
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
    August 31, 128843 
 
    Hadarak War Zone (Len’mak Region) 
 
    Ki’na’so’vrein System 
 
      
 
    Ever since the trailblazers had begun absorbing the V’kit’no’sat races into Star Force things had started to change for the Knight races. They had always been seen as the mirror image of the other empire, with that distinction starting with the Rit’ko’sor when part of them had chosen to join Star Force rather than rejoin the V’kit’no’sat. They’d been given the name ‘Raptor’ to distinguish themselves from their no-so-liked kin, but none of the other Knight races had chosen Star Force.  
 
    Individuals had. Planets had. But their races had not. They’d been absorbed in one form or another with their hatchlings becoming the true Knight races, and it had always been assumed that the Knight races were the way the V’kit’no’sat should have been all along. And because of that living rebuke to their original empire they had kept the same names, symbols, and other similarities with them as if they were in a gigantic war of philosophy to prove who was the better. 
 
    It had been assumed that the absorption of the V’kit’no’sat systems would occur in the same method, and their ‘version’ would slowly fade away to be replaced with the Knight races as the normal Era’tran, Brat’mar, Oso’lon, etc. But that’s not what the trailblazers had in mind, and many like Totem were pleasantly shocked when the new order began rolling out. 
 
    Totem was an I’rar’et. One of the originals that had chosen to transfer out to the Rim rather than face a death sentence in the V’kit’no’sat for establishing a rogue colony. It had only been a few buildings on an airless moon for the purpose of a smuggling depot, but it hadn’t been sanctioned by Itaru for I’rar’et possession and he’d been sentenced to death along with the others caught there. 
 
    Mak’to’ran had offered them a choice of exile to the Rim, and he’d taken it along with some of the others, but most refused. They died rather than face the embarrassment, but Totem had gone and never looked back. He’d been glad for a second chance, while all the time hating Itaru for their stupidly strict code that punished defiance rather than misdeeds. He could have killed the Oso’lon Primearch and gotten the same death penalty, which was pretty much standard for anyone who defied Itaru’s edicts.  
 
    He hadn’t expected much when he got to Star Force, but had found a kindredship with the other ‘illegals’ who had successfully fought off the empire to establish their own here. But in them he also found a great deal of wisdom as they pieced together another I’rar’et civilization in the Rim under the moniker of ‘Knights.’ 
 
    The Knights were entrusted to safeguard the Star Force empire as the primary combat troops, superseding even the Humans themselves. Their race was mostly civilian and pathetic, but out of it they crafted a small number of superior warriors. For the Knight races it worked in reverse, with the expectation being that of superiority with an outlet other than death for those who did not measure up…or for those who chose to walk a different path. 
 
    Totem had served as a Knight since before the I’rar’et truly were Knights. He was here when they were first being crafted, and in all his combat experience since then he had never failed to be busy. There was always some mission to somewhere that needed help to keep the Knights occupied, but now that constant schedule crystalized in the new order that was taking shape. 
 
    The name I’rar’et was no longer his own. Those in the Core were now I’rar’et within Star Force, and the I’rar’et were Border Guards. The High Guards were roamers, going where the danger was, seeking it out and confronting it, while their own worlds remained safely guarded by the empire. The Border Guards were quite the opposite, placing their homes in harm’s way or near to it, and drawing a line in the stars across which the Hadarak could not be allowed to pass. 
 
    Both were to be considered Knights, for their civilizations would operate on the ‘duty first’ framework rather than the ‘your mission, if you choose to accept it’ methodology of recruitment that most of Star Force operated on. The Border Guards would protect against the Hadarak surge, while the High Guards would assist them and go wherever else was needed, and with that new division came a clarity in purpose that Totem was thankful for. He didn’t want to sit and defend, he wanted to pursue and hunt the evil in the galaxy all the way back to its lairs, wherever they may be. And with large chunks of the Rim still unexplored, there was plenty to do even if the Hadarak just up and disappeared one day. 
 
    He knew they weren’t going to have that luxury, but then again he didn’t want it. He wanted never ending action, and now that he was officially a High Guard Knight, that’s pretty much what was being promised him and the others that wanted to stay, with an option for transfer for any of the current Knights wishing to go to the Core and help build the Grand Border. The same reverse offer was going to the V’kit’no’sat there, offering to bring them to the Rim and teach them to be High Guard, after which there would be a definitive difference between the two civilizations. Enough to trigger a name change. 
 
    The I’rar’et would be the Border Guards, while the Terodactyl would be the High Guards. The name came from Earth before Star Force was founded there, with a slight spelling change, but it meant the same thing. Two names for their race, and now two destinies. He was officially no longer ‘V’kit’no’sat’, for that name was staying with those whose entire purpose was to be Hunters of Hadarak, and would be their official moniker while ‘Border Guards’ was a working description for the transition period. 
 
    What Totem now was, was High Guard. And within the High Guard his Faction was the Terodactyl, with a symbol of their own to distinguish from the I’rar’et. His path forward had never been more clear than it was now…though for the moment, ironically, he was playing Border Guard along with his Terodactyl fleet as it was stationed above a small yellow star into which two surviving Hadarak Wardens had fled…and would not come back out. 
 
    Totem hated sitting and waiting, but they had orders to do so. He wasn’t commander of this fleet, nor captain of this warship, so he didn’t know what they were waiting for or why, and didn’t bother to ask. They’d been here for 34 weeks just sitting and keeping the Wardens from leaving, which meant they couldn’t split up and go harass two other star systems, nor could they chow down on the planets in this one and grow more minions at their normal voracious rate. Not unless there was a planetary remnant within the star itself or other useful chunk of material, for normally stars did not contain the right mixture of atoms to produce the minions from exclusively…which was why the Hadarak were infamous for chewing on planets. 
 
    Totem was off duty and in the wind chute when the alert came, flying into heavy winds while truly going nowhere as he worked out his wing endurance. The crew were numerous enough not to need every single person in battle conditions, but the tiny comm dot on his forehead relayed his orders to him automatically so he knew he had to get to a gunnery turret. 
 
    He telepathically turned off the wind chute, then flew out into a side tunnel and made his way through the T-shaped warship…which ironically was now the symbol shape of the I’rar’et and not the new arrow shape of the Terodactyl. All new ships produced by the High Guard would be in the shape of the appropriate Knight symbols, which was mostly unique amongst Star Force. Nearly all Factions used the traditional Human shapes, which had been designed based on tactics rather than symbology, though many Factions had chosen to make their drones different shapes or colors to distinguish themselves.  
 
    Totem had been told long ago in a planning meeting that the Knight races were so large in body their ships had to be larger than the rest of the Star Force fleet to accommodate the same number of crew, and when ships scaled up so far the design became less important due to the mass involved. The Humans still wanted the best designs possible for their own Faction, and the same was true of the Clans, but with the Knights they’d allowed the divergence due to the fact that some of the oddball shapes actually offered advantages in certain types of combat, while being disadvantageous in others.  
 
    They never would have authorized the assortment of shapes if it was going to be a straight up disadvantage, so they’d let the Knights specialize while they kept to the most useful shapes for the majority of combat scenarios. I’rar’et liked long ships with long corridors to fly through, so a T-shape worked best without stretching the ship out too far, and the 14 mile long Yamcha-class warship he was currently on still felt short to his wingtips.  
 
    The Yamcha was the Star Force version more or less equal to a Domjo, though the framing requirements were not nearly the same. Star Force based theirs on a combination of volume, speed, and defensive rating, while the V’kit’no’sat had gone simply for mass. All the weird shapes of their ships were based on a certain length of rectangular ship with a certain mass, then they were allowed to reshape that mass however they liked within a narrow margin of error, which threw off the length measurements greatly in the final design.  
 
    Star Force had 6 Knight versions of standard drone-control warships. Roshi was the smallest, then Krillin, Yamcha, Tien, Ginyu, and Vegeta. There was a special smaller version for the tiniest V’kit’no’sat races, known as a Chiaotzu, but not for I’rar’et, which was why there were none in the 583 ship fleet in this system, but all 6 of the other classes were present here, with two Vegeta equipped with baby Tar’vem’jic and measuring roughly half the mass of a Mach’nel. That would have been a fair fight against one Warden, but there was also a Ysalamir with them, making this fleet fully capable of hunting and killing Wardens without gutting itself. 
 
    But not inside a star. The Wardens could hide in there forever, and while that kept them bottled up and not harming anyone, Totem felt wasted just sitting here babysitting them. So when the alert came he happily flew to a gunnery pod and landed on a perch nearby 5 others, coming up from the open bottom and sitting back to back with the others while the central airspace remained clear for them to fly down or up at will. 
 
    His feet grasped the perch, mentally linking him with the firing controls for the turrets currently assigned to him, though he could control the entire ship’s weaponry single handedly if needed, though at a cost of efficiency. This ship didn’t tolerate inefficiency, so they had multiple gunners able to apply their full focus to a handful of turrets, with him being given 3 on the upper rear of the main ship’s length. There were no targets selected as yet by the bridge, for it was a general standby alert, and he quickly saw why. 
 
    Another ship had entered the system, and it was not Star Force. The ship was huge, larger than a Borg vessel and the equivalent volume of a Tier 3 Hadarak, and just seeing it enter a system would have sent shockwaves down the people who used to live here…though none were still alive. This system had been hit before the High Guard had gotten here, and everyone had been wiped out probably 10-15 years ago, though nobody knew for sure. They were here to fight Hadarak and take pressure off of nearby areas that were currently under the evacuation that this system hadn’t been lucky enough to receive.  
 
    They’d been known as the So’tra’len, and had fielded colonies all across the Len’mak Region. They’d never been strong enough to bother the V’kit’no’sat, but they’d been known to them and watched. The ground pounders would have been scared stupid at the sight of the Shinogas warship, but Totem knew that it wasn’t well armed at all.  
 
    It had weaponry to fight in space, but mainly to defend itself during transit. The ship was a fat cargo transport in reality, designed to carry the Shinogas from one system to another and protect them against the cold vacuum of space, in which they spent very little time. They had no interest in a warfleet other than to preserve their ability to move from star to star…for it was within the stars that they lived, and where they were the deadliest. 
 
    The Shinogas warship was identified as a neutral on Totem’s targeting display for a while, then after communication was established it became outlined in green, indicating it was an allied ship, whereas all the Terodactyl ships were in blue and the two Hadarak just barely showing on sensors within the star were red. 
 
    The Shinogas being here explained the delay. Totem’s High Guard couldn’t go into the star to kill the Hadarak, but the Shinogas could, and they wasted no more time in space than necessary, taking their massive ship down into the blinding star and sinking it into their natural habitat. 
 
    The alert didn’t end when the Shinogas were identified, so Totem assumed they were on guard duty. Either the Hadarak fought them in the star, or they’d have to run. And if they did, then Totem and the others would come back into the battle. It shouldn’t be long before the Hadarak sensed them approaching, for their in-star navigational abilities were far better than Star Force sensors, though they lacked the same range. As it was, if the Hadarak had gone any deeper they’d be invisible to the ships in orbit. Maybe they thought they were, and were just hanging out waiting for reinforcements or sipping on star juice. Regardless, they couldn’t see into space or all the way through the star, and the distance they could sense had been pretty well hammered out over the length of this war.  
 
    The Shinogas ship was approaching that range, and that meant Totem was about to see whether or not he got to shoot at something or had to sit and watch through the weak comm link the Shinogas were graciously sharing with Star Force. Either way, the High Guard fleet’s waiting here was over and he’d be getting back to the action soon. 
 
    He just hoped he’d get a little of it today… 
 
      
 
    Rin’shen was one of 285 Shinogas onboard their carrier vessel and caressed inside the artificial star within the spherical section of the massive craft. The hull was thick with multiple layers to keep the cold out, for the Rin’shen could not survive in space for long like the Hadarak could. The Shinogas needed the heat and pressure, and could only survive in the upper atmosphere of the stars for short periods of time. Full exposure to space would kill them in a matter of minutes, and it was for this reason they spent very little time in the darkness.  
 
    It was necessary for transit, but unpleasant. Rin’shen felt like he was in a fragile bowl every time he was carried from one star to another, knowing how easy it would be for a superior enemy to crack their defenses. But within a star they were not safe either. The Shinogas had fought the Hadarak and won more than they’d lost in the far past, before Dogoroth had come to save them from the Hadarak assassins that followed.  
 
    The invaders had wanted their stars, but the Shinogas had outfought them in their round forms, but when the angular ones arrived the Shinogas were killed by unknown measures. They were helpless to fight them except in large groups that were able to surround and kill only two of the angular beasts, but usually they were too savvy to get caught, and spent most of their time roaming the deep interior of the star only to spring out and ambush Shinogas when they did not expect it. 
 
    When Dogoroth arrived from the darkness he killed the angular ones with the same invisible weaponry they had, despite his tiny size, then he’d explained that they were Hadarak assassins who possessed something called ‘Essence’ that the Shinogas lacked, and that there was no way to defeat them without it. But because the Shinogas were so good at killing the normal Hadarak, Dogoroth offered to save the Shinogas from extinction by moving them to an ‘Encapsulation’ where they could wait until the time arrived for them to pay Dogoroth back by joining in a massive war to rid the galaxy of the Hadarak…but that war would not take place until enough soldiers were gathered, and it would be a very long time until they were. 
 
    Faced with death or seclusion, the Shinogas had accepted Dogoroth’s terms and he had brought them out to tiny artificial stars placed in a ring around a true one…but they were forbidden to go to the true one, or any other. The Hadarak could go there, but not to the tiny ones. That meant they were safe in the tiny ones, and there they had stayed for millions of years until Star Force had come telling them the war had already begun…and that Dogoroth was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The Shinogas had not wished to wait for him, and since Star Force possessed this Essence power needed to fight and kill the ‘Lurkers’ they had agreed to join in the fight where they would be useful. So rather than being given territory to defend or attack, they were being brought in where needed to hunt the Hadarak when they went where Star Force and the others could not. Down deep into the stars themselves, where the Shinogas made their homes out of technology crafted from stellar elements, including their carrier vessels and battle armor, which was now even more advanced thanks to the resources provided by Star Force and their remarkably intuitive engineers. 
 
    Rin’shen waited as the carrier vessel moved them into the star then through it faster than he could have swam on his own, then when they came within range of the Hadarak the ship cracked open and the glow from outside exceeded that from within, allowing him and the other 3 mile long Megaloids to swim free of the vessel using a combination of their biological gravity drives and surface ripples to propel them out into the new star, with the smell of it being something unfamiliar, for no two stars ever smelled the same.  
 
    This one was a mixture of sweetness with a foul stench to it, which came from the Hadarak. Their emissions left a trail easy to follow even if they weren’t close enough to sense…and off on that trail Rin’shen and the others flew through the extremely dense stellar material as the collars they wore around their stubby necks transformed into a thin skin that stretched out to cover their bodies in battle armor. 
 
    Hadarak could kill Shinogas, but with proper armor and weapons that was not going to happen. This was the 8th hunting mission Rin’shen had been on since the trailblazer Jason-025 had brought them out of encapsulation, and so far not a single Shinogas had been lost. 
 
    And he didn’t intend for today to be any different, so long as Star Force had been right about no Lurkers being present in this system… 
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    Rin’shen glided through the hot star, far more at ease here in the presence of a Hadarak than he had been inside his own ship. The energy of his surroundings fed him and the others as they soaked it in along their secondary pathways. Movement was necessary to do so, for the atoms within the star were so densely packed that even photons had trouble passing through them, abundant as they were, and if one sat in place to absorb them it would take time for the diminished region to replenish itself, so it was far better to be moving on an attack vector while gathering up charge. 
 
    He could sense the Hadarak ahead of them, though no 'vision’ was possible within a star. Everything was bright for those with eyes to see, but light sensors were not meant for the crushing depths. Here one must have another means of sight, particularly an energy field of a nature that bypassed the crowded atoms entirely. 
 
    The Shinogas had telepathy, and Rin’shen could feel the two Hadarak ahead, but such things were meant for longer ranges and communication. No, one saw in the fiery depths using what Star Force referred to as ‘Pefbar,’ but to the Shinogas it was known as ‘Li’ and had a far greater range than theirs. Rin’shen could sense tens of thousands of miles away, feeling the tight currents within the star’s material better than any map could hope to tell. This one was calm at the moment, but further below near the core were bubbles moving up and popping at higher altitude, with their denser material then sinking back down like slow moving rain.  
 
    He could see it clearly, as well as detail that others would have described as ‘color,’ except that his Li showed him what the material was made of, so in that way it was more similar to the planet-walkers’ sense of taste, though without physical contact. They were odd little beings, but they filled the cold galaxy in the less cold places where they had minimal pressure, for they couldn’t survive the void any more than the Shinogas could. Rin’shen and the others had known of them since before they were spawned, and it was because of them they had to equip their carrier vessels with the void weapons, for the planet-walkers liked to ambush ships in transit to steal their cargos. 
 
    The planet-walkers could not fight here. At least not well, and the Hadarak knew it. Both were damaged. Rin’shen could feel the pieces of their outer shell missing, and knew those would be the best places to strike. Their thick hide was far more durable than that the Shinogas had, but in turn theirs couldn’t bend much, which meant they could not swim. They had to push against the gravity for movement, which meant the Hadarak were slow here, as they had always been, and no minion could survive within the stars except in their bellies where they were shielded from the crushing pressure. 
 
    But today there was something new for the Shinogas, for alongside the two Hadarak were others of their kind, but far smaller. Star Force had been right. Some of their ‘Mainline’ fighters had accompanied them down into the star, but they were not Essence equipped. If they had been this fight would have been untenable, for the Shinogas had made it clear to Star Force that they would not fight those with the invisible magic, yet the 8 ahead were shaped wrong for that. These were spheres with spikes sticking out of them of different lengths along with two X-shaped ones. 
 
    Rin’shen and the other Shinogas had never fought them before, even in the recent battles. During the mini-purge of Shinogas stars only the big ones and the assassins had fought. These smaller ones were not minions, for they felt different than the tiny minds held within the Wardens. Those were so small and unimpressive he doubted they could even communicate, but the larger ones should be able to, and part of the deal with Star Force was that the Hadarak always got a chance to surrender when the galactic defenders were launching the attack. 
 
    To date none had ever done so, but Rin’shen and the others were going to honor the agreement before killing these invading monsters. 
 
    Behold, death is upon you, one of the other Shinogas said telepathically for all to hear in the unique mixture of though/symbols/emotion that the Hadarak relied upon rather than communication based upon mathematics and language. Submit and you shall be spared. Fight us, and you will die. Choose now. 
 
    SHINOGAS PRESENCE NOTED. SUBMISSION NOT GRANTED. DELETION FROM GALAXY REQUIRED. 
 
    You have no assassins to kill us. We cannot be deleted here. Submit and return to the galactic core by a route of our choosing. We do not seek your death, only your removal. 
 
    REMOVAL NOT PERMITTED. SHINOGAS DELETION REQUIRED.  
 
    It shall be you who will be deleted if you do not submit. 
 
    SHINOGAS DELETION REQUIRED.  
 
    Engage the smaller ones first, the Shinogas leader said to the others, cutting the obtuse Hadarak out of the loop and setting up a telepathic net between the familiar minds only. Rin’shen sorted out his attack assignment with the others, then peeled off on his own as their convoy began to fan out into a bowl-shaped engagement cluster around the two Hadarak that were sitting parallel with each other just inside their tentacle range…which meant both could strike any attempting to pass between them.  
 
    Behind them were the smaller units, but the Shinogas did not know how they would fight. Star Force had shown them what they could do in the void, for which they were designed, but they had no information on in-star combat. The spike balls were designed to shoot their spikes off across the void to collide with another, but that would not work well here, Rin’shen thought, though to be honest he did not know what kind of speed they could manage, but he was about to find out.  
 
    He flanked the enemy at high speed while the bulk of the Shinogas headed straight for the two larger Hadarak, intent on passing by the base of their tentacles where they could not quickly bend over and reach…but if they were caught in the Hadarak’s grapple fields they would be slowed enough for the tentacles to strike…and if pinned against their mass, the Shinogas would squash between the irregular pressure. 
 
    But their combat armor had a countermeasure for the grapple fields, and the net-like technology shielded them from it while still allowing absorption of the local energy through the gaps. When Rin’shen began his attack run on one of the X-shaped enemies he sealed up his armor so it covered all areas, then he began altering the energy already gathered inside him. Forcing the photons into heavier and heavier packets that would smash through atoms on impact rather than being bounced off or absorbed.  
 
    Hadarak were good at absorbing energy, but even their skin had limits…and there were packets of photons so large that they would even cause protons and neutrons to crack upon impact. Packets that the void dwellers and planet-walkers could not produce outside the pressurized environment of the stars. If they launched it across the void it would decompose instantaneously, and even within the Shinogas carriers the pressure was not high enough for them to form the higher level packets. Only here, in the middle depths of this star, was the pressure high enough for the packing process, and it was something that the void dwellers before them were unable to produce. 
 
    Rin’shen didn’t know how the new enemies would respond, if at all, so he was careful on his first run and chose a ranged attack. Shinogas engaged primarily in melee combat, but their armor gave them additional options, in this case being a shield conduit that shot out ahead on a very specific path once Rin’shen lined himself up with his stationary target. It lowered the density of the stellar material enough for him to fire some of the lower level packets through… 
 
    The conduit itself lit up with collisions, churning as if with bubbles as the material disintegrated and glowed as the photon packets got torn apart with the collisions and released their excess energy in the far tinier thermal, visual, and x-ray packets. But enough got through to hit the enemy that it’s exterior skin, which was as tough as the larger Hadarak, but not as thick, melted away.  
 
    Yeg’gor, which the Hadarak were made of, had been analyzed by the Shinogas from their corpses long ago. It was a cold product, meant for the void, but also was able to absorb pressure and energy within stars to the point where it became stronger under the stress. Normally molecules would sheer apart under such environments, which was why most things in stars were not made of molecules and were reduced down to their atomic elements. But Yeg’gor thrived in this environment by taking the energy and hoarding it rather than being expanded by it. 
 
    Normally when a molecule absorbed energy the photon ocean grew larger, deeper, and the electrons floating on it pushed further away from the nucleus, thus diminishing its hold on them. Those electrons in turn pushed away the electrons of other atoms as well, until they were so far away to be knocked apart. In this way molecules were reduced to atoms, and if enough photon packets were absorbed to increase the level of the ocean, even the atom’s own electrons would be weakly tethered and knocked away, leaving ions behind. 
 
    Ionic states of atoms were known as ‘plasma,’ and there was much of it inside stars…but there was also a slurry of free electrons bouncing from one place to another trying to locate any niche they could find to stick in, for however short a time. But with Yeg’gor the shape of the molecule had a wall of electrons pushing out against the environment with neutrons spaced amongst them, and when the photon ocean around the primary nucleuses swelled, the shepherding neutrons enacted enough of their pull on the electrons to keep them in alignment as they were moved further out from the molecule’s normal perimeter than desired. 
 
    It was like a sponge swelling up with water rather than disintegrating in it, and once absorbed the photon ocean excess would be squeezed back out again…or further into the Yeg’gor and through it into the Hadarak’s softer tissue where that photonic energy could be utilized for other things. This meant photonic weaponry was ineffective against the Yeg’gor unless you had so much you could overload the warding neutrons’ hold to break apart the molecules. 
 
    The bigger the photon packet you got, the more point overloading you could do, which meant that when areas of the Yeg’gor failed they mildly exploded…except within a star’s pressure that didn’t work and ended up with a melting effect as the molecules’ bonds to each other were weakened and the material was made momentarily pliable. Rin’shen had literally ‘warmed up’ the Yeg’gor to its failure point and the stellar currents had swiped out a swath of it before it had a chance to resolidify…along with blasting apart some of the nucleuses entirely when there was a direct hit. 
 
    And yet the smaller Hadarak did not move. It did not scream. It did not do anything other than sit there and Rin’shen didn’t know why as he swam around on a long loop away from the enemy and back towards it again, gathering more photonic energy for a second strike, but this time he chose to go into melee range for a larger strike…and when he did he finally got a reaction. 
 
    It wasn’t an attack, but movement towards the nearest large Hadarak. The X-shaped one rammed into it, placing one half of the ‘X’ around the curve of the Hadarak’s mass and melded to it…with the wound now obscured from view. 
 
    Maybe it couldn’t fight in here, and was just trying to delay the inevitable? 
 
    Rin’shen went after it anyway, but before he could get to it one of the spike balls fired on him, with the projectile moving slowly compared to a Shinogas, but he turned into it and decided to attack it with his charge, summoned up into the armor that produced 8 ribbons of cutting energy along his length as he swam towards it then dodged sideways at the last moment to avoid a head on collision. Rin’shen brushed along it, slicing into its body that was half as large as his own…then it exploded, but not in the way he had intended. 
 
    Suddenly he was stuck in place, with some sort of cloying material covering half his body and causing the surrounding stellar material to accumulate on him, making him heavier and heavier with the clod on one side of his body refusing to come off.  
 
    He tried to move, twist, shake, and everything else he could imagine trying to shed the material but nothing worked…and as one of the big Hadarak moved towards him with a tentacle coming his way, he felt the grapple fields being negated by his armor and knew he couldn’t shed it to run. If he did he’d be trapped. 
 
    But if he didn’t he’d get pulled in anyway, because the Hadarak was now faster than him with the attached weight on his body.  
 
    Rin’shen called out for help, then disconnected his armor and swam out of it, leaving it negating as large of a field as he could, but only getting a few body lengths away before the Hadarak’s grapple field got him. It squeezed and dragged him backwards, but the squeeze wasn’t enough to kill him and he swam away, fighting the effect and gaining some distance, but the Hadarak wasn’t letting go and was getting closer…and the closer it got, the more intense the grapple field became. 
 
    But as the closest tentacle reached out towards him three other Shinogas swam in and brushed up against it, cutting with each pass, and leaving a fourth late one to finish the severing. The tentacles were tough but nowhere near the strength of Yeg’gor, with the cutting ribbons on the Shinogas being enough to chop off the last third of it, which was the narrowest segment. 
 
    The three swam in a hard turn and caught up with Rin’shen, surrounding him with their own armor’s negation fields and freeing him from the Hadarak’s invisible grasp. They escorted him far enough away to be safe from getting ensnared again, then turned back into the fight leaving him to observe from afar, for without his armor it would be reckless to engage again. 
 
    He should have expected the Hadarak to have other weapons for fighting inside stars. Star Force had told them they preferred the heaviest stars, which they called ‘black holes,’ and the density in them was far more than here. If they did not have a means of fighting in such density, they never would have been able to dominate the Galactic Core where the legends of ancient times were said to dwell. They who did not fight in the void, but remained in the depths. And against them grapple fields and tentacles would not be enough to survive, let alone reign supreme. 
 
    These smaller Hadarak did have the ability to fight here, or at least some of them did. The Essence-capable ones for sure, but these spike balls were now to be feared. You could not engage their projectiles in melee combat. They would have to engage them from range as they ran from them, and while that was doable with armor, it would be impossible without it.  
 
    It seemed this combat was going to be more difficult than expected, but no matter. As long as there wasn’t Essence involved the Shinogas were going to honor their agreement with Star Force and fight where they could not. It just wasn’t going to be as easy as they anticipated. 
 
    And who knew what other specializations these Mainline units or their myriad of support ones had for density combat? Star Force wasn’t going to be able to find out, so now it was up to the Shinogas to engage and analyze every new form of Hadarak that came at them. Assassins were not their only strong suit, and it seemed they had never had cause to send anything else against them once their ability to kill the ‘Wardens’ was determined. 
 
    That meant there might be some considerable new dangers in the future, for Star Force and its allies were causing the Hadarak to send everything they had into this galaxy-wide purge when their assassins had failed to turn the tide of the war. Rin’shen had just found one of those new dangers, and was thankful his kin were there to save him from it…though without his armor he would probably still have that cloying goo attached to his body. They needed to recover it from his armor and analyze it before another of them got hit again, for without their speed and agility they would become the prey for these monsters. And long ago the Shinogas had declared that would not happen again, for their ancestors had suffered that fate long before the Hadarak were even known to exist. 
 
    Their technology had saved them, and in the end they destroyed the predators known as Tu’chobo…at least from their native stars. There were probably more of them out there, but they didn’t have the ability to traverse the void, so the Shinogas were safe once all had been purged from their own stars.  
 
    Rin’shen and the others had no intention of becoming prey again, so after this long battle was over and he got a set of scientific armor from the carrier vessel, he went back and retrieved his battle armor with what looked like half the goo that had been there before. Upon further analysis he was able to determine it was breaking down on its own, but at a rate slow enough to ensure death for anyone caught by it in combat.  
 
    The Shinogas collected and protected the remaining goo and pirated stellar material melded to it and studied what they could over the new few days before it was completely gone…but they had no answer for it yet, and without another sample it was unlikely they would come up with any. 
 
    Which meant the next time they engaged a spike ball, they needed to get more samples…which meant some of them were going to have to deliberately get hit and collect the goo, for not all of the projectiles detonated in the same way. Either they were of different make, or they had different ways of damaging the enemy, with the latter being presumed.  
 
    When asked, Star Force said they’d never captured an intact projectile in combat, nor convinced a spike ball to surrender, so they didn’t know what was in them other than from the debris they left behind in the void. But they were very insistent that the next time the Shinogas collected a sample to share it with them. They seemed to think their scientists could do a better job of analysis, and perhaps they could, but Rin’shen was not eager to repeat his encounter again. 
 
    None the less he volunteered to be the primary bait, for he was the only one with experience against the cloying weapon and he knew how to escape it. Once he made some upgrades to his armor to give him a double layer, he’d be able to do so alone next time if needed. But he’d still have support nearby just in case something else unexpected happened…like him getting hit twice by the projectiles. 
 
    Now it was just a matter of waiting until Star Force found another target with some spike balls tagging along inside a star that had not fired all their projectiles in void combat, or who had been inside long enough to grow new ones. Rin’shen expected a long wait before he found another such situation, but in just three years he’d have another shot at it. And when he did, he made sure they didn’t waste an hour of potential analysis, for they needed to figure out a better countermeasure for the cloying material other than ditching their armor.  
 
    If they didn’t, they couldn’t engage the enemy without superior numbers, and somehow the Hadarak were figuring this out and bringing more and more spike balls into combat with them, though none had yet survived any Shinogas attack to warn their kin. They must have been including the information in their death screams, for Star Force had noted those could be heard across the stars, or finding some means of leaving messages behind to be found later.  
 
    Regardless, the Hadarak were adapting to the threat the Shinogas posed, but so far Star Force had been doing their job and keeping the assassins away from them, though more and more of their Mainline Essence ships were seen creeping into combat, and sooner or later they were going to have to face off with them inside a star or let the Hadarak sit down there as long as they liked. 
 
    And as far as Rin’shen was concerned, letting them sit until they came out and Star Force blew away the ‘Merlins’ for them was just fine with him.  
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    March 1, 128844 
 
    Tyzen System (Uyen Region) 
 
    Stellar Orbit 
 
      
 
    Devan-000 had chosen to send his Borg vessel to the front rather than have it parked in orbit here while he did his Grand Admiral thing with the Kio’tos, so he arrived with only one warship and half a load of drones. The rest of the hull-space was packed full of cargo…everything he thought he might need on this one-way trip. The Tyzen System was in the very badly damaged Uyen Region that had 94% of the Urrtren relays knocked out and a lot of planets wrecked by internal disputes not related to the Zak’de’ron or their allies.  
 
    It was pretty much a trash heap now, at least compared to the other former V’kit’no’sat Regions that were now chopped up into pieces. Either they were independent and fair game for the Zak’de’ron, Zak’de’ron-held, or Star Force aligned. Those Star Force aligned were mostly not taken possession of yet, merely baring the Star Force symbol to avoid being attacked while in ‘waiting mode’ for whatever Star Force had planned for them…and many were not happy about it.  
 
    The Kio’tos had several small worlds already protected under the Star Force banner, but finally a mid-sized system had chosen to abandon independent status and join, bringing the population and resources in their race up to a level that Devan could work with. He’d abandoned his work covering for evacuees in the war zone and left his ship there while he came out here to work his magic. The newly assigned section of the Grand Border was far from Uyen, which itself was beyond where the border would run, though not all of it had been mapped out.  
 
    The trailblazers had to anticipate how far the Hadarak would get and where in order to give themselves a chance to establish a defensive line that they could hold. Move it too far in to the Core and it would fall before they could get themselves in order. Move it too far out and thousands more star systems would have to be evacuated…many of which would not be gotten to in time before the minions reached them and slaughtered those who couldn’t defend themselves. 
 
    In fact, Devan’s little piece of the Grand Border was on the other side of the galaxy, and the other Kio’tos planets were nowhere near this system…all thanks to the Zak’de’ron originally scattering the V’kit’no’sat races so none had any section of territory to claim as their own. The trailblazers were now having to undo that, with some already at work while most of the others waited for enough of this race or that to cross over and join before they set to work building empires within empires.  
 
    Mak’to’ran was out of the loop now, with Alden-031 having full control over the Era’tran, who were by far the most complete race within Star Force’s new V’kit’no’sat. After a rough initial stretch, they’d begun to fall in line and trust in Alden even when Mak’to’ran wasn’t there to give the nod of approval on his orders. Once the Era’tran had bought into the system on a number of high profile worlds beyond Holloi, the holdout Era’tran systems had begun rallying to Alden’s banner as soon as they were informed of the situation…though many throughout the galaxy still did not know of the Armistice and were continuing the war with the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron weren’t telling them, because any system not aligned with Star Force was fair game, and Mak’to’ran had made it a priority to get ships out to all Era’tran worlds first to alleviate that problem, but not all of his ships were making it through. What happened to them was impossible to determine, though many assumed it was the J’gar’s doing. Without proof Star Force wasn’t going to launch another ‘lesson’ mission with the Uriti, but with the former V’kit’no’sat empire dark with the communications blackout and most space lanes still blocked by the J’gar except where Star Force possession had already occurred, the galaxy was a mess and Uyen was the worst of it.  
 
    Tyzen had only heard of the Armistice two years ago, and had immediately sent an emissary under Star Force flag to Jamtren indicating their willingness to join the new order, after which Devan was informed and he’d left immediately after seeing how much Tyzen still had operational. The system hadn’t been touched by any major battles, only a few skirmishes in stellar orbit by raiders and scouts. In fact, these Kio’tos had been protecting four other nearby systems with their limited fleet and picking up strays from around Uyen whenever they could.  
 
    Devan admired that, and it was part of the reason he’d agreed to join in the mess now rather than wait for a major system to come through. This mid-liner should be sufficient enough to get the ball rolling, though it would be a very long time before they could start colonizing their Grand Border section. A lot had to happen here first, and he didn’t expect things would go smoothly. The V’kit’no’sat had a lot of baggage in their history and culture, and Devan was going to have to break them of that one way or another…and he didn’t have a Mak’to’ran here to act as an intermediary either, though the reports of the Era’tran’s quick rise to power did help give him some credibility in a very war torn and disillusioned Region, most of whom still did not know about the Armistice. 
 
    As for Mak’to’ran, he wasn’t sitting on the sidelines. Once the Era’tran had been sufficiently tamed by Alden, Director Davis had issued an invitation for Mak’to’ran to come to Earth so they could have a very long talk. Mak’to’ran didn’t know what it would be about, but Devan did, and knew that Davis was going to send him to Cal’com for both Essence training and so he could see how grandiose the power of the Founders was first hand…and recognize how they could be just as much of a threat as the Hadarak, if not more so.  
 
    Meanwhile the V’kit’no’sat that didn’t want to get squashed by the Zak’de’ron now or later were the trailblazers’ exclusive responsibility, for while Davis admitted to wanting to take one of their races…namely the Era’tran…under his own direction, his duties managing an overstressed empire wouldn’t allow it. The Grand Border was being left to the trailblazers and little else, for everything being used to upgrade the new V’kit’no’sat worlds was being built by the V’kit’no’sat, and it would be no exception here. Star Force couldn’t spare any more resources without delaying other projects, and the mass of evacuations that were continually escalating was sucking up a lot of them. 
 
    New worlds were having to be constructed, mostly on planets that were not prime, otherwise somebody would have already claimed most of them. Still, there were some gems out there in the Rim, but nowhere near enough to house everyone. A lot of the worlds being colonized were airless rocks, but Star Force had plenty of experience building on such planets and moons…the downside was you couldn’t keep people in tents while you built the more impressive buildings. 
 
    No, the trailblazers and their new V’kit’no’sat races were going to have to go this alone…which is why Devan had come with only one ship, and it wasn’t a Clan one at that. It belonged to the Kvash, who had been more than happy to supply him with one as his personal bodyguard…but in truth, if he needed bodyguards here one warship wasn’t going to be enough to take on the Kio’tos fleet of more than 382 warships of their own construction, not counting a few hundred others picked up from converts seeking asylum from the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    Nope, Devan was walking in here on the honor system, and if ever the V’kit’no’sat had wanted to kill a trailblazer, now was the perfect opportunity. 
 
    “We offer you greetings,” a transmission from one of the Kio’tos warships near his incoming jumpline said in English as the large biped appeared in hologram. Before he’d left Mak’to’ran had instructed all V’kit’no’sat worlds to implement mental language downloads…a rarity, but one deemed necessary to cement the status change of empires in the Era’tran’s opinion. 
 
    “Hello,” Devan said back. “Any trouble with the Zak’de’ron since your last message?” 
 
    “None here, but there have been attacks in nearby systems. I believe they are trying to preempt your stabilizing presence by claiming what worlds they can that have not been informed of the Armistice.” 
 
    “Bastards,” he said under his breath. “Have they attacked any of your ships beyond this system?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then send out three quarters of what you have here as messengers and hit all the surrounding systems, spiraling outward. I want everyone within trading range to know of the Armistice and make a choice. I also want to know if the Zak’de’ron are making any violations. Don’t fire on them first, but don’t be hesitant about making your presence known and daring them to intervene.” 
 
    “I do not have the authority to issue those orders,” the over-sized Raptor said, for his race had approximately the same body proportions, yet they were larger than an Era’tran by height, but not by mass. They were in fact very light in comparison, and were known to be excellent jumpers despite their size. Beyond that they were unimpressive within the original V’kit’no’sat hierarchy, seen as a third tier race and not deserving of any special enhancements, psionic or otherwise. They had Ikrid, Pefbar, and Lachka, like all the races did, but nothing else. And their technology was likewise restricted when it came to the more impressive pieces…like Mach’nel, which they had never been permitted to build. 
 
    Even this star system had no planetary defense station, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t well protected. If the information transmitted to Star Force about the current status of the system was correct, the Kio’tos had beefed up the shield generators and anti-orbital guns with additional units rather than higher end ones, as well as placing a lot of orbital defense stations around the planets and some key areas of stellar orbit. 
 
    “Pass it on to whoever is, then we can arrange a proper meet and greet. I do not want the Zak’de’ron to gain any unnecessary advantages due to a delay here.” 
 
    “What if this system is attacked?” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron will not. Are there any other threats in the area we need to be concerned about?” 
 
    The Kio’tos sneered at the absurdity of the question. “None.” 
 
    “If the Zak’de’ron or their allies attack with me here, they will not only jeopardize the Armistice, but their sovereignty,” Devan said icily. “They are not that stupid. Send the ships now before we lose more potential allies.” 
 
    “I will relay your message,” the Kio’tos said before his purple/blue body disappeared from view.  
 
    “We’re getting navigational suggestions,” the Kvash pilot said from his bridge post. “They want us to go to the 7th planet and park in a low orbit.” 
 
    Devan nodded. That was their system capitol, and where he wanted to go anyway.  
 
    “Do so, but start full sensor scans. I want to confirm as much of their report as possible before I go down to the surface. They don’t strike me as liars, but I’d like to know for sure.” 
 
    The trailblazer sat in his command chair and watched as the system scans updated information, of which he was particularly interested in the ships that did not belong to the Kio’tos. Amongst them were 18 different V’kit’no’sat races…along with a few from the Tasd’on, which were one of the V’kit’no’sat slaves races.  
 
    Devan contacted the same Kio’tos warship again that was escorting them through the system. 
 
    “What are the Tasd’on doing here? There was no record of them in the statistics you sent.” 
 
    “They are not ours, but come from several worlds assaulted by the Oso’lon. They ran rather than stay and be slaughtered.” 
 
    Devan raised a white eyebrow. “A death mark?” 
 
    “I have heard of none. They were being slaughtered on the surface, but when they fled no chase occurred. The Oso’lon most likely deemed them irrelevant and were simply removing them from their new acquisitions.” 
 
    “You gave them sanctuary?” 
 
    “Not I. They arrived recently and it was assumed you might have a use for them, so they were allowed to stay.” 
 
    “Have they been resupplied?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Well then, we’re making a course correction. I’ll start my inspections with them,” he said, telepathically signaling the pilot where he wanted to go. “Inform them who’s coming, and who is now in charge, just in case they still have lingering Zen’zat issues.” 
 
    “Most likely,” the Kio’tos said, referencing an ongoing dislike by most of the slave races for the preferred status the Zen’zat were afforded…and the maltreatment that they usually avoided. “Do you wish an escort aboard their vessels?” 
 
    “No, but have an additional supply ship loaded up with foodstuffs and regular supplies. They’ll need them if they haven’t received any, and if they have we might as well top them off before I put them to work.” 
 
    “Work doing what?” 
 
    “Not sure, but having them sit with nothing to do is not something you trained them for. Most likely it is causing internal problems already.” 
 
    “You understand a great deal about our inner workings, Human.” 
 
    “Including the flaws in your former empire, which I’m here to fix. And the name is Devan-000, though you don’t have to say the number. Trailblazer also works for identification purposes.” 
 
    “Very well, Trailblazer Devan. I will relay your orders. The Tasd’on will be told to submit to your authority.” 
 
    “Leave the rest to me. Is there anyone onboard other than Tasd’on presently?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Find out, please.” 
 
    The Kio’tos nodded, then blanked the transmission while he investigated as both ships made curving turns, pulling hard on the nearby gravity wells to redirect themselves to the location the slave ships were parked far from any planet and left to drift in the emptiness between them where no traffic flows normally went. 
 
    Devan bet they’d been ignored there, but hopefully he was wrong. Either way, he’d find out shortly. And if there were a bunch of starving people onboard, the Kio’tos were not going to like the meet and greet as much as he’d originally planned.  
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    Devan didn’t bother taking a dropship over to the Tasd’on ships. Rather he just had the Kvash warship move in close, then he hopped out of the hangar bay in only his armor and flew the rest of the way using his Yen’mer. It made for an impressive sight, with his little body flying in from the vacuum of space on its own to land in the small section of hangar bay that wasn’t jam packed with drop pods, but that wasn’t the reason he’d done it. The truth was, his Saiyan genetics were itching to be used and he felt like stretching out his abilities this far from a gravity well. 
 
    It made for slow flying, but really allowed him to push to get any sort of movement, though when he got inside the hangar bay and artificial gravity returned, had he kept the same pressure up it would have sent him through the ceiling like a bullet. Instead he drifted in and landed gently on his feet in front of the Tasd’on, which were twice his height and massed so much more, for they were lengthy hexpeds whose primary strength was burrowing and tunneling underground. Their jewel-like eyes locked on him from here and there as they had crammed in around the drop pods waiting for his arrival. 
 
    Devan didn’t bother with introductions and questions, instead using his Ikrid to get the answers he needed from their unshielded minds. Zen’zat were the only slave race that had been afforded that attribute, and for the Tasd’on the only genetic enhancements given them were a genetic wash to eliminate weaknesses and maximize performance, plus the psionic Hanme that gave them little nodules throughout their bodies to store extra oxygen. This allowed them to dig deep and through muck without dying, making them better at frontier construction work, which was their only real contribution to the empire.  
 
    Proper mining teams were heavy on technology, but the Tasd’on did the same work with their claws and mouths, able to sniff out and ‘eat’ various ores that would then be stored in pouches along their narrow necks until they wished to either swallow and digest them, or spit them back out at a collection area.  
 
    The Tasd’on had hard carapaces similar to the Rammus, except there was no way these guys could curl up. They were meant to be long and flexible only so far, with them having to dig turnarounds in their tunnels because they couldn’t spin in place to go backwards. They’d either have to walk backwards or dig a loop back into the tunnel, and everywhere they worked underground you’d see the little unnecessary loops made regularly, for they were nearly paranoid about getting attacked from the rear where their legs could not truly defend kicking in reverse, for how low they were to the ground. 
 
    They had no tail, just a round butt that was as hard as the rest of their bodies, making them look like pudgy, wingless dragons with a flat snout that had growths on it that were actually meant for grinding against rock and other hard substances that their claws could not easily dig out. 
 
    Their bodies here were not good. Most were malnourished, several had injuries that had not been healed with Kich’a’kat, but as he sifted through their memories he saw it wasn’t due to negligence on the part of the Kio’tos…at least not completely. Food shipments had arrived when this convoy had entered the system. Nothing too great, but enough to sustain them. The malnourishment was from their previous journey and circumstances. The war had left them lowest on the totem pole with regards to food allotments, and their masters had to make hard choices when the trade lines were shut down.  
 
    V’kit’no’sat worlds were typically well run and organized, but they were not all self-sufficient, and those that weren’t had gotten caught with too much population to feed. To their credit they hadn’t gone around executing anyone to reduce those numbers, but the slave races were hardest hit by rationing prior to being invaded…and when that happened all bets were off. 
 
    Many of these that had fled were already malnourished, but the trip across the stars from one system to another looking for help had them sharing whatever they’d managed to scrounge up from survival rations or those few ships that shared with others what supplies they had. By the time they’d reached here, many were close to death from starving, and they’d been using Kich’a’kat to harvest unnecessary tissue and fat from those that could spare it to keep others alive…and they hadn’t stopped once they got supplies here, fearing they would not be getting any more. 
 
    It was paranoia driving them, along with the recent memories of the horrors they’d experienced…but also neglect on the part of the Kio’tos to look into the situation more thoroughly. They were just letting them sit here and mind their own business, not realizing…or perhaps not caring to deal with them any further. Probably because there was no mining tasks suitable for them in the system. 
 
    “Hear me now,” Devan said in V’kit’no’sat, because these ships had not received the language memory uploads. “You are being permanently assigned to my command, and there is not a food shortage here, so I order you to stop conserving supplies and start using the Kich’a’kat to fully repair and replenish your bodies. Additional supply ships are already on their way here,” he said, using his armor and the stolen command codes Star Force had obtained long ago to trigger this ship to record and transmit images to the other ships in the fleet so he could address them all at once, as well as throughout the other chambers of this ship. 
 
    “The V’kit’no’sat empire has shattered under the stress of the war against the Zak’de’ron and their allies, but Star Force has put an end to it in this system and all others that now swear allegiance to our empire. The Kio’tos here are now under my personal command as I reshape their race into a proper civilization and turn their full attention back to where it belongs…fighting the Hadarak. Those systems that do not wish to join Star Force will have to deal with the Zak’de’ron on their own terms. As for you, I am claiming command rights over you. In time you will be given additional options, but right now you are barely fit to walk, let alone choose your future. I have need of you. The reborn V’kit’no’sat have need of you. The Grand Border we are constructing will shield the entire galaxy against the Hadarak, but it is little more than an idea right now. The building is only beginning, and for that we will need a massive amount of resources. Resources that you will help provide.” 
 
    “How can a Zen’zat lead the Kio’tos?” one of them asked. 
 
    “I am not Zen’zat,” Devan said, sensing reluctance and confusion. The V’kit’no’sat had done little to inform them of the ways of the empire beyond their immediate needs. “I am an Archon. Archons led Star Force in our war against the V’kit’no’sat death mark on us, and we not only survived, but eventually exceeded Itaru. We have prospered in the Rim, and now we have come to both save and correct our forbearers.” 
 
    “The slaves lead in the Rim?” another asked. 
 
    “We are not slaves,” Devan said, adding some telepathic explanation as he sensed words alone were not going to be sufficient…though the telepathy wouldn’t transfer to the other ships. “And I offer the Tasd’on a chance to become more than slaves as well. It is a long, hard path to your freedom, but it is there if you wish it. But regardless of whether you wish to continue to be slaves or aspire to peerdom, your immediate future is the same. We have work to do, and you are in no shape to do it. Heal yourselves. Abandon your fear and return to normal standards. You are under my care now, and you will no longer be neglected.” 
 
    “What work do you have for us?” a different Tasd’on said from behind the others, who were parting for him to slowly walk forward, brushing against each other for lack of shoulder room.  
 
    Devan knew he had to have a task for them, immediately, given their sorry state. Sitting stagnant would only make things worse, so while he’d been talking he’d been searching the data on this system through his armor’s interlink back to the warship and got geographical info on all planets and moons, sifting through what was being used and what was left, and within a few seconds he had a location chosen. 
 
    “I need subterranean facilities built. Excavation and construction to be handled by Tasd’on only. The V’kit’no’sat races in this system will be busy with other tasks, and time is short not only for us but the galaxy. Any delay means more lives are lost on the Hadarak war front,” he said, sending mental images of what was happening there, for he suddenly realized that these Tasd’on had no clue about the war in the Inner Core. Somehow they hadn’t been told, or were lied to, for they thought there were only a series of heavy skirmishes as the Hadarak probed the V’kit’no’sat border, which they were prone to do from time to time. 
 
    “I’m providing you with schematics,” Devan said, cutting and pasting templates from prior projects and quickly coming up with V’kit’no’sat technology compatible blueprints, which he transferred into the ship’s computer system. “If any equipment is lacking I need you to give me an inventory list within the day so I can arrange for it. I want you to start digging as soon as you land on Uri’vorlon.” 
 
    “We need nothing for the initial excavation,” the elder Tasd’on said. “The rest can be sorted as we work. Who will be our overseer?” 
 
    “If you’re the Tasd’on I’ve heard of, you need no overseer. I will inspect the finished facilities and assist you with any problems that arise, but this project is yours alone to handle. Can you do that?” 
 
    Devan felt a swelling of pride amongst many of those here, but especially the elder Tasd’on, and that pride quickly began to replace the despair that had been clinging to them like a noose. Never in their history had they been assigned work without an overseer, and their escape from the war-torn worlds they had been assigned to had been on their own without orders, and many felt shame at taking action without instruction, even to save their own lives, but now they had new orders and were being given free rein to act without an overseer. That was an act of trust and respect they’d never been afforded, and like a chain reaction Devan could sense their minds sparking to life and work potential being discussed in whispers, for the Tasd’on had never been given telepathy.  
 
    “We hear and obey, Archon.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, clapping his hands together once. “Now let’s see to these ships. They appear to need repair.” 
 
    “We do not have the augments to do so. They were left behind when we stuffed as many of us onboard as we could manage,” the elder said with shame. 
 
    Devan nodded. “Well, you made the right choice. Equipment is far easier to replace than experienced workers. Are any of your ships unable to make a safe microjump to Uri’vorlon?” 
 
    “All are flight worthy.” 
 
    “Well then, I’ll have the Kio’tos handle the repairs after you get down in the soil where you belong. Focus your efforts there…Neio’jran.” 
 
    The Tasd’on bowed his head low with gratitude at his name being used.  
 
    “Set course for Uri’vorlon. No need to waste time sitting here,” he said as he walked past the Tasd’on, squeezing through the small gaps between them and patting them on their tree trunk-like legs. These guys were a mess mentally, and he needed to stay here to act as a stabilizing rod as he got them redirected into familiar work…after which the healing mental healing could begin. Right now they were a slow motion disaster, and Devan had to get them out of it immediately before any of them woke up to the nightmare they were in and went berserk.  
 
    And even one going berserk in these tight confines could trigger a stampede-like effect with nowhere to go that could kill many, if not the entire ship if insanity took hold of them. No, he needed them down on a planet in the soil that was their preferred environment, not in these ships surrounded by vacuum that could not be tunneled through. They were pinned here, more so than normal, and like him they needed activity…and a lot of it. 
 
    Devan would stay here and tend to some of the repairs himself, while he signaled his warship to escort the Tasd’on fleet to the southern pole of the moon he’d just ordered them to…all the while having a not so pleasant conversation with the Kio’tos that lived there via his helmet comm relayed through the warship. The area in question was an honorary ‘park’ dedicated to a heroic episode long into this system’s past which left the area untouched, meaning there was no population there aside from visitors…and there had been no digging in the area, meaning the subsurface deposits were still intact and ripe for use.  
 
    The fact that the Kio’tos hadn’t already exploited this given their trade route issues was a mistake than a Monarch would not have made. Sentiment did not outrank logistical need, and that was a lesson these Kio’tos were getting schooled on by Devan as they made the trip into orbit, then the Tasd’on loaded up onto the numerous drop pods crammed into the hangars on all the ships and began dropping them down to the dry, cold, and barren southern pole of the moon with the backdrop of a huge gas giant dominating half the skyline.  
 
    The drop pods landed the now physically healed Tasd’on in dozens of locations, then began making round trips to bring the rest of them down as Kio’tos and their Zen’zat took over control of the ships to begin repair work. Devan went to ground with the Tasd’on, seeing them eagerly digging into the frozen ground like it was nothing but sand and kicking it out into huge mounds that resembled ant hills as one after another went into the newly forming tunnels and pushed the dirt and rock out the exits where others were moving it around and using it to form earthworks, and with nothing but their own bodies and some armor augments to do the digging. 
 
    Devan wasn’t fond of getting pinned in underground tunnels, but the Tasd’on had no fear of it so long as they could keep moving forward or had friends both in front and behind them. Never the less, he followed some of them into the cramped tunnels that were barely wider than their bodies and chose to fly up at the top of the tunnels to avoid the dirt streams being passed backwards from one to another by their wide feet rhythmically shoveling it underneath their torsos like a giant conveyor belt.  
 
    The Tasd’on really did act like giant ants, and once they were in motion a soothing vibe settled into their mojo. They couldn’t feel it in each other, but Devan could sense all of them within range and it was the same for each and every one. They needed work, for it was their purpose. Not just individually, but as a team, which now made even more sense why the V’kit’no’sat had adopted them as a slave race. Those who worked to work for work’s sake could be very useful if applied properly, and now that they were in the ground doing what they were born to do, the Tasd’on quickly began to forget about the past and focused on the moment, erasing the damage done to them far faster than Devan had imagined. 
 
    He’d encountered a lot of other races that were shortsighted, but this was shocking. They hadn’t erased the memories, for he even checked on that in a few of them, but they’d relegated them to a sort of mental filing system that deemed them ‘low priority.’ That allowed them to use them for learning’s sake, but now that the threat had passed only the current situation had high priority. As such, the Tasd’on were effectively shirking off the horrors they’d just survived like it didn’t matter, whereas other races would be haunted by it for centuries. 
 
    Devan found himself impressed as he tagged along, learning more about the Tasd’on as he began to brainstorm how to rework their civilization for the purpose of upgrades…but at the moment it was more studying them, for these were not broken, beaten, and demoralized slaves. They appeared to be thriving once in the planet’s crust, and it wasn’t for the increasing heat as they dug deeper. It was from the act of accomplishing…and suddenly Devan understood a great deal more about them.  
 
    The Tasd’on could not exist stagnant. They, like the Archons, had to have a challenge ahead of them to claw towards at all times. They couldn’t accept ‘enough’ and rest on the past, for they literally forgot the past as a measure of themselves. Only the moment justified their existence, and that was very, very rare amongst the many races in the galaxy.  
 
    It also meant they had to keep expanding, and that was problematic if you only had one planet to work with. Fortunately Star Force was an empire that was always going to be expanding throughout this galaxy, and probably others if the Hadarak and the Founders didn’t stop them. So the Tasd’on were not going to have a problem fitting in with the empire…but keeping them tethered to the Border Guards was not going to work. Devan was going to have to slice them off and form something else in time, but for right now the Grand Border was such a large construction project he literally had millennia to work on the problem, though it wouldn’t take that long to figure out a future for them. 
 
    For Devan it’d probably take a few weeks, tops.  
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    6 years later… 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Devan asked as a Kio’tos walked up to him on the skydeck, an outdoor command center that was styled off a plateau that overlooked a brand new city built on Neu’vor’tok, the system capitol. 
 
    “I cannot do it. They will not listen to me,” Dan’gar said as he hung his elongated snout ever so slightly in shame. 
 
    The trailblazer kicked the console in front of him with a loud ‘thump’ then walked a step away and glared up at the Kio’tos.  
 
    “How is it that you are supposed to be superior to Zen’zat, yet the Kio’tos have trouble even following simple orders?” 
 
    “I obey. Others will not because they have not accepted Star Force, and they see me as your emissary more than their kin.” 
 
    “We can’t have sandbaggers, Dan’gar. Everyone has to pull their weight. I will not tolerate holdouts.” 
 
    “I do not know what to do. I cannot motivate them, and placing them in the penalty box will get no work from them.” 
 
    “Do they feel no shame?” 
 
    “None that I can detect. Their minds are wrapped up in defiance. I believe they would revolt if not for Star Force’s protection of this system against Zak’de’ron aggression.” 
 
    “How many are intractable and how many are followers?” 
 
    “Many are intractable. I do not believe this is the issue of a few leaders we can remove.” 
 
    “How many in total?” 
 
    “I would estimate some 6 million in the southern province. Beyond that is hard to say, for they are far less organized elsewhere, but this pit of defiance will not be moved by any action I can wield.” 
 
    “I’ve given them ample time to adapt,” Devan declared.  
 
    “I do not believe it is a matter of time, but one of will. They do not possess it.” 
 
    “Were they like this before I arrived?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What changed?” 
 
    “You are heretics in their eyes, and Zen’zat at that. They do not respect your authority.” 
 
    “Take me there, and I will give them one last lesson. If they fail it, we will exile them.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Somewhere Star Force doesn’t control. They can deal with the Zak’de’ron on their own.” 
 
    “I believe that would cause a revolt.” 
 
    “Then let’s trigger it now and be done with it.” 
 
    Dan’gar huffed his approval, then the jeweled gauntlets on his legs melted and extended up onto his back, but no further. There they formed a single seat, and could form many more if needed, for the Kio’tos were the fastest runners in the V’kit’no’sat and they hated waiting for slower races, especially Zen’zat, the latter of which they preferred to have ride on their backs, so they’d had their armor configured to allow it, as Dan’gar was now. 
 
    Devan could have just flown, but he appreciated the gesture and jumped up into the seat, sitting down inside the small shield bubble that contained anti-grav and IDF so the passengers wouldn’t be bounced silly as he ran. 
 
    And ran he did. Dan’gar leapt into an agile run across the skydeck, bypassing many other Kio’tos as he eventually made his way to the edge of the plateau and climbed up onto a Satu, but he didn’t let the force fields carry him along. Rather he ran, adding his own 180 mph jog to the speed of the Satu as they traveled overland rather than boarding a drop pod for transit.  
 
    Devan rode along, not even feeling wind in his face as the horizon bobbled ever so slightly with each stride Dan’gar took, and ahead of him the large neck pulsed up and down as his head jutted forward to match his steps. He’d ridden on the back of an Era’tran and Raptor before, but the Kio’tos were an entirely different story. Their size was so large you would think they would be slow plodders, but they weren’t. They were extremely agile, and made Devan feel like a toy being carried along on the back of a giant two legged horse. 
 
    He stayed silent for the trip, just taking in the scenery and thinking. Work was going on everywhere, but especially in this area where they had turned a wasteland into the new planetary capitol, and out from it they were reworking existing V’kit’no’sat infrastructure for the sake of upgrades and practice. When they eventually got around to building on the Grand Border, they needed to be knowledgeable in the proper methods of Star Force construction and not learning as they went.  
 
    As far as this planet and system went, Devan was using it as a training ground for not only those here but other Kio’tos that were being shipped in from different systems from across the galaxy. He had to give them a new identity, and once that was accomplished for a small group he could use them as seeds to spread out to the other systems and recreate what he was doing here without his direct presence.  
 
    At least that was the plan, but of the two things he required…effort and obedience…he was only getting half measures from certain portions of the populace. He’d assigned Dan’gar to deal with it, both to give him some troubleshooting practice as well as allowing the resistors to deal with another Kio’tos rather than a tiny Human in case that might have been the crux of the issue, but apparently it was not. And Devan couldn’t let slackers hold back the rest of the population, for they were having trouble enough on their own. Add a counter current and it would delay his efforts by decades…and there were a lot of people in the war zone that would die from that delay.  
 
    He’d explained that and a lot of other stuff to the Kio’tos, knowing they had been kept in the dark even before the Urrtren went down, but some of them simply didn’t care. They had agendas of their own, and if they wanted to pursue them they could do so…but not here. Not with his supplies and his population. The Kio’tos race was his now, and these jerks were either going to accept that or be booted from their territory.  
 
    The area Dan’gar was taking him was one of their villages in Manufacturing Wing 399, which was a chunk of the planet dedicated to turning raw materials into a variety of useful components, but no finished models. They made parts, but not nearly as much as other Wings. They were deliberately going slow and only putting out as little as they felt they had to while spending most of their time on recreation and other things. 
 
    As Dan’gar got off the Satu and ran down into the village he didn’t slow, brushing against several Kio’tos who didn’t fully get out of his way as Devan issued an order to all Zen’zat in the area to leave immediately. He didn’t care where, they just needed to clear out now…and unlike the Kio’tos, they did as ordered and were seen scrambling beyond the perimeter Devan set in the local battlemap and transmitted out to all their minds and armor. 
 
    Dan’gar brought him into the main lounging area, which was a low depth artificial swamp with pools of water mixed with sand bars and other types of land where many of the giant Kio’tos were soaking in the heavy sunlight. Only a few bothered to notice his arrival, staying put and not rising as Dan’gar announced his presence and that of Devan, demanding their attention.  
 
    A few stood and plodded toward them, but the rest remained sprawled out on the sand or specialized furniture, preferring to interact telepathically only, but even their inquiries there were lackluster.  
 
    Get clear, Dan’gar and wait on the periphery. I need a clear field of fire. 
 
    What are you going to do?  
 
    Explain it to them, Devan said, jumping up out of the saddle and hanging in the air behind Dan’gar’s head for a moment before the Kio’tos General moved off slowly.  
 
    “Alright you scumbags,” Devan announced verbally and telepathically in V’kit’no’sat to make sure the few hundred of them nearby could clearly understand him. It was also a way of pointing out they were not allies, else he would have used the Star Force language. “Your days of aiding the Zak’de’ron are over. I will tolerate no more sabotage of our production lines. You will either earn the name Kio’tos, or you will be exiled to join your true masters.” 
 
    Before any large amount of responses could come in…and they were coming, for the accusation of aiding the Zak’de’ron was no small insult…Devan flew over one of the reclining Kio’tos and threw a Jumat blast directly into her head, knocking it into the paneling below and cracking the feeble construction. Then he landed such a hard telepathic slap that it jolted the Kio’tos into a rage. 
 
    And not just from her. Others nearby were scrambling to their feet and reaching out towards Devan with their Lachka…which he counteracted with his Rentar, nullifying their fields and making him immune to their telekinesis, but they were not immune to his. 
 
    He smacked several heads with invisible slaps, then moved up near another and pumped so much Jumat into its side that he knocked it off its feet to land in the water with a satisfying splash. 
 
    “That’s right, you cowards. Stand up and fight. It’s time you learn who is truly dominant in this system. Don’t hold back…because I’m not going to,” he said, adding Essence to another Jumat blast and knocking the nearest Kio’tos up into the air and backwards over 100 meters before dropping it onto its back in an uncontrolled roll into another’s legs, buckling one of them and tipping it over as well. 
 
    Snarls and telepathic curses lashed out from many as they all charged the little Archon flying in the air at head height. Devan could have gone higher and out of their reach, but that would hardly have been fair, despite their ability to jump more than twice their height. No, he was staying down with them and going no higher than their head height. This was not a ‘catch me if you can’ scenario, this was a ‘king of the hill hold your ground and make them bleed’ lesson in reality. 
 
    Several of them tried to ram him with head butts, but he dodged two of them then let the third hit…or almost so, for his head stopped two meters away, caught in an Ubven field that pinned it in place…and without Rentar he couldn’t melt it away, but Devan could move through it, so he ran up over his snout, across his head, then slid down his neck and jumped off his back while using his armor to apply the mark of shame to the Kio’tos in the form of a fast acting tattoo stitched via an energy wand that left a pink streak down his purple/blue back.  
 
    The colors didn’t mesh well, but more than that, Devan had been applying the mark of shame to any that he deemed needed to spend time in the penalty box, which was just what it sounded like. A large cage-like box capable of holding hundreds of the Kio’tos in close quarters or a few with plenty of room to spare. There were several located across the planet, made of clear materials that let them look out and those outside to look in. Whenever Devan marked one with the tattoo they were immediately identified by orbital monitoring and security was sent to retrieve them, but it had also been a mark of shame more than anything, and the Kio’tos hated it…along with the fact that they had to allow him to apply it.  
 
    These weren’t allowing him, but he’d just tagged one already. If it had armor it could have had the Kich’a’kat remove it just as easily, but most of these Kio’tos were unarmed, and those who were not were already deploying their full body armor and assembling in a group beyond the others. Devan didn’t know if they were going to stand still, leave, or fight, but right now he had a lot more closer to him that were trying to use their telepathy to mess with his mind…the only problem was they weren’t very good at it, and brain size only got you so far. 
 
    Devan sent a series of psionic responses back, disrupting or in some cases debilitating his attackers, one of which fell to the ground with a nightmare scenario stuck in his head that blinded him from what was going on around…and by the time he woke, Devan had already tagged him with the mark of shame, then gave him a Lachka smack across the face for good measure. 
 
    On and on he went, dancing around in the air as the Kio’tos tried to physically reach him, but they couldn’t. He was too fast and their Lachka wasn’t working so long as he had enough strength to negate it with Rentar. He couldn’t do that forever, and maybe they realized that, but from the few peaks he got into their mental states they weren’t thinking ahead. They were acting out of pure rage at his impotence, for they still saw him as an inferior…and that’s what he had to remedy right now. 
 
    He flew at high speed directly at one and nailed it in the chest, ramming with his shoulder and pushing hard with his Yen’mer. The impact knocked it up off its feet, then his continual flight tipped it up onto its tail and nearly sent it over backwards. Rather it fell to the left, and Devan pushed it into the ground with a pointblank Jumat blast. 
 
    “Who is superior? Tell me, Kio’tos, for right now it doesn’t look like you are,” he mocked. 
 
    “Heretic!” another screamed, running at him from the right. 
 
    Devan floated still and smiled, for his helmet wasn’t even deployed for the specific purpose that they could see his tiny face. He raised a single hand in a stopping motion…then the Kio’tos tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground stunned as Devan released the Tier 4 psionic Takbri, one that no Zen’zat had ever achieved. It was the equivalent of a stun gun, and Devan had hit him with enough of it to fully knock him unconscious. 
 
    “Are any of you capable of fighting me?” he demanded as he slapped another charging at him with a Saven mind pulse that acted like a mental flash bang, after which he shot one of his legs with another Jumat blast, knocking him off balance into the sand just short of reaching the trailblazer.  
 
    “Anyone?” he demanded. “You think you can defy my orders with impunity? I won’t kill you, but do not mistake that for weakness nor permission to continue your defiance. You will either submit,” he said, cutting out as he had to turn another charger from behind aside with an Essence enhanced Lachka hold that pinched him in the shoulders and moved him out of alignment so he ran right by Devan with nothing more than a puff of wind touching him. 
 
    “…to my authority or you will be removed from the populace and exiled. V’kit’no’sat are meant to fight the Hadarak, and that is what I will make the Kio’tos again. V’kit’no’sat, not the irreverent, duty dodging scumbags that you’ve become.” 
 
    A Dre’mo’don blast came directly at his unarmored head, but his shields didn’t need to stop it because he knew it was coming and reacted quick enough, using his Essence to freeze the green energy lance in midair in a way that no V’kit’no’sat technology possibly could…and he held it there, in its impossible position, as he floated up slightly so he could stare over it at the armored Kio’tos that had fired at him.  
 
    “Better,” he admonished, then he drew the blast slowly into his left hand, collecting the glowing green energy and melding it into a spear…that he then threw back towards his attacker. It flew slowly compared to an energy blast, but visually was quick and hit not only his opponent’s shields, but penetrated and burnt into his armor thanks to the Essence enhancement Devan had given it.  
 
    Except it didn’t just burn into his armor, it burnt through it slightly and charred his flesh. The Kio’tos screamed from the pain, staggering backwards in shock and awe, then grew silent and just stared at Devan along with the others, for even those on the ground nearby him had frozen stiff with fear and did not move to even stand up again. They stared at the tiny Zen’zat, knowing that not even the most legendary of V’kit’no’sat possessed such an ability.  
 
    “Did you think I was lying when I claimed superiority? Did you think Star Force was disrespecting you when I and I alone was sent to take command of your race? I am here because I am the best of us, and so are my brothers and sisters being assigned to the other races in your former empire. We are here to turn you into true V’kit’no’sat by bringing out the potential in you that the Zak’de’ron never fully cultivated. And I can do far more damage to the Hadarak through you than I can achieve on my own, so my presence here is not wasted if you become the warriors your namesake declares. Are you to be Hunters of Hadarak? Or are you to be discarded into the galaxy with the other pretenders to die under Zak’de’ron claws or whatever means you desire. There are many ways to wither and degrade, but there is only one path available to you for advancement. That path is my command.” 
 
    Devan reached a hand down to the closest of the Kio’tos to him that was still laying on the ground, afraid to move, and he reached into his Magicite ring that was incorporated into his armor’s right gauntlet and pulled a hefty dose of Essence out of it. And with it he lifted the Kio’tos up off the ground in a Lachka-enhanced grip…something that no Zen’zat could ever possibly achieve, for only the most advanced Kio’tos could lift another off the ground momentarily. 
 
    The trailblazer made sure to not make it momentarily, and held this one aloft as he twisted him around into a proper standing position…then with his other hand he did the impossible again and lifted a second one as he himself gently drifted to the ground and set foot on one of the sand bars while holding two Kio’tos aloft, one on either side of him and somewhat ahead where he could still see both. 
 
    “You have a choice to make. Join me, or leave. I will give you no more time to waste. You have had 6 years to make the transition. At this point you are either unable or unwilling, and the status quo will now end. You can embrace the future or die with the past. You have until tomorrow morning to decide. Those who wish to leave amicably will have drop pods waiting for you.” 
 
    Devan suddenly let go, and both Kio’tos fell. One landed on his feet and managed to keep his balance, but the other one did not and the surprise sent her face first into the water where she stumbled back to her feet again, sending waves out onto Devan’s sand bar that washed over it up to his armored kneecaps as he just stood there and looked at them all telepathically. Some resisted his mental touch, others accepted it and submitted, letting him look into their surface thoughts.  
 
    “I will not tolerate mediocrity. To be V’kit’no’sat is to be superior, and the inferior Zak’de’ron could never teach you to do what they could not do themselves. They believed killing the disobedient showed strength…it did not. It showed their fear. I do not fear you, and you have done nothing deserving of death. If you will not do your duty, you will simply be released from my service and protection and you can do with yourselves whatever you want out there…and if you have a change of heart after leaving I will take you back again. I’m a nice guy like that, but only for those who truly change their ways. I have a knack for spotting the fakers, and as of tomorrow morning, I am removing the fakers from this planet. I suggest you think long and hard while you have a few hours remaining about what it is that you wish to be, and who you wish to serve. If you wish to live by Zak’de’ron code, then go to them and stop wasting my time with your impudence. I need warriors, not zealots.” 
 
    Devan didn’t stick around, summoning his helmet and rocketing off into the sky before banking over to the side and flying to where Dan’gar had sequestered himself far away from the fighting as instructed. The Archon landed on his back, in the same seat that the Kio’tos created out of his armor yet again, out of view of the others who now had several buildings between them and Devan.  
 
    “How’d that look to you?” 
 
    “Gloriously impressive. Even I did not know you possessed such power.” 
 
    “But will it be enough to wake some of them up?” 
 
    “You were wise to make them decide tomorrow and not this moment. The shock will wear off by then, and you will get a truer choice out of them.” 
 
    “Do you think I salvaged some?” 
 
    “I would bet my life on it…but not all. Some are too repugnant to bend to even the strongest torrent. It is not strength, but blindness.” 
 
    “Well, tomorrow we send them out of the system and be done with them. I’m not keeping anyone around that doesn’t want to be here.” 
 
    “They may have some Zen’zat that wish to go with them.” 
 
    “Let them go too. I want this over with even if we have to leave this Wing deserted. The disunity is a poison that must be purged.” 
 
    “The Zak’de’ron would never have let them go. They would have killed them first. I do not argue your decision, but I wish to know why you want them to live?” 
 
    “I only kill when needed, and unlike the Zak’de’ron I do not require fear to enforce my orders. Trust and loyalty are superior tools, though harder to craft. And leaving dissenters like this amongst the others taints the others who are of soft will and easily influenced. They must be taught in isolation before their spines can start to harden.” 
 
    “And killing those who dissent would hamper the trust and loyalty you wish to cultivate?” 
 
    “A respect for life is required, and the right for all life to exist that exceeds my authority to say otherwise.” 
 
    “But then how do you ever kill?” 
 
    “I don’t claim the authority to do it, only the ability. Do you understand the difference?” 
 
    “I do now. That is why Star Force does not use death marks. You do not admit the authority to order deaths. But you have the ability to make them dead in combat if required. Combat is against an opponent, not an action within a command structure. You will only kill enemies fighting against you.” 
 
    “Not when I can stun them unconscious and get the same result, but I’m glad you’re learning without me having to spell out every sentence for you.” 
 
    “If you had to, I would not be a worthy apprentice. Where do you wish to send the traitors?” 
 
    “Find an independent system that will take them, and one that isn’t likely to fall to the Zak’de’ron anytime soon. I don’t want them dead or enslaved, just out of our way.” 
 
    “That will take time. Where do we send the drop pods tomorrow?” 
 
    “They can wait on their transport ships as long as needed. I don’t care if they’re lazy there.” 
 
    “Shall we go?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m done here. Giddy up, big guy,” Devan said, using a phrase that Dan’gar was personally familiar with and knew wasn’t an insult. The Kio’tos took off running smoothly across the cityscape as the trailblazer peeled off his armor back into forearm gauntlets and leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes and relying on Dan’gar for his protection. 
 
    He’d drained a little too much Essence out of his body before going to his Magicite, and now his normally action-itching body felt drained and sleepy. A quick nap was needed, and Dan’gar wasn’t going to think less of him for showing his exhaustion. He had become more than an apprentice. He was a friend, though that was kind of expected when one took on an apprentice, though it didn’t always happen naturally. He and Dan’gar meshed well, despite their wildly different physicalities. They couldn’t truly spar against one another to any great effect, but their apprenticeship was not built on hand to hand combat. It was on empire building, and in that regard Dan’gar was progressing nicely.  
 
    He was still a newb, but a willing one that had just enough insight to keep his presence from being a burden. But Devan trusted him, and vice versa, so the Archon had no qualms about pulling in his senses and resting while Dan’gar carried him back to the skydeck. One of the luxuries of having friends rather than frenemies.  
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    June 21, 128851 
 
    Gegorius System (Olobiv Region) 
 
    8th planet 
 
      
 
    Bugan finally stepped foot off the drop pod and onto free soil. The Kio’tos had waited over a year onboard that cursed transport along with the others that had refused to serve a Zen’zat, and now they were back amongst real V’kit’no’sat again. Free V’kit’no’sat who answered to their own destiny, not that of Star Force or the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    They’d sent them all the way out to the Olobiv Region on the edge of the Star Force border, and here there was an alliance of 127 V’kit’no’sat systems calling themselves the Tem’drong. They’d accepted the Kio’tos’s request to dump Bugan and the others here, apparently in exchange for taking their own heretics off their hands. So as he walked away from the drop pod in a meandering line with the others following the telepathic beacon instructions, he saw another line of Brat’mar waiting nearby to board the drop pods once they were emptied, and there were hundreds landing all around seemingly in a hurry to make the exchange. 
 
    That’s was fine with Bugan, for he was in a hurry as well. A hurry to be free of the Star Force stench and begin building a future that would not see him a victim or slave of the Zak’de’ron…which was now a very real possibility, for Star Force had made it clear they would not defend any V’kit’no’sat system that hadn’t sworn allegiance to them. 
 
    “Look at those heretics,” the Kio’tos behind Bugan said, referring to the Brat’mar and not low enough to avoid their earshot.  
 
    Two of them stirred, throwing glances back towards the inferior race. 
 
    Enjoy your time here, while it lasts, a Brat’mar said telepathically, then the conversation was let go without any sparks as the Kio’tos walked on.  
 
    Do you think they mean an invasion? Bugan asked the others. 
 
    Possibly. Perhaps that’s why they want to leave.  
 
    Did we just end up in the war zone? 
 
    No, the eldest in the group said flatly. We were sent here because the Zak’de’ron haven’t touched it yet. If Star Force wanted us dead they’d just drop us on a tiny world and be done with it.   
 
    Then what were they referring to? Bugan pressed. 
 
    We will know when we encounter it, not before.  
 
    Bugan huffed, acknowledging the useless comment as they continued to walk to a station on the wide landing field where a Brat’mar in unusual clothing was waiting for them. The colors didn’t conform to V’kit’no’sat standards, nor what he knew of Brat’mar design for that matter, but he wasn’t going to ask as a warning sensation was telepathically triggered down the line to him and he passed it on.  
 
    Up ahead the Kio’tos had already stopped, and looked to be briefed one by one, then dismissed going up onto a Satu and heading in different directions. When Bugan got there he heard nothing from those ahead, but rather had a private telepathic conversation with the planet’s greeting party. 
 
    Work assignments, lodging, food, and other details, the Brat’mar said, telepathically passing him a small mental interface disc. Move along.  
 
    Bugan took it and walked, placing it on the side of his head and interfacing with the programming as he stepped onto the first riser of the Satu station and headed up to the shield conduits above. By the time he reached the top he knew which direction to go…and why the warning had been signaled.  
 
    They were not being accepted here as guests. They’d been accepted as labor. 
 
    Bugan lazily stepped onto the shield pathway and let it carry him to the west where he would begin working in a cargo transit hub…and from the quotas noted, he was going to be doing more work here than he had been tasked with back under Star Force rule. 
 
    But so be it. It would be worth it not to be under the command of a Zen’zat. They were meant to serve, not lead. And if his new Brat’mar overlords needed work from him, then he would do so. His life may depend on it if the Zak’de’ron ever came out this far. The edge of the former V’kit’no’sat empire was preferable to the warzone and the Star Force conquests, and maybe…just maybe, some normalcy could be restored here. The Brat’mar were too proud to submit, and if he had to serve them at least there would be some honor in it…though it seemed the days of the Kio’tos being an semi-independent civilization were now over. Shared worlds were now the future, and if that’s how it must be, then that’s how it must be. 
 
    The Satu carried him off a different direction from the others, making it clear they would not be permitted to live and work in the same area. Bugan was going to have to find a niche in this new little empire on his own… 
 
      
 
    The Brat’mar walked up into the empty drop pods relieved to be going. Civil war had nearly consumed this planet as it was on the verge of bloodshed over the decision not to join Star Force and guarantee their survival against the Zak’de’ron. Many had said they would never serve Zen’zat or Zak’de’ron, but the wiser amongst the population knew that it wasn’t a matter of choice. With large chunks of the former empire now immune from Zak’de’ron aggression, that meant their assaults on the rest would increase in the short term and the fate of independent systems would be sealed in the long term…for there was no longer any question of who was going to win the war. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron would take control of the non-Star Force aligned systems once they had enough ships and troops, which wouldn’t be soon, but it would happen eventually. Even the newly formed Tem’drong had no chance of holding out against Itaru once it rebuilt, and even if all the former V’kit’no’sat worlds left independent allied together they wouldn’t have the strength to fight the Zak’de’ron. This was a short term decision that doomed them in the end, but most people were just trying to stay alive another year and weren’t focused on the far future. Some others even thought they could one day negotiate with the Zak’de’ron if they developed sufficient strength. 
 
    Nivix was one of the Brat’mar that did not suffer such foolery, and when he and the others had been denied ships to leave to seek out Star Force on their own, civil war had nearly broken out here. It was only the smaller numbers of sane Brat’mar that prevented it, because they knew they could not win. So instead they kept hammering at the others to change their minds, becoming such nuisances that when Star Force’s request for a swap had come in it had been immediately granted. 
 
    All together there were 2.3 million Kio’tos arriving, but a total of 56 million Brat’mar and 291 million from other races that had requested to leave. Star Force had organized additional ships arriving simultaneously to pick up the extra from here and the other Tem’drong systems, meaning Nivix didn’t have to wait his turn to leave…for everyone was being picked up in one departure convoy. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when the doors on the drop pod closed and they lifted off, with him watching his former home drift below him, knowing that it was doomed to become a Zak’de’ron possession one way or another. It could have become so much more under Star Force protection, as had other nearby worlds that had made the transition to Star Force previously. They were now flourishing in ways the V’kit’no’sat empire had never seen, with the few visitors crossing between the two bringing with them information as well as occasional trade goods that Nivix’s home couldn’t, or didn’t, produce on its own. 
 
    Stubbornness was what kept this system from changing, from looking into the future and seeing their eventual demise. Nivix didn’t know what Star Force would require of him when he got to the Grand Border, for he had requested going there and not to the High Guard. He wanted to fulfill his oath and fight the Hadarak, unlike many others who had abandoned that cause for lesser agendas. He knew he would have to change his ways, for Star Force was infamous for their soft touch. They seemed to abhor killing, and tried to avoid it whenever possible, yet they had no problems with internal rebellions. Nivix didn’t understand how you could keep so many people in line without fear of death, but they managed it somehow…or the information coming to him had been a lie.  
 
    Regardless, he was committed to this path now and he had no regrets. Gegorius had been his home for over 300,000 years, though it was not his place of hatching. It was a stage of his life that was now over, and a new one was beginning, so he didn’t sour at the idea of months of space travel. Whatever ship he was going to would be free of the idiocy that had consumed his former home, and he would soon be amongst an empire that knew how to now only survive, but one that had surpassed the V’kit’no’sat as they had crumbled from within over and over again.  
 
    And now that empire was promising to rebuild the V’kit’no’sat anew, with greater strength and knowledge than the Zak’de’ron possessed…and with the battle images of the Uriti assaults on the Zak’de’ron worlds spreading like wildfire across the Urrtren-lacking galaxy by scouts, traders, pirates, and whatever other ships crossed the void, people were beginning to understand who the new galactic lords were. And they were the only hope of standing against the Hadarak, who were intent on destroying the entire galaxy, Gegorius included, given enough time. 
 
    How the other Brat’mar couldn’t see this left him in seething rage…but that rage was quickly forgotten when he stepped off the drop pods and into an Era’tran cargo ship that had been refitted with Star Force symbols and their preferred interior layout. It wasn’t small, as if built for Zen’zat, and all of the corridors were smooth, as if an edge would have been offensive somehow. And waiting for them on the hangar deck were several Era’tran wearing jewelry also in Star Force fashion, along with the refurbished V’kit’no’sat symbol as a division marker. 
 
    That marker represented the Grand Border, meaning these Era’tran were from there and not the High Guard. Time to see what his new peers were made of… 
 
      
 
    13 months later… 
 
      
 
    Nivix’s journey had not been boring, for he had not been a passenger. He had gone into training onboard a ship designed to make use of their time traveling to indoctrinate them in the Star Force ways, and Nivix had never known such a wealth of knowledge. Much was similar to his own instruction as a hatchling, but Star Force went beyond it where the V’kit’no’sat could not. They had answers for many things he had wondered about in his youth then forgotten in the mundane life of a seasoned adult.  
 
    For example, their restrictions of psionics. Most of the Star Force population did not possess them, though their leaders had the genetic knowledge to grant them if wished. All V’kit’no’sat had at least the basic 3 psionics, but Star Force would not entrust them to the ‘unproven,’ for they did not judge one by their race. They stated that the individual born into a Brat’mar body was random, and while genetic memory and proclivities of body design heavily influenced a person, they did not define the person, and that in order to find those worthy individuals, tests must be applied. And Star Force did not want to give psionics to any who had not proven themselves worthy. 
 
    They had made an exception for this in order to incorporate the V’kit’no’sat races into their empire. They demanded service from them, but allowed the individuals an out if they did not wish to serve. It came at the price of their psionics, which would be either removed or rendered dormant, putting them on par with the rest of the Star Force civilization, and in this there was a simplicity of function that dumbfounded Nivix. Star Force didn’t have to worry about rebellion from the masses because the masses didn’t have psionics, and any such war would be very short-lived. 
 
    But Star Force went beyond that, and actually encouraged laziness in those individuals who were prone to it by giving them the ability to do nothing at all and still remain a part of the empire. Nivix thought such a thing was madness when he had first read that, but over time he realized the supreme wisdom in it. It drew the lazy out of the crowd and put them all in one area, and because they were not targeted for destruction they were actually incentivized to relocate themselves without prodding, leaving the rest of Star Force society free of their baggage…all in exchange for some tiny living quarters, free food and clothing, and a few other amenities.  
 
    Much of the Star Force empire had an elegant simpleness to it, but one that bespoke of great foreknowledge and planning, and when Nivix’s ship arrived at the new Brat’mar faction’s capitol, he got a chance to see that foreknowledge in action, for the Shee’vax System was under heavy construction and a mess of temporary structures holding the Brat’mar populations gathered from across the galaxy. 
 
    This world was one of 19 in the system, but it was the only one under construction, with a few cities complete and feeding the other construction projects that appeared like lace spread across strategic locations on the mix of jungle and ice that this world held. The planet’s name was Ioper, and had been owned previously by a small race that had been evacuated, for unlike many of the other V’kit’no’sat factions within Star Force, the Brat’mar were relocating to their slice of the Grand Border now rather than wait until they were fully trained up.  
 
    The Hadarak were far from here, but Archon Randy-021 wanted the Brat’mar staring the enemy in the face the entire time while the existing Brat’mar worlds fed them supplies and recruits, ensuring only the bravest and most worthy were constructing the Grand Border, and Nivix was proud to be allowed to join them, as well as a bit surprised. 
 
    When they were told to head to the hangar, Nivix and the others found they were not going to board the drop pods…but rather the dropships coming up from the surface. These were not round, but winged craft that seemed to be poorly designed. The ones large enough to carry multiple Brat’mar were essentially a long box crossed by double wings on top, and would make for a horrible waste of space parking them, but Nivix had researched this previously, and he knew the wings would fold or swivel to make them more compact.  
 
    Once deployed, the wings were not for aerodynamic sake, but to provide a hardened side to the craft that could be angled into danger for extra protection. There were fixed shield emplacements on the topside of the wings that could not be expanded or moved, and because of that they were more powerful. The underside and flanks of the craft did not have them, only the standard bubble shields that could cover the whole craft. Drop pods had been built to defend against all angles of attack and maximize internal space…but they were prone to be vulnerable regardless against naval firepower, and Star Force did not like that, so they’d designed more survivability into their dropships in exchange for a reduction in efficiency. 
 
    It was a recurring theme throughout their empire that put a higher value on life than the original V’kit’no’sat did, but even they had known that replacing veteran personnel with hatchlings was no even trade. So as Nivix walked into the narrow belly of the dropship, he felt a reassurance that this empire was looking out for his welfare at every turn, not just when it was convenient or beneficial for the Star Force.  
 
    12 of the Brat’mar walked inside, then the doors closed and the dropship took off, flying down to the planet faster than a drop pod could move thanks to the more aerodynamic design. It landed not at a spaceport, but out in a muddy stretch of jungle that had been clear cut recently. Nivix knew they had orders to avoid killing the primitive lifeforms whenever possible, so the clear cut would have been preceded by a telepathic sweeping team that would have removed any in danger, but there were always going to be some casualties when the stupid critters didn’t know to avoid hazards. 
 
    Star Force didn’t deny that, but they were always looking to make ways to avoid it, and one of those was a telepathic bubble that the dropship passed through. When it hit Nivix’s mind he got a brief urging to turn back, and for a small avian that would have been more than enough to scare them off, leaving the airspace ahead clear for many dropships to land and start disgorging not only personnel, but supplies, for orbit was full of ships unloading that had not come with his convoy. 
 
    The planet was very busy for such a primitive world, and it was about to get a little busier as Nivix ran with the others out of the dropship already with orders downloaded into their armor. He broke off and followed the navigational beacons where they led him, then came to several empty canisters sitting on a platform next to crates that had not yet been opened. 
 
    Nivix telekinetically cracked them, spilling some of the bean-like components on the ground, but he picked them all up and flew them into their appropriate canisters, mixing them with stuff from the other crates and sorting it out as he had been instructed. They didn’t have machinery set up to do this automatically, so Nivix was being assigned to do the kit packing manually. 
 
    Others would take the kits he was assembling and deliver them to various construction sites that were not large scale, for these kits were for prefab machinery, not the larger and more powerful custom equipment built on site. What Nivix was doing was deemed ‘Lego’ work, and it took a considerable amount of Lachka endurance and precision, along with the ability to multi-task dozens, if not hundreds of small objects moving simultaneously through the air around him. 
 
    But he had been practicing on his trip here, and took to the work with a familiarity that had him assembling 4 full kits before a small convoy of Zen’zat vehicles arrived to pick them up and offload new empty canisters, while every now and then a small dropship would arrive with more crates coming in from offworld. 
 
    There was no meet and greet, no spectacle, no ceremonies. Nivix had arrived and went to work, simple as that. Ritual wouldn’t build the Grand Border, nor would it stop the Hadarak, only hard work would. And he was glad to be plunged into it immediately on arrival, for it meant he was both contributing and part of his new home immediately, with no trial or probationary period required. 
 
    He was on a planet full of Brat’mar, Zen’zat, and one trailblazer out there somewhere. And together they had a section of the border to build and hold against the storm that was coming their way. Time was their opponent now, and while the rest of the galaxy wasted it with futile wars, Nivix was finally amongst a planet full of sane Brat’mar committed to doing what was necessary. No more fools.  
 
    This was now home, and from the well-orchestrated work teams, he knew that he was finally part of the Star Force empire, and in this empire skill trumped all, not birthright. And it was skill that was going to defeat the Hadarak. That, and a lot of hard work.  
 
    Plus the mastermind trailblazers that had defeated the original V’kit’no’sat empire when outmanned and outgunned. With one of them leading the Brat’mar, Nivix knew the days ahead would not be predictable…but they would be productive. A new empire was being built here, and in addition to being a part of it, Nivix wanted to see what the Brat’mar could become under the leadership of those who had their best interests at heart rather than the manipulative barbarism of the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    The future was going to be interesting, no matter how events played out. And Nivix knew he was finally on the righteous side. Whether it would be the winning side, only time would tell. 
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    June 27, 128851 
 
    Lewrex’tara System (Ghen Region) 
 
    12th planet 
 
      
 
    Legat Mancer stood on the observation deck of Seda AKERVO, staring out through the simulated windows at the planet below that was now full of empty Star Force infrastructure. Less than two years ago it had been overflowing with evacuees being dumped here from rescue teams that would then immediately head back out to pick up more. Those ships had been going nonstop for centuries, with maintenance teams working on them enroute rather than bring them back to shipyards for scheduled upgrades, and the crews were rarely rotated out. Most chose to stay to maximize the number of lives saved, with many not seeing the surface of a Star Force planet for just as long a time. 
 
    But now they were gone, with only a scattering of ships left plucking the last of the valuable equipment off the surface. The kind of stuff that couldn’t be left behind for security reasons. All the personnel had been moved to another system further rimward, for this system was soon to be overrun by the Hadarak and they didn’t have the ships necessary to remove the buildings…meaning all that construction was going to be wasted. They couldn’t even recycle it, for bringing in the ships to carry off the debris would mean leaving more people to die elsewhere…so it was just going to be left behind for the Hadarak to crush, eat, or ignore. 
 
    Mancer’s Seda was the last inhabited Star Force outpost in the system, and the ships out there were his. They were constructed in his Seda and piloted by his Canderians, whom were left behind to ‘get the lights’ after everyone else was gone. In addition to ensuring all databanks were wiped and sensitive equipment removed, they were also here to prevent anyone else from inhabiting the ruins. They’d already had to run off 3 sets of refugee fleets fleeing the Hadarak who wanted to put down here, not realizing that the Hadarak were not stopping their expansion at their now invaded homeworlds.  
 
    The Legat had explained the situation and given them the navigational data necessary to reach a safe Star Force waypoint in the evacuation grid. A few of the ships he’d had to repair with his own people and resources, for they were barely spaceworthy and many were running out of fuel, which was easy to provide given the factories on the surface that could be fired up again in short order. The Canderians had had to do so twice to assist fleeing ships, one of which was a J’gar scout ship that had got a little too close to the Hadarak and got clipped. It had made its way back here to ask for assistance, not knowing the system had been evacuated.  
 
    Mancer could have told them no, given all the havoc they were causing the V’kit’no’sat, but scouting the Hadarak’s advance was not a nefarious duty and he wasn’t going to leave them to break down and starve to death either, so he allowed them to land under the conditions that his people be allowed to make the repairs. The four J’gar onboard had accepted his generosity, and they’d repaired the aquatic ship, topping it off with fuel and water to replace what had leaked out from the battle damage, then it was sent on its way only 7 weeks ago…and there had been other individual ships popping up here regularly only to turn back when they saw the valuable Star Force ruins still had guards set on them. 
 
    Most were scavengers hoping to salvage what they could before the Hadarak arrived, and Mancer was almost tempted to let them have it, but he didn’t know the character of these people or what they would use it for, so he’d turned them away. This system was going to remain untouched, and his Seda was going to make sure of that up until the Hadarak got here, which wouldn’t be long. Two naval warship minions had already arrived and been driven off, leaving with intel on the system, and recently his own scouts had reported back that a Tier-2 Warden was on the way here. 
 
    He didn’t know if that was because they sensed weakness, or saw the Star Force infrastructure that they assumed was still inhabited. Either way, his job here was almost at an end and he had to get the last loose ends tidied up before then. They’d expected several more years before the Hadarak got here, but it looked like they weren’t going to get it. Still, his people had already got the bulk of the work done and anything they didn’t have time for he’d just obliterate from orbit…but he really didn’t want to have to fire on Star Force cities, inhabited or not. It just felt wrong. 
 
    The shield generators and weapons had been the first to go after the population. There was no way those were going to be left behind, and a lot of it was stuffed into his Seda’s storage bays. There was so much, in fact, that he had to have his people strip it down on the surface for the vital components and only bring those up to the Seda, for the storage bays were full and the rest were having to temporarily go into some of the hangar bays. 
 
    He’d packed his Seda about as full as he could, and the 182 mile wide dark green sphere was already prepped for interstellar travel. She didn’t have the fastest of engines, and couldn’t outrun the slowest of starships, but she had enough speed to limp from system to system faster than the Hadarak could swallow them up. Normally a Cradle would be used to boost a Seda’s speed, or to carry them outright, but those massive machines were all deployed on other assignments, so it was fortunate Sedas had been built to move themselves when necessary, meaning the space station didn’t have to be left behind like the rest of this system’s equipment, though the Sentinels had been relocated to other systems that badly needed their defensive firepower. 
 
    A tactical update flashed on the wall over the image of the sedentary planet below them, causing a reflexive eye flick upwards from Mancer as his wandering thoughts snapped back to the moment. Activity was detected around the star, which at this moment was on the other side of the planet and out of view, but he had enough ships spread around orbit to keep a view on everything. 
 
    The Legat pulled up a viewing box over one section of the planet before him, and in it was the arrival tracts of Hadarak warships entering the system…but no Warden as of yet. It wasn’t due for several weeks at least, based on its last observed jump speed. You could never know for sure, because the further and faster it got away from a star the more wonky sensor readings got, but he hadn’t expected any Hadarak this soon. 
 
    “Time to go,” he whispered to the planet displayed before him. “Thank you for your service. We intend to be back someday, long into the future. Until then I apologize for the infection that is about to rain down upon you. It is a failure on our part, for we are not yet strong enough to protect all of the galaxy. When we are, we will return. Until then, survive my friend. You have served us well, and will again one distant day.” 
 
    Mancer silently spun around and marched off the observation deck, heading to the Seda’s command center where he was going to organize some light combat on the way out of the system. As long as they stayed ahead of the Warden they would be ok, for a few warship minions couldn’t harm them, but if they got caught by a minion cloud and slowed a little, the Wardens could easily run them down and tear them apart when contact was made.  
 
    The Legat’s Seda was faster than the Wardens, but not by much, and they couldn’t match the speed of the minions at all…but the smallest minions couldn’t make interstellar jumps, and the warship minions didn’t have IDF goo to slow them with. They could fight their way out of large numbers of them as long as a Warden wasn’t present, but there was no point in risking staying another day or two. If it arrived before they left, they might not be leaving at all. 
 
    But assuming the Hadarak warships weren’t going to get out of their way, he would gladly thin their numbers a bit more on their way out…and if they did run, well, his own warships were faster and could run down some of them. He couldn’t stop the infection of this planet, but he could avenge it in small measure now as a down payment for what would come later. 
 
    Assuming Star Force survived to the point where they could turn the tide and push these monsters back. They were far from it now, but they were growing by leaps and bounds with the annexation of the V’kit’no’sat, the insane number of refugees being added to the Rim, and the massive colonial expansion under way for Star Force’s primary factions who had been under orders to grow as large and as fast as they could self-sustain, for when it came to getting reinforcements, younglings born and raised in maturias were far superior to refugees being brought in who had to first unlearn their previous cultures before they would adapt to Star Force life. 
 
    And when time was critical, you didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary with newbs, hence there were massive expansions taking place in Canderous and all the other full Factions, along with many of the larger Sub-factions, while the Paladin were seeing the largest growth as the first part of the Grand Border to come under construction. Their unique nature was an advantage here, but in the long run it would be the other factions and their experience that would determine who ruled the galaxy. The Grand Border was just a stopping mechanism, and a critical one, but it wouldn’t allow Star Force to one day push inward. It was a fixed emplacement, and the fleets from the Rim would continue keeping the Hadarak off it as long as they could, but one day it would have to hold on its own…and when it did, the Rim factions would begin preparing for the counterattack. 
 
    That was the basic plan, but the galaxy was so huge that Star Force hadn’t even mapped it all yet. Taking responsibility to defend all of it was beyond their ability, but not beyond their ambition. There was no longer the choice of coexisting with the rest of the galaxy as friendly neighbors. If Star Force didn’t become strong enough to rule it all, it was all going to burn, for no one had the strength to stand against the true might of the Hadarak and survive.  
 
    But Star Force had a chance. That’s what the Sen Legats had swore to Canderous. They were not bravely fighting a losing effort…which they were more than comfortable doing so long as the combat was honorable. No, they were part of a bold plan for galactic domination codenamed ‘Manifest Destiny…or Bust,’ and it acknowledged the fact that the time of the mediocre was over. If Star Force couldn’t rise to dominance, the galaxy would be wiped clean of all life that was not Hadarak, then they would retreat back to the Core and let it start all over again.  
 
    Part of Mancer appreciated the opportunity of surviving such a holocaust and having a blank slate across the Rim to rebuild within, but the Sen Legats had made it clear Star Force was not going to try and preserve some of it for the time after. They were going to defy the purge and protect everyone in the Rim, friend, ally, and enemy alike, because Star Force was self-appointing themselves to the mantle of Guardians of the Galaxy, and Canderous was one small elite portion of it. 
 
    Such a responsibility the masses could not understand, let alone attempt to uphold. It was said that it had been attempted time and again across multiple galaxies, and all had failed save for 3. Those three galaxies were led by the alliance known as the Founders, the builders of the Temples and the shadow support network that maintained them. And from the limited reports coming in about them, as well as the assassination of the V’kit’no’sat leadership by Eldorat, it was clear these were not empires to be trusted, and they might be even more darkside than the Hadarak. 
 
    That meant in this part of the universe, within recorded history at least, Star Force would be the first Lightside Empire to rise to become Guardians of the Galaxy. If they could pull it off, that would change a great many things for more people than could be counted across the stars.  
 
    If they could pull it off, and there was no guarantee there except a long, hard road ahead full of challenges and hard work with no end.  
 
    Others would fear such a time in galactic history, but Legat Mancer did not. He was a warrior, as were the majority in Canderous, and given their current situation he couldn’t have chosen a better place to be than right in the thick of the largest war in galactic history. 
 
    The warrior did not crave the easy path, nor did they crave peace. They may create peace, but they did not belong in it. They belonged where there was conflict and work to be done. 
 
    And right now, there was a banquet of both awaiting any who had the courage to step up and face head on the minions of the darkside known as the Hadarak. 
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    June 28, 128851 
 
    Itaru System (Zak’de’ron reclaimed capitol) 
 
    Wendigama 
 
      
 
    Zeno’dor road the air currents over the wastelands that had once been the capitol planet of the V’kit’no’sat empire…though that was currently the claim, but the Zak’de’ron knew it was yet another sham in an attempt to hold together what little they had left.  
 
    He’d miscalculated, badly. By forming a triumvirate with the V’kit’no’sat and Star Force to fight the Hadarak, he’d revealed the location of most of the Zak’de’ron worlds and those of their servants…then he’d lost his tail in one of the attacks made early during the War of Spite. He was the last living Zak’de’ron from the time before the purge, and he had nearly been lost during the planetary assault on Zigurru.  
 
    The Elder dragon had taken up residence there rather than remain in one of their roaming Hives, and had dedicated much of the Zak’de’ron industry to planetary construction to take advantage of the Triumvirate’s truce, for building in secret in a way that could not be monitored was far more time consuming and inefficient…and Zeno’dor had decided they needed to maximize their efforts if they were to have a chance of surviving the Hadarak surge.  
 
    His tail had been chopped off during the assault by falling debris, though not entirely. It was 86% severed and squashed under rubble too massive to be moved. Even as his Kich’a’kat tried to reattach it and failed repeatedly, he had to burn it off the rest of the way with his bioplasma to free himself. After that he had barely survived the Era’tran-led assault, and only escaped because he was given one of the few remaining cloaking vessels left in the system while other Zak’de’ron chose to stay behind and die so that he might live. 
 
    Since then he had been staying away from the younger Zak’de’ron for the most part, preferring to deal with the slaves more than his own kin as this system lay in ruin save for a few rejuvenated spots. All available resources had to go into ship development to replace their losses, and support industries after that, so no planet-shaping was permitted out of necessity, for the Zak’de’ron were extremely vulnerable now, and they dare not let the Oso’lon and J’gar know this. 
 
    Their ‘allies’ had been crucial to the war being a bloody stalemate, and he was glad he had cultivated those relationships long before Mak’to’ran’s death. Had he not, he would most likely be dead or fleeing to the uncharted portions of the Rim where even Star Force had not yet set foot. Any hope of victory would have been lost without reestablishing the original triumvirate, but he knew better than to actually trust them. They had captured Itaru on their own while the Zak’de’ron engaged the V’kit’no’sat elsewhere, and they’d paid a heavy price for it, but both their empires were far more intact than the Zak’de’ron’s, especially the J’gar, who worried him the most.  
 
    They had their warfleet mostly intact, as far as his scouts could determine, and other than Star Force’s display of strength, their worlds had not been attacked successfully. If there was an overthrow coming it would be from them, and right now it was the illusion of command strength that was most likely holding it off…or perhaps he was being paranoid and the J’gar and Oso’lon were so tired of this bloody conflict they wouldn’t think of starting another, especially with the Hadarak advancing far faster than anyone had anticipated was possible. 
 
    Zeno’dor had since regrown his tail, but it wasn’t the same one he’d carried with him throughout his life and he could sense the weakness in it, despite training to the contrary. There was simply no replacing millions of years of cellular sculpting through effort in short order, and though he was ‘whole’ again he did not feel it. So while his underlings did his bidding and the slaves did theirs, he roamed this once magnificent world thinking and thinking, unable to find whatever it was he was looking for. 
 
    Other dragons were seen in the skies, and Oso’lon on the ground. The J’gar rarely came to the surface of their waterways to be seen, preferring the safer depths where weaponsfire would have miles of water to get through before impacting them. They were by far the more paranoid of the two races, and the more inferior. Land was far more valuable than water, and they could not go there without incredible mechanical assistance that left them too vulnerable, hence they had abandoned the idea of the water walkers even after the Zak’de’ron of old had spent much time developing them for them.  
 
    But the J’gar had their strengths, and when it came to the space navy there was little difference between land and water when you traversed the void. And in the end, it was the space navy that controlled the galaxy…though to control a planet required more, and the strongholds of the J’gar and others could not be assaulted from orbit without overwhelming sacrifice or superior weaponry, and that was why most of the V’kit’no’sat empire’s territory had not changed hands. Not yet, but the Zak’de’ron and their reborn triumvirate were chipping away at it constantly, though Zeno’dor was more interested in negotiating surrenders than wiping out resistance through force alone. 
 
    Those that could easily be convinced to rejoin had already done so, leaving the staunchest haters of the Zak’de’ron firmly entrenched in their stupidity. They would rather die fighting than submit, and after all this time Zeno’dor did not blame them for it. He would not submit to another race either, and while the V’kit’no’sat races were not his equal or superior, he could understand the desire to not submit. Before it had not fully dawned on him how a lesser would not want the assistance of a superior, at least not sanely, but now, looking at the Hadarak crushing the galaxy, he was beginning to understand. Freedom had its merits, and for the first time in his life he felt that he would rather die than submit. 
 
    Not that he had ever entertained thoughts of subjugation, but his mind had been set to rise to dominance no matter what the path…and now part of him no longer cared. It was hollowed out inside, burnt away by not one, but two purges of his race, the second of which was not fully successful, but it had gutted him just the same. Why was the galaxy doing this to him? How many times did he have to rise and be knocked low again by uncontrollable events? 
 
    It had been his mistake to trust the V’kit’no’sat as far as he had, but Mak’to’ran’s wisdom was what had convinced him to reveal his worlds. Mak’to’ran knew the true threat of the Hadarak…then Mak’to’ran was gone, killed no less than by a rogue Zak’de’ron older than Zeno’dor whom he had no knowledge of. He hadn’t even contacted his own race, and instead sought out the V’kit’no’sat to supposedly save from the Hadarak while allowing all others to perish.  
 
    That bothered Zeno’dor greatly. Not only the unpredictableness of it which led to the betrayal he should have seen coming once Mak’to’ran was out of the way, but him being killed by a Zak’de’ron had been unthinkable…yet it had happened, and enraged the V’kit’no’sat to such levels of stupidity that they had doomed themselves and the Zak’de’ron along with the rest of the galaxy to die to the Hadarak. 
 
    He knew they were capable of such blind thinking, but with Star Force’s involvement…no, even their level headedness had not been enough. The stupid heretics wanted their vengeance above all else, and they’d gotten it. He wondered if they now felt it was worth it. 
 
    Those that had survived, that is. Zeno’dor had ensured that most of their leadership had suffered the same fate as his race, and with the stupid way many systems were defending themselves he expected there weren’t many left besides hatchlings who had not fought in the last V’kit’no’sat/Zak’de’ron war. They did not know the taste of victory, or its cost, and Zeno’dor now had many of their worlds that could have otherwise been held if better leadership had been present. 
 
    But the one he did not have was Holloi. Jamtren had been a hard fought battle, but the Zak’de’ron forces had won and were cleaning up the remnant with what reinforcements could be spared. Zeno’dor had seen how stupidly they were fighting in later stages and made sure to send enough to get the job done…then out of nowhere Mak’to’ran returns and outwits the Zak’de’ron overlords leading the invasion by their slaves. 
 
    The center of the cursed Era’tran empire had held, unlike the Hjar’at, who would have been more trouble had Zeno’dor not been able to rip their heart out first. But the Era’tran had risen considerably since the days of old, and they were clearly the second most dangerous race outside the Oso’lon and J’gar, who had now reconciled most of their wayward population…either in conscription or death…but not all. Some had always been with Star Force, but now more were as many worlds claimed to be flying their flag in order to avoid invasion, and were now untouchable. 
 
    Zeno’dor had been forced into the Armistice, for he could not fight the Uriti and they allowed Star Force to smash any world they chose, no matter how well defended…and the Zak’de’ron had little to defend with now. In the beginning he, the Oso’lon, and the J’gar had refused to honor Star Force’s demands…then they did what he did not think they were capable of.  
 
    They destroyed worlds to simply set an example. 
 
    It was something the Zak’de’ron would have done, and had done many times throughout their history, but it had clashed with Star Force’s philosophy…except it hadn’t. Zeno’dor was still studying the battle records of how they had carried it out, and learning more with each replay as the years passed. They had given everyone on those worlds a chance to live, outlining safe zones that would not come under attack. Those zones were surrender zones, and the ones who went there were taken prisoner and relocated to neighboring triumvirate worlds. They were not kept captive, nor interrogated, let alone tortured or punished in any way. They were simply removed, and with them went word and images of how their worlds were destroyed. 
 
    The power of the Uriti still sent a spike of fear through Zeno’dor. Even though they had possessed three and were still undergoing an attempt to spawn their own…which thankfully had not been discovered by the Era’tran prior to the war…the power of the ones Star Force possessed had increased greatly beyond anything the Chixzon had probably envisioned. Star Force actually trained the Uriti to increase their skills and power, treating them as people rather than equipment as the Zak’de’ron had…and the results were terrifying. 
 
    Not just because of what they could do, or had done, but because they were based off Hadarak physiology and he could envision such upgrades among them. If the Hadarak captured or killed a Uriti and somehow absorbed their genetics and adopted them into their own…that nightmare would not leave Zeno’dor, no matter how many times he tried to reason it through. The Hadarak were virtually unstoppable as they were, but the Chixzon had figured out a way to make them far more terrifying, and it was for that reason he had often considered killing the Hadarak they had and forgoing their experiments…but the pragmatist in him always won out. If Star Force had them, then so too must the Zak’de’ron. 
 
    But if they didn’t, and he could end this nightmare threat on his own decision, he most likely would.  
 
    The Star Force Uriti had come into the systems with escorts, fought through the defending fleets then breached the planetary shields quickly, wearing armor created by Star Force to protect them against the opening Tar’vem’jic salvos. It was destroyed within minutes, but that was all the Uriti needed to get through the shields…and after that they plucked the anti-orbital weapons from the surface with precision firepower before using their area of effect weaponry to erase the existing population. 
 
    They had killed many Oso’lon and J’gar, but no Zak’de’ron, for they’d been able to fly free at the last moments after realizing Star Force was not bluffing, but their slaves were not so lucky. Star Force killed everyone that did not leave for the surrender zones, and that was something Zeno’dor had never expected from them…except he should have given their history with the Li’vorkrachnika.  
 
    But then they’d been pressed by necessity into killing those who would not surrender and not negotiate. Star Force was not in such a position now, for the Zak’de’ron had not attacked them. Why then had they done this? To force the Armistice, obviously, but why now and not before?  
 
    Yet they had given everyone a chance to live if they chose…but the slaves of the Zak’de’ron had no choice. They knew this. Why had they then killed them? Their lack of choice should have been an effective deterrent, but it hadn’t been. Star Force had systematically destroyed piece after piece of the planets’ surface, giving those who wanted to run plenty of time to flee. They even sent down massive telepathic signals coming from the Uriti to urge everyone to leave, and it worked on the native lifeforms that no one truly cared about except Star Force. They had fled, but the Zak’de’ron slaves had not, so Star Force had killed them in the systematic bombardment that had swept away every city on the 4 planets.  
 
    And the Uriti were damn good at it. The Chixzon had designed them to be planet destroyers, and their weaponry was more apt for that task than space combat. They couldn’t do it in one single attack, but their armored bodies gave them a longevity that allowed them to slowly and surely do whatever they wanted, and Star Force’s escort fleet made sure the Zak’de’ron couldn’t exploit the few weaknesses they had.  
 
    Star Force hadn’t been bluffing, and once those worlds were destroyed…two for the J’gar…both they and the Oso’lon demanded acceptance of the Armistice, and Zeno’dor could not argue otherwise. It benefited him greatly, for the remaining V’kit’no’sat worlds had no chance of defeating the triumvirate…but it also meant those that Star Force picked up were beyond their reach. Including Mak’to’ran and his cursed Era’tran worlds, all of which had quickly switched sides unlike the others that were too stubborn to see they were doomed if they did not. 
 
    But why had Star Force killed the slaves? Zeno’dor still couldn’t comprehend that, and with so many misreads in recent history he was doubting his ability to accurately feel out the state of the galaxy. And if he couldn’t understand what was going on, he couldn’t manipulate it…and that made it even more hazardous to the weakened Zak’de’ron.  
 
    Zeno’dor flew and flew, using his wings only and not his Yen’mer, hoping the effort would unblock his mind. What was he missing? Why was he making so many mistakes? Why was fate throwing so many unexpected disasters at him? And what was the point of any of it? 
 
    If he won and the remaining heretics were absorbed or destroyed, it would only be a matter of time before the Hadarak broke this ‘Grand Border’ Star Force was claiming to construct, and thereafter the Zak’de’ron would be forced to flee to the rim and abandon all their gains here. So what was it they were actually fighting for? Especially if the Rim would eventually fall as well and they would all be destroyed. 
 
    These thoughts were not to be shared with the others, for their will largely flowed from him. They trusted his leadership and did not fault him for the calamitous events, though he did. Logically he couldn’t fault himself, because he couldn’t find the mistakes, but there had to be some there, otherwise why was all of this going wrong? What was the point of living millions of years only to be ended like this? Killed by your former servants in not one, but two purges against your authority?  
 
    The War of Spite was just that, and it hadn’t begun with Zak’de’ron spite, but at the moment that is what it had become and all they had left. They were continuing to war against the heretics out of spite and not starting to rebuild to help oppose the Hadarak because Zeno’dor could not see a winnable path forward…so they were taking what solace they could in revenge and building towards what? He didn’t have an answer to that, and until he did he would continue to fly in isolation each day looking for it. 
 
    Today he would not find it, but the rubble he was passing over was a sobering reminder of not only his failure, but the failure of his race to foresee, let alone stop the first purge that had successfully killed all but him and a cache of eggs…most of whom had been killed in this second purge. He was a double survivor, and took no real pleasure in it this time. Only spite rewarded him for defying their attempts to kill him. Beyond that he was hollow inside.  
 
    And as for Eldorat? How was he recruited into a superior empire without even bothering to mention it to his fellow Zak’de’ron? No warning. No reasoning. No information at all. He treated them as if they were nothing, and was going to let them burn to the Hadarak while preserving the heretics.  
 
    Zeno’dor was lost, and he could not find his way anywhere. He knew something was wrong, but could not even envision what right could feel like. He was dead inside, and it was his responsibility to lead his race through the present dangers and into the bleak future. 
 
    He did not want that responsibility anymore, but it was his as assuredly as his claws were. He could not be parted from it, and he would do his duty, but right now the only thing keeping him going was spite. And as long as he was flying dead over a dead world, at least it was the Zak’de’ron that now possessed Wendigama and all of Itaru. Being driven from it would have been worse somehow, though he doubted he could feel much worse. They had won a corpse of a world that was only significant in history and memory. Other than that, it was next to worthless. 
 
    But the symbolism of it was not. It had resulted in more worlds freely being taken than any other factor, for even the heretics still respected Itaru as the center of leadership, and some of them would follow whoever held it. And the information blackout and blockade around the system to prevent surveillance was as much to avoid embarrassment as it was tactical.  
 
    The Zak’de’ron now possessed a corpse, and they didn’t even have the resources to dress it up and pretend the former glory was still here for distant eyes to see.  
 
    Zeno’dor almost didn’t care at this point, but he was too savvy to let go any advantage, and until he figured out what was going on he would play the game as he always had…but his current state could not last forever. If it did, he would rather seek out the Hadarak and die in battle than endure this hollowness in perpetuity.  
 
    At least that way he would join the other Zak’de’ron whom were once his kin, wherever they had went after death. That one mystery was the only inkling of hope he had left, and there might come some day in the distant future that he would pursue it rather than another pointless war that others could screw up just as well as he had. 
 
    The fatigue he built up in his wings helped him sleep better, but it offered no sanctuary to his beleaguered mind…only a quicker route to waking and less time spent entrapped in various nightmares of past, present, and future paradoxes that he could not work his way out of.  
 
    He felt dead when awake, and worse when asleep. Only movement seemed to be an escape, though an escape to nowhere…yet when one moved it must be to a destination elsewhere. At least that’s what his subconscious thought, so he wouldn’t return in a loop to where he had begun. He’d always move onward and sleep where he landed, calling resources to him when needed.  
 
    It was the only way he could stay sane now, running from a void behind him into bleakness ahead, but the unknown about his path kept him focused partly on the now, whereas familiar surroundings would cause him to be lost in nightmares permanently. 
 
    And for that reason he could not leave the system. There was no way he could tolerate the confines of a starship. He had to keep free flying until he found a solution, and to date he had already been at it for better than 4 years.  
 
    That was also a reason why the other Zak’de’ron had to maintain the blackout of the system, for he wouldn’t come indoors and anyone watching would be able to track and plot his position at all times, making him an easy target for assassination…but he didn’t care. This was all he could do to remain sane, and he had to use the flight for as long as it lasted to relieve some of the dead pressure in his mind. 
 
    And on the smallest upside, his tail was getting flight works that were helping it reaclimate to the rest of his body far faster than perching would, though Zeno’dor barely noticed as he chased nothing in search of the impossible.  
 
    The war may not have killed him, but it had broken him as it had broken Mak’to’ran. He only hoped he could find some way to recover as his Era’tran counterpart supposedly had.  
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    June 30, 128851 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Encapsulation #09 
 
      
 
    Jason-025 swam in his aquatic armor through the warm waters using his jets in addition to his Yen’mer to try and keep up with the Minnnen, though in truth he was merely trying to not slow them down too much. The small fish were no longer than his forearm, and they didn’t have to try hard at all to outrace him as a swarm of at least 2000 escorted him through one of the many linked pods around another black hole that stretched not only the entire perimeter, but in several crisscrossing loops with a radius of more than 50 million miles. 
 
    It was by far the largest encapsulation Jason had discovered yet, but the pieces of it were still tiny…barely two miles wide at the thickest. It was all so frail that he had a hard time understanding how the giant loops didn’t bend and break from gravitational tidal stresses or even the movement of the water within, but the structural engineering of the Founders was still a notch beyond Star Force’s, though their engineers were constantly testing samples to try and determine their nanostructures. Progress was being made, but something so fragile and large as this was currently beyond Jason’s empire’s ability to construct. 
 
    He’d followed the Caretaker drones through the hidden network, and then the dark network out to this location far beyond Star Force territory in the Rim, otherwise it would have remained hidden by another static cloaking field. Its gravity silhouette was nonexistent, so the Hadarak couldn’t find it easily, but this was the first time Jason had come across a race that could use Essence, and upon closer inspection he found that the cloaking field didn’t only block vision of the facility, but of the mild Essence use inside. 
 
    Had it not, a passing Hadarak might have picked up on it, even at this range. But the Founders had constructed the perfect hiding spot for the Minnnen, who curiously used Essence naturally as a ‘turbo boost’ without worrying about drawing too much and dying. Somehow they knew, or had natural blocks against delving too deep, but those swimming around him now didn’t need to use it. In fact they were moving slower than normal to keep from leaving him behind as they gave him an honorary escort back to the closest hangar bay where the Caretaker drones serviced them. 
 
    It was the only docking bay for the entire encapsulation in use, and whatever deliveries there were got transferred out through the ring by pathways not available to the Minnnen. All very slowly and deliberately as the aquatic race bred like rabbits attempting to fill up the Encapsulation as agreed.  
 
    Eldorat had been the one to place them here, not his master, and the curious thing was they had no combat capability. They were telepathic and intelligent, but without hands or telekinesis they couldn’t construct technology of any kind. Star Force was going to help them with that, for once they had the proper interface tools they could do pretty much whatever they wanted, but not here. Jason was going to arrange for them to send some of their vast numbers to an actual world while the bulk remained here, where they deemed it safe, for they too had suffered near annihilation by the Hadarak prior to their ‘rescue.’ 
 
    Their natural Essence use had attracted the Hadarak in their outer Core worlds as they passed by, and the Hadarak in turn had went about destroying and searching for more Minnnen colonies in other systems…for there were many. They didn’t know how they had spread beyond one world, but Eldorat had gotten to some of them before they were all found and destroyed, then he gave them this hideaway with the instructions that they needed to multiply and fill it equal to the resources being delivered. 
 
    The Minnnen had done as requested, and were now at maximum capacity. If they reproduced more the automated recycling systems would not be enough to sustain them, and they’d been in this state for the better half of a million years, so they were quite glad to have a visitor, even if it wasn’t Eldorat.  
 
    Jason had spent several months here, with research teams examining the construct while he focused on the denizens. Another curiosity about the Minnnen was they appeared to regenerate Essence faster than normal…about 5 times faster than every other lifeform in the galaxy did, including the Hadarak and the more advanced Varkemma. The Archons had assumed the rate was constant, as a percent of your total reservoir, but not with the Minnnen. Their reservoirs were large for their size, due to all the experience they had using the turbo boost, but they never trained for it, nor understood it. Why they would be able to break what seemed to be a universal rule only understated how little Jason still knew about Essence, but he guessed that recharge capability was the reason why Eldorat had saved them. 
 
    They couldn’t help in the war, which meant this Encapsulation wasn’t about preserving an army, and Jason had the dark suspicion it wasn’t for the Minnnen’s wellbeing either. Though nothing in the technology they’d examined so far indicated anything other than a habitat, Jason was fairly sure the Minnnen were being told to multiply to fill the Encapsulation in order to be used as Essence fuel later. They didn’t know how to donate it like the Hadarak did, and Jason had already learned from the PanNari and Byiol that Eldorat had given them technology that could pull some Essence out of their bodies without killing them, so that they could then have the vision capability to serve as scouts for the larger allied force promised to be unleashed on the galaxy to rid it of the Hadarak. 
 
    Jason feared the Minnnen were going to be harvested, for the amount of Essence you could pull from someone who actively used it was going to be exponentially higher than from someone who had never experienced an Essence rush, no matter what their size. One of the older Minnnen swimming beside Jason now had more Essence in them than an Era’tran did, and if harvested in part or in full, this Encapsulation would provide a way for the Founders to recharge in a hurry if needed. 
 
    “Archon, we found something,” a voice said over Jason’s helmet comm. 
 
    “Define ‘something.’” 
 
    “The water has nanoparticles in it.” 
 
    Jason frowned as he continued to swim, using an altered shield to make a pinprick ahead of him that split the water and reduced drag over his body as he fought to keep up a respectable speed.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We’ve traced them to nodes spaced along the walls. We found one then extrapolated the rest based on system data. We think the nanoparticles are a collection array that funnel Essence back into the nodes.” 
 
    “Is it active?” Jason asked darkly. 
 
    “Yes. And there are orbs here being filled. Logs indicate Caretakers arrive to pick up one every 239 days.” 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” he said, telepathically reaching out to the Minnnen around him. 
 
    How many of you regularly die? What is the rate? he asked in the crude language crossover they’d managed since he arrived. It was clear as day compared to the Uriti, but still didn’t have any real words to it, so he had to translate into pictures, feelings, and other memory based commonalities. 
 
    None. 
 
    There are no deaths here? 
 
    We have never known of any to die since we were rescued. 
 
    Are those that were rescued by Eldorat still here? 
 
    Yes, one in particular said as the others fell silent. 
 
    You? 
 
    I was spawned on a world prior to our coming here.  
 
    Have any of you died here? 
 
    None.  
 
    Have any gone missing? 
 
    We are free to roam wherever we wish. There is much to explore. Those who stay together are not separated. Those who leave, leave to swim elsewhere. There is no unannounced separation. We do not randomly swarm and cut off navigation to others. 
 
    Did any of you die prior to the Hadarak arriving on your previous world? 
 
    Many were killed by others. 
 
    Did any of you die from other types of deaths? 
 
    Some would get infections, but the glow would heal them. We have not needed the glow since we came here. 
 
    Is it the same glow used to swim faster? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Thank you, Jason said, ending the telepathic conversation. “It seems our friends are naturally self-sufficient and have the ability to heal infections using Essence.” 
 
    “And this Encapsulation is designed to collect their Essence bleed off rather than sucking it from them?” 
 
    “I think so,” he said, then quickly asked the Minnnen if they ever experienced a drain of the glow from an outside source. “They say they’ve never experienced any pain, so that’s not a usual vampire suction, but I want you to keep checking for the mechanisms for one until you’ve ruled it out completely.” 
 
    “Archon, if it’s not everywhere it could be hiding anywhere,” he said, referencing the size of the giant aquarium.  
 
    “I’m not asking you to craft exploration drones, just access the computer systems and use the schematics. Go through every bit of every system listed.” 
 
    “That won’t be quick.” 
 
    “You in a hurry?” 
 
    “Not if you’re leaving us behind,” he said, referencing the fact that Jason had this same team going with him to each of the 18 Encapsulations he’d opened up so far.  
 
    “I need to know if this is some giant harvesting machine,” Jason said icily. “If it is we need to disarm it. If it’s just collecting errant Essence then great, but I still bet it’s an easy harvesting ground if they want to come here and use existing methods. All they have to do is circulate the water and it will bring them right into their grasp.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that. Are we going to relocate them?” 
 
    “Some, but not most. They don’t want to leave their safe haven, but some are brave enough to go explore as long as the rest are safe here. They are adamant that their race not risk extinction.” 
 
    “You told them that we can protect them, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’ve got a pretty good spot here so long as it’s not a ‘shoot the fish in the barrel’ scenario my spidey senses are telling me it is. How much Essence are they pulling from the water?” 
 
    “Full orbs.” 
 
    Jason did a double take. One of those carry orbs could hold far more than an entire Uriti possessed. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Sometimes the Caretakers take two, most of the time one. I’m assuming the extra is the excess produced beyond the first. There’s no reason to carry two partial orbs.” 
 
    “That’s more than a Temple of Vargemma produce in the same time period.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the Kiritak scientist said. “Where’s it going?” 
 
    “Good question. I’ll get a scout team on it. I’ve got a hunch where I can find some other answers.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The Encapsulation we found first, with the popsicles going in. I didn’t want to bother them if they weren’t all there and ready to release, but now that I know these are for more than just armies, I want to see what’s in there.” 
 
    “Those are coming from outside the galaxy, correct?” 
 
    “That’s the theory.” 
 
    “You want us to wake one of them up?” he asked, referencing the standing order not to Jason had kept in effect despite intercepting many of the shipments of people in stasis to have a look at what was in them before allowing the Caretakers to continue on with their living cargo. Star Force didn’t use stasis technology because of the damage it caused to the body. You might live through it, but your fitness levels would be shot to hell and for Star Force that was a big no-no. They’d considered using it as a last resort for ships lost in space rather than have the crew starve to death, but ultimately they’d decided to use the large amount of hull space such stasis tech would have occupied to build extra engines, shields, and other stuff that would prevent them getting stranded in the first place. 
 
    So Star Force had studied the stasis tech of others, but never done any experiments on living people of their own and didn’t have any units in their technological catalog…which made them a little uneasy about waking up one of the popsicles, primarily because they weren’t sure they could put them back inside afterward, not to mention if there was a procedure required for getting them out and fully functioning again beyond pressing the ‘revive’ button.  
 
    “No. I want you guys here working on this. Top priority. I’ll go and snoop around on my own and send for a backup team from Beta.” 
 
    “They’ll be happy for the work,” the Kiritak noted, for all the research teams were giddy for any chance to explore not only the Temples but everything else the Founders had created. The phrase ‘kids in a candy store’ would have been an understatement.  
 
    “Hold on a second,” Jason said as he had an idea. “Are you actively monitoring the nanoparticles’ collection?” 
 
    “No, but I can.” 
 
    “How far can you pinpoint it?” 
 
    “Just a moment,” he said as he did some experimenting with the interface. “I can see the individual Mennnen producing it. The system gives an alert each time, and they’re going off like fireflies throughout the rings.” 
 
    “Find my location.” 
 
    “You going to see if it works on you?” 
 
    “I feel bad going so slow anyway,” Jason admitted. “I’ll use my own speed burst and see if I feel any draining effect. Monitor everything you can from your end.” 
 
    “Give us a second…alright, we’ve got recorders going. This stuff is too widespread to be logged by the Founder systems. Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Jason said, adding a little Essence to his Yen’mer and pushing ahead into the Minnnen…who allowed no contact. They just sped up around him to match his speed without so much as a complaint. 
 
    That miffed Jason a bit, so he increased more than a little and started rocketing along…with the stupid fish easily matching him and flying in so close a formation it was almost an insult.  
 
    “I’m not feeling anything. What do you have?” 
 
    “A lot of Essence being bled off. You’re way more inefficient than they are.” 
 
    “They’re aquatics,” Jason reminded the scientist. “I’m a ground pounder flying through water. Can you see the Essence transfer?” 
 
    “It looks like a river meandering through the water all the way to a node. The nanoparticles aren’t absorbing it, they’re moving it along and not allowing it to rejoin the Essence realm. I haven’t seen anything like this before in the Temples…though that doesn’t mean it’s not there. We haven’t been able to tear into any of the really big stuff yet…” 
 
    “Alright, keep monitoring. I’m going hot all the way back to the hangar, then you’re on your own.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want any of us with you?” 
 
    “I can poke around on my own and send for you if I get in a snag. Don’t worry about it. Just tell me what this place can really do. We can’t relocate them all fast enough, even if they wanted to come. We need to find and disable any harmful applications.” 
 
    “We’ll safe it,” the Kiritak promised.  
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Jason said as he pushed even harder, moving so fast through the water that he left air bubbles in his wake due to the friction while the Mennnen kept pace without any such disturbance. 
 
    “The Elarioni would hate you,” he whispered as he goosed his speed a bit more. 
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    March 8, 128852 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Encapsulation #01 
 
      
 
    Jason arrived via the nearby black hole rather than by taking the shadow network, which required hitching rides on Caretaker units or using his own Founder-clone vessels produced in the captured Temples. Either way was slower than going directly to the black hole and creeping his way out to the location where Paul and Sara had first found the popsicles being deposited into what they thought at the time was the black hole, but in truth there was an Encapsulation in between that had been cloaked, and it was to there that Jason took a specially modified warship that had both pulse drives and Essence engines that had made the painfully slow voyage out from the black hold much shorter. 
 
    The Essence boost had helped give more power to the little gravity that reached the Encapsulation. Without it his warship would have flown by unable to stop, or worse ran into it, but after several weeks of drifting at relatively slow speed Jason’s ship was able to grind its way to a halt nearby, with little maneuvering capability so far out beyond the black hole they were pretty much in interstellar space with no lateral gravity wells to speak of to grab onto for maneuvering purposes. 
 
    For that reason he brought the ship in on a straight line to the Encapsulation, using the black hole’s limited gravity to make the position adjustments as he released a specialized drone to pierce the edge of the Encapsulation field using the same protocols that the PanNari had taught them, and soon the drone returned back, unharmed, indicating that they were accepted on this unit as well. 
 
    Once that was confirmed, Jason took the warship itself in, breaching the field with the forward half of it and coming to rest a few miles off the structure. Unlike the other Encapsulations, this one held no warship docks, and for some reason Jason wasn’t surprised. All the others had except the Mennnen, and somehow it made sense that these popsicles being deposited here were cargo rather than residents. 
 
    He tried hailing them through numerous means, and after he got no response he sent the mini-drones over to draw a response from any automated weaponry…but nothing on this long rectangular building so much as twitched. The hangar was obvious, and using Caretaker codes they triggered it to open, into which the mini-drones went, maneuvering with mooring beams along the hull and inside, for there was no artificial gravity active within the hangar. 
 
    Once the mini-drones had secured the hangar and began exploring inside a bit more, Jason went over with a 12 man team of Commandos, some Human, some Calavari, and one Protovic among them. Once inside they all latched onto the floor with the grip function in their armor so they could walk rather than bounce around the corridors…which were rather large and would leave them ballistic for the most part without gravity to use to push off against. 
 
    The walking required keeping one foot in contact with the floor…or walls…at all times, but it wasn’t difficult. The Commandos came with large rifles in addition to the weaponry built into their armor, but Jason did not. He was more powerful than all the weaponry they had combined, and if they were to meet some of the people here it was probably best for him not to be visibly armed. That would indicate he was the leader or VIP, and usually that translated into a non-combatant rather than someone here to shoot you dead on sight.  
 
    But in truth, most of the reason he didn’t carry a heavier weapon was he didn’t want the extra weight, either in his hands or on his back. And as he and the others walked through the silent hallways he began to think either these people were cyber linked like the PanNari had been, or they were not awake at all.  
 
    All the others had been active in some sense, allowing them to live and grow to some extent inside the Encapsulation, but after the first reports from the mini-drones came back with images of large warehouses full of stacked popsicle crates, it became clear this facility was not like the others. The question was why. 
 
    The corridors and hangar had air in it, breathable by most standards, but very low pressure. Either that was the natural environment of the wide array of races held here or it was a leak. Jason saw no reason to have a low atmosphere when no atmosphere would do, but then again he wasn’t thinking like a Founder, for he had no idea what this place was for without the ships and infrastructure to begin colonization of the galaxy when called for.  
 
    There was none of it here, and as the mini-drones completed their full survey of the corridors, Jason and his team got to a command center and began accessing what records they could, for the encryption was not all the same as in the Temples…meaning they didn’t have all the codes that would work, just some of them, and from what they could determine this was not an Encapsulation. 
 
    Or rather it had been built as one, but not used as it. Up until now Jason had though the Encapsulations had been built after a race was located, but now he was thinking it was a mixed bag. Some unique ones, like the Shinogas, required special accommodations, but this facility was nearly identical to those that held the PanNari. So maybe… 
 
    Maybe the PanNari hadn’t been held in an Encapsulation. Maybe they’d been tucked into a warehouse that had a few modifications made to allow for their warships. Maybe this was a warehouse for other purposes that had been built prior, for other purposes. 
 
    The Commandos mainly stood guard while it was Jason that was accessing the computer equipment. He was the one trained for it, but one of them found the environmental controls first and they started up the anti-grav without having to enter any command codes. When they did an automated cycle began, with the atmosphere beginning to thicken and heat, but Jason and the others still kept their helmets on, for it would be too thin to breathe for a while. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” Jason asked as he continued to interface with the stubborn computer system via a physical tap extending from his left pinky finger into a pre-existing port. 
 
    “Trophies?” one of the Humans blurted out, not having any confidence in the idea but throwing it in for consideration all the same. 
 
    “They’re not guests, that’s for sure,” the Protovic added. “Maybe prisoners.” 
 
    “What are they being fed?” a Calavari asked, with Jason pointing a finger at him. 
 
    “Excellent point. We know the popsicle containers are keeping them in stasis, but no matter how slow their bodies are moving they can’t just freeze them without killing them. Even cryogenics required an anti-freezing agent added to the cells to keep them liquid while temperatures dropped low enough to retard the metabolic processes, which allowed them to continue at a creep. If your body is creeping it’s still using fuel, and I’m not seeing any supply lines to these crates other than power. 
 
    “Cryogenics actually works?” another Human said in shock. 
 
    “It depends what you mean by ‘works.’ Some races can handle it, others can’t. Some naturally use it to survive winters in hibernation, but they’re designed for it. Our three races are not, and though we might survive it, we’ll have so much brain damage it won’t be worth it.” 
 
    “Has that happened before?” 
 
    “Not our doing, but others have frozen themselves and we got to thaw them out. If not for a Regenerator rebuilding a lot of their body they would have died in the process, no matter how gentle we were. And their minds had lost so much we had to fully wipe them and start them over again as younglings.” 
 
    “How do you do that with an adult?” 
 
    “Simulated reality,” the Protovic answered, with Jason nodding his agreement. 
 
    “We’ve been working on a way to bring these guys out since we first discovered them. They’re not technically frozen, and we’re pretty sure we can do it, but I don’t know what state they will be in if we wake them.” 
 
    “But you think that’s what we’re down to now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said regretfully. “I had hoped someone here was awake, but it looks like the Founders are just stashing them here. And they may need rescuing.” 
 
    “Is it possible there are some awake in the other Encapsulation facilities around the black hole?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out. There are links to the others, but they all appear to be the same design as this one. I can’t directly access their systems, only this node, and I don’t feel like taking a hike through the connecting conduits,” he said, referencing the billions of miles they’d have to walk to get from one to another if they couldn’t use one of the connecting rail cars. And even if they did, they’d be extremely vulnerable out in the doldrums where it would take weeks, if not months, to get the warship repositioned to come for them if one of the tether lines broke. 
 
    “Can we send a probe through one?” another Calavari asked. 
 
    “I’m trying, but I can’t get access without a Caretaker drone here. From the logs it indicates that the popsicles here have arrived recently. I can’t find any record of moving them down the line.” 
 
    “But this is the only node that the shadow network connects to, right?” 
 
    “Probably, but I can’t be for sure. We haven’t mapped it all out yet. These sneaky buggers have cellular methodology in their programming. Hacking one only reveals what it knows, and if it isn’t programmed to go elsewhere it doesn’t have the navigational data for anything else. The Founders meant these networks never to be found, and if they were not to be fully found.” 
 
    “Does that meant we don’t even know where all the Temples are?” a Human asked. 
 
    “We know where all the inhabited ones are. There’s still a chance we’ve missed an inactive one, but I think we’ve got them all. It’s the little installations like this that are damn hard to find if there aren’t shipments coming to them to follow.” 
 
    “Shall I call for a med team?” the Protovic asked, referencing the signal blocking hull that was cutting off their direct line of communication with the warship. 
 
    “Yeah, and bring a bigger dropship. We’ll wake one up inside there where we can control the environment if any augmentations are required.” 
 
    The Protovic nodded then jogged off to send the message directly from the hangar.  
 
    “Well, time to pick our winner,” Jason said, rifling through the inventory of individuals listed in stasis, though there were no names, just serial numbers with picture ID. There were many different races, some avian and one aquatic, with him quickly ruling out the latter. Better to get them as close to their own physiology as possible, so he chose a biped that was sort of Human-ish, though smaller, almost like a child. In fact it reminded him of the Asgard from Stargate, though with regular eyes that had irises rather than being pure black orbs.  
 
    Jason located the crate that held his chosen individual, then passed the location data from his armor to his team, sending them out to retrieve it while he still tried to get access to the blocked sections of the computer system without getting any alerts thrown…and from past Star Force experience in the Temples, the systems didn’t take well to physical hacks. They wanted you coming in through the prescribed ports and playing nice, else they would lock down even further and sic the guard dogs on you.  
 
    Jason wasn’t worried about the Caretaker drones here, he just didn’t want to lose what access he had or send a warning flag back out through the network. He thought it was courier only, but he wasn’t too sure the Encapsulation didn’t have some automated alarms that would relay information back across the void after some of the things the PanNari had told him about their construct. 
 
    The Founders had the tech to do it, even if the signals didn’t arrive for years, he just didn’t know if they were located here…and from the system readouts he wasn’t seeing any, though he didn’t expect a secret security mechanism to be labeled, which was why he was trying to account for everything through the power expenditure reports. Some of which were blocked from view. 
 
    By the time his Commandos had retrieved the popsicle crate and brought it to the hangar bay Jason was waiting for them onboard a Dragon-class dropship that was big enough to haul several mechs if need be. That would give them plenty of breathing room when this guy woke up…if he woke up. The med team had been fully briefed on the procedure detailed in Temple records, but it had never been tried before, so they were standing by with a Regenerator and interface access equipment designed for them to be able to troubleshoot if the automated programming within it didn’t know what to do. 
 
    That was a rarity with how much experience the V’kit’no’sat had at programming the things, then updated with what Star Force had learned from a few other sources, plus their own small discoveries, but if these people were from another galaxy as Jason suspected, the rules might work a little different for their biology…or then again, maybe not. 
 
    The crate was set up with the window facing those assembled, and Jason had his security teams and the medtechs back off, leaving him the only one visible to the alien inside as they activated the revival process using a specialized code. Without it the module would not open on its own, nor revive the occupant, but thankfully the Temple code was accepted and the status indicator lights began rising on spiral tracts outlining which parts of his physiology were activating and at what level.  
 
    He wore no clothing, and his tiny genitalia appeared to be frozen stiff. Jason cringed at that thought, hoping it was just an illusion with some energy binder or IDF field keeping the movement of the crate from flopping them around, but whatever it was disappeared just before the glass melted inside the sidewalls and the individual fell out head first. 
 
    Jason caught him with his Lachka as he began coughing and struggling to assert his senses. His mind was open to the trailblazer, and chaotic. Actually chaotic was an understatement. The guy was in full blown panic mode and fighting himself so much he was forgetting how to breathe. Jason used his telepathy to override his body and assume control, allowing his brain to bounce off the new boundaries and begin to right itself as the Archon also hacked in and pushed him in the necessary direction. 
 
    It took several minutes for the individual to truly wake up enough to regain any semblance of consciousness, but his brain was not damaged in the traditional sense, though Jason knew he was not well. By the time his mind got around to processing visual stimuli he started blinking and Jason stood him up fully, but locked his body in place with Lachka holds while returning control of his nervous system to the alien in stages.  
 
    Then he started talking in gibberish, blurting out bits and pieces of words as Jason tried to work on his language memories, but nothing he was saying made sense. The guy was a mess, and he wondered if the Founders didn’t have some secondary process in addition to the ‘defrosting’ that was supposed to avoid this. Possibly something located elsewhere while this was just a temporary holding facility. They may have screwed this guy over opening him up here, but there was no putting him back now, for these crates didn’t have the protocols for going under, just coming out, written on the permanent system memory. 
 
    Everyone held still and silent, waiting for Jason to act or tell them what to do, but it was well over an hour before he could get this guy’s head into some semblance of order, and when he did the language pathways crystalized and he was finally able to make intelligible telepathic contact. 
 
    Identify yourself, Jason said through a combination of learned words and images/feelings as he simultaneously was learning and recording the language on his armor’s computer system, thanks to his Sav-enhanced mind. 
 
    Androv, he said in mind only, for he appeared to have some natural telepathic ability that was recovering faster than his vocal processors. Androv Devarti 2843 Simcov 9932 Numoco 8221. 
 
    Do you know where you are? 
 
    No. No I don’t. Why can’t I move? 
 
    Your brain is not functioning fully. You are being restrained until you reassert full control. 
 
    Androv squeezed his eyes shut, and Jason could feel him concentrating on his own mind…and suddenly pieces started to fall in place and dormant parts activated. This individual had far more mental skills than Jason had guessed at, being able to initiate a reboot process that most Archons could not achieve until they reached Frieza level.  
 
    Jason let go the parts of his mind that he was holding together, and soon Androv’s eyes opened and he lifted his smooth gray chin up to look at Jason directly.  
 
    I can compose myself now. Please release me. 
 
    Jason let go, allowing Androv to stand on his own two bare feet, but he immediately fell to the ground with Jason letting him drop after slightly softening his landing.  
 
    Apparently not, he commented. Do you know where you are? 
 
    Another galaxy. Beyond that we were not told. What am I supposed to do now? he asked from the floor, where he was able to at least prop himself up on his weak elbows. His muscular strength was shot after so much inactivity, despite the fact that his body was showing decent amounts of it.  
 
    Androv, I’m going to be blunt with you. I don’t know why you are here. There are probably millions more like you coming in via stasis crates, from many different races. I suspected it was from another galaxy, and thank you for confirming that. I do not work for the people who sent you here. I have never met them, but I do know of the Founders. We have discovered and asserted control over the abandoned facilities in this galaxy, and during our explorations we found you and the others in stasis. We have awoken you to try and figure out what you are doing here. 
 
    Androv blinked twice, thinking fast. You intercepted us in transit? 
 
    We are sitting inside one of my craft, which is sitting inside the hangar of a hidden facility where you and the others are being stored. You were brought in by Founder drones and left here in storage. Do you know why? 
 
    They were probably going to pick us up later, he said, rolling himself into a sitting position with some considerable effort. Can you stand me up again? I did not expect to be this weak. 
 
    Jason telekinetically lifted him back up, but he did not seem shocked by it. In fact, telekinesis was a familiar concept in his mind, but right now out of a sense of caution Jason did not go poking around his memories, for he sensed there was a great deal more to this individual than what he had originally assessed.  
 
    Thank you. What is your identity? 
 
    I am Jason-025.  
 
    Such a low number? Are there so few of you? 
 
    I am one of the originals that founded our empire. There are many trillions of us in this galaxy, though the Hadarak are trying to reduce those numbers to zero. 
 
    Dread filled Androv at Jason’s mentioning of the Hadarak, which had been deliberate. 
 
    They’re here too? I was told they would not be. What is the status of this galaxy? 
 
    The Hadarak are attempting a total purge, but are still within the Core. We are in the process of fighting them. 
 
    I was told they were dormant. That we were being sent to somewhere there was no fighting. Somewhere we would be safe. 
 
    Safe from what? What’s the status of the galaxy you came from? 
 
    Falling. Are you not allied with the Founders? 
 
    No. 
 
    Then how are you fighting the Hadarak?  
 
    By our own methods. 
 
    Do you at least possess Essence? 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow, then as an experiment surged an Essence rush through his body and slightly beyond it. 
 
    Androv relaxed a bit, but the tension in him was great, and not just from the stasis he had endured.  
 
    At least you are not primitives. If you have Essence, were you not recruited by the Founders to defend this galaxy? 
 
    One of their servants attempted to forcefully take control of a faction of our empire by assassinating the leadership. He did not live for long thereafter. 
 
    Androv blinked again. You killed an emissary? 
 
    We don’t take kindly to people coming here and killing us, Jason said firmly. Is that why you were sent here? Tell me honestly. I will not harm you regardless of what you say. I only seek knowledge. 
 
    No. No. We’re not invading, we’re running. The Neofan…one of the three Supreme Empires that lead what you call the ‘Founders’…have been broken. The Hadarak have overcome their gates and flooded the Deep Core with reinforcements. Secondary and tertiary lines have held, but the Hadarak are not fully challenging them. They are flooding the Core beyond what they can sustain. Most are starving after arrival, but they won’t fight unless necessary. Their population is continuing to skyrocket, enough to draw a single Pafdreng from the void. And it didn’t come to the Core, it came to the Rim and is devouring our civilizations for the Hadarak. 
 
    Now it was Jason’s turn to feel a spike of dread run through his spine.  
 
    Are the Pafdreng the apocalypse monsters the Temples speak of? 
 
    Yes. The Hadarak could not defeat the Neofan through combat, so they are flooding our galaxy to such levels that the Pafdreng will come and destroy us for them. We are having to kill our unnecessary population to prevent more from coming, and those like me that can be useful as Essence generators are being spared and sent out of the galaxy. We were told to somewhere there was no Hadarak fighting, where we could provide Essence for the Neofan when they eventually flee. 
 
    Flee? 
 
    The Pafdreng never stop until all is consumed, and they will come in as large of numbers as needed to do the job. The Neofan can’t fight them and win. They already tried. The galaxy is falling, and in their wisdom they intend to preserve it long enough to evacuate enough of the stronger races to rebuild somewhere in the frontier. I do not know why I was sent to a galaxy with the Hadarak active.  
 
    They haven’t been active for long, Jason said somberly, if you take into consideration the longevity of intergalactic warfare. Do you know who was supposed to follow you here? 
 
    Those of us who could not fight were to be killed or sent ahead of the others while they keep the Hadarak contained in the Core. We weren’t told which galaxies we were going to, but that we would be spread out so not to draw the attention of the Hadarak. Then when the others begin to arrive they would use us and the natives to assault the low defended Core in a surprise attack to take the gates while most of the Hadarak reinforcements are being sent to our old galaxy. Then we would rebuild here if we could take and hold the gates. Maybe we are just in transit through this galaxy and meant for another? Androv said with a spark of hope. 
 
    Possibly, Jason admitted. Please be specific. Were all of you to go to the same galaxy, or different ones? And where the ‘others’ you speak of… 
 
    The others are the lesser members of the Founders. The Great Alliance against the Hadarak. 
 
    These others, were they to follow you to one galaxy or spread out to many? 
 
    There is no way to go only to one. The Rim gates could not evacuate them fast enough. They…I assumed they would go everywhere, take pause to gather strength from the Frontier network, then bring it to bear on the weakest Hadarak galaxy in one massive attack. I do not know if it was to be this one or another. I hope not this one. Please not this one. 
 
    But regardless, some of these Founders, perhaps even some Neofan, are going to be following you here eventually? 
 
    That was the plan. I do not understand how you were allowed to intercept us. Am I the first you have woken, or are there others? 
 
    You are the first, Jason said, his mind reeling. And the last. You can remain as our guest until we figure out what’s going on. If you’re meant for another galaxy, we won’t stop you from being taken there, but as far as we can tell you’re simply being dumped here for the time being. 
 
    Thank you, kind sir. I do not know who you are, but I thank you.  
 
    Would you like some clothing? 
 
    Androv looked down at his slightly quaking body. 
 
    I forgot I had none. Yes, please.  
 
    Jason signaled the medtechs to come and take hold of him and give him the treatment that he needed, then the trailblazer let go of his telekinetic and telepathic hold and walked to the edge of the dropship’s bay and stood at the top of the ramp as he looked out into the hangar and the black of the Encapsulation field beyond. 
 
    “What is it?” the Protovic asked, for he and the others had not been privy to their telepathic conversation. 
 
    “We’re in trouble. They’re the vanguard of an evacuation effort from a galaxy that is falling. And they’re taking up residence in the Frontier galaxies that they’ve seeded with infrastructure.” 
 
    “You mean the Founders are coming here?” 
 
    “Like I said. We’re in trouble.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “Some. But don’t expect the flow to stop. My guess is it’s going to gradually increase until we’re visited by someone other than the peons, and when that happens they’re not going to be happy to find us squatting in their houses.” 
 
    “The Temples?” 
 
    Jason nodded. “We’re in trouble. Big, big trouble.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    www.aerkijyr.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
— ~

——

The Forevef Empire
Baitlo

a— e !
i





