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