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    April 4, 128557 
 
    Hadarak Occupation Zone 
 
    System 33920 
 
      
 
    Hugh-1019934 had been behind enemy lines for 63 years on a one man mission, and it wasn’t ending anytime soon. He was an Archon, and a Wrangler, and those two skills were what allowed him to lead an army of Uriti minions in a private war against the Hadarak in their Second Ring of occupation. There had been others doing the same thing, and through couriers he had kept in contact with the closest ones, but they had all fallen in recent decades as the Hadarak worked to consume the territory that they had initially outlined. 
 
    That outline had been their original invasion, encircling massive chunks of the galactic disc that they would then send their own minion fleets and a few Hadarak Wardens out to gradually consume. Those that tried to flee would run into the backline of Hadarak occupied systems, and it seemed clear the Hadarak were not as much interested in acquiring territory as they were in extermination.  
 
    Star Force had helped 8 races evacuate from Hugh’s currently held territory, while many others had not been so fortunate. They’d died before help could get to them, and while the Uriti were no longer around here to fight, the minions they’d left behind along with a single Wrangler had one mission and one only. 
 
    Delay the expansion by causing the Hadarak as much trouble in the ‘digestion’ areas as they could, and Hugh had been unexpectedly doing better than that. He’d actually been winning. 
 
    The reason for that was two-fold. All his minions were biological machines, not people like the Hadarak minions were. The Chixzon hadn’t wanted that random element inserted into their armies of conquest, so they’d redesigned them into something more reliable…but less efficient. People could adapt and think, so the minions Hugh had to work with were inferior to the Hadarak ones with regards to mission profile, but they did have more weaponry. 
 
    The Chixzon had made sure of that, because they would be fighting starships and not other biologicals. Hugh guessed the Hadarak were geared up to fight Essence monsters of some sort, and he doubted they had ranged weaponry. It was probably more melee fighting, which the Hadarak minions were best at, but they also were equipped for ranged combat…they just weren’t totally geared for it. 
 
    Hugh didn’t know about Kara’s report. He didn’t know about the Vargemma, or anything else since he had been sent out here. There were no lines of communication back to the Empire, Star Force or V’kit’no’sat. There weren’t even any friendly fleets operating in this area. The Hadarak totally controlled it save for the little pockets where the Uriti minions were doing their best to spam and resist, and those pockets had no way of knowing what anyone else was doing except for sending out some automated courier minions to see what was going on. 
 
    Many of those got shot down, but enough had gotten through to the other nearby Wranglers to keep some idea of what was going on in the local area. That’s how Hugh knew the others were being overwhelmed and had to pull out, leaving him the last one standing in this area, at least. These operations were going on across the entire perimeter of the Deep Core, so he didn’t know how many others on the far side were still in play, but he didn’t expect many. 
 
    Why he was still here was due to his ability to command his minions like they were part of some gigantic RTS video game. He had started out with one system and expanded to 18 others before the Hadarak swarm had claimed all the other neutral worlds around him…but since then he had actually been able to defend his turf and expand it. Now he had 603 star systems under his sole command and was in the process of adding two more. 
 
    The fighting was not lax here. His systems were getting hit by minion armies daily, which he would get the reports about after the fighting was over weeks later. He had to think ahead and send pre-programmed orders out to modify the existing programming in his minions, and because he was an Archon he was able to do that extremely well. Enough to counter the limited strategic wisdom of the Hadarak minions. They might be alive, but they weren’t all that smart. Still, they didn’t shoot things that were obviously not the enemy like his own minions occasionally did when there was confusion about targets. That was a machine error glitch you couldn’t work around, and some of the battle reports made him facepalm in disbelief.  
 
    But the reliability of the Uriti minions meant they wouldn’t disobey orders and would continue to fight until they died regardless of the damage done to them…because there was nobody inside their bodies to feel pain or fear. They were just biological machines, and for as many inefficiencies as that created, it was what was allowing a single Human to hold onto 603 star systems against the constant wave of attacks from the Hadarak minions. 
 
    Yet the main reason he was gaining ground rather than losing it wasn’t the minions. It was the lack of large scale Hadarak activity. No Warden or Lurker had ever attacked his territory. None had even passed through it. He just had the enemy minion fleets to deal with, and those were hard to fight. The reason he was able to do so was he had been able to consolidate his forces early on and not have to deal with attrition. That allowed him to build up several star systems into fortified positions that he then used to build massive cities and production facilities…just like in a videogame. 
 
    The more production you had, the more units you could produce. And once he got decently-sized fleets of minions he flew them into neighboring systems and started attacking the Hadarak to increase his system count…because he knew if a Hadarak arrived he would lose the system. He couldn’t hold out against one of them, so he had to abandon the idea of having a heavily fortified capitol to work out of a position of strength. Against a Warden there was no position of strength, so Hugh was spreading to as many systems as he could and protecting them long enough for them to grow to the point of self-sufficiency against the minion waves, all the time knowing that a Warden or Lurker showing up would automatically lose him that system. 
 
    But none ever had. And while the minion waves were a tough challenge to overcome, he was doing just that. Hugh hadn’t a clue why the big Hadarak were leaving him alone, for they had been attacking the other Wrangler fiefdoms regularly, but as long as they were giving him time he was going to use it to grow as much as possible. 
 
    His massive expansion had halted in recent years as what he thought of as ‘Ultra’ units started to pop up on the battlefields. They were the equivalent of large mechs and likewise heavily armored. Not as much as the Hadarak were. It wasn’t Yeg’gor, but it was far heavier armor than normal minions carried. When inserted into the battlefield it took so much firepower to take them down that it made the rest of the enemy minions that much stronger. You either had to attack them or focus on the heavies, and either way you were screwed.  
 
    Hugh had actually sent out orders to kill the weak minions first, then mass together and surround the Ultras. That was working better, but the battles were now more costly because of the inclusion of these units, some of which were also naval. They weren’t much bigger than the other warship minions, and still far smaller than Hadarak Wardens, but their durability was what was changing the battlefield in the enemy’s favor. 
 
    But Hugh was also adding new units to the field, for the Chixzon had developed a large catalog of minion varieties and Star Force had actually expanded on that, giving him more advanced units that could be produced once the necessary logistics were established. Those were helping him reinforce his systems, but the swarm tactics that both he and the enemy were using made one’s head spin when you tried to calculate advantages and disadvantages.  
 
    Therein was also an advantage of machines. There wasn’t any person guiding the battles to become overwhelmed or stressed. And so far the Uriti minions were doing a damn good job of holding off the attacks without any oversight…though Hugh did have to reinvade several systems that fell, or nearly fell, by the time he learned of it via couriers.  
 
    His position was not stable, but given how everything else was dropping like flies to the Hadarak advance, he was doing unnaturally well and extending his mission far longer than expected. He was fine with that, and was continuing to chew away at nearby systems to expand further as he waited for the day when one of the big Hadarak would arrive to start busting up his growing empire in their backfield.  
 
    Hugh really wished he had one Uriti here, though he knew that would be too dangerous for them. They weren’t meant for fighting the Hadarak Wardens, whom they considered kin, but they could jam the enemy minions into a freeze-like state that made them easy to kill. Fortunately the Wardens and Lurkers couldn’t do that to Uriti minions, which was also due to the Chixzon’s paranoia with regards to control. They’d made sure they and only they could issue orders to the minions, and however they had done it, the Hadarak couldn’t take control or freeze them the same way a Uriti could do to the enemy minions. 
 
    But with Lurkers out hunting Ysalamir, the Uriti would become prime targets as well, and Star Force couldn’t afford to lose any of them. Not only were they people, but they were so large and old that each one was an immensely valuable asset and ally. No, this backline fighting wasn’t for valuable units. It was for expendable ones. And the Uriti minions were the definition of expendable.  
 
    Out of all the systems Hugh had, the one he was residing in was the only one that had never been invaded by the minions. It wasn’t because it didn’t border other systems that were open, for it once had, but the minions had never come here. They had assaulted all 602 other systems in his little empire, but not this one. After a while he had chosen to relocate here and risk building up some extra infrastructure by using nearby systems to mine and send key resources to this location, knowing that if a Warden arrived his gamble would become a massive debacle, but the oddity of no attacks having been made here for reasons unknown suggested it might be worth the try. 
 
    And with no attrition in this system from the constant attacks the others were having to endure, the Uriti minions spammed to a level that would have made a Paladin proud. Hugh now had all 8 planets in this system colonized, with two of them containing full planetary defenses…meaning every avenue of approach was guarded by anti-orbital guns. Minions didn’t use shields, so there was nothing to keep an enemy from landing on the planets other than the firepower to shoot them down first, but as the years went by he was stacking more and more cannons in between the existing ones all the while rapidly producing more factories that were giving him some of those higher end units. 
 
    And those higher end units were bigger and better warships, in addition to mech-caliber ground units. Both had more advanced weaponry, which was harder to grow and required a lot of materials, including solari, and that primarily is what was being shipped in from other systems after being collected on planets and not from a star. None of the Uriti minions were designed for stellar mining, but if you knew where to look in a star system that was old enough, you could find deposits that the star had belched out in the past via nova, or even just a touch from solar flares.  
 
    The Hadarak minions did not use solari, which meant every advanced unit Hugh was able to produce was going to be better than their Ultras. Some weapon systems simply had to have them, which meant solari was a critical measuring stick in the hierarchy of civilizations, and Hugh’s minion civilization here was now superior to the enemy minions coming his way, including the Ultras. 
 
    He did know that the Hadarak Wardens did collect solari, so the Wrangler was waiting for the day when some even more impressive Ultras arrived to match his, but so far that hadn’t happened. He had a solari advantage for now, and when the Hadarak minions didn’t mine it, that meant he could take systems from them and increase his own stockpiles, which was why he was selecting adjacent systems to his own cluster that had known deposits as his primary targets for expansion. 
 
    Hugh kept wondering when all this would end, but it never did. This system, which he’d privately called ‘New Hope,’ still hadn’t seen a single Hadarak minion show up. Not even a scout. And no Warden had entered any of his other systems. The reason for that continued to confuse the Archon, and the longer this mini war within a war went on, he began to think it wasn’t an accident.  
 
    Originally he thought he might have been overlooked because he was in an unimportant region and the Hadarak had bigger and better targets to go after, but they’d had plenty of time to circle back on him. Their minions had, but not their big guys. His effective resistance, let alone his retaking of systems from the Hadarak, should have provoked a response beyond just the Ultras. Were the big guys required elsewhere? Were the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force giving them that much trouble? 
 
    Hugh didn’t know was going on, so he continued to chew away at the enemy with his ‘minions killed’ counter rising daily at a far faster rate than his ‘minions lost.’ Then something happened that he had not expected. 
 
    The central star in New Hope was a big one, and like most big ones it was colored white. The 8 planets here were very spread out, and the gaps between them Hugh was filling with minion battle stations and patrols that would either attract immediate attention when an invasion fleet arrived, or would be ignored as the planets were targeted and thus allow for his forces to get in behind the enemy and flank them. 
 
    Hugh couldn’t have too many minions, so he was spamming everything he could and still the empty space in the system dwarfed what he had already produced. But it was the star that caught his attention today. As usual he had surveillance on it, monitoring for fleets jumping into low stellar orbit, when an odd sunspot occurred. At first it appeared normal, except for the emissions coming from it were stone cold. 
 
    Sunspots, dark as they looked, were not truly cold. They were just less hot while still giving off massive amounts of radiation. This one was giving off nothing, which immediately flagged a protocol in the minions to report it to his attention along with anything else odd that happened here or in the other 602 systems. 
 
    When that happened he ordered several minion monitors to fly in closer to get him a better view, and what they were transmitting back to him suddenly clicked in his mind. This wasn’t an odd sunspot. This was something in the star, like a Hadarak or Uriti, and it was slowing rotating up into view. 
 
    He quickly ruled out both of the familiar space monsters, for the scans coming off this one were different. Not Yeg’gor armor, for sure, but something that was bending. It was coming up and breaking the surface of the star, then going back down again as its body slowly moved in stages. And by slow, it was really slow. So much so that it didn’t look like it was moving at all until you monitored it over the course of hours.  
 
    It looked like a whale, or maybe a worm was a better metaphor. Hugh watched it for 3 days as its body very gradually rotated into view and back out again, for the material of the star made it impossible to scan below the surface. At least with the minions he had. Give him a proper starship and he’d get a bit deeper with the scans, but the only thing he had was a few hidden scout ships geared for speed and not survey sensors.  
 
    The presence of this thing had to be the reason why the minions would not come here, and perhaps even getting near this system was why the big Hadarak were not coming into the area. At least that was the best theory he had yet, and frankly he didn’t know if this thing posed a threat to him or not, but he’d been here for the past 17 years and never seen it before. Had it really been inside the star all that time and only now coming up to the surface? 
 
    He was wondering why it would come up to the surface at all until during the third day a spot of energy leapt out from the giant black back of the worm-thing, firing off into space like a whale blowing when it hit the surface. The stream mimicked that of a solar flare and lasted for the better part of 12 hours before ceasing, and when it did the black back of the worm-thing began to move faster…a lot faster. It was as if it was diving again with the remaining half of it coming up to the surface while the front went down…and as it did so three massive fins appeared near the rear of the body, the top of which came clear out of the star dripping glowing material off it before finally submerging again with a bit of tail left after that. 
 
    Then it was gone from sensors, but the plume of the pseudo solar flare it had created was still moving away from the star. Hugh sent minions to go sample it, for the initial sensor readings were coming back very odd, and once the ‘research’ minion variety got there and made physical contact with it he discovered why the sensors were having trouble identifying it. 
 
    The material was pure solari and some other exotic compounds that were unidentifiable to the Uriti minions. That single plume had produced more solari than Hugh had mined in his empire the past 50 years. Far more, in fact. Never in Star Force history had they encountered this amount or density of material outside, or even inside, a star. And right now it was just drifting away from low stellar orbit and slowly expanding outward into a nebula. 
 
    Hugh sent collection minions immediately before it got a chance to drift further apart or fall back into the star. Whatever that thing was down there had just inadvertently given him a massive gift…but the larger question was what was it? And did the Hadarak fear it enough not to send even a single minion here? Would it retaliate against them if it did? Was this a Hadarak of some kind on a mission, in exile, or just in a time-out? Maybe a vacation resort? 
 
    Hugh didn’t have any answers. Not any good ones, at least. But the existence of this thing had to be reported back to Star Force now.  
 
    He began growing a specialized fleet of couriers and assembling an escort of warship minions to go with it, expecting to lose all of them in the effort. Hadarak territory now surrounded his, and he didn’t know how deep it extended towards, or perhaps into, V’kit’no’sat territory. But all it would take was one courier minion getting through with the information to be successful. And the others would die protecting them or creating a distraction for them to slip by, over and over again, until either they ran out of ships or they made it into the clear. 
 
    They were biological machines, so losing them was not important. No crews to worry about. He was just worried that he didn’t know how much resistance they were going to encounter, and because of that he had to err on the high side, meaning it was going to be a while before he could grow a large enough fleet to get the job done. 
 
    But while he did that he considered the possibility of having this system permanently invulnerable to Hadarak attack…and what that would mean for his chances of becoming a much peskier thorn in the enemy’s side than he’d ever hoped for.  
 
    Assuming this thing, which he felt like calling ‘Moby,’ didn’t come out of the star and take a nap on one of his planets. That would be very bad if it did. Hopefully it was content to stay in the star for another 17 years, but regardless, he’d either found a new kind of Hadarak or some of their competition. And to date, no one knew of anything that was on the scale of a Hadarak.  
 
    Unless Star Force had found more of these things during Hugh’s time of isolation here. That was possible, for his last update had been about the Lurkers, but he couldn’t count on it. That was why he had to send the couriers no matter what cost it was to this system. But then again, if the Hadarak wouldn’t show up here, he’d have all the time in the world to replace them.  
 
    Yes, this was looking very, very good now. And if Moby came out and started trouble, that’d be no different than a Hadarak arriving. He’d evacuate and move to another system, as expected, so there was no downside here. Only the potential of a major advantage if he played his Trump card correctly. 
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    May 3, 128558 
 
    System 62291003 (Hadarak Zone) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Mak’to’ran’s fleet was hammering the Tier 6 Hadarak hard on its way back towards the safety of the star when the courier arrived. The Era’tran noted its arrival but otherwise ignored it. They had to do as much damage as they could before the Hadarak disappeared beneath the stellar layers and out of weapons range, and right now they had two massive wounds in it that looked like mere bee stings on the 4,129 mile wide exterior. 
 
    But those bee stings ran deep, already drilled 573 miles and 321 miles inside the penetrated Yeg’gor layer. The inner workings of Hadarak physiology were not soft, by any stretch of the imagination, but it was a far cry from the insane strength of the Yeg’gor, which on this behemoth was 10.4 miles thick on average, though it varied from location to location on the surface. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had chosen the weakest points they could find, then had Legion ships attach and explosively drill into them over and over again as the fleet engaged the massive minion hoards this Warden was capable of unleashing…all of which were now destroyed, leaving the Tier 6 defenseless to long range fire. The V’kit’no’sat had clusters of Mach’nel sitting above each of the two wounds, pouring Tar’vem’jic fire down them continuously to dig deeper, only stopping when another Legion ship was in position and ready to dive inside, braving the grapple fields that they could counteract for a short period of time. 
 
    Send regular ships into the breach and they’d be crushed or torn apart shortly after entering the interior of the Hadarak, for the grapple fields there were far more powerful than outside the Yeg’gor, because you had emitters both in front of you, behind you, and all around overlapping. Legion had been designed to handle that, but getting this far inside a Tier 6 was pushing it. They needed to get to the central brain to kill this thing, otherwise they didn’t have a chance. There was too much body mass to kill through beating it up. A surgical strike was the only way. 
 
    Before the V’kit’no’sat could drill down far enough, the Tier 6 successfully finished its trek in from the 18th planet and back to the star. Rather than running to another system it simply ducked down inside the burning orb where the V’kit’no’sat couldn’t go and began the not so slow process of healing its two wounds. The drilled corridors were only a handful of miles wide, and they would shrink and shrink until sealed over again, perhaps simply through swelling. The Yeg’gor covering wouldn’t return for perhaps years, but the interior material would probably patch over before the Tier 6 chose to leave this star again. 
 
    Mak’to’ran wasn’t displeased. They’d engaged a Tier 6, defeated its minions, and were able to threaten its life enough to cause it to retreat. Without Legion that wouldn’t have been remotely possible, but the new weapon was giving the V’kit’no’sat teeth they’d never had before. They weren’t in a position to kill the Tier 6. There just wasn’t enough travel time to work with before it could get to stellar cover. But this was a momentous achievement never before attempted, and it would help to salve the bruised ego of the fleets that had been savaged by repeated Lurker attacks. 
 
    Legion was ineffective against the Lurkers. They could vaporize the ships before they got a chance to drill inside, and even with large fleets distracting them it wasn’t working. No V’kit’no’sat fleets were hunting the Lurkers, on Mak’to’ran’s order, but when they were attacked they fought…and died. They couldn’t do enough damage with conventional weapons, much as was the story throughout the history of the V’kit’no’sat, and without being able to get Legion to the target, the best they could hope for was to run away. 
 
    There were always survivors, for the V’kit’no’sat under Mak’to’ran’s rule were not as honorably suicidal as they once were. They were interested in the long term victory, and if that meant leaving to come back and win later, then so be it. But the losses the Lurkers were incurring were hurting badly, though not so much in numbers. It was the fact that there was no defense against them, and the Lurkers could strike at will, making it difficult to plan assaults on Wardens when the Lurkers could pop out of nowhere and ambush them. 
 
    Right now Mak’to’ran had 9 different Lurkers being tailed by V’kit’no’sat ships, not to engage, but to monitor and transmit the location of them so they could not surprise another fleet. Yet there were more and more Lurkers coming out of the core, and those that were not yet tagged with a scout ship shadow were doing a lot of damage and allowing the Wardens to break through to key areas…including several that were getting dangerously close to the V’kit’no’sat border. 
 
    This Tier 6 had been on its way there, only 38 jumps away, and Mak’to’ran had just been able to turn it back. How long it would be delayed here was unknown, but had it gotten inside a V’kit’no’sat system it would have smashed any and all planetary defenses by simply running into them. The Tier 6 was twice the size of Terrax’s moon, and simply colliding with a planet, even with slow momentum, would crack that planet apart, given the fact that the Hadarak interior, let alone the Yeg’gor, was much harder than bedrock. 
 
    The fact that Mak’to’ran’s fleet had just turned the thing back was a moment of pride for him and the other V’kit’no’sat here…despite the debris field left behind that was the destroyed or damaged ships from the combat. Most had managed to stay clear of the Tier 6’s grapple fields and tentacles, often with the help of other ships pushing or pulling them away from danger, but the insanely large minion swarms had done the damage. A third of Mak’to’ran’s fleet was lost, with another chunk salvageable but not combat worthy at the moment. 
 
    Still, this was a momentous day, and one that would be remembered in V’kit’no’sat history. They hadn’t killed it, but they’d just turned back the indomitable. Something so large and powerful that no V’kit’no’sat in previous history had even seen, let alone fought, a Tier 6 Hadarak. But Mak’to’ran’s V’kit’no’sat had, and it was the Legion Ysalamir that had made this possible…on the back of the standard fleet that had to fight its way through the minions to deliver Legion to the Hadarak’s surface. 
 
    The method they were using to fight the Tier 6 was tedious, but tenable. Mak’to’ran felt it was a galactic breakthrough until he finally got around to reading the message and data packet the courier had brought. The great swell of pride he had at their hard fought victory evaporated in a sense of awe and dread at the sight of a Zak’de’ron single handedly killing two Hadarak using invisible weaponry that he assumed had to be Essence. 
 
    Legion had seemed to be the power in the galaxy, granted to the V’kit’no’sat by fate after such a long and hard never ending war to protect the galaxy against their random excursions throughout the Core. Now the weapon seemed obsolete, and the reason the Hadarak feared Essence users so much now became clear. 
 
    There were powers in this galaxy beyond the Hadarak, and this one had been hiding unnoticed all this time. The fact that it was a Zak’de’ron was infuriating, but curious. It claimed to have nothing to do with the Zak’de’ron, having been recruited out of them long ago, and it had nothing good to say of its former race. Its size had been enhanced by its master, who was described but not named. It said their race was from beyond this galaxy and they were engaged in a war against the Hadarak there and in many others galactic swirls. 
 
    The claim of being intergalactic would have been absurd to most, but Mak’to’ran believed it. He hadn’t been told everything about the Founders’ secret Temples by Star Force, for they always held information back, but what they’d generously shared told him enough. They were engaged in a massive conflict bigger than both their empires, and while the Hadarak appeared to be fightable, it was clear that their enemies were not. This Essence power, which he knew was partially due to physical size, was radically undefendable. Even the Hadarak’s massive size couldn’t save them from it, and he wondered if this ‘apprentice’ could kill the Tier 6 as quickly…or was there a range limit? 
 
    Mak’to’ran studied the attack records closely, noting that there was a visible destruction of Yeg’gor before the final blow came. Star Force had noted that with range Essence became more costly, which was why the Lurkers could only be engaged from afar. Legion was not built for that, but other Ysalamiri were. Mak’to’ran was waiting for Star Force to finish their war with the Vargemma before going after the Lurkers, because he needed their ranged Ysalamir to do it at the minimum, but their Essence-powered machines intrigued him much more. 
 
    Very little on them had been shared, but the attack on a single Lurker had eventually made its way to him. He cursed whoever these Vargemma were for drawing Star Force away from the real threat, but now he surmised the Vargemma were little more than peons for this inter-galactic race to use as cannon fodder when the time came for the fight to expel the Hadarak from this galaxy, but according to the Apprentice they were far from it. He also claimed the V’kit’no’sat would be destroyed unless they followed his instructions on how to hide and evade, and he wanted to meet with Mak’to’ran to discuss how he would help keep the V’kit’no’sat alive now that they’d proved themselves worthy with Legion and their numerous Hadarak kills. 
 
    But there was also the threat that this mile-long Zak’de’ron would come and find Mak’to’ran if he didn’t make his location known. That was the typical arrogance of their race, and even if this one had broken away to chart another path, it had been born into their culture with their genetic proclivities. And given the power it now yielded, he feared those proclivities would only be enhanced, especially considering what he’d been told of the automated defenses in the Temples and their lethal programming for rule breakers.  
 
    Mak’to’ran didn’t fear Star Force’s superior power, partly because he understood it and knew how to fight it. Even their Essence skills and machines were quantifiable and would fall to the mass fleet combat the V’kit’no’sat were capable of fielding, but a war against Star Force was their past history and he had no wish to fight them again…yet he didn’t fear that fight, or even the possibility that they might lose.  
 
    This Apprentice had such immense power that it could single handedly destroy Hadarak. Mak’to’ran couldn’t tell how much of its Essence charge was used, perhaps most of it, but the end results were clear.  
 
    It was beyond both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force, and it was intent on speaking to him personally…whether or not it got an invitation. 
 
    Mak’to’ran wasn’t going to run away, but he also wasn’t going to meet it face to face. If it wanted to talk, it could come to him in a place of power so great even it would not be able to survive if it tried to exert its will. 
 
    Mak’to’ran sent the courier back out along with several others with an invitation to the nameless Apprentice to come to Itaru, the V’kit’no’sat capitol, and make his counsel available to Mak’to’ran there…under the gun sights of a system defense fleet greater than any other in this galaxy. 
 
    Simultaneously he sent a courier to Star Force, informing them of the meeting and asking that an Essence-capable representative be sent with all available speed. And if one was not available, someone with Essence and Temple knowledge be sent, for Mak’to’ran feared the co-dominance of the two empires was soon to come to an end as the inter-galactic players began to step forward. 
 
      
 
    43 days later and 23,923 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Neofenn received Mak’to’ran’s message through the Urrtren link that the V’kit’no’sat had sent out to the main Star Force bases around the perimeter of the Hadarak warzone, and he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d just gotten the report of the giant being inside a star system the Hadarak curiously would not enter, and now there was this oversized Zak’de’ron that had just killed two Wardens with apparently very little effort. It was claiming to be an Apprentice to an intergalactic race, and Neofenn believed Mak’to’ran was correct when he linked this master to the Founders of the Temple network. 
 
    The Grand Admiral didn’t know that for a fact, and there could be many intergalactic races involved in the greater Hadarak war, but regardless this was a game changer, for good or bad, and the Rammus knew he had to be there when the meeting happened, despite the distance to Itaru. It was a good quarter turn around the galactic swirl, but the location they’d encountered the ‘Apprentice’ was not nearby the Capitol either, so he figured he had a chance to make it there if he left immediately. 
 
    His Mach’nel would take him, but he couldn’t go without a Neo-level Archon. Fortunately he had a few with him, particularly to operate the Materia weapons left behind to defend against any Lurker that tried to interfere with the evacuation efforts. His own Mach’nel did not have such a weapon system onboard, nor did most of them. The Mach’nel couldn’t fit into the Temples, so a large number of them were still here covering the evacuation efforts while the rest were guarding the larger systems against the ongoing Vargemma sneak attacks…but thankfully the trailblazers had kept a few here with Materia weapons for Neofenn to use if needed, otherwise he would have no defense against Lurkers. 
 
    His Mach’nel were not out hunting them, even though the V’kit’no’sat had requested such many times. But with this new super Zak’de’ron in play with Essence skills far beyond anything seen in the Vargemma, having a ship that could at least fire one shot from a Materia with him was prudent, so Neofenn sent word out through the Urrtren to the nearest Star Force outpost to the region where Anders-299311 was heading up the defensive combat operations covering the evacuation ships. 
 
    She could have been given command over the entire Star Force effort, but her naval scores were lower than Neofenn’s and she hadn’t claimed priority when assigned here. Nor had any other Archon, all of which were choosing to operate under the Grand Admiral’s mantle. Her Mach’nel did have a single Materia weapon onboard it, with enough Magicite canisters for 5 shots, thanks to the Uriti. Before their refill capability a single charge was all that a ship could be blessed to carry. Now they had nearly limitless recharges available, for the Uriti were drastically larger than this Apprentice…though his Essence levels had probably risen higher given time and training. Plus the Uriti could only use Essence for donations, as far as Neofenn knew, though now he was wishing they could also use them offensively.  
 
    If they couldn’t, then Star Force was going to be as helpless as the Hadarak to this new player. Neofenn just hoped he was here to help, though the Founders’ idea of ‘help’ involved stepping on those who got in the way, and the Grand Admiral didn’t think even a fleet of Avengers could stop this dragon if he could produce Essence shields enough to weather a first strike scenario. 
 
    And the Grand Admiral was heading right for this new potential threat, but Mak’to’ran was right. If they were going to confront this new paradigm shift, it was best if they did so with the backdrop of Itaru’s might, and it was best they did it together, as a united Empire, even if that moniker was more for V’kit’no’sat propaganda efforts than functionally true. Though an outside looking in would see the same races spread out through each, so maybe there was a bit more truth there than Neofenn wanted to admit.  
 
    Regardless, they were allies against the Hadarak, and Mak’to’ran had no one who could even touch Essence, so he badly needed Anders there. And there was no way the Grand Admiral would be sitting on the sidelines for this. The suggested ‘retreat’ would leave the evacuation efforts in question, with the inference being to let the galaxy burn while the V’kit’no’sat hid and survived…and there was no way Star Force was going to do that. He really doubted Mak’to’ran would either. His Era’tran blood ran too deep for such an act of cowardice.  
 
    Still, they needed to hear this over-sized Zak’de’ron out…and hope he didn’t take it badly when they made it clear they intended to fight this war, not run from it, regardless of the outcome.  
 
    Neofenn huffed in self-reflection as his Mach’nel made the interstellar jump out of the Outreach 118 system. Perhaps the two empires were alike, when it came to a fight at least. And both were battle hardened against the Hadarak, and each other. If this Zak’de’ron thought he was going to relocate either empire inside the Temples to hide while the Hadarak killed everyone else, then he was going to be sorely disappointed. 
 
    The Grand Admiral just hoped that the ‘soreness’ didn’t escalate to a typical Zak’de’ron temper tantrum. They really didn’t take well to being told no. 
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    November 30, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    The two Star Force Mach’nel entered the system barely 20 seconds apart from one another, having already passed through numerous heavily armed V’kit’no’sat systems to get here, but what Grand Admiral Neofen saw upon arrival rewrote the definition of ‘stronghold.’ 
 
    The jumplane they’d entered on was clear of obstruction, as was prudent, because you didn’t want stuff nearby that could be rammed by arriving ships, but off the jumpline there were clusters of stations, large and small, spread out like constellations inside the system. As the ship’s sensors began to update the nearby battlemap, entire swaths of dots appeared and began to fill in large tracts of space. There was plenty of maneuvering room in between them. After all this was stellar orbit and not a planetary orbit, but the density of infrastructure here was staggering. 
 
    The 16 planets, along with their 183 moons, took a while to register sensor pings, but the passive information filling in ahead of that showed a mass of civilization far beyond any system Star Force possessed. Even Shangri-La wasn’t up to this level of development, though the information in the database said otherwise. Significant changes had been made here in recent years, and the traffic flowing in and out of the low stellar orbit underscored that fact. 
 
    The jumplane they were on had been crowded when leaving for Itaru, but there were so many others pouring ships into the system that they dwarfed the numbers going out, and the Rammus didn’t think that was typical, especially with a chunk of the ships entering being warships. Mak’to’ran was calling in reinforcements to an already stacked deck, and he assumed that was to give him as much leverage as possible when the Apprentice arrived. 
 
    Linking into the Urrtren they realized that hadn’t happened yet, and Neofenn was relieved they had gotten here in time.  
 
    “Guess we didn’t miss the party,” Anders said in a hologram that popped up next to the biped/quadruped before being shrunk down to an appropriate size so the Grand Admiral didn’t have to constantly look up at the Archon.  
 
    “Did you know Itaru had risen this far?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she admitted. “Mak’to’ran has certainly been redecorating.” 
 
    “I’m seeing additional weapon platforms more than anything. Fear of the larger Hadarak arriving here, perhaps?” 
 
    “We have our Castle projects. I won’t begrudge them trying to develop something similar…though they clearly don’t have the Ysalamiri for it. And this buildup won’t do much against a Lurker unless it’s stupid enough to stick around after expending its Essence.” 
 
    “Perhaps putting up additional targets is a defense mechanism in and of itself.” 
 
    “At the cost of a lot of blood, but I agree. Whatever losses occur her, the Hadarak are dying if they press the issue. This is definitely the backdrop you want for a talk with a superior power.” 
 
    “And it gave us time to get here,” Neofenn said as his ship received navigational coordinates directing them out to Wendigama on a priority route. He mentally issued the order, and the giant vertical disc-shaped Mach’nel began carefully moving through the traffic to get to that insystem jumpline.  
 
    “Glad they’re not shooting us this time. Even in Mach’nel we wouldn’t last very long here.” 
 
    “If the Apprentice wants the V’kit’no’sat to not fight the Hadarak directly, perhaps the sight of this system will suggest that Mak’to’ran wields more power than the Apprentice thought.” 
 
    “But not Essence power,” Anders said gravely. “The Hadarak don’t fear the V’kit’no’sat, or they would have smashed Itaru long ago. Even with Legion they haven’t come here. But they fear Essence, and now we have a better idea of why.” 
 
    “Two nearly instantaneous Hadarak kills rewrite the power structure in the galaxy,” Neofenn underscored. “That may also be why Mak’to’ran wanted to come here.” 
 
    “Bruised ego?” 
 
    “When you are afraid for your life, your natural instinct is to flee to a place of safety. This is as safe as any place in the galaxy for the V’kit’no’sat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Anders said, cringing. “I don’t like the idea of this guy showing up, but at least I can use Essence. The V’kit’no’sat are impotent. I’m just effectively impotent, but at least I’m familiar with the weaponry. They can’t even scan for it. That has to be morale-breaking.” 
 
    “Indeed. I believe that is why he requested you be here. At least you have the eyes to see and knowing counsel to offer.” 
 
    “So why did you come?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see Itaru,” he said, pausing dramatically. “And whatever happens here with the V’kit’no’sat is going to affect the evacuation efforts. If the Apprentice can convince them to turn and run, a lot of people that we are saving will be left for dead. I don’t have the ships to cover them all. We need the V’kit’no’sat fleet’s help.” 
 
    “Yet another reason I hate the Vargemma,” Anders said as she watched the in-depth scans of the closest weapon platforms tally up. Many were Tar’vem’jic, while others were heavily covered in short-range weapons that would be very useful against Hadarak minion swarms. But it was the cargo convoys that truly caught her eye. Normally a system like this was pretty much self-sufficient, and there was far too many imports going on if that were the case. 
 
    She sifted through the growing battlemap and followed the traffic flows. They branched off every which way, but after a detailed analysis…which took a couple seconds for the Archon’s Sav-enhanced mind…Anders found where a chunk of the imports were going. 
 
    “Look what I found,” she said, highlighting a series of shipyards on the Rim of the system.  
 
    “Are those Ysalamiri? 
 
    “They look like it, but as far as I knew the V’kit’no’sat don’t have ranged Ysalamiri technology…and I think that is still the case. Look at their parking lot.” 
 
    Neofenn saw them. Hundreds of the massive ships not far from the huge shipyards, all sitting dead in space within a protective cradle supplying shields and perimeter defenses. That meant they were not crewed or powered, only in storage, though from the exterior they appeared intact. 
 
    “He’s building as much as he can, hoping that we will give them the rest later,” the Grand Admiral deduced.  
 
    “I think you’re right. Or maybe he has a team working on it independently of us. Either way, he doesn’t want to waste time when he gets it. I’m actually impressed.” 
 
    “At that and nothing else?” 
 
    “I’m impressed at the strategy, not the equipment. He wants to be able to kill Lurkers, and he knows they’re vulnerable to them until they can. They need us for that, and we’re currently pre-occupied. So he’s saving time by getting the heavy construction out of the way now.” 
 
    Neofenn twitched. “The V’kit’no’sat just sent out a system-wide alert,” he said as the traffic patterns immediately began to alter, with the majority of the civilian ships either heading to planets or surging towards stellar orbit. 
 
    “The Apprentice is three jumps away,” Anders noted, getting the same information packet from the Urrtren. “Estimated 8 days to arrival. We barely made it in time.” 
 
    “They should have known his location earlier than this.” 
 
    “Must have pretty good stealth systems. He’s probably letting them know he’s coming early by shutting them off, just to be polite.” 
 
    “If that’s so, it’s a failure of their detection grid. That will not help their ego.” 
 
    “And it demonstrates yet again how inferior they are, thus increasing the credibility of the Apprentice and his claims that the war cannot be won by the V’kit’no’sat’s power. I get the feeling we’re dealing with an experienced diplomat.” 
 
    “One that adds races to the Vargemma?” 
 
    “Possibly, depending on how old he is. Or maybe he was taught the methods of those that did. I don’t think we can assume too many Zak’de’ron tendencies here. This might be a Zen’zat to Ter’net comparison.” 
 
    “Let us hope not, intellectually speaking.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Anders asked. 
 
    “An enemy you can understand is bad enough, but one you cannot predict because you are not on their intellectual level is a far more dangerous foe. And if this is the spawn of the Founders, we know they are not to be trusted.” 
 
    “If it’s alright with you, I’m going to find Mak’to’ran and hang out with him, do some Essence education directly. I’ll be back onboard before Super Puff arrives.” 
 
    “As you wish. Make sure you are not caught beneath their planetary shields. I want that Materia in play when he arrives…” 
 
      
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “There isn’t a set limit,” Anders said, having to look up at a steep angle to see Mak’to’ran’s tattooed face, “but the further you reach the more power it costs you. That’s why Essence is primarily a short range weapon unless you are enhancing something else.” 
 
    “Your Materia weapons?” 
 
    “Not just that. It also upgrades my psionics. My enhanced Lachka is far stronger than my using Essence alone to do the same task.” 
 
    “Will pure Essence be blocked by Rentar?” 
 
    “No. Nothing we have discovered will affect Essence except Essence.” 
 
    “So you could kill me right now and I would be defenseless against your attack?” Mak’to’ran asked bluntly.  
 
    Anders glanced around the large chamber where she and many others stood, but all were either Era’tran or Zen’zat.  
 
    “I could kill more than just you. I could take down everyone except them,” she said, pointing to the far side. “I’m not sure if I could get enough grip that far away unless I used my Lachka, but in theory I can stretch as far as I have the power, though it’s not worth it because it would drain me heavily even if I could reach.” 
 
    “How would you kill us?” 
 
    “Brain death is the easiest. Even if your Kich’a’kat repairs you, you’re neutralized. If I had the Vargemma’s skills and enough power, I could disintegrate you, leaving nothing to repair. Other ways are sending out a small, low power Essence technique that attacks your heart and causes it to stop. That’s the more economical way of killing large numbers of people. I don’t have that skill. I’d have to directly reach inside and scramble each of you.” 
 
    One of the other Era’tran huffed in a displeased fashion, but the look in Mak’to’ran’s eyes harbored no anger, only cold calculation.  
 
    “What range is safe from the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “Killing a Hadarak would require more scrambling, so assume a longer range than was used to reach the center of the Tier 2 it killed.” 
 
    “Tar’vem’jic range?” 
 
    “I would not feel safe any closer, but I cannot guarantee even a Mach’nel at extreme range would be free of limited contact.” 
 
    “Do you estimate the Zak’de’ron has more range than a Lurker?” 
 
    “We’ve never seen a Lurker engage a Hadarak, or Uriti, but we think a Lurker can’t scan well at distance. If it could it would have killed our people prodding it from range. Instead it attacked the ships’ exterior or center of mass. Had we used Essence we would have lit up like a beacon, but not using it we are dark to that sense. Whatever Pefbar-like navigation it uses, I think the Lurker’s range is more limited than its weapons.” 
 
    “Can it not enhance that ability like your own psionics?” 
 
    “If it can, it either did and was still short, or it can’t.” 
 
    “Can you use Essence to override Ikrid blocks?” 
 
    “When I enhance Ikrid, no. When I use Essence to directly reach a mind, I can’t interface with it. Either that’s my limited skill or Essence can’t be used to accomplish that directly. What we know of the Vargemma, they cannot either unless they have a base telepathy skill to enhance.” 
 
    “So mechanical blocks should be effective against both the Lurkers and the Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “I don’t think the Lurkers will let us live long enough to interrogate anyone, but I’d say the brain boxes are a legitimate counter to even Essence enhanced telepathy. Whoever you have within range of him should wear such devices, or only use Zen’zat.” 
 
    “What do you know about this strategy he proposes?” 
 
    “We know the Vargemma are told to wait, train, and grow stronger until one of the Founders returns when they hit a prerequisite level. They are told any attack against the Hadarak prior to that is suicide. I would guess he either wants to take the V’kit’no’sat into the Temples and trigger some of you to make the breakthrough to Essence abilities, or he wishes to preserve you in some part of the galaxy due to your technology so you can be helpful when the Founders eventually wish to try and take this galaxy from the Hadarak.” 
 
    All the Era’tran in the room twitched when she said that, including Mak’to’ran. 
 
    “They can give a person Essence abilities?” 
 
    “From what I’ve been told, and I haven’t been there to see for myself, the Temples have facilities designed to do just that, though they are rarely used and we have no access to them due to our limited skill level. It seems only another Essence user can upgrade a ‘mundane,’ and the process is frowned upon. Individual improvement is the preferred method, for the genetics of an individual, when passed on to the next generation, include Essence sensitivity. Offspring of Essence users are more likely to make the jump to Essence connectivity than others. So if you upgrade someone who doesn’t have the genetics, their offspring will most likely not be able to make the transition. To the Vargemma this makes them mostly useless.” 
 
    “So why have the equipment to do so?” 
 
    “Perhaps for the Founders to use. Perhaps for isolated cases where an individual proves themselves worthy by other forms of merit. I really don’t know. Much is hidden in the Temples until you reach the necessary skill level to unlock them, and even the Vargemma have not unlocked everything…possibly not even most of it.” 
 
    “Could this Zak’de’ron be part of the Vargemma?” 
 
    “No Vargemma that we have discovered are anywhere close to his body size. No other Zak’de’ron have been discovered. And if he is speaking the truth, he has been hiding in the Deep Core and monitoring the Hadarak. The Vargemma have been ordered to remain in the Temples save for special operations which they feel are distasteful. They do not like leaving the Temples unless absolutely necessary. It is a form of punishment as far as their societies are concerned.” 
 
    “They detest the other races in the galaxy?” 
 
    “They detest seeing stars,” Anders said sarcastically. “The Temples are grand constructs, and they have been told they are the pinnacle. They do not want to deal with anything lesser in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Yet they are waging a war against you to stop you from attacking the Hadarak.” 
 
    “Apparently they feel that is necessary.” 
 
    “And now we have a Zak’de’ron coming to tell us the same.” 
 
    “At least he’s talking. The Vargemma attacked us then issued their demands.” 
 
    “Is there a way to measure how much Essence an individual has in reserve?” 
 
    “Not precisely. With some reference points you can guestimate the familiar. New arrivals you cannot. When an individual draws low, it can be seen. How much they have left is paired to their maximum rating. The Zak’de’ron could be near to death and still have more Essence than me at my max.” 
 
    “Is there a buildup before a strike, or can they release their Essence reflexively?” 
 
    “Depends on the attack. The larger ones require a charging phase called a ‘Sha’mesh.’ It’s similar to an aura around them that fills up prior to release.” 
 
    “Can you see this occur?” 
 
    “Only those with Essence skills can see it.” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “From what range?” 
 
    “The larger the Sha’mesh, the larger the range.” 
 
    “I will give your ship a special access channel to the Urrtren. If you see one of these Sha’mesh forming, it will allow you to trigger a warning. I want to know the moment the Zak’de’ron intends to do anything.” 
 
    “Smaller actions will not be so vivid. I would have to be very close to see them. But I can alert you to the largest ones a few seconds before they are launched, assuming the Zak’de’ron behaves like an Olopar.” 
 
    “I cannot believe the Vargemma would use them against you and not the Hadarak. Such a waste of superior weaponry. I hope they fall quickly to your forces. They do not deserve the privileges given them. Can you use the Olopar?” 
 
    “We’re working on it, but right now we prefer to craft our own equipment. We don’t want software installed that will allow others to take control of them. If we brought one here, it’s possible he would be able to assert control over it.” 
 
    “Still, I would be interested in seeing you field test one against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “So would I, but we’re busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Rightly so. Still, the larger war presses on and the other Zak’de’ron are lessening their resistance.” 
 
    Ander’s chin rose up slightly. “Oh?” 
 
    “They are choosing certain regions to defend and allowing others to fall without contest. They are not protecting the galaxy as much as protecting their own assets.” 
 
    “They have less offensive capability than we do. What do you expect of them?” 
 
    “The superiority they always claimed they had.” 
 
    “Well said,” Anders admitted. “I kind of thought we’d outgrown them.” 
 
    “Never assume that. Their secrets have secrets, and now we have one of them claiming to be a rogue coming to us with powers far beyond even yours and the Vargemma’s.” 
 
    “I think that is evidence enough that he is a rogue. If the other Zak’de’ron had Essence skills, would you or I still be alive?” 
 
    “Probably not, and I am curious to explore the claimed rift between him and the others, but the fact that he is Zak’de’ron bodes ill for us. And where is his Master? Why did he leave him here? Why take an Apprentice from an inferior race? There are too many unanswered questions. I need some measure of the playing field in order to form a strategy to thrive in it.” 
 
    “I don’t have many more answers than you. But if he thinks we’re two halves of the same empire, his information gathering abilities are either limited or not fully engaged.” 
 
    “To the outsider we are. Not all empires have to operate from a single command structure.” 
 
    “My dead brothers and sisters say otherwise.” 
 
    “How many of mine have to die to the Hadarak before we atone for our past mistakes?” 
 
    “Do you see it as a mistake, or a beneficial failure to eradicate us?” 
 
    “I am not sorry for the power you have become, some of which is due to the impossible task we forced upon you. But it was a mistake to attack Terraxis. You are not Zen’zat. You have grown far beyond them. And you have given us a method of dealing with our traitors other than execution.” 
 
    “Was I right in hearing that some choose to kill themselves rather than be turned over to us?” 
 
    “In the past that was true, but not now. Your accomplishments have proven to the masses that you are not heretics. You have earned your place in the galaxy, and have made no attempt to challenge ours. That more than anything says you are part of our empire.” 
 
    “We won’t tell the big guy otherwise,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Hopefully it will be he telling us a great many things…” 
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    December 6, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Low Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    The spherical vessel containing the Zak’de’ron ‘Apprentice’ arrived in Itaru at expected penetration distance into the system, with several massive fleets of warships bracketing its jumpline. As instructed, they directed the vessel to follow them out to the capitol planet of Wendigama where a particular orbital slot had been completely cleared of ships and stations alike in preparation for his arrival. 
 
    The Apprentice did as requested and traveled to the spot 430 miles above the planet’s surface, looking down on a world packed with inhabitation, technology, weaponry, and fully raised defense shields, above which he cracked the shell on his ship and flew a short distance outside in full armor where he lazily stretched his wings. 
 
    “Where is Mak’to’ran?” he asked in V’kit’no’sat, transmitting out across all frequencies so the entire system could hear. 
 
    “I am here,” the response came, also broadband, for the V’kit’no’sat leader intended for this to be a very public conversation as well. His hologram was provided, showing the Era’tran standing alone in front of the mask-like emblem that represented the V’kit’no’sat empire. “Speak your recommendations.” 
 
    “I greet you, Mak’to’ran, on behalf of my master. He left me the task of watching over this galaxy and shepherding any race that climbed to the level of effective resistance against the Hadarak. He intended to gather and preserve all who would see this galaxy freed of their menace until the day comes when his race will return to lead the fight. Until then, and without their assistance, your forces and others, no matter how impressive, stand no chance against a fully mobilized Hadarak force.” 
 
    “What is your name and that of your Master and his race?” 
 
    “I am known simply as Eldorat, which in their language means ‘learner.’ My master is called Dogoroth, and his race the Veloqueen.” 
 
    “Did they construct the Temples in this galaxy?” Mak’to’ran asked bluntly. 
 
    “They and others did in a combined effort to provide assistance to the resistance in galaxies beyond their own. Galaxies that are even now sending Hadarak reinforcements to assist in the assault on the unconquered.” 
 
    “What others?” 
 
    “Those that inhabit other galaxies and have no presence here. Even the Veloqueen left nothing behind except me. I was recruited to be the bridge between our races, for they are too advanced for the likes of you to comprehend. Do not take that as a slight, for your empire is impressive, but you have never encountered a Veloqueen. If you did you would not have the words to describe them, nor do I. They are a superior race.” 
 
    “Are they as large as you?” 
 
    “They come in varying sizes, most of which are smaller than me. I was enhanced to more quickly accelerate my power growth.” 
 
    “Physical power or Essence?” 
 
    “Both. What do you know of Essence?” 
 
    “You meant what do we know that you haven’t already ripped from my people’s minds?” 
 
    “It is the fastest way of learning, and you would do the same in my position, would you not? Regardless, the minds in the ships surrounding me are off limits, thus I am asking you what you know of Essence.” 
 
    “Not as much as the Vargemma. Why are they attacking beyond the Temples?” 
 
    “They are inferiors granted a position of sanctuary within the Temples. Part of their responsibility is to search for others who are breaking through to their true power and bring them inside before the Hadarak can find and destroy them. You are different. You have risen to a level to challenge the Hadarak without Essence, and that is why I have sought you out. Only those with great Essence power can defeat the Hadarak’s greatest warriors, but they accomplish most of their destruction with their masses, and the key to fighting them you have already discovered. If this galaxy is to be freed one day, we must amass as much combined power as we can, from all sources.” 
 
    “How long will it be before that day comes?” 
 
    “Far into the future. My master won’t return to inspect this galaxy until at least a portion of the necessary power is attained, and we are far from that level.” 
 
    “Are the Vargemma insufficient?” 
 
    “They have decent numbers, but not the collective power. They are too young.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Young as well, but well trained. I am 28 million years old, and I would not expect to see my master again in an equal amount of time.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran grimaced. “You wish us to abandon our war with the Hadarak for millions of years? What will be left of the galaxy if we do that?” 
 
    “The galaxy will regrow, as they all do after the Hadarak unleash their destruction. The mission is to keep your empire alive during the transition and beyond the rebirth. You cannot save the others in the galaxy, no matter how hard you fight. If you attempt to do so and all die, what will you have gained?” 
 
    “Defending the galaxy is our duty as V’kit’no’sat. We will not abandon it.” 
 
    “The Hadarak scale to match the threats that oppose them. You have only fought their weaker units. The Neosan, which you refer to as Lurkers, have been sent to surpass you. Do you have a means of effectively fighting them?” 
 
    “We also scale with time, and what we haven’t solved yet we may in the coming days. To turn away from the challenge now would be an act of cowardice, not prudence.” 
 
    “An ignorant statement, so I will not hold it against you. Others have thought the same and perished. Allow me to show you…” 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat comm channels flushed with data being sent out, not in a hacking attempt, but free data in such masses that the receivers had to buffer it before they could process it all.  
 
    “Take some time and see for yourself the fate of others, then tell me you wish to seek the same fate.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran glanced to the side, then his image disappeared with only the V’kit’no’sat symbol remaining on the open transmission. 
 
    “He transmitted more data in that burst than our technology is capable of matching,” another Era’tran in the chamber with him said. “It appears to be history records and battle data.” 
 
    “Safe it, then show me.” 
 
    “There is too much to review in hours. This will take weeks.” 
 
    “Pick somewhere to start and show me.” 
 
    “There appear to be highlights. Markers left for us to look at first. I will put one of those before you,” the Era’tran said, raising a massive hologram up all around Mak’to’ran, in which he saw a naval battle not over a planet, but across an entire system. He was standing near the 8th planet, and everywhere around him he saw fleets engaged in combat. 
 
    He mentally took control of the hologram and zoomed in to one cluster of combat, seeing that the fleets were not of minions, but much larger craft escorted by swarms of Warden Hadarak. There were thousands of the massive tier 3s and 4s, but he could see no minions. Every Hadarak vessel in play was a larger variety not yet seen in the galaxy, but Mak’to’ran recognized them from the data Star Force had given him. These were their mainline fleet ships, and the Wardens acted as a combination supply ship/battery for them and the Lurkers…of which he only saw a few scattered around the battlefield. 
 
    They were rare, but effective, swooping in and out to eliminate certain targets but not staying around to engage in the heavy slugging.  
 
    Mak’to’ran had never had nightmares this bad, and his fear of what the Hadarak could do had always plagued his subconscious mind. The creation of Legion had put some of those fears to rest, for now they could effectively fight back, but against a force such as this Legion would be next to useless. They’d be shot down prior to arrival, unless they could get the Wardens alone. And they, ironically, weren’t the ones doing the majority of the damage to a foe that looked remarkably like the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    Not their ship design, which was different, but the technology and tactics were similar. Mak’to’ran had studied them so much, particularly the information Hamob had been gathering over the years, that he could see their fingerprints in the combat.  
 
    Mak’to’ran searched for supplemental data and was able to find a racial description. Another hologram appeared, superimposed over the continuing battle that appeared to be playing out in real time across 183 different locations in the system. The race was not avian, but rather aquatic. They resembled sharks with two tentacles flowing back off their tail stub, and were a race not in the V’kit’no’sat database. His staff had already searched for it and came up empty, but they were supplying him with other tidbits of analysis as they chewed through the new information as fast as it could be cleared by the software scientists to make sure there was no malicious code embedded within it. 
 
    The system in question was also not in their databanks, making Mak’to’ran wonder if this was from another galaxy, but an analysis of the galactic backdrop beyond confirmed it was from Megora, and it came from the Rim. 
 
    “Do you see the hopelessness of it now?” Eldorat interrupted. 
 
    Mak’to’ran reconnected, but didn’t deactivate the historical data before him. Instead the orbiting dragon was superimposed above it as the Era’tran continued to multi-task.  
 
    “How many of these races could use Essence?” 
 
    “Many could, but most never made it to that point, though like you they found other ways to hurt the Hadarak, but they could never truly contend with them. They were not ready and they would not heed our advice, thus they were wiped from existence. That is what the Hadarak do. Any who live in the galaxy that grow strong enough to challenge them are considered weeds that must be plucked from the garden, and they do so on a regular basis.” 
 
    “Why have they not conquered it all and precluded the need to do this continuously?” 
 
    “Because there are powers in the universe greater than even the Hadarak and Veloqueen. They lurk in the dark spaces between galaxies, quiet, unobserved, until a galaxy is filled with life. Every system, every planet, or nearly so, packed with living beings so dense they can grow no further. Then the monsters from the deep emerge to devour all…after which the galaxy is reborn from the rubble. New planets, new stars simply appear in the void to replace what was lost, more or less. It is a cycle of death and rebirth that the Hadarak attempt to prevent, thus they do not leave the Core of the galaxies except to eradicate the vermin beyond when they grow unruly or too populous.” 
 
    “I have heard this story before.” 
 
    “Have you? Then why ask me? Do you doubt my origins?” 
 
    “I know nothing of your origins except for your vile race.” 
 
    “They are no longer my race. I forsook them long ago when my Master selected me out of all those in this galaxy.” 
 
    “These records you have provided. Are they from your time here, or from before?” 
 
    “They are from my time.” 
 
    “How many purges have you seen?” 
 
    “None such as this. The others were selective, targeting a specific enemy or alliance. You have provoked them in a way I have not seen before, or perhaps it was simply time to cull the galaxy. They have done so many times before in others. It is a preventative measure to ensure no enemies can rise to challenge them, and sometimes they are very good at keeping their presence hidden, only to rise up and attack the Hadarak later. A preventative purge gives them nowhere to hide.” 
 
    “And what would you have us do? Enter the Temples?” 
 
    “I could give you access, but your strength does not lie in Essence and you would be wasted inside, for they are meant to confine those within for endless training. No, there is another way. The Hadarak cannot fully conquer all the systems in the galaxy without triggering the monsters from the deep. Their population would become the very thing they are attempting to avoid. So when the Hadarak have fully purged a section of the galaxy they will abandon it. If one is able to relocate there without their knowing, they can escape the cycle of destruction and lay in wait, growing more powerful over the eons. But fighting the Hadarak draws them out. Evasion is the key to ultimate victory, and it is a skill the V’kit’no’sat have not chosen to develop, though your Rimward realm appears to have in order to avoid your own internal purge of the past.” 
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    “Odd you should say so,” Mak’to’ran replied half sarcastically. “Our Rimward half wants to fight as much as the Core, and they would be here now if not for the Vargemma having attacked them. Your Temple-dwellers are aiding the Hadarak by diminishing our strength and providing a diversion that pulls our empire away from the real fight.” 
 
    “You should have heeded their warnings,” Eldorat said dismissively. “It would have saved you a great deal of damage. Now, at least, you can see the power that Essence weaponry imbues.” 
 
    “Those who attack our empire will suffer the consequences of such a foolhardy act.” 
 
    “If you seek to engage the Vargemma, you do so going to your destruction. The Hadarak press you in the Core with their first and second waves, and you face an even more powerful fight if you choose to take on the Vargemma.” 
 
    “Our Rimward half already is.” 
 
    “And the losses you have suffered don’t discourage you? Or do they challenge your ego and make you go back for more until you are destroyed or victorious? Many in the past have fought in a similar manner, and it has given them great power against lesser civilizations, but when the time comes that they face a superior they crumble. Wisdom is required to fight a superior enemy, and confronting the Vargemma is something that you must walk away from. Do so and they will stop their attacks, as they promised.” 
 
    “Will you fight alongside them against us?” 
 
    “The Vargemma have their tasks, I have mine. They do not cross one another. My place is not in the Temples, it is near the Hadarak where I can observe them and those that rise to oppose them. So that I may warn those who rise to the level of strength you have, and in doing so preserve the enemies of the Hadarak for the larger war to come.” 
 
    “Do you not know?” Mak’to’ran asked, suppressing a grin. 
 
    “I know much, but not all. To what do you refer?” 
 
    “Our Rimward half is in the process of conquering the Vargemma and taking control of the Temples.” 
 
    The hologram of the floating dragon flinched, ever so slightly. 
 
    “In order to do so they would have to travel inside the Temples.” 
 
    “And they have done so.” 
 
    “How?” he demanded. 
 
    “Irrelevant now that they are inside and spreading from one Temple to another. Our technology and knowledge of warfare is superior to the Vargemma’s. Now, do you intend to side with them against us, or tell them to submit before any more unnecessary bloodshed occurs?” 
 
    “I will do neither. The Temples are programmed to deal with such incursions on their own, regardless of what the Vargemma have or have not done. They will weed out the traitors and return operations to normal.” 
 
    “Not this time. We will conquer the Temples and end the threat the Vargemma pose to our Rimward half, then our full might will return to the Core and face the Hadarak. If your Master is of the race that built the Temples, then you must be able to command the Vargemma to halt, can you not?” 
 
    “If you seek a fight with them you are welcome to waste resources and lives. I will not interfere with such stupidity, nor can I give you the Temples which I do not possess. I have been enlightened by my Master, but I am not one of those who own them. My task is here, with you and the others that can fight the Hadarak. For your sake, please listen to my counsel. You cannot survive this fight unless you take advantage of the null areas behind the Hadarak lines of expansion, and you can only do so if you refrain from fighting them and hide. It is against your nature to do so, but it is the required strategy.” 
 
    “Where are the other races that you have helped?” 
 
    “Hiding.” 
 
    “So instead of fighting against the galactic purge, they turn and flee while others die? Why are they not even conducting a defensive campaign?” 
 
    “If the Hadarak do not know they exist, they will not search for them.” 
 
    “You counsel cowardice,” Mak’to’ran accused. 
 
    “I counsel patience, as I will display now. You have not had time to digest the information I have given you. I will wait until you do so. Once you know the full weight of the certain future ahead of you, you will not be so quick to call my counsel cowardice.” 
 
    The Zak’de’ron ended his transmission and curled his tail up around him, retracting his wings and turning into what looked like a sleeping pose as he drifted in orbit nearby his ship. 
 
    “Perhaps he is right,” another Era’tran said, prompting an angry look from Mak’to’ran. “We need more time to develop the Ysalamiri.” 
 
    “At the cost of all our worlds being overrun? We would become vagrants, our strength stolen from us. How much do you think we could accomplish from a fleet alone?” 
 
    “In theory we could rebuild afterwards, if we are talking on a scale of a million years or more.” 
 
    “If we are defeated, you can assume we will do just that,” Mak’to’ran promised. “But we will not surrender our worlds to the Hadarak. If they wish to claim them, they will pay the price in blood demanded of them.” 
 
    “If we are to have any chance of defending our core worlds,” another Era’tran advisor said, “we will need Star Force. What I am seeing in these records is beyond either of us now. Only together can we reach for the possibility of victory, for we do not possess it now.” 
 
    “Finally I hear wisdom,” Mak’to’ran approved. “We are not victims of the Hadarak, we are an empire forged with the singular purpose to fight them. We do not have all the tools we need yet, but we have far more than the V’kit’no’sat have ever possessed. Now we have a Zak’de’ron coming out of nowhere to tell us to stop fighting and flee? Even if this one is aligned with the Temple builders, the universe mocks your gullibility.” 
 
    A prompt for an incoming comm got Mak’to’ran’s attention, and he mentally flipped the activation switch. The image of a Hjar’at appeared before him, coming from elsewhere on Wendigama. 
 
    “Tell me you are not considering this cowardice?” Telvara challenged. 
 
    “I am not,” Mak’to’ran said firmly. 
 
    “That is a relief. I am hearing whispers of it everywhere.” 
 
    “In my own counsel chambers as well,” the Era’tran said, throwing a glance to his left at the banks of his kin scrolling through hundreds of holograms and breaking down the most important information being fed to them by others methodically sorting through the data packet in different buildings across the capitol. “What do you make of this Zak’de’ron?” 
 
    “What does our information from Star Force say about his truthfulness?” 
 
    “It aligns.” 
 
    “Then he may be a disciple of the Temple builders.” 
 
    “I do not care if he is.” 
 
    “His ability to destroy Hadarak is extremely important. Why is he preaching retreat?” 
 
    “We are still ignorant of the Hadarak’s true power. To me it does not matter, they must be opposed regardless, but if they are far more the monsters than we know, lesser minds would run. I am beginning to question the steel of the V’kit’no’sat, and whether it is real or merely a function of ignorance of the threat we face.” 
 
    “I thought we’d eliminated this poison from the empire long ago.” 
 
    “Poison has a way of recurring when there is a lack of courage.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should remind the others that this disciple is stating that we are superior to the Zak’de’ron and that they are not worth his time?” 
 
    “That does concern me. You and I both know they still hold advantages over us.” 
 
    “A ploy then?” 
 
    “I do not know. If the Zak’de’ron had Essence power, especially of this magnitude, we would not be free. I do not understand the dynamic here, unless Legion alone is what has garnered his attention.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is the death count of the Hadarak.” 
 
    “If what I know of Essence is accurate, it takes a very long time to build up the power level this one has demonstrated. Building Ysalamir is but a heartbeat in comparison. We may already be on the superior path, in terms of galactic warfare. Essence is also limited in capacity. Perhaps killing those two Hadarak nearly depleted this one.” 
 
    “How long does it take to recharge?” 
 
    “I am told days at the minimum, perhaps months depending on how deeply you diminish yourself. Push too far and draw too much, and you will kill yourself.” 
 
    “Curse Star Force for keeping this from us.” 
 
    “What have we given them, Telvara? They shared Ysalamir with us. Without it we would not be in the position we are with the Hadarak. Do you truly expect them to give us all their secrets?” 
 
    “We have abandoned the death sentences on them. Why should they hold back?” 
 
    “Because they are wise, and I would do the same in their position. They do not even trust their own populations with psionics. They guard closely who has power, and there has never been a rebellion amongst them. They are far more stable than us, or am I wrong?” 
 
    “I always assumed it was the threat of our existence that kept them together.” 
 
    “Inferring that we would attack them if they were divided? And yet you ask them to give us their greatest power?” 
 
    “I concede the point. I am just frustrated at our lack of Essence, more now than ever. It is a higher level power that we have not yet attained. I do not like the feeling of being inferior after as far as our empire has come.” 
 
    “Nor do I, but the battlefield does not give us what we want. It gives us what we must overcome. It is for us to figure out how.” 
 
    “Just show me an enemy I can kill. I dislike distractions.” 
 
    “Would you have preferred I did not recall you to Itaru?” 
 
    “No. This Zak’de’ron must be dealt with, and it is far more powerful than a Hadarak. You were right to recall us. What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “Gain information, but we are not abandoning the fight with the Hadarak. To do so would kill the identity of our empire, and I will not have us devolve in the carnage that is the Vargemma. They have been denied a fight, so they turn on each other instead. No, our cause must remain pure and undistracted. Better to die righteous than live to descend into the monstrosities of decay.” 
 
    “Is that the Zak’de’ron’s ploy? Weaken us prior to their own attack?” 
 
    “What would they gain? The Hadarak are still coming, and eventually they will even get to the Rim. Much can happen before that, but what would be their purpose when we are accomplishing so much damage to our mutual enemy? Would they have given us the location of their worlds if the greater threat wasn’t cause for parallel fighting?” 
 
    “They may not have given us all their worlds,” Telvara cautioned, “but I concur. I cannot make sense of this Zak’de’ron’s presence or purpose. Where are these other superior races hiding? Out in the Rim where we never explored?” 
 
    “I do not know, but Star Force has not found them either, unless they wear cloaks of weakness to disguise their truth strength.” 
 
    “How many does he need before his master returns? I wonder if the Temples and this one are not in the employ of the Hadarak to prevent attacks against them? With no time mark to rally around, we could be facing perpetual running and hiding if we yielded to his strategy.” 
 
    “And the Vargemma are confined to the Temples waiting for a promised return that might never come? I see your point, but given the nature and size of the Hadarak, it could very well be an intergalactic conflict that would necessitate millions of years to play out. Perhaps billions.” 
 
    “Billions?” 
 
    “I am told the Temples may be that old.” 
 
    “Then where are all the other races collected from that time? If this disciple is young compared to the Temples, then where is the army compiled over that same period of time?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s throat rumbled, not an angry sound, but one of confusion. “That is something I would like to know as well,” he said, reactivating the comm and querying their guest in orbit.  
 
    “You cannot have processed the information in such a short space of time,” the Zak’de’ron said, not bothering to uncurl from its napping posture in order to respond. A deliberate slight to the mass of the V’kit’no’sat empire below and surrounding him. 
 
    “Are the Temples more than a billion years old?” 
 
    “The war with the Hadarak has stretched more than a billion years, and long ago it was decided to gradually seed the occupied galaxies and those that were on the verge of being occupied with refuges to preserve Essence users. They were not built quickly, but they were designed to persist. As time goes on the Hadarak spread to more galaxies, increasing their number and putting more pressure on my Master’s home galaxy. This is a very long fight, Mak’to’ran. Those who wish to survive to see the end of it must mentally reconfigure their priorities to the long game.” 
 
    “Where are the others like us that have been preserved over the past billion years?” 
 
    “That I do not know. My knowledge begins with the time I was recruited and what has occurred since then in this galaxy.” 
 
    “Have you been beyond this galaxy?” 
 
    “My work is here. I have been graced with a supreme task and do not ask more than it. I have not traveled beyond this great swirl, but I have been taught by those that have.” 
 
    “And when do you expect your Master will be ready to lead the rebellion in this galaxy?” 
 
    “Not anytime soon. I have collected too few and the Vargemma have not advanced enough to bother interacting with. Without direct intervention, the Temples require slow evolution to develop those within, but they will accomplish their task…regardless of your empire’s interference. When they do so, and I have collected enough supplemental support, we will assault the Deep Core and deny this galaxy’s reinforcements to others.” 
 
    “And what happens when the Hadarak’s reinforcements come here instead?” 
 
    “Then we will hold the gates or be destroyed. That is why we cannot act hastily. We must acquire enough strength to quickly defeat the Hadarak and position ourselves to hold what we take, otherwise we will be washed away with the return tide.” 
 
    “What ‘gates’ do you speak of?” 
 
    “The points in this galaxy that allow for quick intergalactic travel. You cannot guard against a slow invasion, but if you wish to get a large number of reinforcements here in a relatively short period of time, your options are limited to the gates, in all their forms. The Hadarak guard these closely, and if they can defend them long enough their reinforcements will arrive in a perpetual stream that we will have to fight. If we launched an assault now, with all the races I have accumulated plus the Vargemma, we would breach their outer lines…then be overwhelmed before we could even reach a single gate. Even with my personal assistance, we would lose badly.” 
 
    “Do the Veloqueen fight as you do? In space with your personal Essence as weaponry?” 
 
    “Not just the Veloqueen, but many others as well.” 
 
    “And technologically?” 
 
    “There are many ways to kill Hadarak, not all of which require Essence, but Essence is the primary weapon because the only defense against it is Essence itself. The hordes of Hadarak minions cannot use it, thus they can easily be swept aside by it. It is their larger units that require direct confrontation, and they are many. Some of which are stronger than I.” 
 
    “Can you defeat a Lurker?” 
 
    “At risk to myself, yes. We know them as assassins, and if caught off guard they can kill someone like me in an instant. But the reverse is also true.” 
 
    “The Olopar allow the small Essence users to fight as you do, correct?” 
 
    “Finally, some wisdom I see in you. The Hadarak are so large their Essence stores are untouchable. Only with time and training can one such as me match them. Those as small as your servants would never be able to individually, but by pooling their Essence into storage containers, a little each day, they can amass a great deal to be unleashed as quickly as an assassin can. This is why the Vargemma must develop further. They must produce more Essence, and do so at a faster rate if they are to resupply the Olopar. If not, their usefulness in battle will be short-lived in a war that demands endurance.” 
 
    “Why not give the Zak’de’ron and others the technology needed to fight? Why do you wait until we achieve it on our own?” 
 
    “I cannot watch over you all. If you do not develop the skills necessary to wield such power, then it will destroy you. Why are you obsessed with my former race? Is it not clear that I have transcended them? Or are some of them of my size and power now?” 
 
    “I have never known an honest Zak’de’ron. They always have some form of deceit in their words and actions.” 
 
    “That is why I have given you the information you need in the open. Take time and study it, for I am hiding none from you,” Eldorat said, signing off once again. 
 
    “They need batteries,” Telvara scoffed, “and skirmishers to screen for those that can deliver the Essence. They are not seeking peers.” 
 
    “We are not their peers in strength, Telvara,” Mak’to’ran admitted, “but I believe we are their superiors in tenacity. The V’kit’no’sat abandoned expendable troops long ago, and I will not let our empire become such for a foreign power.” 
 
    “Then tell him no and be done with it.” 
 
    “I am curious to how he will react, but for the time being let us study the records he has given. Perhaps we can convince him that there is another way.” 
 
    “You have not mentioned the Uriti. Does he know?” 
 
    “I am uncertain, but without Star Force’s controlling mechanism I doubt they would be of use. Though I could be wrong. Star Force has enough to contend with now. I do not want to unleash this Zak’de’ron on them. We will deal with this one, so let us keep his attention here, for he still believes Star Force answers to Itaru. Let him maintain that illusion, along with the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “If Star Force can conquer the Temples, then they can learn from them and assimilate at least part of this Veloqueen knowledge and technology. I do not want to face their kind in our current state. We must advance first, so let’s keep this one’s focus on us and away from Star Force’s work.” 
 
    “You think they will share what they learn with us?” 
 
    “So long as they stay one step ahead of us, yes. They will keep some knowledge and power as a hedge against our potential betrayal, but like the Ysalamir they will not let us remain impotent to the threats we face. They have earned my respect in battle, and I believe we have earned theirs as well. Our heritage, though tainted with betrayal, has the same roots. We are brothers in blood, and when the time comes they will defend us the same as we will defend them.” 
 
    “Is that why you let them have our genetics?” 
 
    “They would have acquired them anyway. Doing so created more than a myth of a binary empire. It created one in fact.” 
 
    “You seem to trust them a great deal?” 
 
    “I know their nature now. That is different than trust. They have a nature of unity, and so long as we stay within their ‘lightside’ we will be their ally. Venture in to the ‘darkside’ and we will be their enemy. Unlike others, they let us choose our relationship by our actions. Because of that fact, they are predictable and reliable, unlike the Zak’de’ron who are quite the opposite.” 
 
    “And what of this one?” 
 
    “I am assuming no less…” 
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    December 7, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    It had been a little over a day since the Zak’de’ron had arrived, and Neofenn had been given a good seat for the spectacle. The two Star Force Mach’nel were in high orbit around the planet with a view down onto Eldorat as he passed by multiple times given that his lower orbit was a much faster one. 
 
    There had been no further discussion for hours, with the massive dragon giving everyone time to digest the information offered to them…and there was a great deal of it. Neofenn had been looking through it himself, as had Anders, and both their crews were helping to sift through the records that appeared to detail failure after failure to survive the Hadarak purges. 
 
    The curious thing about them was that none were comprehensive. What was occurring now was more like a Nova spreading out from a star in all directions and consuming the galaxy in a slow, but unstoppable wave of destruction. What had happened in the past was more like solar flares, with the Hadarak moving out to target a region and annihilate it while ringing in the area with pursuers to make sure no one could escape. 
 
    And they were damn good at it. The Warden/minion attack force the V’kit’no’sat had been formed to counter was just their cleanup crew, and now that Neofenn had some context as to what he had been seeing over the past years he felt like facepalming. The Wardens were not attack ships, they were simply big, fat tankers so strong they could kill ships on their own if needed. That’s why they didn’t have any ranged weaponry built into them…and their tentacles were built for digging and docking as much as for point defense combat.  
 
    The Wardens didn’t just store Essence, they stored raw materials that were either harvested by their minions or dug out of planets and stars directly. While moving through them using gravity drives was possible, the tentacles helped propel them faster, as well as clawing and stirring resource pockets towards their surface where they could be absorbed en mass. And for those really tricky pockets, the tentacles would act like straws that, as long as they got a little surface area to connect, would suck them dry while also being able to deliver minions directly to the spot to chew and digest even more material in the case of a planet. 
 
    Tankers. The V’kit’no’sat had been fighting and getting their ass kicked by tankers all these years while the real warships were back in the Deep Core fighting larger enemies…with the emphasis on larger.  
 
    A subset of the data was focused on the numerous wars going on inside the Deep Core, an area that no one had any real data on other than what Kara had recently delivered. Eldorat didn’t provide any maps or useful navigational data that Star Force could one day use to fight in there, but he did offer battle records that apparently he had observed but not taken part in…and the fighting was pure carnage. 
 
    It was all biological. Mak’to’ran had inquired about that briefly, and the Apprentice had said that was the state of all the galaxies. The larger, space-faring races preferred the shorter jumplanes and larger gravity wells, so they didn’t make their way out into the far flung rim, and when facing people who naturally could fly through space versus those that had to build technology to do it, the technology-wielders were at a severe disadvantage unless they had ascended to the level of obtaining Essence.  
 
    He had also said the Veloqueen were in the unique position of being both biological spacefarers and technological. They were small compared to the others, and had lost many worlds and countless numbers of their people before they developed the ability to manipulate the universe around them. Fortunately they had been born with rudimentary telekinesis, and through that they had been able to craft technology whereas others either relied on their natural attributes or developed genetic engineering to create sub-races crafted to do their bidding. 
 
    As it was, the biggest thing those who flew through space lacked were hands. Surface dwellers had them in droves, and if not hands then they had tentacles, paws, teeth, or other forms of interacting with the environment that could eventually lead to the development of mental-interface technology…but if you didn’t have the initial ability to craft even crude tools then you couldn’t create technology without the help of others. 
 
    Historically there was a rift between the space dwellers and the technologicals, and there were some who made it their purpose to seek out the Heidoor…which was their term for ‘space dwellers’…and give them the ability to grow beyond their natural state to the point they could defend themselves against the Socani, or ‘surface dwellers.’ 
 
    Some of the Heidoor were predators, attacking other Heidoor to remove them, or perhaps eat them, while others were pacifistic to a fault. Most would mind their own business until provoked, so it wasn’t uncommon to see the Deep Cores of many galaxies filled with Heidoor of various races that more or less avoided each other and kept to their own feeding grounds.  
 
    But when the advanced Heidoor did fight, as Neofenn was seeing now, it was brutal. There was no mercy, no prisoner taking, no stunning. They didn’t have ships that could be damaged while preserving the crews, for all their ships were people. The Grand Admiral quickly theorized that this was the reason so many were inclined not to fight each other unless necessary, and it seemed even the Hadarak had no wish to battle them unless they got in their way, which apparently happened often where resources were concerned. 
 
    And when a Heidoor possessed Essence skills, the hardened shells of the other Heidoor offered little defense. Those that didn’t have it would chew away at each other in a slow grind of constant combat for the heavy hitters, while the smaller, lighter swarm units would die quickly just trying to land a single blow. Ranged combat was not unusual with the Heidoor, as the V’kit’no’sat had wrongly assumed about the Hadarak, but melee seemed to be the preference for the smaller units, some of which would fly in and land on their larger opponents like ticks, then slowly chew them apart. 
 
    When the target couldn’t fight back because they were so small and in so close, it was agonizing to watch, for surrender wasn’t an option. The larger ones would slowly be chewed, cut, or blasted to death, and even though they couldn’t scream in space, the Grand Admiral found it very distasteful to watch.  
 
    The Deep Core was truly a zone of carnage, and without Essence weapons or at least Yeg’gor-level armor on most of their ships, no Socani would stand a chance against the more dangerous biological fleets in there, some of which were able to protect themselves against the Hadarak because they outclassed them. 
 
    Those races had no interest in conquering the Hadarak, just defending their own turf, so it was very easy for the Hadarak to dominate the Deep Core without owning all of it. The laid back nature of coexistence there was something the rest of the galaxy did not share, making it a strange counterpart. The Deep Core didn’t fight…except when it did…and when it did, there was no mercy, no diplomacy, just pure, unadulterated carnage. 
 
    The Grand Admiral looked at these battle records as a challenge that Star Force would ultimately have to overcome, but he couldn’t disagree with Eldorat when he said that the V’kit’no’sat couldn’t win against this level of warfare. If the Hadarak sent their full forces out to deal with them, they would be so outmatched it would become a running slaughter…unless the V’kit’no’sat held their ground and chose to die defending their planets as they got overrun.  
 
    A classic song that was one of the favorites of the Archons came to mind, particularly the phrase ‘Only the strongest will survive, lead me to heaven when I die.’ If you weren’t the Archons or other ultra elite, you had no chance of being the strongest, meaning you were going to die sooner or later. Star Force had changed that for the Rim, because they protected the weak and allowed them to survive and grow.  
 
    Not so in the Deep Core, and Eldorat provided two examples of Heidoor races that had been completely exterminated after heavy combat. Nothing was left of them, and their territory was now in the hands of the Hadarak, growing new ships and spaceborn infrastructure. The Hadarak were washing away all the weak Heidoor, and the others would not step in to defend their neighbors, only to defend themselves and their kin. Only the strongest would survive, and it seemed the Hadarak were trying to eliminate all the competition they could…but why not focus on these other Heidoor and eliminate them one by one? 
 
    They were not doing so, and the Grand Admiral found that odd. If they could pull reinforcements from other areas of the galaxy, let alone from other galaxies, could they not overwhelm a superior opponent with massive numbers? Were they really that pressed with other warfronts? Or did they not care to devote the resources to fight those that did not have any interest in fighting them other than in self-defense? 
 
    With the way the Hadarak seemed to kill everyone in sight, he had assumed the Deep Core would have operated on the ‘There can be only one’ rule, but according to Kara’s information, now heavily expanded by Eldorat, that was far from the truth.  
 
    Anders had spoken with Mak’to’ran earlier, and got him to ask a question considering that Eldorat would only speak with the V’kit’no’sat leader and no one else. It was regarding the outer defense perimeter and the ‘nests’ that Hadarak created. 
 
    Eldorat explained that while the Hadarak could burrow into planets, they preferred building infrastructure in space so they could view all around them. Only if they could consume an entire planet would they do so, hollowing it out and essentially retrofitting it into a giant nest. Their other nests, far more spindly and stretching out like spider webs, allowed for easy transit between and around them while giving them eyes everywhere…for the Hadarak were extremely paranoid, and not just of the Veloqueen and their allies. 
 
    Many Heidoor feared the Socani and their technology when it became infused with Essence. In order to protect the Hadarak, and to some extent the other Heidoor within the Deep Cores, the Hadarak essentially built a fence around the entire thing to keep the Socani out and had watchdogs on the outside to warn them if any sufficient threat would arise. If none achieved Essence abilities, the Hadarak would let them bleed their forces on the outer defenses without considering it an attack, even if they lost some Wardens in the process. But if they lost too many, or took too much damage too fast…as was the case with the Ysalamir…then that would provoke a slightly stronger response. 
 
    Eldorat did not know what had caused this full galactic purge, but when the Hadarak sent assassins out to deal with the situation, that meant there was a high level threat that needed to be nipped in the bud. If the assassins failed, then the mainline troops would be sent out, and that was a fight the V’kit’no’sat could not win.  
 
    Yet Eldorat admitted he did not understand their tactics. They were not going after the V’kit’no’sat directly, suggesting this was a galactic purge. He had never seen one occur in this galaxy, but there had been instances in other galaxies that were similar, and each of those constituted an ‘infestation of Socani’ that was deemed to be so pervasive that it could not be routed out of a particular region, so everything had to be taken down. 
 
    The Hadarak didn’t usually take such drastic measures, but sometimes they would do so as a preventative exercise. Eldorat said he had been monitoring the galaxy and he had seen neither the threat of high level Essence use, nor the mass development of low level use, which could also trigger a full purge. Why this was happening here was unknown, but the assassins had clearly been sent to counter the Ysalamir, and if they were not successful in due course, that failure would trigger a larger response. 
 
    Already there were units in play that had not been before, but those were being grown out here, not diverted from the Deep Core. If it got to that last gasp effort, they would pour out in such numbers that they would blot out the stars and sweep through the galaxy in short order. Eldorat did not think the V’kit’no’sat or anyone else were able to trigger that much of a response. Not even the Vargemma at this point. But a mid level response would be enough to wipe away both Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat, so there was little point in fighting a war that would only escalate with your victories and further doom your empire. 
 
    That was the point Eldorat had made, then he returned to silence as he let the system further ponder the depth of information provided. To Neofenn it had the opposite response as intended. The stronger the Hadarak were the bigger the victory it would be in defeating them. Having to face them without intel was scary, but the more information Neofenn had the more he could begin to plan an effective defense…and it all came down to the Uriti, which hopefully Eldorat didn’t know about yet.  
 
    Amount of Essence was always a weakness, and the Uriti were providing Star Force so much, and doing so willingly, that he figured they could mount an effective attack against the Hadarak with a millennia of retooling. They had that much time, for the Hadarak purge could not consume such a large galaxy so fast having to grow its troops as it went, for the most part. There were many Wardens coming out of the Deep Core, but again, those were tankers supplying and carrying around the minions, which were doing the majority of the damage at this point…aside from the ramming attacks the Wardens contributed to stubborn planetary targets.  
 
    And because of that ability the Wardens had been the primary threat to the galaxy…yet they were just tankers. Big, stupid tankers with so much armor and mass the Socani had to work their asses off to kill even one.  
 
    But the weapon onboard Anders ship could punch a hole right into one, perhaps burning all the way to the brain in the center…then again maybe not. The Lurkers were much thinner, so it might take two well placed shots for a Warden depending on the size, but the principle was still the same. With Essence enhancement, Star Force weapons would cut through Yeg’gor like butter, and if the Uriti could supply enough refills for them, they had a way to counter the Hadarak. Perhaps even their mainline troops. 
 
    But not now. Star Force wasn’t ready for that kind of war, though the basic technology was already present. The Uriti were the unique component that couldn’t be replicated, and because of that they had to be thoroughly protected prior to launching any such assault. If the Lurkers or other units could hunt them down and kill them, Star Force’s Essence source would disappear and they’d be back to a handful of Materia charged by tiny people over the course of centuries.  
 
    If the Veloqueen learned of the Uriti, they might come and try to take them, which was why Anders had insisted that Mak’to’ran not spill the beans, though there was no way to be certain how much the other V’kit’no’sat knew of them beyond rumor. And their ability to give Essence had not been made public. Even the existence of Essence wasn’t public knowledge in Star Force, though those in the V’kit’no’sat military fighting the Hadarak had been informed of it due to the threat posed by the Lurkers. 
 
    That wasn’t much, so the knowledge that the Uriti were Essence batteries would hopefully go undeduced by the Apprentice, though he might want to take a look anyway if he realized they had been grown from Hadarak.  
 
    If that happened, Star Force was going to have a big problem…which was why Neofenn had already sent an ultra-secure message back through the Urrtren with Mak’to’ran’s help using the secure coding that the Zak’de’ron could not access despite having feelers out into the rest of the network. That message was for Davis, warning him of the updated threat of Eldorat and what he might do with the Uriti or the assaults on the Temples, the latter of which he didn’t seem to care about right now, but if he did head out to the Rim it was probably going to be trouble.  
 
    If Eldorat was going to be an asset, then Mak’to’ran would figure that out here and now, but the Grand Admiral wasn’t hopeful. Star Force wasn’t backing down from this fight, and neither was the V’kit’no’sat. They’d be smart, cagey, and sneaky as need be, but they would not abandon the galaxy to the purge…and that’s exactly what the super-sized dragon wanted them to do. 
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    December 29, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    It had been three weeks since Eldorat had arrived at the V’kit’no’sat capitol, and in those three weeks he had done as much listening as talking. More actually, for he was quietly hacking his way into most of the V’kit’no’sat’s comm traffic to learn more about them and, more importantly, about their reaction to his revelations. 
 
    He’d done this before with a few other races, but none as big as this empire. The V’kit’no’sat had actually been doing a fair amount of damage to the Hadarak, which was showing more than just potential. Eldorat needed to preserve them, for they were more numerous than any of the others he’d collected. If there was ever going to be a hope of putting up sufficient resistance in this galaxy to draw attention away from Hesalla, he needed the V’kit’no’sat to survive and hone their anti-Yeg’gor technology. 
 
    Eldorat was forbidden from giving them more advanced weaponry, other than what could be obtained in the Temples. But the kind of anti-Hadarak weapons the Veloqueen and their allies used were not there. Only Essence weaponry was, because that’s why the Vargemma in every galaxy existed. To produce more of it, so showing them that the Hadarak could be defeated without it would only encourage them to explore technology over their gradual training…and that training was necessary in order to increase their output. 
 
    Dogoroth had told him long ago that Essence alone could not destroy the Hadarak, for their strength lie not just in their Heidoor, but also their Socani. Focus on one and the other would destroy you, and Essence was wasted on the Socani. He’d seen his master stomp his foot and kill billions of them with a single Essence attack, but billions were a rounding number for the Hadarak, and if one chose to attack the minions with Essence you would quickly deplete yourself of it…at which point you’d be defenseless without another means of warfare. 
 
    That was why the Veloqueen had survived as long as they had. Both Essence and technological power flowed through their empire like a life force, and even he had technological elements implanted into himself now, above and beyond his armor shell he wore when drifting outside his ship so the V’kit’no’sat could see him. Occasionally he would return inside to eat or perform other duties, but only briefly. Staring at a smooth orb imparted a sense of secrecy, and if this empire was going to be absorbed into the resistance forces, he needed it to be a personal connection, for they would not accept anything less. 
 
    Many minds were available around him, but most were closed off to his view. Some, he knew, were engineered as such. They called them Zen’zat, and they’d apparently done so in order to make them better servants who could not be manipulated and who could hold secrets…but the rest of their empire was wide open to mental invasion, counting on their strength to protect them from foreign intrusion. 
 
    Eldorat had made use of that oversight when he had encountered the first of their ships, but ever since coming here the minds on the ships surrounding him were entirely off limits. He had spied inside some of the closest ones and saw that they were wearing devices on their heads to block telepathic access. He was tempted to pull one off and peek inside, but he refrained. Doing so was not necessary, for they had underestimated his range, and he could reach the surface with a little Essence added to his natural telepathy. 
 
    What he was getting from them was not a deep scan, but surface thoughts. They were too far away to drag much information out of in groups, but combined with the comm chatter he was observing he noticed a considerable divide within the V’kit’no’sat. They were united against the Hadarak that were creeping ever closer to their borders, but many did not think that victory could be achieved, and some wanted to settle old scores before the distant invasion came. These V’kit’no’sat were so shortsighted they thought a few millennia was distant future, but to Eldorat it was far too short a time. 
 
    Then there were others who would prefer to die rather than surrender or run away, and there was a polite but significant discord between the two groups that had altered when he arrived. Now the realists were shown to have another option to survive, and Eldorat’s ability to kill Hadarak so quickly and apparently effortlessly reinforced the point of how hard the V’kit’no’sat were working for their limited victories. If one so powerful as he could not win against the Hadarak, how could the V’kit’no’sat? 
 
    Very few knew of the Temples, beyond that it was somewhere that their Rimward half had left to defend against an invasion. It miffed them that they were left alone to deal with the Hadarak, so their only sense of the Vargemma was that of scorn towards an unknown entity. The Zak’de’ron were supposed to be helping them as well, but the bad blood there kept them away from each other, and it was apparent that the V’kit’no’sat were racking up the majority of the kills…but then again how could the Zak’de’ron keep up without the armor penetrating technology? 
 
    It served his former race right. They had created the V’kit’no’sat long ago, while he watched from afar with a sigh. Once Dogorath had left the galaxy to his care, Eldorat had reached out to his own race, despite his misgivings, and explained the true threat of the Hadarak and how they were wasting their time confronting them. Back then the Hadarak scouts had pushed out towards the Rim and randomly raided systems, far from where the V’kit’no’sat had bottled them up in the Core, and there was a measure of success in that, but the ultimate victory could only be achieved with a coordinated effort. 
 
    Sadly his own race had not bought that lie, distrustful of everything as usual, but they would also not bow to his leadership because of what he was. He did not care to inform them of more than they needed, merely making a few feelers to determine if they were useful. That was his last act of allegiance to his former race, and since they had spurned even that outreach he had disappeared from their view to become nothing more than a myth to those few who had not personally seen him. 
 
    Then the V’kit’no’sat had been created, with the explicit purpose being to fight and one day destroy the Hadarak, almost as if in spite of his warnings. He some please in seeing them fight so hard for so few victories, but it had allowed them to build a large empire free of the Hadarak everywhere except the border where they fought. They put up too little resistance for the Hadarak to care, so they never reinforced their scouts. The pushing back of the lines made it seem like the Zak’de’ron had been correct, but once they hit a certain point and could go no further the V’kit’no’sat stopped trying and simply held the line. 
 
    Eldorat had paid them no more attention after that, but now that this galactic purge had begun he’d discovered they now held a real weapon against the Hadarak, and their entire civilization had been dedicated to fighting them. Even more ironic was the fact that they’d betrayed and all but destroyed the Zak’de’ron when they’d learned they’d not been treated as well as they felt they should. He almost wished they’d finished the job, but the Zak’de’ron were too cagy for that and had found some way to survive and rebuild in secret. 
 
    But then they’d outted themselves in order to form a triad with the two halves of this empire. Perhaps they finally realized that Eldorat had been right and they were in a fight they had no chance of winning. Teaming with others as peers was not their way, but right now they were and they were the junior member of the partnership, for they had no weapons to defeat the Heidoor with other than massive amounts of fleet sacrifice. 
 
    That tactic would not win against the Hadarak, for they had perfected that tactic long before the Zak’de’ron race came to exist after a previous purge had left a swath of the galaxy lifeless. His Master had said he’d been here when the first new races started to pop into existence on those devastated worlds, though he could never see it occur. One day there would be nothing, then the next a few small lifeforms would arrive. Then more years later…then some more, all scaling up to the larger ones, including the Zak’de’ron. Then when a scattering of population density was returned, the mysterious seeds of life stopped arriving and natural expansion and adaptation was allowed to occur. 
 
    So the Hadarak could not permanently defeat this galaxy. After every purge life would regrow, and the key to defeating them was to preserve the jewels created in each cycle, and the V’kit’no’sat were the biggest jewel he had ever discovered. The Essence-wielding races were another matter entirely, and the Temples had been built for them. Eldorat’s mission lay with the others who found a way to fight back through technology or strategy.  
 
    One race he had collected could not penetrate Hadarak armor, but they were so smart and coordinated that they could still kill the Hadarak and their minions with incredible efficiency. Eldorat was forbidden from giving them technology that he possessed, but once they were introduced to others who had fashioned improvements, they were allowed to incorporate that technology, which meant every advancement he could bring into his hidden collection of races made them that much more powerful. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were not the strongest per unit, but they were the strongest by overall measure. He needed them, and he was prepared to be as patient as necessary, but he was sensing the tide shift in his favor against the stubbornness of the determined loyalists. However, more than their own wisdom, they trusted their leader Mak’to’ran, and he was admittedly not entertaining the idea of running from this fight to live another day. 
 
    So their discussions had ranged from one method of battle to another, with Mak’to’ran searching for some way to preserve their territory, or at least part of it, but Eldorat calmly explained in exquisite detail how everything he mentioned had been tried before, showing the V’kit’no’sat examples from his large catalog of information, some of which he hadn’t originally showed them. Mak’to’ran’s questions were on point, for the Era’tran’s mind was a sound one, though he could not find him on the planet below.  
 
    He had been searching, both the comm signals and the accessible minds trying to figure out where he was, but their leader was hid well. Eldorat could not move closer to the planet without violating the placement orders he’d received upon arrival, and he did not want to threaten the planet…though maybe they didn’t realize that he could. His abilities were a mystery to them, though the ability to destroy a planet destroyer made many of them wary, and even now all the planetary defense weaponry was targeting him with a myriad of sensor beams ready to defend themselves the moment he proved hostile. 
 
    He was a Zak’de’ron, after all. That was something that was first and foremost in the minds of the people below, but as the days went on and more information was revealed, they stopped thinking of him as such. Now he was the wise one. The ancient one. And the one who had come to them and not the Zak’de’ron. He got some good will from that point alone, but every time he started to sway them Mak’to’ran would pull them back into line. His leadership had saved their empire from self-destruction in the past, and brought them their Legion technology that had turned a hopelessly bloody, endless war into a modicum of hope now that large fleets did not have to be sacrificed to whittle down and slowly kill the Hadarak Heidoor.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was becoming a problem, but he needed to access his mind to figure out for sure how much. To do that he had to find him, and with his limited telepathy reaching the planet he had to work slowly, going from a few people at a time to others, sampling their recent memories and digging out a few deeper ones when he focused. The Essence drain wasn’t massive to do so, but every bit of distance he added scaled the amount needed.  
 
    He would not say so, but his killing of the pair of Hadarak earlier had taken more than half of his reserves. It had replenished by the time he arrived here, but as impressive as the feat had been, it was not something he could repeat without getting refueled by the Vargemma or other less efficient means. His kills had been quick to show off his power to the V’kit’no’sat, so he hadn’t been able to drain any Essence from the Hadarak during their deaths. That took time, and was excruciating for the target as it was held in limbo, unable to die for a time, as he siphoned off as much Essence as he could. Fortunately mercy for the Hadarak was not something in the V’kit’no’sat playbook, so even if they learned of his ability to do so they wouldn’t object as some others had.  
 
    If the V’kit’no’sat truly knew what he was capable of it would scare them into a stupor, which was why Eldorat was careful to show them what they needed to know and keep the rest a secret.  
 
    There…he just felt his first lead as he scanned the planet. One of the V’kit’no’sat had passed by Mak’to’ran several months ago, and felt extremely honored by the chance encounter, enough to keep telling others about it so it was fresh in his mind. Eldorat isolated that mind and focused on it, surging a bit more Essence so he could dig deeper, finding the exact location of the passing interaction, which would then give him a starting point in his search for the Era’tran’s hidden lair… 
 
      
 
    “You felt what exactly?” Mak’to’ran asked Anders after she contacted him on sudden notice. 
 
    “A change in him. Not much, but he started to glow with Essence ever so slightly, then it stopped. I don’t want to get any closer to him, and my ability to sense such things diminishes with distance, but he was doing something a moment ago. Enough for me to pick up the expenditure.” 
 
    “When you use your Essence-psionics, everyone else can see them?” 
 
    “You could put it that way, yes. It creates a disturbance around you, what we call an Essence rush. The Essence in your body right now isn’t moving, it’s fixed in place as it should be. When we learn how to pry it loose we can do stuff with it, and that disturbance causes some to be lost to the environment, hence the glow that others can see if you have the ability to see it.” 
 
    “What could he be doing that we wouldn’t detect?” 
 
    “Possibly something I don’t know about. But any psionic can be enhanced with Essence.” 
 
    “You think he is trying to sabotage our ships?” 
 
    “I don’t think he has a reason to do so, and the surface weaponry is greater than anything in orbit. I don’t know what he is doing, but he is not just sitting there taking questions or training. We don’t waste Essence unless there is a specific reason to use it.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is probing to see if any of us can detect it?” 
 
    “Possibly. Don’t let him know I know.” 
 
    “Is he still active?” 
 
    “Not now. It lasted a few minutes then ended, as far as I can see. He could still be using smaller amounts that I can’t detect, but that was the first spike to a level I could notice.” 
 
    “If you do not use yours, can he detect you?” 
 
    “The machines in the Temples can approximately measure the Essence strength of individuals without them using it, so I would assume he can as well. I’m small, so at this range I don’t think I’d show up, but if he got curious and I was closer, he might find out.” 
 
    “Then stay where you are. Thank you for the warning.” 
 
    “For what little good it does…” the Archon said in half apology, then her hologram disappeared. 
 
    “What is he doing?” another Era’tran asked Mak’to’ran as several who had overheard now looked worried. 
 
    “He is a Zak’de’ron. Need you inquire further?” 
 
    “How can we fight what we cannot see?” 
 
    “We cannot. We are vulnerable to him and he knows it. But he is sitting at the heart of our empire and is not safe himself. He is far smaller than a Hadarak, and cannot take nearly as much damage. Only his shields would protect him, and technological or Essence, they both have energy limits. Attacking us would be suicide for him, so he must be attempting something else.” 
 
    “What if there are more than one of him, and he is attempting to lower our defenses prior to an invasion?” 
 
    “If there are more like him then we have already lost,” Mak’to’ran said gravely. “Monitor everything we have the ability to. If he interacts with something, we will be able to see the result.” 
 
    “And if he is using his Essence to search minds beyond the fleet?” 
 
    “Have we any reports of interference?” 
 
    “None as of yet, but if he is…” 
 
    “We cannot shield the entire planet,” Mak’to’ran reminded him. “Only the key populations. If he is reading minds then that would be preferable.” 
 
    “Preferable to what?” 
 
    “Something more catastrophic…” 
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    December 31, 128558 
 
    Itaru System (V’kit’no’sat Capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    “What did your masters use to build the Temples?” Mak’to’ran asked. 
 
    “This galaxy has many resources, some which you are not yet aware of. They were collected over time for the construction.” 
 
    “And the Hadarak were unaware of this happening?”  
 
    “They were constructed quietly so they would not know. Failure to do so in other galaxies saw an immediate reaction and the eventual destruction of a handful of Temples. Their secrecy and location are their primary defenses, but if a scout comes to them the Vargemma will be able to silence the breach before it can be reported.” 
 
    “In order to get that much material, you had to deconstruct multiple planets, correct?” 
 
    “You say that as if it were difficult.” 
 
    “Missing planets are obvious to those with charts of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Only if they are completely removed, rather than in part. My Master and his people are clever builders, and they took care in all elements of their construction and design. Their tracks were covered. If they were not, the Hadarak would have discovered them, and to date that has not happened. They are all currently intact.” 
 
    “How do you know that without periodically checking?” 
 
    “I would be alerted if there was a security breach.” 
 
    “Were you when our Rimward half invaded?” 
 
    “Only a true breach could be accomplished by the Hadarak. Everything else is simply a temporary security matter that is handled locally.” 
 
    “Have you met anyone beyond your Master?” 
 
    “Of the Veloqueen? No. After constructing the Temples here they moved on. They have no plans to inhabit this galaxy, only to provide for the protection and growth of resistance forces.” 
 
    “How many galaxies do the Veloqueen control?” 
 
    “Is not one a magnificent achievement?” 
 
    “The Hadarak apparently do not think so.” 
 
    “The Hadarak are like a bacteria, spreading mindlessly and consuming all in their reach. Annexing other galaxies would not be beneficial to the Veloqueen, for they could not colonize them fast enough to hold them. It is for the natives in the neighboring galaxies to grow strong enough to defend themselves, and the Veloqueen are providing tools to help you do so, when you are ready. Now is not that time. You must survive first, then pursue victory later.” 
 
    “As I have said many times, our empire was built to fight the Hadarak, not to run from them. Show me some strategy, some tactic that is useful beyond us taking your word that we cannot win and forfeiting the empire that we have labored long to build and defend against many enemies beyond just the Hadarak.” 
 
    “It is not an easy choice to make for any of you, but those who have not agreed to my counsel have all been destroyed by the Hadarak. I do not wish you to be the next in that long, disappointing line. They fought and accomplished nothing, for the Hadarak easily regrow what they lose. Their losses are not permanent. And the damage done in the past is long since erased. Nothing was accomplished by their defiance. You must seek to accomplish something lasting rather than go down in a heroic, yet useless last stand.” 
 
    “Perhaps we will go down, but it will not be useless. The larger Hadarak are not easily or quickly regrown. Their loss hurts the Hadarak, and can be exploited if the pressure is kept on them. Why not call out the Vargemma and your other races to fight now, before the galaxy is murdered while you watch?” 
 
    “Life is transient for the masses. They will die and be replaced in time. Those that endure shape the future, and as you stand now you will not endure, but I will, and the next empire who rises to an appreciable level will be faced with the same choice you have now. I have shown you many that have fallen. Why will you not learn from your mistakes?” 
 
    “You have shown us many that did not have a long history battling the Hadarak. We do. We know them as a perpetual foe, not a mysterious, distant threat. We long ago lost our fear of them, and of death, so too we hold the line to protect the galaxy. And continue to do so we shall.” 
 
    “Futilely. Even now you cannot stop their advance, only slow it. Or am I wrong in my assessment of your current successes?” 
 
    “Half our forces are distracted dealing with your Vargemma. When they finish with those traitors and return, the war will take a decidedly different turn. Perhaps you should try the Zak’de’ron once more. They may be desperate enough now to listen to you, for they are taking far more losses than us.” 
 
    “I hear they already have a knack for survival,” Eldorat countered with just enough sting to not be a forthright insult, “but survival is useless unless you have the skills to damage the Hadarak. They do not in any meaningful way, so I will not take my time to preserve them. If they live, they live. If they die, they die. I hold no attachment to them. If I did I would not be here attempting to save you. I am sure they would happily watch you die while they lived on, but I care not for their war with you other than the fact you had them all but destroyed, yet you allowed some to slip away and regrow in secret. I can do better than that, if that’s what you wish.” 
 
    “Explain that. We have no wish for a useless war with the Zak’de’ron now.” 
 
    “If you choose to stay and die, why not finish with them before the Hadarak finish you? I have seen this suicidal stupidity before. You wish to revisit old fights as you are unable to do anything against the Hadarak that will matter over the course of time. Even now you are holding your empire to the task while they wish to pursue lesser matters. They see no hope, yet you drive them on. I am here to give you hope, though at a cost. I cannot lesson it. You cannot hide an empire of your size from the Hadarak, but I can help you save enough of it through this purge so that it may regrow even larger afterwards. Then, if the Hadarak are not foolishly provoked again, you can build with anonymity towards the day we finally, and effectively strike back at them.” 
 
    “So you are saying the Vargemma are right to have attacked us to prevent the Hadarak from taking more damage?” 
 
    “They tried to save you from the mistake that is going to doom your empire without my help.” 
 
    “They did not even offer a warning before they attacked. Can you not see the dishonor in that?” 
 
    “What I see is the long track of time I have been on, and my Masters have lived even longer. If you do not set yourself to their timetable, you will be swept away by a war larger than you can conceive. Your only hope is to make yourself so visibly small that you are overlooked, and with a galaxy-wide purge occurring this time, only one very skilled in hiding will be able to avoid their hordes, for they are extremely thorough.” 
 
    “Thorough enough to find the Temples?” 
 
    “The Temples are beyond their sight and will remain that way. The Vargemma will not save you. They will stay hidden and preserve themselves. The Hadarak do not know they exist, which is why they have been able to rise to their current level.” 
 
    “Their current level has them killing each other in constant internecine only thwarted by the machines that terminate all who violate the rules. If not for them, the Vargemma would have been lost long ago to their own destruction.” 
 
    “As I said, the Temples are well designed. They will ensure the Vargemma live and continue to advance, however slowly as necessary, so that they are here when the final endgame occurs.” 
 
    “And you care not for the losses in the here and now?” 
 
    “They are irrelevant to the cause. None will survive the Hadarak if they are allowed to continue to grow larger and larger, consuming even more galaxies and growing a force that none can challenge when assembled together. Sacrifices must be made, for without them all will die, and those that replace them will begin at the most basic of level. Our victory against the Hadarak now is to preserve the advancement that has taken place. That is what we are. Not individuals, but a compendium of civilization. Do not let yours be destroyed while you become consumed with protecting the lessers.” 
 
    “There was a time I would have agreed with you, but fortunately I am wiser now than in my past. The compendium you speak of is only as strong as the bonds between its units. When you say the units have no individual value, then their sum total must be 0. I understand the principle you state, but it is a hollow promise. Advancement does not come through betrayal. Those are short-term gains, and in a war as massive as this one we must have continuity based on trust. We will not abandon our duty, our oaths, and our brotherhood. It has been stressed in the past, broken in places, but it has mended and we are stronger for it. We will either survive together, or die together. And if we die we will die with honor…and that is a concept I think your compendium is considerably lacking.” 
 
    “You think you are superior to the Veloqueen?” the Zak’de’ron asked with a huff of a laugh to follow. 
 
    “I have never met one to know, all I see before me is a Zak’de’ron elevated above his position and gifted with powers he will not use to their potential. Do you really think we are so gullible to take on your word anything about the Veloqueen? All we know of them is their servants, the Vargemma, have launched dishonorable surprise attacks against our Rimward half, then made the demand we abandon the war and let the Hadarak win. And here you are, now, calling upon us to do the same.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is a wisdom too far beyond you to recognize.” 
 
    “Perhaps I see a greater wisdom that focuses on the here and now and not the fiction of the future.” 
 
    Eldorat sighed, a long, low sigh that seemed as patient as everything else he had done since arriving.  
 
    “I do not think you speak for the V’kit’no’sat. I think you are taking them with you to a pointless death. What drives you to do this?” 
 
    “Perhaps I seek a path to greatness, whereas all you offer is fleeing into perpetual servitude.” 
 
    “What greatness do you speak of?” 
 
    “That of the indomitable. We cannot guarantee victory, but we can guarantee some things. One is that we will never betray each other. And two, we can guarantee we will never submit. In an uncertain universe, those are two pillars of greatness that we can control our destinies on. Victory of the Hadarak millions, if not billions of years in the future, is but a feeble promise that cannot even keep the Vargemma focused on the mission, because there is no mission. Waiting is not the way of the warrior. We must fight, or we must prepare to fight. Sitting and doing nothing is an insult to our caliber.” 
 
    “And yet, many far stronger than you have done just that, and they have survived previous purges.” 
 
    “I would rather die a V’kit’no’sat than live a coward.” 
 
    “And that is why you are not fit to lead this empire.” 
 
    Several growls around Mak’to’ran were audible, as the other Era’tran took personal insult to that statement, but he simply stared coldly at the hologram of the giant dragon. 
 
    “Who leads us is not for you to say, wayward apprentice.” 
 
    “My master ordered me to save those who are worthy, and I do not intend to fail him or your empire. You must survive this purge, not only for the sake of your compendium but for the future fate of this galaxy. If you would stand against that, Mak’to’ran, for the sake of the V’kit’no’sat, step aside and let a wiser mind guide your empire forward.” 
 
    “You overstep, Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “Tell me, then. How do you intend to protect your empire from the Hadarak? Or do you plan on all dying to them in glorious, but wasteful battle?” he asked, paying close attention to the reactions from Wendigama and the rest of the system, though the others were delayed due to comm lag. More than that, he was very near to finding Mak’to’ran, having isolated him down to a particular facility, but he couldn’t tell which Era’tran inside was him. He was too far away, and all of them had technology blocking telepathic input. They might as well all be clones, for all he could make out was rough shapes. 
 
    “We will persist as we have always done so. We defeated the Zak’de’ron when it was thought impossible, and that did not stop our trying. One does not know the outcome of any battle until one fights it. Perhaps the races that you have ‘preserved’ could have won, if not for your interference.” 
 
    “The records I have shared with you state otherwise, and you know it. So do the rest of your people.” 
 
    “Empires grow in combat. If you do not begin, you do not advance. We grew to overcome your race, and Star Force grew to survive Itaru’s mistake. We have experience in doing the impossible, and we are not afraid to attempt it once more. Bravery is not in taking on the sure fights, but the ones you don’t think you can win.” 
 
    “Star Force? You finally say their name. I was wondering if you would. Do you hope they will be able to save you? Are you betting the future of the V’kit’no’sat on those who you tried to kill and failed to do so, not once, but many times over? If you could not defeat them, how do you hope to defeat the Hadarak?” 
 
    “The two halves of our empire are now one, and stronger for it.” 
 
    “Yet they are not here and you are.” 
 
    “That is your Masters’ fault.” 
 
    “The Vargemma operate on their own, following general orders. I do not think they have erred, young Era’tran. I think you have, and your empire will die for it if they follow you against the Hadarak.” 
 
    “We exist to fight the Hadarak.” 
 
    “To just fight them, or to win? Which is it? Because fighting them now leads to defeat. Running away and surviving to kill them later is the path to victory. So do you pursue victory, or bloody combat?” 
 
    “Coming from a Zak’de’ron, I find that question highly ironic.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron are out there. I am here, and I am Eldorat. That title means something far greater than you will ever know. It is a responsibility beyond mere privilege, and a responsibility I take with reverent respect to those who gave it to me, and through me I offer the V’kit’no’sat a piece of that responsibility, and a future beyond the inevitable doom that is befalling the galaxy. If you are going to stand in the way of your empire surviving, you need to be moved aside.” 
 
    “Do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “Do I need to? If you wish to fight, take those that also want to, go to the border and kill yourselves in combat, but leave the rest to survive. Is that not an honorable choice that each V’kit’no’sat can make for themselves?” 
 
    “You seek to divide us,” Mak’to’ran accused. “You seek to pull on old hatreds, old fears, and old rivalries. You are not offering a path forward, but are attempting to return us to the past. The V’kit’no’sat have grown beyond the teachings of the Zak’de’ron, and we will not go back to their bloody, honorless tutelage.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron will die in this purge, the V’kit’no’sat will survive without them. You need never fear them again. In their inferiority they will die, but in your superiority you will live because I am providing you the path to do so due to your ascending beyond your former masters. I offer the path forward, while you are consumed with the hatred of the past…one which will soon be irrelevant.” 
 
    “Promises all. We have learned not to take the word of a Zak’de’ron, but rather watch for their claws hovering over our throats.” 
 
    “It is clear you intend to lead the V’kit’no’sat into battle here and now. Am I correct?” 
 
    “You are. We will do our duty, to the galaxy and to the meaning for our very existence.” 
 
    “Then I am done talking to you,” Eldorat said, finally able to pry off the head cradle of a lone Era’tran and do a quick memory dive as he held him in stasis in an empty hallway, unable to move or call for help. He now knew which chamber Mak’to’ran was in, and that narrowed his choices down to a few dozen Era’tran.  
 
    “Who shall step forward?” the Apprentice said, addressing the entire system with Mak’to’ran’s hologram now gone. “I have no wish to lead you, only guide you through this purge, as I have the others. Your empire is yours, I make no claim on it, but Mak’to’ran can no longer lead you, so it is time to choose another, whether that be an individual or a council, as you once had leading from Itaru. For I make this simple statement with all due respect. If Mak’to’ran cannot defend himself, how can he defend you against the Hadarak?” 
 
    Mak’to’ran sneered as soon as he heard that, rebooting the comm to make an address to the system now that the shared transmission had been severed. But before he could his body froze in place, though his mind was still free as his armor held a few bands stretching over his head even in retracted mode that protected him from Ikrid invasion. 
 
    But they did nothing against the Lachka that now held him. He pulsed his Rentar to free himself of it, returning to bear on his own weight, but he had to continue to surge the psionic to prevent the grip on him that… 
 
    Suddenly another force grabbed him. One that had no weakness to Rentar. And beside him, on one of the consoles, a flashing icon registered a warning coming in from Archon Anders. 
 
    All Mak’to’ran had was a split second to experience the odd sensation, then his neck twisted so violently to the right that it snapped his spine…then his head was torn clean off and dropped to the deck plates alongside his body, as well as those of all the other Era’tran in the hidden chamber that had also been summarily decapitated. 
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    “The Hadarak are far more dangerous than I am, and if you tempt fate, the V’kit’no’sat Empire will be washed away from history. Appoint a leader that will keep you alive long enough to join the real war that is coming, and I will do everything in my power, including fighting alongside you when necessary, to keep your people alive and spirit them away to where they can…” 
 
    Telvara was trying to get Mak’to’ran on the comm after he dropped off the system-wide transmission, but it was his Zen’zat that responded with a system-wide alert, including the footage of what had just happened. The Hjar’at’s spines flashed into blue brilliance as he saw every Era’tran around Mak’to’ran suddenly lifted off the ground and held aloft for a moment, then their necks snapped and rotated around so violently they were pulled from their bodies amidst a gushing of purple blood.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was killed so quickly it froze Telvara for a moment, not sure if what he was seeing was real. How could this Zak’de’ron reach him on the planet when he was still in orbit? 
 
    As the comm channels lit up across the planet he checked to see what was the precise location…and sure enough Mak’to’ran’s position, which was now being marked for all to see, was directly below where the filth was rotating by overhead. 
 
    And the arrogant bastard was still talking as if nothing had happened. Telvara mentally linked in with the Hjar’at on the planet, but before he could give the order Wendigama’s anti-orbital defenses that were manned by Era’tran crews lit up the sky in fireworks all converging on the mile long dragon floating above them. 
 
    “Kill the Zak’de’ron,” he ordered to all Hjar’at units on the planet and elsewhere in the system. 
 
    And with that, no other explanation was needed. Everyone was getting the feeds now, and one thing was clear. No matter how powerful this Eldorat was, he was a Zak’de’ron, and he had just snuck into Itaru and assassinated the V’kit’no’sat leader. 
 
    The first Tar’vem’jic hit to arrive with the other beam weapons dead-ended on impressive shields, as if the Zak’de’ron was just going to sit there and absorb it all, but before the other heavy batteries on that side of the planet could join in, Eldorat flew down towards the planetary shields and disappeared from view for a moment. Weaponry continued to fire on his trajectory, expecting some sort of cloaking device, but none of the weapons hit anything. 
 
    A moment later he reappeared inside the shield perimeter and unleashed a disintegration attack against one of the Tar’vem’jic batteries…and with so little effort it went offline amidst a billowing mushroom cloud of debris, as did all the smaller weaponry in the area around him.  
 
    “I do this for your own good,” he continued to pronounce as the fleet overhead was rapidly reforming. “If a few have to be foolishly sacrificed to prove the point, then so be it. The V’kit’no’sat Empire must survive. Many of you know this. Those who do simply wait. I will not harm you unless you attack me. Let those who wish for death have it now. After we are finished, only the wise will remain, and I can use the exercise after such a long wait.” 
 
    The defense shield overhead shut down, upon V’kit’no’sat order, and the fleet began to bombard his position as the shield reformed below him…but Eldorat did the same thing again, disappearing and getting below it, then he flew all the way down to the surface and perched on one of the highest buildings after wicking away the tiny defense weaponry on it and the surrounding area in puffs of vaporized material.  
 
    “Make your choice quickly, for those above who continue to fire on me will soon be no more. If you are onboard them and wish to leave, divert now. If your leadership is intent on suicide, overthrow them. There are hard choices to be made, but they are minor compared to the doom that awaits you if you continue to follow Mak’to’ran’s path. He could not save himself, nor could this planet’s defenses protect him. The same is true of you and the higher level Hadarak that can use Essence. You cannot defend against them. If you need a further example, then sadly you are about to have it.” 
 
    A vortex appeared over Eldorat, black as night and swirling as if atop a drain, then it exploded upwards, separating as if rain, with each drop heading to one of the thousands of ships directly overhead. Those drops passed through their shields and impacted the warships…but no explosions occurred. Rather the hulls around those points began to flake away as if turning to dust from an infection that slowly began to spread, but gaining speed as it consumed more and more material. 
 
    One of the orbital defense platforms that was beyond the range of the attack blasted a Tar’vem’jic down onto the planet and vaporized the building Eldorat was standing on in a single hit, along with damaging several of the surrounding buildings, killing thousands of V’kit’no’sat in the process. 
 
    When the dust settled, Eldorat was still there, and he blew the dust away from his position faster than it was drifting, in order for all to see. 
 
    “You cannot kill me. I have no wish to kill you, but you must be made to see reason or the Hadarak will kill all of you. Fight me no longer.” 
 
    As if in spite, one of the decaying ships in orbit made a microjump down to the planet and rammed his location, doing more damage than the Tar’vem’jic had and leveling several buildings while sending out an impact debris wave that peppered the surrounding area for dozens of miles. More weaponsfire followed, bombarding their own city, and finally Eldorat fled it, coming back up into orbit and torching a passing ship that was already half destroyed from decay with his flame breath.  
 
    Except it wasn’t just plasma, but enhanced in a way that literally burned through the ship and caught it on fire, with the remaining parts now competing with each other on how they would die first…in dust or flame. 
 
    Eldorat took out the Tar’vem’jic platform by ramming it and punching a hole straight through, but otherwise leaving the rest intact and inoperable as he was lit up with fire from both the surface and the ships that inexplicably kept arriving from afar to get in line to be destroyed next.  
 
    Several Tar’vem’jic blasts hit him square on, and for the first time a piece of one got through and visibly singed his armor. That didn’t seem to anger him, but when the nearby Tar’vem’jic and ships switched to target his spherical ship and destroyed it within a matter of seconds, he went on a rampage. 
 
    “Then you must be taught a harsher lesson!” he demanded, flying into the midst of an intact fleet as he weathered more and more hits. Once he was in and amongst the ships it lessened, for they couldn’t shoot through each other, and in that moment he stopped and formed a glowing white orb around him that held steady for a moment, then shot outward like an expanding bubble. 
 
    It accelerated and passed through the nearby ships, rendering them inoperable but undamaged, and continued outward as a greedy sphere looking for more targets to swallow. Some ships saw it coming and fled, while others held position and kept firing. Those that did were left adrift, thousands of them, with the Zak’de’ron sitting quietly in the center taking very little return fire other than a single Tar’vem’jic from range, which he sidestepped to hide from behind a floating Kafcha. 
 
    The orb continued to expand, traveling thousands of miles before its interference waned. Ships and stations hit were momentarily disrupted, then came back online quickly as the visual effect continued, but whatever energy was doing the disabling was growing so dilute as to not have the desired effect any longer. 
 
    However, while it wasn’t immediately known, the crews onboard those disabled ships were no longer alive. Their bodies had been liquefied to the point where their Kich’a’kat had no chance of repairing them, though the farther out ships had enough tissue left for them to linger on in a horrific state while their armor’s regenerators tried to put them back together. Most that were able to be reassembled were in body only, for their minds were reduced to nothing but new tissue, making them hatchlings once again. Millions of them, reduced to nothing or worse than nothing in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “You need not submit to me. Only recognize the truth of the situation. The V’kit’no’sat must survive. You do not want to die to the Hadarak, and I only kill some of you now because you force it of me. Without my guidance all of you will die. You have suffered far more losses in combat against the Hadarak already. Do not force any more from me. I am acting for the…” 
 
    The arrogant words were cut short as a Tar’vem’jic blast slid between several of the disabled ships and hit the Zak’de’ron squarely in the torso, but this time it got through his Essence shields, penetrated his technological ones, and burned through enough armor to draw blood, but little of it… 
 
      
 
    “Run, run, run!” Anders said, also mentally giving the order after firing the Materia and seeing the dragon immediately turn and chase after them.  
 
    Her Mach’nel shot off in a microjump, with Eldorat following in his own, ignoring all of the V’kit’no’sat ships that fired on him and his seemingly impervious shields as he pursued the only Essence enhanced weapon in the system…and one that had not killed him. That same weapon system had put a hole straight through a Lurker, meaning whatever shields this dragon had, they were extremely badass. 
 
    The Archon watched on the tracking as the pursuit unfolded. They had a slight lead, having anticipating this response, but Eldorat was fast even without his ship and was gaining as the Mach’nel’s navigator played a game of cat and mouse with constant redirects trying to get the Zak’de’ron to overshoot. He kept accelerating faster than the Mach’nel, but his course corrections had so much power to them that he was getting away with it and closing in.  
 
    But then he hit something…rather several somethings as a fleet of Rit’ko’sor ships made microjumps directly into his path, managing to collide with a few of them, which destroyed the ships instantly. Eldorat survived, but quickly became bogged down with the suicide attacks, for they were jumping at interstellar speeds and unless he wanted to leave the system he had no way to outrun them. 
 
    Another orb appeared, this one more intense, and it moved out vaporizing everything it touched even as more ships slammed into him. It was so large it looked like a second sun as Anders slowed their escape as the Zak’de’ron was no longer pursuing them.  
 
    But that didn’t stop the V’kit’no’sat. They were purposefully diving inside the sphere and destroying themselves on contact with it, but the momentum of their debris pushed on inside towards the center. After a few of those kamikaze attacks the rest of the fleets that were pursuing from all locations in the system and massing millions of ships got to and formed a growing perimeter around the location where the Zak’de’ron had been…for when the white orb dissipated, he was gone.  
 
    The V’kit’no’sat ships that had Ghostbane sensors immediately started pinging them, looking for a cloaked signature, but nothing was found. There was small debris everywhere in the area, but nothing large enough to identify, and the hopeful suspicion was that the ramming ships had succeeded in killing him, but no one truly felt that confident.  
 
    Yet, with nothing to track, shoot, or be heard mouthing off, the V’kit’no’sat ships clustered around the area and started doing low powered, wide beam attacks on the area, sweeping it for physical signatures that would show up, cloaked or not, but they were not coming up with anything. 
 
    “Damn it,” Anders said with a cringe. “Take us back there.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s gone?” the helmsman asked while slowly carrying out her order. 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s not, but we’re too far away. Get me inside that detonation region, and do it fast.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of traffic in there,” he pointed out, beginning to zigzag around V’kit’no’sat ships in their 202 mile wide pyramidal Mach’nel. 
 
    “Attention V’kit’no’sat fleet,” she said in their language on wide comm. “Move aside and let me through. If he is hiding I can find him.” 
 
    A Hjar’at immediately responded to her, and through the Urrtren she could see that he was the primary fleet commander for this system. 
 
    “What can your ship see that ours cannot?” he demanded. 
 
    “Essence,” she said simply. “I don’t think he’s dead. I think he’s hiding beyond your range, but I have to be close to see it. Move your ships aside so I can get there quicker.” 
 
    “Does your weapon still function?” 
 
    “I have another few shots if needed, but not an unlimited amount,” she answered as the ships before them began to drift away from a central corridor, giving her ship a direct shot to the devastation area, which it jumped through in a matter of seconds then slowed down inside the spherical halo of V’kit’no’sat ships sitting back a few thousand miles…though that made them look very close considering the size of everything involved. And they were looking for a dragon that was tiny in comparison. 
 
    “There!” Anders shouted, pointing to a tiny bright spot, barely detectible. She mentally gave the Mach’nel her heading, and it flew towards the V’kit’no’sat ships as if to collide with them. “He’s here and drifting clear of the battlefield. Move aside before I lose him.” 
 
    “Give us a target lock,” the Hjar’at demanded.  
 
    “My ship can’t lock on. I’m tracking him with my eyes, Essence enhanced,” she said as the Mach’nel began to pick up speed as the V’kit’no’sat fleet appreciably moved out of her way while Grand Admiral Neofenn kept his Mach’nel beyond the gaggle of ships and simply observed. “You won’t be able to hit him anyway. He’s in the Essence realm, which is beyond anything we have can affect. I can only see him because he is expending Essence in order to stay there, and that Essence is making a ripple here. You can pass right through his position with no interaction. It is how the Vargemma hid their ships from us when we were near to destroying them.” 
 
    “You believe he is weakened?” 
 
    “He is definitely weakened, I just don’t know how much. He can’t fight and kill all your ships, that much I can promise you. But he can run away when he gets low on energy and live, because you have no way to track him. That last spherical attack was meant to hide his acceleration. He can’t navigate in the Essence realm, as far as I know. He can just drift. So his last movements are carrying him beyond your fleet. He is calculating how long it will take to get clear, then he will reappear again, either to attack or flee.” 
 
    “How then do we kill him?” 
 
    “While he’s submerged, we can’t. But I don’t think he can see us from the other side. Not unless we use Essence,” she said, getting up close enough now that there was no mistaking his Essence signature. She kept her Mach’nel back a few thousand miles then marked the position as close as she could estimate. “When he comes back there should be a momentary lapse, I hope, when he doesn’t have his shields up. Not sure about that, but he isn’t going to expect us to be here. Trouble is, he can go right back under again and wait us out for a while.” 
 
    “Indefinitely?” 
 
    “No. Not unless his Essence recharge is greater than his expenditure. More than likely this will drain him over time. If he stays down there, he’ll die when his Essence runs too low. His body will return, but he won’t be in it. That may take days, even months depending on his skills that I can only guess at.” 
 
    “Continuous fire through the target then,” the Hjar’at said, with the V’kit’no’sat fleet beginning to do just that a few moments later, including some Tar’vem’jic beams from the V’kit’no’sat Mach’nel in the system, a few of which had already caught up to them, but several dozen more were coming from elsewhere in the system.  
 
    “Yes, that might work,” Anders admitted. “But I have another idea, if you’re willing to give up one of your larger ships?” 
 
    “Given what we face, a single ship is immaterial. What do you require it for?” 
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    Anders had to take her best guess, because all she could see was a soft glowing spot with no way to tie sensors or any other form of measurement to it. She had her helmsman maneuver in an orbit around where she indicated the submerged bastard was so she could continually tweak her positioning, which was being transmitted out to the V’kit’no’sat who were remote controlling an empty Kafcha to fly directly over that spot. 
 
    A mile long dragon and a 36 mile wide ship should have been easy to make the overlap, but her line of sight on the dragon was just that. A glow ahead that had no depth to it, hence the spin her Mach’nel was making around the Kafcha…with the rest of the V’kit’no’sat fleet even further out and swarming around the moving location like a lot of angry bees, all with their targets locked on the Kafcha as they gradually approached the central star. 
 
    That’s where she assumed he would come out, in low stellar orbit. If he went all the way into the star he’d either die or he had a way to push away the matter around him. If that was the case then the Kafcha wouldn’t affect him, but as soon as it exploded every gun in the V’kit’no’sat fleet and on her Mach’nel would fire on that location and hope to catch him before he could submerge once again.  
 
    Anders was still with the Materia so she could use it if needed, but she’d given orders to fire on the target while fleeing. She had no interest in dying here, but she was also the only one that could see him and was in the only ship with an Essence enhanced weapon, so sticking around near to Eldorat was not a good idea…yet she had to in order to fine tune the positioning and make sure this bastard came back out inside the ship. 
 
    He waited a long time to do so, some 2.6 days, then suddenly the glow was gone and the Kafcha didn’t move for a moment, then it exploded as the fleet’s weaponry hit it en mass when they saw the internal cameras go out in a large section with a few others seeing internal explosions and bits of armored dragon sticking out of places they shouldn’t be. 
 
    Anders heard him scream telepathically, and she assumed the V’kit’no’sat did as well. But then the weaponsfire came and the huge ship was torn apart within minutes...but somehow a piece of him survived behind what shielding he had lashed out in one final defiant move before succumbing. That move was an incineration blast that tore a hole out of what was left of the Kafcha and freed him from the wreckage.  
 
    His body was bisected in several places, but with all of it still visibly intact. Walls, floors, and whatever else had been in the spot he reemerged were now fused inside his body and emitting radiation as at least some of the atoms were smashed together so much they began to fuse together. 
 
    But then the incoming firepower tore through his armor and into his body, and there was no surviving multiple Tar’vem’jic blasts that were arriving with pinpoint accuracy on his torso. Anders saw one tear clear through him and out the other side before the rest of the firepower chewed his corpse apart so much you couldn’t recognize what it had been. She didn’t even need to fire the Materia again. Eldorat was no longer a threat to Itaru. He was thoroughly dead at this point, though the V’kit’no’sat kept firing for good measure until there was nothing left of him larger than a football. 
 
    At that point the Hjar’at fleet commander called them off, and everyone looked at the now quiet rubble field that was mostly Kafcha debris with a little dragon corpse added in.  
 
    “Is it over?” the Hjar’at asked Anders. 
 
    “We got him. He didn’t escape back into the Essence realm. It’s over,” she confirmed.  
 
    “Then Mak’to’ran is avenged. I still cannot believe he was so easily assassinated through all our defenses. Are all Essence users so powerful? I cannot believe how impotent our empire has become.”  
 
    “Not the ones I know. But when his Master or his master’s race comes back, we’re going to have a huge problem. Hopefully they won’t show up for another million years.” 
 
    “If we do not harness this power, we will not stand a chance against them. Can Star Force not even teach us the basics of how to defend ourselves? Mak’to’ran was wise to summon you here. We thank you for your assistance, without which he would have escaped to harass us with impunity, but please, do not leave us helpless to this threat.” 
 
    “Not my call to make, but this definitely changes the paradigm. We’ll respond accordingly, I can promise you that. What happens now that he’s gone?” 
 
    “I truly do not know.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Anders asked, for it wasn’t on the hologram label. 
 
    “I am Seno, Itaru defense commander, and I have failed poorly this day.” 
 
    “We lost Terrax in a similar manner, but now we’re kicking the crap out of those Essence users that did it, and most of the fighting is not with Essence. Eldorat did not die from an Essence attack, he died from your weapons. I only wounded him with one, and that was because you had already weakened his shields. I think he could have withstood one of my shots entirely if I engaged alone. Had I done so, my Mach’nel would have easily been destroyed. You are not helpless, just lacking a crucial tactical component.” 
 
    “Another of his kind can come into this system and do the same. We are helpless against them if they can retreat into this Essence realm at will. Is that also how he bypassed our planetary shields?” 
 
    “Yes. A short jump in and out, with his momentum carrying him across the boundary.” 
 
    “How am I to defend against that?” 
 
    “We can’t either. Not yet, but the knowledge in the Temples is going to help us catch up fast. It’s just a matter of time as we access and absorb it.” 
 
    “Is there no technology that can defend against Essence?” 
 
    “If there is, we’re going to find it. Essence is far too expensive for mass warfare. That’s why the Hadarak rarely use it. I know it does not help, but the amount he used he could not recharge within days, perhaps a month. If you can outlast them through the losses, they temporarily lose their power and must retreat until it can be regenerated.” 
 
    “I will remember that,” Seno promised. “You have my personal permission to remain in Itaru as long as you wish. Permanently if possible.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere in the near future if it helps return some stability to have me here on watch.” 
 
    “It will help immensely even if another threat does not appear. Our people are panicked. We have never in our history faced a foe such as this. We do not know how to respond,” he admitted. 
 
    “If what Eldorat said is true, his Master is not here and will not return for a very long time. The races he spoke of that are hiding from the Hadarak will not emerge. Both the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force have a decent amount of time to figure this out before we have to face someone like him again. In all probability, unless he has a check-in that he is going to miss, the Veloqueen won’t even know he’s gone until someone comes looking. And if they’re waiting for millions of years until this galaxy is ripe for resistance, I think we might have millions of years to prepare…so long as we can survive the Hadarak.” 
 
    “We are being pushed back by them as it is. My people are already speaking of this as the end of our empire. I beg you, please do not let that come to pass. Give us a chance to gain Essence powers and we will have hope. Without them, we will be lost one way or another, and civil war may be the most likely without Mak’to’ran here to unite us.” 
 
    “I thought things had gotten better on that front?” 
 
    “Until now they had, but take away our ability to fight our true foes and some lesser minds will seek any opponent that they can fell just to fight off the madness of facing an impossible one.” 
 
    “I wish I could disagree with you, but I’ve seen the same thing happen before. That’s why we always give our opponents an honorable path out of combat.” 
 
    “Do they take it?” 
 
    “Some do. Not all.” 
 
    “And when they have no honorable path?” 
 
    “They tear each other apart blaming one another for their demise.” 
 
    “Or strike out at another?” 
 
    “If one is available,” Anders said cautiously. 
 
    “A Zak’de’ron killed Mak’to’ran. Are we to believe his race is not complicit?” 
 
    “The fact that Itaru isn’t already under their control suggests they are not.” 
 
    “Unless Eldorat came here as a favor to them.” 
 
    “I can’t rule that out.” 
 
    Seno nodded. “And neither can anyone else. The most basic fact is the most obvious. A Zak’de’ron has killed our leader. I do not believe we can let that pass.” 
 
    “So you weaken yourselves further by attacking them?” 
 
    “If we are to die by the Veloqueen or the Hadarak, then at least we can finish one fight before then,” he said regretfully. 
 
    “You think the others will come to this conclusion?” 
 
    “I have already heard whispers of it before now. It may not be wise, but as you said, faced with two unbeatable foes, the winnable fight becomes the priority.” 
 
    “If you do that, do not expect us to help you,” Anders warned. “We’ve got two wars to fight already, and even if one looks impossible that doesn’t stop us from tackling the challenge.” 
 
    “You have Essence and the hope for much more from the Temples. We have neither. Only our old hatred which Mak’to’ran wisely had us cast aside to focus on the Hadarak. Now a Zak’de’ron has assassinated him. What would you do if it were your Director?” 
 
    “We would go after those actually responsible and not get distracted with other targets.” 
 
    “We cannot even reach the Veloqueen to die in combat against them.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your empire when there is still hope. A million years is a lot of time to prepare, if we have it. And if we don’t, Star Force will stand with you against the Veloqueen. That much I can promise you.” 
 
    Something beside Seno made his head turn, then he slowly looked back at Anders. “The decision has just been made by the Elder Council. The Zak’de’ron will pay for this, responsible or not. Perhaps our legacy will be your survival and eventual victory over the Veloqueen, but at least we can clear one other threat from the galaxy for you before we are destroyed.” 
 
    “Would it help if I spoke with them?” 
 
    “You know it would not. We are taking control of what we can in the face of what we cannot. And perhaps the other Zak’de’ron are involved, hoping to deny culpability with the story that Eldorat, or whatever his name was, spun us. Can you confirm anything he said?” 
 
    “A few things. Most no.” 
 
    “Then we only have the word of the assassin, while the fact that he is Zak’de’ron screams loudest of all.” 
 
    “They have been preparing to kill you for a long time. You might not be able to beat them a second time.” 
 
    “It is something we have been preparing for too, on Mak’to’ran’s order. He did not trust them. And even here in the heart of Wendigama we could not protect him from them. If the Zak’de’ron are only now developing Essence skills, perhaps at Eldorat’s direction, then it is best we end them before they can grow strong enough to overwhelm us.” 
 
    “All logic reasons, and all assumptions.” 
 
    “Can you honestly tell me you are not afraid of what he just did happening to Star Force? Or do you have a defense against it?” 
 
    “We have some stronger weapons, but nothing that can match his skills or power. And I am wary of it, but I’m an Archon. I’ve faced death at the hands of the invincible V’kit’no’sat before and we found a way to survive. Don’t start acting like newbs now.” 
 
    “Perhaps we gave you a strength beyond us in doing so. We have always been the stronger. I do not think our empire can exist as an inferior. We trusted Mak’to’ran to guide us forward against the Hadarak, against the Zak’de’ron, and against you if needed. We have seen your strength grow beyond ours in areas, but he was not concerned, so we were not. Now he is gone.” 
 
    “Attacking us would be more stupid than attacking the Zak’de’ron.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant. We were at a disadvantage to your Uriti before, and Essence skills now, but we trusted in Mak’to’ran because he said there was a way to victory, and because of his relationship with you we obtained Legion and the ability to kill Hadarak much more effectively. He showed us that we could gain more with cooperation than conquest in some cases, and now we no longer have his supreme wisdom to guide us forward. The Elder Council is doing the only thing that will keep us united. Our rage must be directed somewhere, and the Veloqueen are but a story to us. The Zak’de’ron are in our lifeblood.” 
 
    “I can remain here to watch for Essence users, but if Itaru is attacked I will not intervene.” 
 
    “If they attack Itaru, then we will have failed miserably and will be on our way to ruin. We will win on their territory or not at all. I thank you for remaining here, and I ask nothing more of you in combat against the Zak’de’ron, if it should arrive here a second time.” 
 
    “If our Hjar’at attacked the Zak’de’ron, should they hold you responsible for our actions?” 
 
    “As Mak’to’ran said, we are two halves of the same empire, even if we do not accept that fact,” Seno said softly. “What is done is done. Wise or foolish, we will finish our war with the Zak’de’ron now, and if some of us survive it, we will assist you against the impossible foes.” 
 
    “Such a waste.” 
 
    “Unless someday the Zak’de’ron betray you as well. In which case this is prudent foresight.” 
 
    “That might effectively be true, but it’s still not right hitting them first when you don’t know the truth.” 
 
    “They abused us for so long that they deserve it on past actions alone. Do not think of them as victims.” 
 
    “We could say the same for you.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could. I am glad you have not, Archon. It was an honor having you fight with us, and the analysis of your weapon’s damage is intimidating. I hope you make a great many more in the coming years and put them to good use, for I fear we are treading on far greater powers’ territory, in which we have been overlooked for being too inferior to matter.” 
 
    “I get the same feeling, Seno. If you don’t survive to face them again, be assured we’ll do at least some damage on behalf of both our empires.” 
 
    “I will take some solace in that fact.” 
 
    “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “What do you wish of me?” 
 
    “If there is to be a ceremony for Mak’to’ran, allow me to attend and pay respects on behalf of the Rimward Empire.” 
 
    “There most assuredly will be, and I will make sure you are granted permission to be in the inner circle. Your empire becoming what it is was his foresight come to pass, and it is right that you should be there. Specifically for your contribution to avenging his assassin.” 
 
    “Thank you. Inform the Elder Council that I will be remaining here as sentinel until then, though our other Mach’nel will be leaving to inform the Rim of what has happened here. And with your permission, I’d like to take a few samples from Eldorat’s debris. Just in case there might be something to learn from it.” 
 
    “Take what you will. He is little more than dust now. And wherever his Core may be, I curse it for taking away the heart of the V’kit’no’sat. Mak’to’ran cannot be replaced, and his loss will be the beginning of the end of the V’kit’no’sat. May we at least honor his memory with a long tally of dead Zak’de’ron…” 
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