficient to counters us in conventional warfare. Machines are not intelligent enough to handle warriors, and it seems the Founders rely too heavily on machines to do the mundane work in their empire.” 
 
    “How can we assist you in this? Our bodies are larger. Would they not also produce more Essence?” 
 
    “Essence is too powerful to allow the masses to possess. And while you have done so with psionics with limited success, we dare not risk it with Essence.” 
 
    “Why do you say ‘limited success’ when our empire has thrived with broad based psionics?” 
 
    “You have unstable leadership and a history of divisiveness. Our restriction of psionics to the elite prevents many rebellions from ever taking place, as well as unifying those that do have it. Plus, we don’t force psionic restrictions based on different races. We allow most to attain all we have through individual merit rather than genetic inheritance. Only those who are worthy will possess them, and this works far better than being gifted the psionics on birth.” 
 
    “What of your Knight races?” 
 
    “We altered our standard practices to incorporate your races into ours. Expectations are higher than the rest of our citizens, and if one does not wish to do their duty they are free to choose another path…but they must forfeit their psionics to do so. Civilians will not have psionics. Not the big ones. We’ve pressed that limit about as far as we can with the Protovic, and know that to go further will cause issues.” 
 
    “Interesting. Do you think we should adopt a similar methodology?” 
 
    “I think yours can be modified, but I would not replace it entirely. You are too entrenched in it now, and doing so would give up the few strengths you have that are holding you together. But psionics are not going to win this war. Warships will, for the most part. Naval beats everything if you have enough naval assets.” 
 
    “And we do not.” 
 
    “But most of your shipyards are still intact.” 
 
    “We cannot use our established supply lines, and our old systems have been heavily depleted of natural resources. We have to go beyond them to acquire more, and the J’gar are making it difficult to do so. They are choking off our ability to outscale them in production after we destroyed most of theirs in our initial assaults. I just wish the Elder Council had been able to destroy them all. If they had, their servants would have been left leaderless and fractured like our empire has become.” 
 
    “Wishing won’t change the past. But the future is still in play. In order to maximize what potential you have remaining, you must be willing to change your ways to a superior path. I sense you are open to this, but what of the others?” 
 
    “Most will resist, but my influence and the desperate situation we all face will soften many. However, no one will follow Star Force unless you can give us a pathway to victory. Victory is what fuels us, and it is something we are in short supply of.” 
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    “We can,” Alden said boldly. “The question is whether you will be able to accept the path forward.” 
 
    “Victory against Itaru or against the Hadarak?” 
 
    “The Hadarak. Itaru must be froze out, not conquered. They are irrelevant to the real war.” 
 
    “Not to those dying at their claws,” Mak’to’ran said with a growl. 
 
    “If you fight and defeat them, you will be so weak by the end of it you will die to the Hadarak’s tentacles. So which do you prefer, claws or tentacles?” 
 
    “They are attacking our worlds. We cannot ignore that threat.” 
 
    “Nor should you. But are you able to forgo vengeance in order to attain victory against the Hadarak?” Alden asked, glancing at the other Era’tran around them. “Are they?” 
 
    “Would Star Force forgo vengeance?” Mak’to’ran challenged. “You have a long history of doing otherwise.” 
 
    “You’ve studied us more than other V’kit’no’sat, I assume. So you tell me. Do we exact vengeance or avenge?” 
 
    “I assumed those words were synonyms in your language. What is the difference?” 
 
    “Vengeance does not care about right or wrong, it seeks to do damage to those who have done damage to you. Evil for evil is vengeance. Does Star Force engage in this?”  
 
    “What then is avenging?” 
 
    “It’s payback in an honorable fashion. That may involve killing the bastards, in some circumstances, but not in all. And when we avenge, it does not always end up being instantly. We can be patient and get even with them later. We do not act in a blind rage, and we do not judge the offspring of those bastards as the same, though it is easy to do so. Figuring out who deserves payback and who does not is complicated, and if you wait long enough you may no longer have valid targets remaining.” 
 
    “To forgo vengeance does not mean abandoning it, but rather waiting with the possibility that it might escape validity with time?” 
 
    Alden nodded. “It also means that sometimes you trade vengeance in exchange for something useful. We have not forgotten what you did to us, but it is in the past and since we have outgrown you there is no lingering need for payback. Plus, most of those responsible are already dead. So who would we get even with? Your hatchlings?” 
 
    “What do you plan to do with the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “We have options, but right now we just scare them into submission. If we have to pull troops away from the Hadarak to fight them, we will end them in their entirety. They will be conquered and no armistice reached if we are required to abandon our duty on the warfront to deal with them. If they are wise and realize this threat, they will turn their attention to licking their wounds and rebuilding.” 
 
    “How can you enforce that edict with the Urrtren destroyed?” 
 
    “We can’t everywhere, initially. But we focus on the points of strength first, secure them, then move to adjacent areas.” 
 
    “By doing what? You do not have the warships to spare for security, or do you have a reserve force you have not committed to battle?” 
 
    “How far we skimp on our defenses is flexible, but we do not have a sizeable fleet not already deployed on some duty.” 
 
    “I do not see this path forward you speak of, unless fear alone is enough to keep the Zak’de’ron at bay.” 
 
    “That is irrelevant if you are not able to do what is necessary. We have no interest in subsidizing your empire’s continuing stupidity.” 
 
    “What is necessary?” 
 
    “Annexation.” 
 
    Numerous growls and other noises of discontent came from those assembled, including the Zen’zat, but Mak’to’ran held his stone cold gaze on Alden without so much as blinking. 
 
    “In what form?” 
 
    Alden drifted upward, taking flight and rising up even with Mak’to’ran’s eye height slowly and deliberately, demonstrating the psionic that all the Zen’zat possessed the potential for but had never even come close to unlocking on their own merits. 
 
    “What does the name V’kit’no’sat mean?” 
 
    “Hunter of Hadarak.” 
 
    “It has been two centuries since this empire has lived up to that name. Right now you are nothing more than the Zak’de’ron’s philosophical bastards in a war with your superior mirror image. I have no use for you as you are, but I do have use for those who truly wish to become Hunters of Hadarak. It is a function that my empire is mastering, but it is not our sole function. I require an empire whose sole purpose is to be Hunters of Hadarak.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran was silent for a moment, then a glint in his eyes suggested he had caught on to something.  
 
    “The Founders?” 
 
    “We will deal with them when the time comes. And from what we have learned, they cannot travel between galaxies through the Deep Core. The Hadarak control those gateways, or tethers, call them what you want. We have learned the Founders have another means of transit from Rim to Rim. A slow one, but a method that allows them to bypass the Hadarak in the Core. If they are to arrive here it will most likely be in the Rim or Mid Rim. They seem to want to stay as far away from the Hadarak as they can, which is why they did not construct any Temples in your territory.” 
 
    “You wish us to set our full focus against the Hadarak without the ability to use the Essence required to destroy their strongest forces?” 
 
    “Set yourselves against their minions while you continue to improve Ysalamir. It will give you the upwards reach you need in time. Consider it a challenge for you to do conventionally what we are doing now with Essence. In the meantime, we will use our Essence forces to hunt the strongest of the Hadarak so you won’t have to…in most situations. I cannot guarantee we will be able to find or stop all of them before they get to your worlds. And you know what will happen if we don’t.” 
 
    “It has been happening throughout the history of my empire,” Mak’to’ran reminded him. “Even our hatchlings know the horrors of what will happen to our worlds if we allow the Hadarak to reach them. We do not fear it. We fear being helpless to stop it.” 
 
    “With Ysalamir, you are no longer helpless.” 
 
    “Has it proven effective against the Lurkers?” 
 
    “The Lurkers outrange Ysalamir in its current form. They can be defeated only by making them expend their reserves of Essence, then they must retreat or risk killing themselves with overuse. It is a bloody way of fighting them, but the only chance you have, and usually they are smart enough to run rather than stand their ground and die.” 
 
    “Without Essence we are helpless against them, but not the Wardens who have plagued us in the past,” Mak’to’ran said, weighing the significance of that. “What of their other forms?” 
 
    “Their warships can use Essence, or rather some of them can, but they are nowhere near as effective as a Lurker. Those are the strongest units known to exist, or at least those that we have encountered. The abilities of the Hadarak masters are unknown, for they live within the black holes deep in the Galactic Core. The Founders refer to the Lurkers as ‘assassins’ and that is as good a description of them that I have. They are not frontline warships. They seek out points of vulnerability or the crucial enemy units and eliminate them, then flee and let the other Hadarak finish the job. This is why my brothers Paul, Liam, and Roger, our best naval tacticians, have assigned themselves exclusively to hunting down and destroying every Lurker they can find, and doing so is nearly an even fight.” 
 
    “But they have the advantage?” 
 
    “The Tar’vem’jic modified with Essence gives them a range advantage. If they allow the Lurker within its Essence range, it will most likely win, for it has far more Essence in its body than our ships can carry, and we are still learning how to fashion Essence shields and other defenses, but as you know we learn fast and our strength is growing with each refit we send out. But we do not know how many Lurkers there are, or how fast they can be grown. We have never seen a small one, but we are hoping they grow as slowly as the Wardens, and if we can thin their numbers we can hold them at a disadvantage going forward.” 
 
    “You lack sufficient knowledge of the enemy strength in the Deep Core?” 
 
    “We have some from an expedition there, but that expedition barely survived. The Zak’de’ron accompanied the expedition at their own invitation, so they know more about the seriousness of the threat than you do…or did. Perhaps you killed all the ones who knew.” 
 
    “They invited themselves?” 
 
    “Their ship followed ours, but they did prove to be an asset that allowed far more reconnaissance than had one ship gone alone.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s head tilted slightly. “I seem to remember something of that. Did you inform us of this earlier?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Yet another memory casualty,” he said, referencing Eldorat’s assassination attempt against him. “If the Elder Council had not attacked the Zak’de’ron, do you believe they would have attacked us knowing the situation with the Hadarak’s Core assets?” 
 
    “I think they knew even before that that the galactic purge was the superior threat, and that taking you down would take too long and require too many resources. They were probably committed to the triumvirate out of necessity, until you attacked them, and at that point…well, if you’re going to die you might as well go down fighting the ones attacking you first. You guys really screwed up by going after them.” 
 
    “Yes they did,” Mak’to’ran agreed, excluding himself from culpability. “And I fear they would do the same again. My empire is not my equal, and I do not have the time to train them properly. The galaxy is burning from the inside out and most of what I have left are hatchlings and cowards. What do you think you could make of them in such a short period of time?” 
 
    Several long faces twitched behind Alden, not expecting the insult coming from Mak’to’ran, but he did not seem to care for their reactions, for it was a piece of blunt truth he had been fumbling with for some time, and he felt a relief finally admitting it out loud to others. 
 
    “You keep your strengths and we go after your weaknesses. We have an enormous amount of experience with this, especially with the primers you graciously gave us with the Knight races. Did you anticipate this outcome that long ago?” 
 
    “No, I did not. I thought it would be a way to sanction Star Force as the Rimward part of our empire rather than you remaining illegitimate offspring allowed to roam free due to our incompetence in eradicating you.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, let me rephrase,” Alden said deadpan. “The intact part of our empire needs to retrain and upgrade the war torn Coreward half so we can fight the Hadarak as one empire, lead not by an Elder Council or Itaru, but by Earth and Director Davis.” 
 
    “Davis does not fully lead,” Mak’to’ran said, bringing up another point he had been wrestling with. “You and your brothers, your trailblazers, form an Elder Council, but one far wiser than Itaru has ever known. Why is that?” 
 
    “We built the empire, we did not inherit it.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed. “So you did. And you are all of one race, not representatives of many.” 
 
    “It all started on Earth, so yeah, we’re all Human, but we have the Mavericks and Monarchs that are from many races. And I think they’d do loads better than your Elder Council any day.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “We lead from the front, diving headfirst into problems in order to solve them. Your Elders retire and get soft in body and mind. That doesn’t make them useless, but it disconnects them from the galaxy and they lose their calibration with it. You guys are also products of the Zak’de’ron’s manipulations, and their stench is still on you, though perhaps lessened a bit by the fires of war. We can erase it from you, but only if you allow us. We do not have the time or resources to force it upon you as we have done other enemies.” 
 
    “Are we still enemies?” 
 
    “If we weren’t as strong as we are, would we have come under attack again?” 
 
    “Not by me, but the Elder Council…given evidence of their stupidity and unwillingness to follow my standing orders…most likely would have seized on an opportunity if presented one. Fear of the Uriti alone would have driven them mad if they did not understand you would not use them against us. I knew you would not unless it was a matter of self-defense, or defending another we were preying upon. Once I knew that, I could control your actions by modulating our own. I don’t believe they ever learned that lesson.” 
 
    “Will they submit on your order?” 
 
    “No,” Mak’to’ran admitted. “Not all of them. But enough trust me to follow my lead. If you can convince me, you will have their limited cooperation. You will have to earn their loyalty through deeds alone.” 
 
    “And the Era’tran?” 
 
    “If my name circles the galaxy again, they will obey. But to do so will draw the Zak’de’ron’s full force against me. I am too much of a threat to them.” 
 
    “You are nothing compared to us,” Alden noted.  
 
    “If they wish to reclaim the other worlds without conquest, they must convince them that Itaru now holds the legitimate leadership once again. If I live, I am the legitimate leadership. They cannot allow me to exist and have any hope of reconciliation prior to destruction by the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Assume I can take care of that. What other roadblocks do you foresee?” 
 
    “I am the imminent roadblock, trailblazer. You have not yet told, nor convinced me, of your path forward.” 
 
    “We need a barrier to Hadarak expansion,” Alden said bluntly. “We are experimenting with the Paladin, who are securing a small piece of what we are calling the Grand Border. They are placing outposts in every star system along it, 120 lightyears deep, with the intent that no Hadarak minion shall cross their lines. But even as fast as the Paladin can spread, they cannot secure even fraction of the Grand Border in time, unless we move it drastically backwards. Even if we place it all the way back at the Hula Hoop we most likely would not be able to secure all systems along it. And if the Hadarak get that far, their numbers will be so great we will not be able to stop the minions even if we kill all the larger Hadarak with Essence. And Essence against the swarm is a hopeless fight.” 
 
    “How do we become a barrier?” 
 
    Alden sighed. “That’s the tough part. The Zak’de’ron spread your worlds out far from one another. Not just from one race, but the gaps between them make such a territory grasp impossible. Relocation forward will be required, and you don’t have the ability to do that with the Zak’de’ron fighting you. And even if they stop, it would be foolish to give up your current worlds and their industrial base. If you did that, the Paladin would be the quicker alternative.” 
 
    “You want us to colonize a part of this Grand Border and hold it against the Hadarak minions while you hunt down the larger Hadarak with Essence weaponry?” 
 
    “No, my large friend,” Alden said, spinning about so he could look at all the Era’tran in turn before coming back to face Mak’to’ran. “I need your empire to become the Grand Border, with your sole existence being a faction within Star Force dedicated to protecting the rest of the galaxy against the never-ending threat of the Hadarak.” 
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    “How do we do that?” Mak’to’ran asked immediately as something old and familiar stirred inside of him. 
 
    “We put the line farther back than the Hadarak have progressed. Evacuate all V’kit’no’sat worlds beyond it, along with everyone else that we have time and ships for, and move the planetary defense stations into the line region.” 
 
    “Move them?” Mak’to’ran said in disbelief. “We don’t have the ships for that, even if we could get through the J’gar fleets. 
 
    “We have the ships to move them. You can thank your belligerence for that. We never had the luxury of building everything fixed in place, and we know how to move very large things across the spacelanes. More importantly, we already have the ships to do it.” 
 
    “How can we hold the line with so few stations?” 
 
    “They are not to hold the line. They are to provide safe havens for those who do hold the line. All other V’kit’no’sat systems with more than one planetary defense station will also donate their additional units to the Grand Border. We won’t be able to move them quickly, but it will be far faster than producing new ones.” 
 
    “That will still not be enough to hold even a small fraction of the systems you are referencing.” 
 
    “Not hold,” Alden said, sensing Mak’to’ran hadn’t thought this through all the way. Then again, he had the help of his brothers and sisters, plus Davis, so he shouldn’t have expected him to see what the rest of them did. “The Grand Border will become a battleground and kill zone. We need fixed positions spread everywhere on it within short range of all the systems for the hunter teams to operate out of.” 
 
    “And the planetary defense stations will ensure we do not easily lose our logistics strongholds,” Mak’to’ran added. 
 
    “Yes. Against the minions. A warden can just land on and squash one with ease if it’s large enough. The Grand Border security will be in two parts. The minions will be your part, while our ships hunt their heavy units. You can layer in Ysalamir later to assist with that, but right now the minions are the primary concern. They are kicking our ass right now by hitting systems that we are not in and spreading through them. We cannot block all routes to the Rim. But the Grand Border can if implemented correctly, and only your empire has the resources to do it in time to save the bulk of your territory and everyone else living within it.” 
 
    “What are we to hunt with? Our fleets are decimated.” 
 
    “You will have a lot of rebuilding to do, and construction of the Grand Border will not be as simple as putting some warships along a line. You will have to fully colonize it.” 
 
    That didn’t go over well. In addition to the sounds of shock and revulsion from behind, Mak’to’ran also flinched as Alden suggested putting them closer to danger than they already were. 
 
    “Explain the wisdom in that,” he demanded. 
 
    “We need to undo the damage the Zak’de’ron did to your races. They spread you out so you can’t reinforce one another quickly. We need Era’tran worlds next to each other, so that if one is attacked reinforcements can arrive to assist before heavy damage is done. The Grand Border will be broken up into sections given to your primary races. Your secondary races, based on attributes, will be reformed into co-operative civilizations so they can hold individual sections without your assistance. The Era’tran will have your own territory, close to one another, with no other races in it, V’kit’no’sat or otherwise. And you will defend it as one race, and one faction, within our empire.” 
 
    “And our existing worlds?” 
 
    “You hold onto them as support worlds and fallback positions if the worst is to come. They will have to fuel the colonization effort, so abandoning them is impossible. They will also have to begin massive reproductive surges. We will need more population than you have left. Far more. And they can be trained from hatching in the ways of our combined empire while those of you already here will have to be retrained to lose your wasteful and dishonorable practices, while preserving your strengths. Those who enter into it willingly will not take a great deal of time to make the transition, though it will take millennia before it becomes second nature.” 
 
    “And what of the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “If they don’t agree to an armistice based on prudence, we will take care of them to free you up to begin constructing the Grand Border.” 
 
    “By withdrawing your warships from the current one?” 
 
    “No. That is a last resort if we must conquer them. I don’t plan on going that far. We don’t have time for it. If they insist on war…and they very well might…I have some friends who will come play with them.” 
 
    “Those in your captured Temples?” 
 
    “Nope. Those we can trust are already on the border fighting. The rest we have to keep contained, for they could easily kill us if we got in range of their Essence abilities. We have an ally that is not currently committed to combat in this war, but they are very good at it. In fact, they were designed for it, and they really like fighting.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran snorted in surprise and took a step backward reflexively, stunned at how oblivious he had been. Star Force did have another fleet. One they were not using in combat. And one that was so overpowered that many had forgotten they even had it.  
 
    “You will use the Uriti against the Zak’de’ron. For the combat they were originally designed for?” 
 
    “As I said, they like fighting, and while they do not wish to fight their kin, they are very apt and eager to kill the little people that we sanction was needing to be removed. The Uriti are not a force of conquest, but one of obliteration, and we will use them as such if needed. Hopefully bringing them in as guards for your most vital systems will send the appropriate message, and when they get here we can also have them start spawning their own minions, under our Wranglers’ control, to assist in your defense and convoy escort. If the Zak’de’ron do not back down, then we start going after them, and they don’t have anything other than your captured Legion to hit them with. And we know how to guard against that with our escort fleets. We will own them in combat.” 
 
    “Hopefully all databases with Legion specifications were destroyed before capture, along with the vessels themselves,” Mak’to’ran noted, though he didn’t sound too confident in that being fact. “What will be involved in this ‘retraining’ you spoke of?” 
 
    “We can’t spare the personnel to treat you like hatchlings, so this will only work if your people want to do this. We don’t have the luxury of bashing skulls and twisting tails until you comply. If you agree, then we will fashion you into separate factions based on your race or assigned border sections that will be separate from the Knight factions. They are designed as response teams to go anywhere in the empire that needs them. You will become homeguard factions, dedicated to holding a specific territory only. And by doing so you will shield the rest of the empire from the Hadarak.” 
 
    “What will be the chain of command?” 
 
    “Our empire is not based on chain of command, but chain of skill. Those who are wise, experienced, and knowledgeable do not require oversight and operate essentially independently within our empire. Only the Archons and the Director outrank them, though when one respects skill, other individuals with higher levels are accorded unofficial status when involved in the same combat theatre. We work as a team, not servants bound to a master.” 
 
    “And your Paladin?” 
 
    Alden shrugged. “Well, their race was so bound to their genetic memory it would have destroyed them to try and change them into something else, so like we will do with you, we take your strengths and modify them with upgrades. The Paladin are treated as individuals when they wish it, but most do not. They live and fight as groups, and we modified their genetic memory to reduce the negative side effects of this. You are already individuals with a skill level far higher than them. The conversion will not be overly difficult compared to our other annexations. And we have already practiced with the Knight races, so we know pretty much what we have to do.” 
 
    “And what does that involve?” 
 
    “You agreeing to make the V’kit’no’sat into the border guards for our combined empire, operate under our rules of conduct, and allowing us to rework your races as needed to upgrade you to our level of warfare. Basically what the Zak’de’ron could, and should have done long ago if they weren’t a flock of lying frauds.” 
 
    “We are not apt to accept new masters, trailblazer. I cannot guarantee compliance.” 
 
    “Then they have a choice to make, because we’re not fighting your war for you out of generosity.” 
 
    “Many still will not. They have been betrayed too often.” 
 
    “Alright, then let’s just talk about the Era’tran.” 
 
    “We cannot encircle the galaxy.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to. But if the Era’tran make the conversion and the doubters witness it, that may be enough for the bulk of them to agree to join up. How many Era’tran worlds can you give me?” 
 
    “You haven’t told me enough yet. If I am not convinced, they will not be.” 
 
    “The Uriti escort fleets will be for their protection, not for yours. You will get none of our resources, for we can’t afford to spare any. What you will get from us is leadership and some technical upgrades where appropriate. You want to live to see the future? You have to earn it. This isn’t charity, and there are many in Star Force who still remember what you did to us and wouldn’t mind seeing either the Zak’de’ron or Hadarak wipe you out. But I know there is worth in your empire, buried under years of corruption, betrayal, and stubbornness. So we’re willing to let go of any vengeance and unify, under our terms, and give you what you always wanted. Or at least were promised. To make you Hunters of Hadarak, for real. No false promises. No deceit. Just a soon to be unwinnable war to throw yourselves at while we still have a slim chance of victory.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran looked out at the other Era’tran, having a telepathic conversation that Alden wasn’t privy to, then he looked back at the floating Archon before him. 
 
    “How would this leadership work?” 
 
    “You get us. One trailblazer for each race, and we’ll double up where needed on the smaller ones. If you’re committed to this, we’ll be all you need once we get the Zak’de’ron off your tails.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran squinted at him. “You believe you hold that much power inside your tiny frame?” 
 
    “We survived your death mark through skill more than luck, and we have ascended beyond your empire at its peak, let alone what it has devolved into. We are the architects of Star Force’s rise, and we will be the architects of the V’kit’no’sat’s rebirth if you are willing to accept our leadership in full. No caveats.” 
 
    “You claim a great deal of superiority, little Zen’zat,” Mak’to’ran challenged. 
 
    Alden didn’t say a word in response, but rather pulsed his Essence into an aura around him, twisting and curling it into various vortexes and glowing to Mak’to’ran’s enhanced vision. It was an impressive display of power, but one that none of the others could see, and in that message there was a double meaning. The trailblazers held many powers that the V’kit’no’sat could not see. How else could they have survived when so few and so fragile, then risen to such heights now? 
 
    “When I announce my survival, it will be an invitation to a second invasion of this system,” Mak’to’ran noted. 
 
    “Do they have enough left to get past my flagship?” 
 
    “I do not know what they have, or where,” the Era’tran admitted. 
 
    “Then let’s find out. Reveal yourself and see what shows up.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “To draw off attacks on other worlds and buy them some time until we can get to them.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran thumped his tail on the ground, silently cursing himself for not thinking faster. Perhaps it was loss of memory, or perhaps he had just gotten so use to losing that he had forgotten how to be strategically bold. 
 
    “I wish to hear more of your strategy, but my personal decision is made. I made the mistake of labeling you an enemy twice, and both times you outfought me. Then when you had the power to fight us as equals, you chose to ignore your rightful vengeance. And now when it would be easy for you to achieve, you offer absolution. I do not fully understand the way of your lightside, but I can see that it is the superior path when given the opportunity to play out. Let this be my atonement for past wrongs done to you. I accept your unconditional leadership. Use your lightside knowledge and forge us into a weapon worthy of our namesake.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran knelt, one knee then the other, and bowed his head low to the ground. 
 
    It took a moment for the gravity of the situation to sink in, then one of the other Era’tran followed suit behind Alden. The others hesitated a moment more, then began dropping to their knees in a very odd position that made them vulnerable, but then again perhaps that was the point. 
 
    Eventually all the Era’tran mimicked Mak’to’ran’s position, then the Zen’zat came forward in unison and formed ranks, pressing their balled right fist against their left breast in a gesture of solidarity. 
 
    Alden looked down on them all from his elevated position, waiting for them to rise but they did not. They were waiting for his command. 
 
    “Alright guys, rule number 1. No bowing. A warrior should never leave himself so exposed.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran stood up, as did the others, putting them back at eye level with him. “What is rule number 2?” 
 
    “Rule number 2 is that there are no rules for warriors. We do what is right, and what is right cannot be completely codified, so rather than accept being sometimes wrong we do not cling to a code, mandate, or rules for our elite. We feel our way forward, in the moment, and you are going to have to learn to do the same. Otherwise someone is going to have to babysit you constantly, and we don’t have time for that.” 
 
    “We will rise to the duty,” Mak’to’ran promised. “What is your first command?” 
 
    Alden held up a hand and created a huge hologram above him of the Star Force symbol, rotating slowly in place. 
 
    “Start redecorating.” 
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    March 8, 128827 
 
    Immas Negal System (Delogi Region) 
 
    Mukarr 
 
      
 
    When the Era’tran scout ship entered orbit around Mukarr the planet was already abuzz with the news of its arrival in the system. The Ranto’non stronghold had been isolated from the rest of the galaxy ever since the Urrtren went down and they’d not tried to fight the J’gar warships roaming the spacelanes beyond. They had 4 planets in this system that were fully developed plus another 8 moons that had colonies of varying sizes on them. There were planetary defense stations on each of the planets, orbital weapon platforms ringing them, and a moderate defense fleet guarding the system. So far in this war the system had not been touched…despite being within the Delogi Region that the J’gar dominated. 
 
    These Ranto’non were not part of their dominion, but one of the V’kit’no’sat worlds sprinkled throughout that had not left or allied with the aquatics when they had split from the empire long ago. Now that they were aligned with the Zak’de’ron and Itaru, this Ranto’non system had been oddly ignored, and many suggested it was because the J’gar fleet was spread throughout the galaxy and didn’t have the surface troops needed to capture worlds. Orbital bombardment was still possible, but far more costly than a ground invasion, yet the Ranto’non did not expect to be ignored forever, and they were playing the long game in preparation for the distant future when they would no longer be ignored and a combined assault fleet from Itaru would show up demanding their surrender. 
 
    It had already been requested and denied by the Ranto’non here a few years ago after the Urrtren went down, but they’d rightly called Itaru’s bluff and no assault fleets arrived to carry out their threat. Since then they’d been building frantically with the resources they had available, with no imports or exports flowing, no contact from the other Ranto’non world or the Era’tran that they had always looked up to. At least not until today. 
 
    When the courier ship arrived over the planet it insisted it must land and speak with the Ranto’non leaders personally, saying it had word from Jamtren, the Era’tran capitol. It had withstood an assault from Itaru, despite claims to the contrary, and now it was the unofficial capitol of the true empire…but the courier ship would say nothing more until it landed. 
 
    The tuning fork-shaped Domjo flew low over the planet and set its bulk down inside a massive spaceport that had been designed to hold even larger ships, but one that was mostly empty. With no interstellar shipping active, the larger transports were not needed and planet to planet transfers could easily be handled by lesser vessels that didn’t require the massive gravity drives for making fast star jumps.  
 
    Out of the inside of the two prongs a large ramp descended to the surface, with a delegation of Era’tran climbing down in single file to meet the thick-hided quadrupeds who massed slightly more than they did. They met, then walked to a nearby Satu and disappeared into the city for nearly a day before the public was allowed to know what they were here for. 
 
    And when it did, the system roared.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was alive, having been spirited away from Itaru in a delicate coma to Jamtren, where he had been receiving years of medical treatment to revive him without wiping his mind and returning him to a hatchling. Now that he had fully recovered he had come forth, helping save Jamtren from Itaru’s invasion and striking a deal with Star Force to end this war and turn their full attention to the Hadarak. 
 
    But the war wasn’t over until Itaru said so, yet the knowledge that Star Force was finally bringing forth their most powerful weapons sent a shiver down Hamob’s spine. He had seen once before what the Uriti could do, and while it was a pity they did not have it within them to fight the Hadarak, they had no qualms about killing V’kit’no’sat or Zak’de’ron.  
 
    The Elder Era’tran watched reports from his seclusion, having escaped Itaru’s destruction to flee from system to system until he had arrived here and the Ranto’non had agreed to shelter and hide him. They were grateful for his counsel, but if it was known that an Era’tran Elder had been assisting them it would have risen their threat profile even further. The safest course of action was for him to disappear, and that’s what he did, right in the backyard of the J’gar while they were off fighting the rest of the galaxy. 
 
    The Era’tran delegation had said Star Force was bringing in the Uriti to put an end to the war, not by attacking Itaru’s forces, but by defending against them. If the Zak’de’ron wanted to fight, then the Uriti would oblige them. If Itaru stopped preying on the space lanes and kept to themselves, then the Uriti would leave them alone. It was typical Star Force methodology of always being the defender and not the aggressor, but Hamob wondered how many worlds they would have to destroy before the Zak’de’ron got the necessary message, for he doubted they would relent now after all the blood that had been spilt when the Elder Council had foolishly targeted the dragons after Mak’to’ran’s supposed death. 
 
    Hamob was suspicious about the claim he was still alive, but it was time he found out, so he made his way to the Era’tran delegation…who were shocked he was still alive…and joined in on the non-public discussions taking place.  
 
    And the recklessness that Mak’to’ran was proposing. 
 
    If the Zak’de’ron could be made to stand down, this system and all others would be stripped of their planetary defense stations save for one. That meant of the 6 located here, 5 would be removed and shipped out to this Grand Border Mak’to’ran was talking about colonizing and holding against the Hadarak minions. 
 
    The Ranto’non were speechless when that point was made, and only out of courtesy did they not scream ‘no’ the moment it was suggested. They were silent, and rightly so, for stripping their heaviest defenses in the middle of a war for their own survival was folly in the highest regard.  
 
    Then the delegation said something that was even more absurd. That Mak’to’ran had agreed to Star Force’s annexation of the Era’tran and any other race that wished to be free of this war and focus on the Hadarak. The Uriti were coming to ensure that freedom, while anyone who wished to maintain their independence could deal with Itaru on their own.  
 
    Mak’to’ran…or an imposter more likely…was demanding they surrender to Star Force or be left to die piecemeal against Itaru. 
 
    The Era’tran delegation was not demanding, arguing, or insistent. They were very gracious and understanding of the stupidity of what they were suggesting, leaving all the ill will for the recipients of the message. That kept the shouting to a minimum, but the Ranto’non kept looking to Hamob for instructions, as if they could not believe this was really the wisdom of the Era’tran. And if it was, they might have to forgo their long apprenticeship relationship with the legendary race and take their chances on their own. 
 
    Hamob did not side with the delegation. He had a responsibility to uphold the honor of his race and a debt to pay to the Ranto’non that had sheltered him from the empire-wide war when he had nowhere else to safely run to. But he also needed to figure out what was really going on, and if the delegation was being honest about a number of secure spacelanes already opened up by the Uriti and their escort fleets, then he had a pathway to get to Holloi and see for himself about Mak’to’ran’s resurrection. 
 
    Hamob told the Ranto’non to do nothing until he returned, and if he did not to assume all the galaxy was still hostile and hold out here as long as they could on their own. They gave him an escort fleet of 9 ships to increase his odds of making it past the J’gar patrols if they were still out there while the Era’tran Domjo insisted they had to keep moving from world to world spreading the news and couldn’t afford to interrupt that mission to return Hamob to Mak’to’ran. Time was already against them, and they had to move on after a few days here to the next known friendly holdout. 
 
    The Era’tran Elder did not hold out much hope for Mak’to’ran truly being alive, and if he had suffered an injury of the brain then he might be in the plight of an unwitting tool for Star Force or others, but the declaration of a safe path had been more or less true. They encountered some J’gar ships, usually in pairs, along their way, but none of the larger task forces necessary to pounce on well-guarded convoys.  
 
    Then they passed through a Hjar’at system that showed an entire moon laid to waste by orbital bombardment…or on the surface, at least. The moon itself was still intact, but those who had been living on it were not. The planet beneath them showed marks of combat damage not yet repaired, but most of it was intact and full planetary shields had been reestablished according to his sensors. Hamob chose to stop here to talk with the Hjar’at, whom he had heard were hit first and hardest by the Zak’de’ron, but apparently they had been able to hold out in this mid-level system. 
 
    But more than that, there was now a Uriti with accompanying Star Force fleet in the system, and the presence of the beast was now confirmed by both the ship’s sensors and his own eyes. It was a smaller copy of the original known as Hawkeye, and it was shaped like a great bow in space with an arrow cast across its center. An ancient weapon used by large armed bipeds that did not deserve the naming credit of this dominant war beast. 
 
    The Hjar’at confirmed the stories to Hamob, and he found himself growing more hopeful and terrified at the same time. The Hjar’at here were now identifying themselves as part of the Star Force empire, and even using their emblems on their own ships and buildings. He demanded to know why they had knuckled under to the Rimward empire when they refused to do so with Itaru and everyone else throughout history…and their response was elegantly simple. 
 
    “They are giving us the power to fight the Hadarak, and relying on us to protect the Grand Border that they cannot. This is a merger of equals, not submission.” 
 
    Hamob couldn’t believe he had heard that from a Hjar’at, let alone a field commander, and after he had plied as much information out of them as he could, he continued on with his small Ranto’non fleet to Jamtren, hearing other such stories along the way, but not encountering any more Uriti. 
 
    Not until he got to the Era’tran capitol. 
 
    He had no issue jumping in, but when he arrived he was met by a combined Star Force/Era’tran warship fleet and not one, not two, not three, but four Uriti were in the system and mingling about with the most insane amount of ship traffic he had seen since the war began. There looked to be ships here from nearly every V’kit’no’sat race, and they were arriving and exiting along dozens of jumplines, not just the secure route here he had been promised by the courier ship. 
 
    His fleet was queried immediately, and once he made his presence known he was given priority access to Holloi, but before he could receive landing coordinates a drop pod rose up from the surface and demanded to be let onboard to search and confirm his identity before being allowed to progress any further onto the most revered world in Era’tran possession. 
 
    At least that part hadn’t been stripped away by the war or Star Force, and Hamob reluctantly went to the hangar bay to present himself for genetic identification to the search team…only there was no ‘team’ onboard. Just a single Era’tran with Zen’zat escorts. 
 
    “Hamob, it is you,” Mak’to’ran said, striding towards his old mentor. 
 
    “But is it you?” he countered, also walking forward to meet him.  
 
    “I have limited memory loss, but I am myself. Only more powerful now that I have broken through the barrier to Essence. It was what allowed me to fully recover while under attack here. Had I not been so fortunate I would have been dead within minutes.” 
 
    “Again, you mean,” Hamob said as he plied Mak’to’ran telepathically, with the other allowing him into his mind for verification. Something that he would not do for anyone else. Not even Alden. 
 
    “What have you done to our race?” Hamob asked after he was finished. This was Mak’to’ran, thank the stars, but he was not behaving like the Era’tran he knew. 
 
    “What did you do to our race?” Mak’to’ran demanded, still extremely happy Hamob was alive, but with a little vexation from the past resurfacing. “You attacked the Zak’de’ron in defiance of my orders.” 
 
    “I did not. The others on the Council saw you killed and wanted vengeance. I could not convince them otherwise.” 
 
    “Vengeance? That holds a double meaning.” 
 
    “And accurate on both counts. They did not know who to strike at for your death, and they still wanted the Zak’de’ron dead for past actions. They did not know what else to do, and I did not have an alternate path for them…at least not one that was convincing. They wanted war and we got it. I could not stop them, and once the decision was made it would have been foolish to let them fight without Era’tran assistance. They had made it clear they were going to do so anyway, and I was able to leverage them into sticking to your battle plans precisely. They worked quite well.” 
 
    “And this is why I brought the Era’tran into Star Force,” Mak’to’ran growled. “Without my oversight the empire immediately began its own self-destruction. It has not learned, Hamob. And I have no time to teach it. We are in the grip of the Great War, now, and here. We must answer the call, as one empire, and the Rim holds the leadership that is truly worthy.” 
 
    “So you have submitted to the Humans and their Uriti?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran shook his head. “I am very pleased that you are alive, but I have grown considerably wiser since we last spoke. Star Force is not conquering us. They are upgrading us so we can do the task we were always meant to. We are still independent, in all the ways that matter. What we are not free to do is fail. They will not allow it.” 
 
    “Perhaps the definition of ‘freedom’ is one of the memories you have lost?” 
 
    “Holloi was dead when I woke,” Mak’to’ran said, with the pain evident in his voice. “The Zak’de’ron were here, decimated, but slowly consuming the hatchlings we had left. All the Elders chose to die on the front lines when the planetary shields were penetrated rather than live to fight a long defeat. They succeeded in thwarting the main thrust of the attack, but not one remained to lead what was left. If I had not woke when I did, Jamtren would be theirs. The old guard is gone, save for you and I, and hopefully a few others still hiding as you were. I have an empire of hatchlings, Hamob. And Star Force can teach them to be what the Zak’de’ron always promised us and failed to fully deliver. Hunters of Hadarak.” 
 
    “I came here, not only to see if you were alive, but for the sake of the Ranto’non who have sheltered me. You are ordering them to transplant all but one of their planetary defense stations? What madness is this?” 
 
    “It is the genius of Star Force, but it is only the beginning. We must colonize the Grand Border. Every system, every planet. We cannot allow any foothold for the Hadarak, and we must not allow any minion to pass through. That is our task, while Star Force uses their Essence warships to defeat the Lurkers that we cannot. We must become the Grand Border, Hamob…or we can return to a pointless war for survival with the Zak’de’ron that may or may not play out before the Hadarak destroy us both. What would your counsel be, my old friend?” 
 
    “To have your brain examined for faults.” 
 
    “It already has been, numerous times,” Mak’to’ran said deadpan.  
 
    “I will need a great deal of convincing.” 
 
    “As has everyone else. Including the Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “The Uriti have fought them?” 
 
    “Fought? No. They have stomped on them. Four worlds destroyed that would not submit and continued to send out raiding parties, two of which were aquatic. After seeing the results Itaru was quick to negotiate an Armistice, though without the Urrtren it cannot be implemented everywhere.” 
 
    “Your courier said nothing of an Armistice?” 
 
    “It was negotiated here 4 months ago. Any systems claiming Star Force possession will be left alone. Any ships bearing their mark will also be left alone. But anyone not joining in our fight against the Hadarak and wishing to continue the war against Itaru or go their own way will be fending for themselves.” 
 
    “So it is true? You are leveraging them with the threat of destruction without support if they do not submit to Star Force.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran growled. “I had hoped you would be quicker to understand, but so be it,” he said, producing a galactic hologram with all the updated information Star Force and his own limited scouts had provided. “See for yourself what we face, then tell me we have the luxury of coddling the holdouts.” 
 
    Hamob interfaced his armor’s systems with Mak’to’ran’s so he could alter the hologram at will, but it didn’t take long before his mouth hung open in disbelief. 
 
    “How is this possible?” 
 
    “When you abandoned the war, they gained free reign in many Regions. Did you think Star Force could stop them on their own? Or was the Elder Council so blind with rage they could not think past their bloodlust?” 
 
    “Mak’to’ran…this is unwinnable.” 
 
    “Nearly so. Star Force can defeat the strongest units, perhaps all of them in time, but they cannot stop their minions. There are too many, and too many infested worlds to spawn more. Without the V’kit’no’sat Star Force has no chance to stop this menace. They don’t have enough time to build the Grand Border. We are their only hope for victory. And they are our only hope for survival. Without us they have to abandon V’kit’no’sat territory and attempt to build the Grand Border along the Hula Hoop, but by that time…” 
 
    “…the Hadarak will have so many minions it will not matter,” Hamob finished. 
 
    Mak’to’ran produced a second, smaller hologram over top the first. A hologram of the Star Force symbol, which he now wore in multiple places on his own armor, subtly added to the design. 
 
    “This symbol has many layered meanings. It is the letters of their name, and also an infinity symbol representing their longevity, endurance, and endless pursuit of advancement. But as fate would have it, it is also split into two halves. I am told that, as of now, that represents the Rim and the Core of our combined empire. One cannot survive without the other now. Both must be united as one empire, as it should have been all along, but I was too blind to see their wisdom and strength. I am not making that mistake again.” 
 
    “It looks like it is too late, no matter what path you choose,” Hamob said meekly. 
 
    Mak’to’ran laughed. “Hopeless? No, Hamob. Not hopeless. This is our chance at true victory. We can smell it now, and we will not let the scent escape us again.” 
 
    “What do we have that can defeat this?” he said, gesturing to the sea of Hadarak icons across the Galactic Core that had come insanely farther since the fall of Itaru than his worst expectations had accounted for.  
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed, then stiffened as Hamob felt a Lachka field wrap his body and lift his great mass off his feet with ease.  
 
    “Do not underestimate the power of Essence, my friend. It enhances all our normal abilities, in addition to bringing its own unique variety, and I am a mere novice,” he said, letting the wide-eyed Era’tran back down. “Star Force is mastering it, and it will take the Hadarak’s most impressive abilities out of play. They can no longer threaten us with immunity. All they have is the swarm tactics we long ago learned to defeat. We are the superior warriors in the portion of this war that we must fight. We have the advantage. And now we have a great amount of work to do, and little time to do it. Our fight is with the Hadarak minions. We must draw a line in the stars, and none shall be allowed to pass.” 
 
    “You are either insane or inspired. I honestly do not know which.” 
 
    “I have seen evidence, and felt firsthand the power of an enemy that we cannot defeat, Hamob. Only Star Force can, and they are not ready for that intergalactic war. Now that I am accustomed to that dread, the Hadarak no longer scare me. I see them as they truly are, and why they can defeat the Founders that built the Great Temples in this galaxy. The Hadarak cannot defeat their Essence, which is why they fear it so, but the Founders cannot defeat their minions. This twin approach to warfare is why the Hadarak dominate, and Star Force must also fight in this manner. And who knows better how to kill minions than the V’kit’no’sat?” 
 
    “Only if Star Force shields us from the monsters.” 
 
    “That is their role, and the Grand Border is ours. Help me, Hamob, and we can achieve the impossible duty that the Zak’de’ron only feigned allegiance to. Star Force is giving us the chance to stop being frauds and to live up to our mandate.” 
 
    “And Essence truly gives Star Force the means to cover us while we fight the minions?” 
 
    “It does. And I am the only V’kit’no’sat that can wield this power. So only I know how outclassed we are in this type of warfare…but the other empires in the universe lack what we possess. The ability to defeat the swarm. We stick to our strengths and cover each other’s weaknesses while we seek to lessen them.” 
 
    “Those sound like Star Force words.” 
 
    “They are, and now they are mine as well. The trailblazers are far wiser than we ever anticipated, and I have learned much these past few years from the one who has devoted himself to upgrading the Era’tran race. Others are taking the Hjar’at and I’rar’et, plus whoever else joins us. They are spotting our weaknesses in a way only a former enemy could, and they are teaching us to armor over them in the way we ironically taught them by issuing defeat after defeat. They had to learn or die, and now we are in the same situation. We learn, or we die, Hamob. And I have chosen to learn…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
    January 29, 128829 
 
    Neev’to’san System (Grand Border, Era’tran Zone) 
 
    Olten’san 
 
      
 
    The Era’tran cargo ships were escorted into the system with a scattering of small warships to guard them, though nobody expected any trouble here. The J’gar had withdrawn their fleets from the Grand Border, as far as everyone could tell, and many of the V’kit’no’sat civilian vessels were assisting with the evacuation of races native to the zone and far ahead of the Hadarak battle lines. There were many people between there and here that needed moving as well, and they came first for the Rimward evacuation teams, but the V’kit’no’sat were splitting their efforts and devoting a large amount of their resources to clearing the zones they were being tasked with holding. 
 
    The massive tuning forks spread out in the system, going to multiple planets, but the bulk of them came to Olten’san…a lightly inhabited planet that was now barren, as it had been before a group of settlers had discovered the highly valuable Corovon deposits in the wastelands and decided it was worth setting up shop. Those initial mining colonies had expanded into a planetary civilization numbering 284 million…all of whom had been recently kicked off the world for their own safety.  
 
    They didn’t go willingly, but when the Hadarak eventually got here they’d be thanking the V’kit’no’sat for their ‘generosity’ in removing them out to the Rim. They didn’t understand that right now, or care, because they were being dispossessed of their homes and a great deal of wealth, but when the fate of the galaxy was at stake that didn’t matter. This was going to become a warzone where the Hadarak would be held or the V’kit’no’sat would break, and that was no place for civilians of any kind.  
 
    The Era’tran also needed the corovon, and had refused to let the miners stay to assist them. They’d tried every trick in the negotiating book to get to stay, but there was really nothing to discuss. Everyone on or beyond the Grand Border had to relocate or die to the Hadarak advance, no matter how much it deprived the locals of. Evacuation was better than death, and Star Force was not going to let the stupid remain and die, so the V’kit’no’sat were happily removing them by force, though this planet had already been cleaned of the inferior ones. 
 
    Their cities remained, but they would not be used for anything other than recycled components. Right now the Era’tran had to establish mining colonies for more than just corovon, for they would be getting no more supplies in this system or any of the others that were being gently touched by their race. These outposts would have to grow on their own efforts, accepting only personnel from Rimward when they could be put to use, and when that time came it would be in the form of the new Pla’go’ren flying cities.  
 
    The Era’tran were still not sold on the design, but Alden had hammered it out with the V’kit’no’sat engineers along with modifications for their warships using their own technology and not Star Force’s, though both still had a few secrets from each other that they did share to some upgrades. The more economical hull designs Star Force used were not being implemented, and the Era’tran would still be keeping their signature tuning fork shapes, as would the Pla’go’ren. 
 
    None had been built yet, but when finished they would stand up into the sky all the way to the edge of space with the two prongs partially buried in the planetary crust. That would still make them smaller than a Mach’nel, and about three times the length of a Kafcha, but they would house weapon emplacements to defend their perimeter, shield generators to cover them and the surrounding area, plus thick conventional armor with exterior slots to add Tu’gor panels on top later when and if the situation allowed such expenditures. Right now they needed to build and build fast, and while Tu’gor was cheaper and easier to construct than Yeg’gor, it was still a luxury they would not have for a long time. 
 
    The Era’tran warships would also not be getting the Tu’gor that the Knight races had, because it was too expensive to make and the V’kit’no’sat had no production facilities for it. The formula had been a closely guarded Star Force secret, but Alden had already set out to construct a new facility to get some of the enhanced armor available for special projects. How long it would take until it started to show up in the field nobody knew, but they’d been instructed not to rely upon it in their newer designs, while incorporating hardpoints for its addition at a later point. 
 
    So the Pla’go’ren would not have it when they were built, but what they would have was large empty areas inside, for they were designed to be hollow and mass produced. This world was to be one of the major exporters in the future, so that they could send out Pla’go’ren to other worlds as outposts where no civilian infrastructure existed. That was the only way to colonize every planet in every system within the Era’tran Zone, and by making the Pla’go’ren mobile they would not be forced to leave any intact ones behind if a world did fall to the Hadarak…or even a region, for they could pull up stakes, literally, and fly to another position on the same planet, or another planet in the system. 
 
    Their engines were minimal, and would need towed between star systems, but Star Force Clan Ghostblade was already here doing just that with a planetary defense station that had been plucked off of Holloi itself. Mak’to’ran had chosen to lead by example, and now the wide, flat, and Yeg’gor covered pyramid was being shepherded around planetary orbit as the Clan dug out a hole wide enough to fit it down into the crust of the planet. 
 
    The Era’tran teams had been sent here separately, though there were many already in the pyramid waiting for it to be deposited on the planet before they got to work integrating it with the subsurface mantle and tucking it neatly into the surrounding environment. In approximately 2 months it would be down and fully operational, giving this empty planet an immense amount of protection as the expedition teams slowly got to work building the infrastructure to eventually produce the Pla’go’ren. 
 
    One day in the future there would be fields of them spread across the planet, some with their voids full of planetary shield generators, others with Tar’vem’jic, Ardent, and other surface to space defensive weaponry, while some had comm stations, habitats, factories, small shipyards, barracks, and anything else of value that could be picked up and moved if the planet became compromised or, more importantly, a Warden broke through the defense lines and tried to land on them. With enough of a head start the Pla’go’ren could lift off and avoid that crushing fate, though some of them would be equipped with specialized shield generators that could catch and repel the monsters, assuming they weren’t too large. 
 
    The Era’tran were claiming this world first among the many that would follow, but they were not establishing permanent roots the way other V’kit’no’sat worlds had covered their surfaces with infrastructure that could not be moved. Everything had to be mobile, with only expendable structures built surrounding the Pla’go’ren. That was the only way Alden and Mak’to’ran could agree to send workers into the Grand Border. Otherwise they would be totally helpless against a Warden breakthrough, and as good as the Avenger fleet was, even Alden couldn’t guarantee they could catch all of the larger Hadarak before they got to the Era’tran zone. 
 
    Having an escape route was necessary, and as for the planetary defense stations that were not mobile, multiple Pla’go’ren would be surrounding them with dampening shield modifications to stop ramming Warden in their tracks while all new planetary defense stations built in the future would be split into two categories. 
 
    Primary stations would still be constructed of Yeg’gor, but they would become even larger and incorporate both dampener shields of their own along with a crust cradle that would remain behind in the planet as a landing pad and allow the engine-equipped planetary defense station to lift off without destroying what was below. Normally their taps into the mantle of the planets were never meant to be abandoned, and the V’kit’no’sat extraction teams working across multiple planets to remove the existing ones had to slowly build plugs underneath them to prevent supervolcanoes from forming. 
 
    That would not be an issue in the future with the cradles, and the new primary planetary defense stations would be built as hardened battlestations against not just the minions, but the Wardens as well…along with the addition of an Essence component that would make a Lurker think twice from engaging them. If Star Force couldn’t get the planetary defense stations up to snuff against this enemy then they were not worth building, and the trailblazers like fixed emplacements as much as the V’kit’no’sat did, so they were willing to devote a few Elcee teams to operate the Essence components, whatever they would end up being. However, no new primary planetary defense stations would be constructed in the near future, yet they were already in the planning stages along with everything else. 
 
    The secondary stations would stay in the same size range, but be made of Tu’gor rather than Yeg’gor and made with engine mobility as well, but with no dampening shields. They’d have to rely on Pla’go’ren to provide that bit of security, while they added a nearly impregnable position on a planet against minion-only attack, and that is what the Era’tran were gearing up their development plans for…because they expected wave after unending wave of them to be arriving when all the systems beyond the Grand Border were infested and growing new troops that had nowhere to attack but here. 
 
    A lot of building had to be done to prepare for that, and right now the first seeds had to be planted. The Era’tran ships flew low over the planet pumping out drop pods full of individual teams that would land on the prime resource locations as determined by ship sensors, then they would carry out Zen’zat-sized hexagonal columns that appeared to be made of solid shiny stone, but were actually made of nanites like those in a Kich’a’kat.  
 
    The Era’tran would carry one to the place they chose on the surface and sit it there, activate it, then move on to the next location usually a few hundred meters away where they would place another that would melt down slowly into the ground below, digging into and absorbing useful molecules while moving aside others as it extended ‘roots’ down further and further until it had expended its mass and could reach no more. 
 
    After than it kept absorbing what was around it and building new nanites to extend its reach, patterned off a biological tree, and it technologically grew and grew to the point it needed to begin harvesting. 
 
    When it did, the now subsurface Go’morra would spawn a trunk that looked more like a crystal sticking up out of the ground, and on top of that crystal a pod would form, into which the desired material was deposited. The pod would grow and grow until an automated drone would fly in, pick up the pod, then fly off with it to bring to a warehouse either nearby or far off, depending on where the factories were being set up. 
 
    The Go’morra would grow another pod and begin filling it again and again as its roots continued to expand until they reached the next Go’morra, then they would merge and start pressing their combined network lower into the crust, searching out every cubic meter for valuable materials to absorb, running off of pre-programmed protocols that needed no oversight whatsoever. 
 
    In this way the Era’tran littered the densest corovon deposits with the technological trees that would grow on their own and leave the personnel free to handle other tasks. It was going to take a long time to build up what they needed, but compared to other civilizations the V’kit’no’sat Go’morra operated at lightning speed and gave them a mining capability that few in the galaxy could rival.  
 
    Operations like this would start being seeded in other systems that did not have the luxury of a planetary defense station looking over them, merely a single warship in some cases, knowing that the colonies had to be started now in order to begin acquiring resources of their own rather than trying to ship them across the spacelanes. It would take forever to get a single system hardened against assault, but a single system was no good when the Hadarak could just fly right by it to assault the worlds behind the Grand Border. There must be a widespread net established, no matter how weak…then and only then could they start strengthening the net, and not before. 
 
    It was an insane plan, but it was the path of the Era’tran now. They had their chunk of the border assigned in the Yinven Region that sat Coreward of Imm’en, where Jamtren was located. There was one more Region, Ghen, inside of Yinven that had held the original V’kit’no’sat/Hadarak border, but Ghen was already partially conquered and the rest of it had been declared lost. All of it and part of Yinven were to be evacuated, which amounted to over 1.2 million star systems, though a fair number of them were thought to be uninhabited, but you wouldn’t know for sure until you sent a scout to each to find out. 
 
    The line had now been drawn, and many people were not happy about it…but their opinions didn’t matter. They were dead, as was the rest of the galaxy if Star Force could not stop the exponential expansion of the Hadarak, and it was the protector’s prerogative to draw the line wherever they thought best. 
 
    The Era’tran would make their stand in Yinven, with Alden offering them that slot because it was on a direct route to Jamtren, and if any V’kit’no’sat was to be guarding the portion of the Grand Border that would be protecting their capitol, it naturally should be them. 
 
    The rest of the galaxy was no longer the Era’tran’s concern, though they had planets spread throughout it, many of which did not even know about Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat joining together, but they would eventually, and those systems would not be abandoned. They would become logistics support, building fleets and sending resources and personnel forward to the Grand Border, whether it be to the Era’tran Zone or whatever race was closest.  
 
    Right now only a few Zones had been assigned, for not enough races had agreed to join Star Force to cover them all…but that was just a matter of time. Every race and every planet refused initially, but those who were curious enough to see if Mak’to’ran truly lived would come to Jamtren and get an education in what it meant to be a part of Star Force. Many left conflicted, while many more were still staunchly opposed to the crazy Era’tran’s betrayal, but enough bought in and when the results started to spread…along with word of the Armistice that was going to save their tails from invasion…a cascade effect slowly began to take place. 
 
    Alden and Mak’to’ran would have the bulk of the V’kit’no’sat Empire aligned with them in time, and each race that joined up would get their own trailblazer to personally tinker with and upgrade their race. Morgan-063 had already arrived and taken over the reins of the few Hjar’at systems that had signed on, while Greg-073 was just acquainting himself with the Ranto’non, who had joined up as soon as Hamob had returned and convinced them this endeavor was not folly, and Yori-007 was taking on the I’rar’et and the challenges that posed with fighting minions on the ground with only Avians  
 
    As for the others, not enough had come forth yet, but Connor-018 was babysitting them as he waited for the next large group to sign on. Other trailblazers would come when needed, but not all of them. Paul-024, Roger-009, and Liam-090 were dedicated to hunting Lurkers before they could engage others less able to defend themselves, while Jason-025 was handling all things Founder in the Rim, including meeting and greeting the Encapsulated and recruiting as many of them to the war as he could get. All other trailblazers had ongoing duties that they had promised to abandon when a new race of V’kit’no’sat were ready, but not before then. Building the Grand Border took priority, but there were too many lives on the line to just be sitting, waiting, and wasting their time until the rest of the V’kit’no’sat got a clue. 
 
    But that didn’t matter to the Era’tran, for all that did was their part of the Grand Border. This was the fight they had always been promised, and they now had the weapons and strategy to fight it without trading away lives for small victories. There was no guarantee of success, for any of them, and even if the Era’tran held the Border in their Zone it would not matter unless all the V’kit’no’sat races did so, including the Paladin who already had a region under construction and far ahead of the Era’tran. 
 
    All had to succeed, or all would fail. Mak’to’ran had responsibility for it all, but the Era’tran only had their Zone to hold, and hold it they would. The call to battle was sounded, and even the most depressed and broken amongst them were responding, although slowly in some cases. Mak’to’ran had been right. Victory was their lifeblood, and without at least a taste of it their races would devolve into darkness, for they had never learned how to lose…yet they had taught Star Force how to lose, and how to grow stronger from it. Now that lesson was being taught in reverse, and through it the Era’tran were finally seeing their true destiny, and it wasn’t as a servant of the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    It was here, in their own territory, that they and they alone were responsible for. They were one link in a very long chain, but it was their link now, and soon their worlds would stretch one to another across all of it, with no intermittent territory separating them. It was their territory, and the sound of that still brought a stirring of pride to Mak’to’ran whenever he heard it. 
 
    But to the others it was like the break of day coming out of the darkest night, and every single Era’tran world responded to the call when Mak’to’ran’s emissaries reached them…and because of that, they were the first deemed ready by Alden to begin colonization of their piece of the Grand Border. 
 
    It would be a long and hard path ahead, but there was no looking back now. And no going back. Either the V’kit’no’sat held the Border or the Hadarak were going to win the war. It was that simple, and they were going to do it alone this time. No Zak’de’ron ‘help’ required, and no interference from them would come. The Grand Border was theirs now, and the Uriti would make sure of that covering their backs.  
 
    And anyone who doubted that fact had their concerns alleviated when the battle records of the Oso’lon, J’gar, and Zak’de’ron worlds that they’d systematically destroyed were made available to the public. As terrifying as those monsters were, it gave the Era’tran piece of mind knowing they were protecting their worlds as they faced off against the unending hordes of Hadarak growing closer and closer before them. 
 
    This was to be the war of all wars, and the Era’tran were finally free to fight it. 
 
    And not only fight it.  
 
    They intended to win.  
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