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    Jepiker System (Home Two Kingdom) 
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    Ever since the Elders had deemed him unworthy, Cal-com had been lost. He knew now, or at least suspected, what their true reasons had been, but it still didn’t take the sting away in his exile. Paul’s acceptance of him into the Star Force Empire had given him somewhere to go, but he was still Voku, and he was still banned from his home. 
 
    But was it home any longer? He had done everything asked of him, faithfully following the will of the Elders…he still couldn’t think of them as Zak’de’ron, though he knew that was their true name…and in doing so he had risen to the top of his race. But with that vantage point he had begun to see things that the Elders did not want him to see. His success had pulled him away from the blind loyalty they demanded, and like all other aspects of Elder service, once he stopped being useful he was discarded. 
 
    Yet that wasn’t the way the Elders he had followed operated. Everything they had done, leaving behind instructions for the Voku in their absence, had focused on strengthening those that were strong so that they could shield those who were not. Cal-com was the wisest of the Voku, and the ‘strongest’ in will, if not in body. He had been hardened over millennia of wartime service and even more in stagnant times where a much harder fight had to be made to expand and grow his race so they could better serve the Elders. 
 
    Once the Elders had returned, his faith in them had been justified. They had chosen him for an even greater duty, one that had never before existed within the Voku. That of Dafchor. Their wisdom had been his to respectfully ply, an honor no living Voku had ever obtained before him, and when his race had faced extinction in the Last Skarron Crusade the Elders had intervened with their awesome might to shield their servants when they could not do so themselves. 
 
    But later…much later…he began to see the cracks in their wisdom. Before he could put too much together they had relegated him to limited duty, then when he inquired as to why, they had offered him a choice. Wait patiently for when they would require his services again, or seek exile. Either way, his position as leader of the Voku was gone, and to his continual shame he did not follow the Elders’ orders.  
 
    He had chosen exile. 
 
    Cal-com had made the correct choice, and he understood that far better now than then, but it was also the wrong choice. It was treason, based on everything that the Voku were built on, and he still felt shame for not being strong enough to wait as long as the Elders demanded.  
 
    That shame would never go away, for it wasn’t of his own making. The Elders had used him and the Voku, lied to them in very clever ways. If he went back and tried to tell his people what happened, they would not believe him. The lies were so good the other Voku would not be able to find them, and in their doubt their loyalty would prevent them from growing too curious.  
 
    Curiosity had always been considered a shaped weapon for the Voku. It was taught that one must embrace curiosity in order to accomplish the mission and guard it against unforeseen threats…but curiosity of the mission itself was banned. It wasn’t even thought of enough to be officially banned. That was how deep the cleverness of the Elders ran, and only he had risen high enough to begin to sense it. 
 
    And they knew. They had removed him before he could awaken any further. And they’d made him betray his long held oaths to do so. Though in truth, if he had accepted their orders, they probably would have just kept him waiting forever…effectively as neutralized as exile would have been. There was no way to hold to his previous ideals and loyalties. They had stripped them from him, and he would carry that wound for the rest of his life, though in recent years it had become more of a scar than an active pain. 
 
    He had been truly lost when he left the Voku, and Paul had sensed it. His friend had set Cal-com out on a journey he did not originally understand, but it had eventually led him here to Forge, the heart of the Star Force Empire, though few knew it. It was a forbidden system to the public, like many others scattered throughout their empire, and a day didn’t go by that he didn’t consider when the Vargemma would show up in orbit to obliterate all life on this planet and the others in the system that was the cradle of the Archons and Mavericks.  
 
    Jepiker had not been evacuated, and now there were 4 Avenger-class warships patrolling it. If the Vargemma arrived, then those ships would move to destroy any Olopar before they could fire their Essence weapons…but there was never a guarantee as to where or when they would show up, so this star system was not safe, nor were any inside the Empire, though the number of attacks had lessened by almost a third since the Temple Wars began. 
 
    Information from them was slow in coming, and Cal-com was afforded more of it than was made available to the public, but everyone knew of the Temples now and how the Vargemma were hiding in them and striking at Star Force. Much damage had been done to the Empire, and the Hula Hoop alone, which was responsible for most long route trade in the galaxy, now had 17 gaps in it. Another 29 gaps were located in the splintering arms coming off it and extending out further into the Rim, and in every gap was a damaged or destroyed Grid Point construct, taken out by Vargemma sneak attacks. 
 
    Less of those were being launched, as several Temples were now under Star Force control and many others were in various stages of combat, but there were so many hidden throughout the galaxy that this war would not be over anytime soon…and rather than negotiate a surrender the Vargemma continued their attacks beyond the Temples, almost as if they knew they had no chance of defeating Star Force within them. Perhaps they sought vengeance before they were conquered. Perhaps they were in fact working for someone else who had ordered it. Cal-com did not know what the truth was, but he and the others on Forge were still in danger and would continue to be until this war was over or until Star Force could figure out how to develop a planetary Essence shield. 
 
    The latter was not going to happen, for the simple fact that they could not be fueled. The Uriti were a huge boon to Star Force, but their donations of Essence were being used to fuel the transit through the Temples for the Star Force fleets, and it was taking a humongous amount to do so. Getting them back out again would likewise, though they hoped to have figured out the key to getting through the Temples’ defense shield and directly back into galaxy, which would be far less Essence expensive.  
 
    But no such breakthrough had been made yet, though grav jump and mag jump bridges were being created out to the various Temples from the nearest systems. The Vargemma technique of building outposts would be far better, but that would require each ship to come equipped with an Essence drive, while the portals did not have that requirement. How the Caretaker technology managed that was still unknown, for even the Vargemma had not replicated the Caretaker’s ability to move through the Essence realm without using Essence themself.  
 
    When these wars were over, assuming all went well, the fleets would have to come back out to engage the Hadarak. There were too many ships to simply build new ones to replace them, and while the drones were much easier to deal with in that regard, the control ships were not. Without the Uriti they would be trapped inside the Temples, so the idea of fueling even one planetary shield with Uriti Essence was laughable. And the denizens of that planet couldn’t begin to donate enough to do it on their own. In that, at least, the Vargemma were far ahead of Star Force. 
 
    Cal-com kept appraised on the Temple Wars, but his mind never left the Hadarak, and especially what snippets of information they had on the Elders’ effort there. He did not feel right about them honorably battling the Hadarak without him, nor did he think their agreement with Star Force would hold. The old Cal-com would have, but now that he had experienced their betrayal he was constantly on the lookout for it again, and something about their battles did not feel right. There was no objective, just constant bloodshed, and he knew they would never operate without an objective. 
 
    Immediate survival was always important, but they could easily have hidden in the Rim for millennia before the Hadarak got this far out. No, they were up to something, and Cal-com wanted to figure out what it might be before Star Force suffered for it. They had given him so much that he felt highly in their debt, and wished to find a way to repay them. That was why he was here, learning from the best trainers their empire had, and from the single individual responsible for crafting the trailblazers. 
 
    Master Trainer Wilson.  
 
    When Paul had sent him here, Wilson had met Cal-com on arrival and had a multi-day conversation with him about a wide range of subjects…after which the testing began. Cal-com had never known so many different methods could be crafted, and he had even undergone the same tests that the Archons did to determine their worthiness…and he’d failed miserably. He was not Maverick material, and Wilson put that squarely on the Zak’de’ron. What it took to be an Archon would have meant any such individuals that had it would be purged from the Voku ranks before they could ever seriously question the Elders’ authority, as Cal-com ever so slightly had, though it had taken him a lifetime to accomplish what the Archons did by nature beginning in their youth. 
 
    He had been disappointed at first, hoping to obtain peerdom with his benefactors, but then Wilson surprised him when he said he already had. That was why Paul had sent him here for Wilson to individually deal with, because Cal-com had no peer within Star Force and he needed specialized training because of his advanced state.  
 
    The trailblazers had built an empire together. Cal-com had grown and led the Voku single-handedly following the limited orders from the Elders. Within Star Force there was no equivalent to that, and their Empire wanted to incorporate him and his unique skills as is, not overwrite them and try to make him into something lesser. 
 
    The Temple Wars were now already into year 14, if you counted from the first invasion of Alpha Temple by the Paladin. It had been 3 years since the fleet had gained access to the overall Temple network and begun their war of conquest, and far longer than that since Cal-com had last seen Paul. Messages had been sent frequently back and forth between them up until he had disappeared into the Temple network. Now he only rarely got a comm from him. 
 
    Cal-com knew that was because of how busy he was with the war, and the Voku envied him that. He wanted to help, but he was only one, and there were many others more capable than him at leading Star Force fleets. Without other Voku to lead he was redundant here, thus he spent his time in Jepiker being sculpted into something new by Master Trainer Wilson. What he would end up Cal-com didn’t know, and Wilson would not indulge any such questions. All that mattered was the next training session and that he continued making progress. Wilson had promised he’d take care of everything else. 
 
    Cal-com knew how to follow orders, and something about not knowing everything that was going on was natural to him. He suspected it was because of his experience with the Elders and the way they had crafted the Voku. He trusted Paul, and trusting the trainer that had trained his best, and only true friend seemed a natural extension of that bond. He had no trouble putting his faith in Wilson…though a part of him would never fully trust anyone again. 
 
    When he had confided that in Wilson the Human had actually smiled, then said he was finally learning. That trust wasn’t about blindness, it was about having faith in the outcome. And if you didn’t check occasionally, how could you really have faith in something? 
 
    Cal-com had never considered that before. In fact, there were many things Wilson said that he had never considered before. The training that he had undergone since coming here was far more complicated than anything he had received elsewhere in Star Force, and that statement alone seemed impossible. Training was the lifeblood of the Empire and encoded into every planet and starship they possessed. The opportunity to learn and grow was everywhere, but here it was something far more powerful. Wilson was crafting the training specifically for him, and somehow that made it a totally different experience. 
 
    So day in and day out Cal-com committed himself to this rebirth. He had thought he would always be Voku. Always be a servant of the Elders, if only in his memories, but as time went on he realized he was wrong. He didn’t know when it had happened, for he had lost all track of time once he dove into the training. Wilson didn’t let him have a moment of free time as others had. But that wasn’t unusual, for every minute of a Voku’s life was one of service, yet this was far more intense than anything the Elders had ever asked of him. 
 
    Cal-com could sense the change, though not fully catalog it. Wilson had encouraged him not to. He wanted him to live in the moment and not dwell on the future or past, for neither existed, and if one fixated on fiction then their real senses would be dulled. That had felt treasonous, for everything that had happened was not fiction…but then again it wasn’t here now. And if it was, it would be present, not past.  
 
    The Elders still existed, in the present. His colleagues, at least those still surviving the war against the Hadarak, were still out there in the present. And those that were not were somewhere else. Not in body, but beyond. Not knowing where or what or how was frustrating, and made one want to keep the memories of the past as present, but it was a weakness that he had shed…not willingly…thanks to Wilson’s training.  
 
    He had expected war training, but there was very little of that. His skills were being honed, but not in ways he had expected. He was in the simulator a fair amount, but it was causing him to face unexpected situations in combat and forcing him to face them. Hard choices. Bad choices. Easy choices. Wilson had a unique spin on them all, and Cal-com felt as if he was being better prepared for naval combat from Wilson despite the fact that he had not learned a single new tactic since coming here. It was all the same as the rest of the Star Force naval warfare catalog Paul had given him day one to absorb. Wilson was simply using it to train Cal-com in something else far more valuable, for he had been badly lacking it. 
 
    Cal-com couldn’t put a name to it, though he had tried many times in the past while eating, which was his only real opportunity to think. When he slept he hibernated in a vertical tube, and by ‘hibernation’ it wasn’t a long period, only hours, but his mind was shut down to minimal status rather than being active enough to dream. It was more restful this way, though he wondered what he was lacking, for Paul had told him of the dream tests the Elders had placed in the Zen’zat genome, making him feel that the Voku had not been deemed worthy enough to be allowed dreams.  
 
    But for Wilson it was a way to keep Cal-com busy constantly without downtime to think about anything other than what Wilson had assigned him to. Meals were his only exception, and they didn’t take more than a handful of minutes. Still, he had accomplished much thought in those small breaks, and his reflection back on his original self was showing a drastic change. He didn’t understand it, but he had the satisfied feeling that it was both good and long overdue. 
 
    When he revived from his hibernation cycle he woke to see Wilson standing before him. The Master Trainer didn’t often do that, but he was glad for the occasion. It always meant something even more impressive was going to occur.  
 
    “Cal-com,” the Human said, looking up at the Voku somewhat, for Humans were, without augmentation, the smaller of the two races. “You will never stop training. You will never stop growing, if you are smart and do not waste your life. I wish I could keep you here longer. I also wish I could keep the trailblazers here so that I could push them to even further heights. When the wars are over, if we survive, they will come back and allow me to do so occasionally. And you will as well. But your time here is over. You have learned what you needed to learn. You have become an individual. And you have become one of us. Now we need you, and your skills. Training is a luxury, and right now duty calls.” 
 
    “What is required of me?” Cal-com asked in English, which was now as natural to him as his native Voku.  
 
    “You have graduated from the training you were sent here to receive. Paul has been waiting until you did. I am not rushing you. In fact I may have delayed you a bit longer than needed, but I had to make sure you were on solid footing. I am confident that is now the case. You are ready.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying so,” he said with a short bow as he stood naked a step out of his hibernation tube, though Voku had no genitalia or any other biological weaknesses to worry about that clothing would conceal, much like the Paladin and other races that reproduced via genetic cloning and growth pods. “What is it that I am ready for?” 
 
    “Paul never told me. He just said to work my magic on you the way I did with them. But he sent orders two years ago to wait for when you graduated. Today is that day. I have not seen them. They are for you and you alone,” Wilson said, holding up a tiny data chip. “Take it, and may the Force be with you wherever you go.” 
 
    “Your training will be with me, Master,” he said, fully aware of what the term ‘Force’ referred to, as well as many other Star Force cultural terminologies. “But do I leave as Padawan or a Jedi Knight?” 
 
    “You were never a Padawan. That path wasn’t afforded to you because you were born beyond Star Force. Your path has led you straight to Knight, and a stronger one, I think, because of it. Before you leave, let me know what title they gave you. I’m curious,” Wilson said as he spun around and abruptly left. 
 
    Cal-com hadn’t been expecting that. Was there no ritual when one graduated? He wasn’t even fully awake yet, but the surge of excitement overrode the confusion. His orders were on the chip he now had in his hand. 
 
    The Voku gently cradled it in his fingers, careful not to smash what he knew was a very robust crystalline hexagonal tube, yet he felt like squeezing with all his might around the visible symbol of his success…though as he thought about it he realized the transformation was the true success, and that had happened before now. The chip was the key to the future, not a trophy the past. 
 
    Cal-com took the moment and summoned his Essence, creating a tiny invisible grasp on the object and lifted it out of his pitch black palm and floated it to a nearby wall shelf where he set it down without bobbling it too much. His breakthrough had occurred more than a year ago, but his development was slow. That much effort took nearly a quarter of his Essence reserves, but it was a little bit more training that also allowed him to memorialize this moment in his own memories.  
 
    Rather than investigate the data on the chip he patiently took the time to get cleaned up, dressed, and even eat before he returned to his quarters and finally picked up the chip again. This time with his fingers, and set it into a small holographic terminal…out of which a full scale image of Paul manifested, though frozen in place. 
 
    “Begin playback,” he ordered the device as he sat down on the edge of his bed and looked up into his friend’s recorded face…
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    “Cal-com, if you are seeing this message then it means you have completed Wilson’s training, just as I once did long, long ago. It is not the end, but rather the end of the beginning, and like me you don’t have the luxury of training in perpetuity. You’ve needed a mission ever since the Zak’de’ron deemed you too wise for their purposes, but what you needed more was to discover your own potential as a person rather than as a tool of others. If Wilson says you’re ready, then that means you’ve crossed that gap and now stand alone as your own master.” 
 
    “That aloneness does not mean you are isolated. It means that any bonding will be of your choice and that you will always be able to fall back on yourself if others disappoint. The reason for your existence is now internal, not external, and that gives you a stability you probably never realized you lacked until your life was destroyed by the whim of another. Star Force is a collaboration of individuals working together for mutual advantage, and while that at first might look like a disadvantage, if crafted properly, it provides the strongest foundation possible for an empire short of blind loyalty when it is not challenged.” 
 
    “You now know why the Zak’de’ron use it and we do not. We will not toss aside those that lose their blindness. The Zak’de’ron do not hesitate to, because to them everyone that serves them is expendable. To us, no one is expendable. That’s why we use machines when expendability is required. Our bonds of loyalty are not false, and because of that they are real and last forever. Those of the blind are limited, and you are one who outgrew them. So you have a special knowledge of this that even we do not.” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Cal-com said to the hologram. 
 
    “Your knowledge and experience run parallel to mine, but they are not wholly the same. You are not ready for the mission I am asking of you, but then again no one could be, for you must do something new and figure it out as you go, as we did, when we built Star Force up from a single system into an interstellar empire. I need you to do this for us, and in doing so cement your position in Star Force. You are here out of charity, but you desire to earn your place. You now have that opportunity.” 
 
    “Your mission, if you choose to accept it, is the Vargemma,” Paul said, hesitating slightly to let that sink in. 
 
    Cal-com’s eyes narrowed. The trailblazers were handling the war, and while there was a great deal to do he failed to see how he could help in a way that another Archon could not. 
 
    “These Temples are beyond description. Each a region of the galaxy condensed down to a single point and hidden away from the Hadarak. And there are many of them, filled with enemies that have lived longer than you and I combined. Many of them are too powerful for us to defeat in face to face combat, while others are newer born and limited in skills. We must assimilate them into Star Force, my friend, and I am not certain of how to do so. Normally we would rely on the Maturias, but there are so many people already in the Temples that their new populations are insignificant to those that reside here.” 
 
    “Myself and the other trailblazers are subduing the threat to Star Force, but we will not be free of their attacks any time soon. And even when we are, the Hadarak are still expanding and the V’kit’no’sat cannot stop them. Neither can the Zak’de’ron. They can only slow them. It falls to us to rise high enough to fight the greatest enemy this galaxy has known, and these Temples hold a great deal of knowledge that will escalate our learning curve dramatically. Our friends in the Uriti will provide far more Essence than we could ever hope to produce on our own, so we will have from them the fuel to power our new weapons even if the Vargemma refuse to share theirs.” 
 
    “We have some time, but events are spiraling into a future where we either face and push back the Hadarak, or run and abandon the galaxy to its destruction. We can hide in the Temples if need be and ride out the purge. They have been designed for this and other functions, but you already know we will not. We will not abandon a single person within Star Force, and there is no way to evacuate our territory into the Temples. Getting our fleet in alone is costing us an insane amount of Essence, and getting it out again will do likewise. The Temples are not meant to be destinations, but sanctuaries separate from the galaxy with only a small travel flow between them. They are meant to stand alone.” 
 
    “Star Force needs to assimilate the Temples and their power, both to fix what the Founders and the Vargemma have done wrong, and to increase our empire so we can better stand against the Hadarak and others. Many are already working on this, but there is one task that we do not know how to accomplish yet. I could assign myself or one of my brothers to it, and in time we would figure it out, but there is so much for us to do already I am leaving it to you. And I now the solution you come up with will not be identical to what we would do. I am hoping that it will be better.” 
 
    Cal-com’s chest tightened. Matching the trailblazers was a herculean task, but if one was asked to exceed them…that was seen by many as being impossible. Cal-com was not confident in his ability to do so, but to his surprise he was also eager to try. 
 
    “The Temples must become ours, in their entirety, and we cannot remove the Vargemma. We do not have the Essence for it. In a way it’s sad that they will never see the galaxy, but once you get here you will realize why they do not want to leave. There is enough mystery here to explore for a lifetime, and so much territory that you could never set foot on it all. For better or worse this is where they will live and die, and many have died at each other’s hands. They are beyond broken, and would have degenerated into genocide long ago if not for the threat of the Caretakers.” 
 
    “But there is strength in them. There is potential, buried under all the darkside, and if one could figure out how to untwist them, they would become a powerful ally, immediately adding an Essence component to our population that we could not otherwise match on our own in the next million years…or perhaps longer. I trust you understand the significance of how their time here cannot be replicated?” 
 
    “I am beginning to,” Cal-com answered, sensing the most important task of his life before him. One that would dwarf the massive level of trust the Elders had once placed in him at the head of the Voku. He’d thought he would never again have such a position, but now it was clear that his previous life had just been a warm-up for the greater challenges to come. 
 
    And with that realization everything crystalized within him. The disappointment of the past, the betrayal of the Elders, and his hopeless meandering thereafter all now made sense. It was bringing him to this point, and from where it would go he did not know, but there would be no going back. He could not go back, for once one’s eyes were open they would never again be shut completely.  
 
    A holy task awaited him, but it was not holy because Paul, or even Star Force was assigning it to him. It was the task itself. The universe had just laid it before him as if it had been the universe’s intent all along. Logically that made no sense, for he had seen the senseless and purposeless chaos within the galaxy that destroyed so many no matter what they did or did not achieve. 
 
    But there was no mistaking the sense of purpose within him now. Cal-com knew success was not guaranteed. This was not a fate that would take care of itself, but one that he would have to craft as he went, yet it was here. And it was real. His life did have a purpose, and whether by accident or design, everything prior to this moment had been building up to this. 
 
    “We must annex the Vargemma themselves, in addition to the Temples. Star Force has never annexed those more powerful than us, and in other circumstances it would be a challenge I would readily accept, but I think you will grow into the task better than I. You have been broken, I have not. I cannot be broken. Stressed, yes. But not broken. And now you cannot, since you have achieved the stable foundation of truth. You have an experience I cannot have, and from it I hope that you can surpass any outcome I could have with the Vargemma. But even if I am wrong, your handling of this task, named Project Phoenix, will free me up to pursue others of greater time sensitivity. The Vargemma are sitting in place and going nowhere. Others would let them rot for what they’ve done. We will not.” 
 
    “Due to the isolation of the Temples from one another, you will be assigned one to remake as you wish. As of the time I am recording this message, Kappa Temple is the only one where we are not fighting the Caretakers. The Vargemma have surrendered, though I am not sure how stable a surrender it is. They may view it as more of an armistice. If fighting breaks out and we are forced to engage the Caretakers then Kappa will be no different than the others, but if you can begin your work without it, I would prefer you start there. What you learn we will replicate in the other Temples over time, but I need you to solve this for us, my friend, and remove this threat from within the most valuable infrastructure the galaxy has ever known.” 
 
    “We cannot bring in enough personnel to outnumber them. Far from it. You will have Paladin available to grow on site, as well as a myriad of other resources, but the Temples, despite our naval victories, still remain very much under the control of the Vargemma. This will not be a straightforward task. It is an impossibility. Your mission is to do the impossible. If you accept it.” 
 
    “If you do not feel ready, then you can continue training indefinitely…but I know you well enough not to have any doubt as to your answer. A ship will be standing by ready to bring you to Kappa. It will be a long journey, and I will have a mass of data for you to chew through on the way. Welcome to the Empire, Cal-com. We badly need you to take this burden and transform it into an asset. If you can do that, you will have earned your place with us as an equal.” 
 
    The hologram shut off abruptly, which surprised Cal-com. Paul had never been so blunt before. He had told him time and again that he belonged in Star Force, but Cal-com had never personally accepted that. It seemed that Paul was now agreeing with Cal-com’s standard and throwing down a challenge before him whose outcome could not be questioned. If he was successful, he would be able to stand side by side with Paul and the others because he had earned it. His relationship with Paul had always been one of peers, and ever since being cast out by the Elders that had not been so. But as of now, it was again. 
 
    Only a peer would be given this massive of an assignment. Paul was treating him as such now…but it was for Cal-com to prove with deed to finalize his position.  
 
    A few seconds after the hologram of his friend ended, a small icon replaced it. It was a simple metallic plate with two Star Force symbols engraved into either side with the word ‘Reclaimer’ between them.  
 
    He knew instantly what it meant, and the reference that it was to. Paul had often referred to the Temples has ‘Halos,’ and that particular lore held a special place amongst the trailblazers. ‘Reclaimer’ was a word used to describe the Master Chief, but more so it was directed at the Forerunners. They had left the Halos behind only to be found and claimed by those in the far distant future for whom they were intended. The ‘Reclaimers.’  
 
    And here there were now, in reality, a series of even more massive constructs designed to be found and used by those that were capable of using Essence…as he now was. The parallels were striking and poetic, but the word ‘Reclaimer’ had a double purpose. The Master Chief had destroyed a Halo out of necessity, so Paul was also making clear that they were not going to be taking orders from the Founders and the Caretakers. Star Force was going to be calling the shots now, while making use of the toys they had left behind.  
 
    What Cal-com was to ‘reclaim’ he was to make his own, and he knew Paul wasn’t going to be looking over his shoulder. He was leaving the Voku to handle this entirely on his own, though with the backing of the empire available for him to draw on as needed. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said into the silence. “I will not fail you.” 
 
    Cal-com stood up from his seat on the end of the bed and walked over to the comm terminal where he typed in the word ‘Reclaimer,’ none too surprised to see a secondary program activate with a wealth of data along with a schematic for a unique type of armor that he would have fashioned for him before he left. 
 
    “Wilson asked what title I would be given,” he said, wrapping a hand around the holographic icon and feeling the solid nature of it, though he knew if he squeezed too hard it would disintegrate like sand. This was the end of the beginning, and the beginning of what was to come. And from now on he would go forth as a Star Force Reclaimer, which according to the information emblazoned before him, held an equal rank to that of the trailblazers and the Monarchs, though was separate from both. His was a position meant to operate in the wilds of the galaxy and work to civilize them, going where there was need and leaving when the task was fulfilled. 
 
    “A nomad without a base, but never without a purpose,” Cal-com said approvingly. “I, Reclaimer of Star Force, accept the duty before me and will pursue it to completion…or my final breath.”
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    June 2, 128554 
 
    Qinia System (Deevim Territory, Gogorax Kingdom) 
 
    Lijna 
 
      
 
    The one word that would set off every Deevim nowadays was ‘Vargemma,’ though Sha’ni had never seen one, nor had any ever traveled to Lijna or the other 18 planets spread over 4 systems that comprised the Deevim Commonwealth. Despite that fact, the Vargemma were responsible for the widespread famines that had already killed millions of his people. 
 
    Sha’ni was the Governor for one of the 18 provinces on Lijna, and now had to oversee the hard choices that were being made to save as many of his fellow winged bipeds as possible, for the Deevim long ago had made a serious miscalculation. 
 
    They were one of the many races that had not been absorbed by Star Force when the Rim-dominating empire had expanded through this region of the galaxy. They’d been offered annexation, but had declined. Star Force had respected that so long as they followed a few simple rules…rules that many of their neighbors could not, or would not, follow. It had been said that the Deevim of that time had not expected Star Force to honor their word, but when the terms were followed and no invasion came, eventually the Deevim began to use the access they had to the Star Force markets to greatly enhance their civilization. 
 
    ‘Greatly’ was an understatement. Most of the heavy equipment in the Commonwealth was manufactured by Star Force, and even after tearing it apart and putting it back together again the Deevim couldn’t understand it, let alone replicate it, but that hadn’t been a problem when Star Force opened market access 4 jumps away from Qinia in one of the empire’s expansion colonies. 
 
    The Deevim, as well as everyone else in this region of the galaxy, were able to buy, sell, and trade there…though most of the selling and trading happened through third parties. Star Force rarely bought anything, for they produced everything they needed and sold off the rest to eager customers like the Deevim…all the while offering information about how to become self-sufficient civilizations and the dangers of relying too heavily on trade. 
 
    Some had listened. Their neighbors, the Bigoda, were a single system race with only a planet and two moons in their possession, but they were peaceful and never tried to expand elsewhere. They had drawn heavily on Star Force wisdom, even getting some of the empire’s people to come and advise them on how to best design their own economy and infrastructure, and when that had happened long ago the Deevim had listened and watched as Star Force told them not to buy products from the market that they needed.  
 
    It seemed an odd thing to say when you were the ones doing the selling, but the point that the advisors had hammered home was that the Bigoda had to be able to produce everything they relied upon locally, then use the markets for luxuries and upgrades. This meant the Bigoda had to progress slowly, and the Deevim were fearful of falling behind their competitors…though Star Force had pretty much made it clear that they wouldn’t be invading each other without incurring the wrath of the empire’s military and their godlike forces. But for commerce competitors, the Deevim drew heavily on Star Force products and advanced their civilization far faster than the Bigoda had. 
 
    But now they were the reverse, and the Bigoda were shipping some badly needed exports to the Deevim in a recent trade deal that Sha’ni’s people desperately needed…but the tiny single planet empire couldn’t supply them with enough to solve the problem, and it looked like the Star Force market would be closed to them indefinitely. 
 
    Technically it wasn’t closed. Star Force still allowed the Deevim to buy products from them, but most of their inventory was now empty. The first change had occurred almost a century ago when the Hadarak started their war of aggression and Star Force responded. The uptick in military production had affected all civilian queues, but to their credit Star Force didn’t spike the prices like others would have. They kept them the same and just allowed the metaphorical shelves to empty, all the while constructing wait lists that ensured no one group got what was left and hoarded it.  
 
    The Deevim had got supplies from Star Force at a reduced pace, but it had been enough to sustain them. The ships they had acquired over the millennia were still functional, even the older ones, and those were still more than 100 times faster than anything the Deevim could produce themselves. Access to the Star Force markets had taken their Commonwealth from a two planet system and spread them out into an interstellar civilization…though to this day they still couldn’t build interstellar jump-capable ships. They should have been able to, at least slow ones, but when you could buy the futuristic Star Force ships who would bother to experiment with slow, inefficient technology? Deevim policy was to continue to study and deconstruct Star Force tech until they unlocked the secrets of it rather than experiment and build on their own…and now that policy was causing starvation amongst Sha’ni’s people. 
 
    He was lightweight from heavy rationing, but he would be one who always had food, given his position. Others were not so fortunate, and 3 years ago an edict had gone out that no further reproduction would be allowed. Not a single fertile egg had been laid since that day, in order to reduce the growing number of mouths to be fed, but there were still far too many people for local resources to support. 
 
    The Deevim had enough, which was the irony of it, but their planets were not constructed to operate in isolation. They required heavy transport of key items back and forth across the spacelanes for three key vitamins the Deevim required. Those were produced on only two planets in great quantities, for the environment of all the others were not suited to the production. Some internal growth facilities had been built, and were now being heavily expanded, but the demand could not be met, and all because they could not buy solari from Star Force. 
 
    The fuel the advanced Star Force starships used required Solari, which was a common mining product in the galaxy. The problem was, the Deevim never developed the knowledge or technology to obtain it themselves. They had no Star Forge or anything like it in their systems, and had been buying all that they needed from Star Force to fuel their Star Force-built ships. Now there was none available to the public, for most of what had been coming to the local market was being diverted to the war effort. The rest was still eeking its way out to the Deevim until the Vargemma attacked. 
 
    They had hit the Grid Point System, taking out numerous links in that transit network, through which the solari and so many other things flowed. When a link close to Gogorax went down, the shipments of solari coming to the local area stopped entirely. That was when the Deevim started squirming, for their fuel reserves would only last a matter of months beyond that point. 
 
    They had taken drastic measures to limit travel, and a decade later almost all of their Star Force ships were sitting in orbit of their planets unable to move. Some had been sold to other non-Star Force civilizations in exchange for solari, or even for the full fuel component that the Deevim could not mass produce even if they had the solari. The fleet of Star Force-made ships that Sha’ni’s people relied upon was shrinking with every year as the price for solari through other sources skyrocketed.  
 
    Fortunately not every ship would be shut down, for they’d managed to trade for two older Star Force models that did not require solari for fuel. They were very slow in comparison, but far faster than anything the Deevim could produce on their own. The trade had cost them 6 of the newer models, but they had no choice and the Toquari traders knew it.  
 
    Shipyards had sprouted everywhere within the commonwealth, building insystem ships to carry goods from one planet to another, but only the home system produced the mass quantities of the three triad vitamins, and Qinia was not the home system. Every person in the other three systems, including Sha’ni’s, was slowly dying of nutrient deficiencies…and now some were not getting enough food at all as the production facilities here were being revamped to produce as many of the vitamin bearing fruit as they could, causing shortages in other areas. 
 
    The Deevim had managed to keep everything together through the Hadarak shortages, and Star Force had been able to keep a little trickle of goods flowing out to those neighboring civilizations that required market access to survive, but the Vargemma had wrecked it all by attacking the transit hubs. And every time Star Force got one back up and running, 5 more would be taken down elsewhere. 
 
    And Sha’ni knew the Deevim were not the only ones suffering. Many other races were but those like the Bigoda, who had taken Star Force at their warning and slowed the development rate of their people in order to make it sustainable, were not being victimized by the trade disruption. They were, in fact, profiting from it greatly, and Sha’ni did not fault them for that. The Bigoda were the only reason some of the Deevim’s main ships were still running, for they did have a Star Forge-type facility sucking solari out of their star. It wasn’t much, and they’d agreed to sell part of it to the Deevim to ensure that at least some of the vitamin shipments made it out to the other three systems. 
 
    They were also offering some of their ships to haul cargo, at a price, though they didn’t need interstellar craft themselves. They were not willing to sell them, nor did Sha’ni blame them for that, because the Star Force-built models were able to be fully fueled and maintained by materials 100% collected by the Bigoda themselves. It was the economic model the Deevim should have selected, but Sha’ni’s forbearers had been greedy to the point of ignoring Star Force’s own warnings about relying too heavily on the markets.  
 
    Nobody had ever expected Star Force to fall, and in truth they hadn’t, but even damage in some select areas was enough to cut off the flow of the solari…and now the Deevim were paying for it with their lives. Something as simple as three little vitamins was dooming three quarters of their commonwealth, and it was only now that Sha’ni understood the importance of logistics. 
 
    Logistics could kill more than an invading army, and Star Force knew this. He just wished the Deevim had listened long ago. Now they had a bunch of Star Force toys the envy of the galaxy…but they had no way to power them, or even to replace parts when they rarely broke down. They’d always bought more, never thinking to build something of their own. 
 
    The only hope now was that Star Force got the link nearest them back up and running…and that there was enough solari out there to be bought. But as word crept in of more and more Vargemma attacks, he knew in his gut that while the Deevim in the home system would survive, most of those beyond it would not, and soon this world and the others would be filled with corpses. The only question was would it be from starvation or the carnage of riots that had already begun to crop up in some areas as they saw the list of starvation deaths begin to tally… 
 
      
 
    63,193 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Mastertech Tennisonne, ever since his nearly dying in the initial Vargemma attack, had become obsessed with finding a defense against Essence weapons. He and others had successfully cobbled together the Avenger-class warship, and while it was effective…which he was proud to see from the battle reports…it was crude tech that he didn’t fully understand. Essence itself he could not touch, nor see, nor scan. It was all based off inference, like subatomic particles, but Essence was derived from another realm entirely that was beyond his study. 
 
    Tennisonne was juggling multiple projects at once, as was normal, but not this number of projects. Star Force now had defense against Essence weapons in the form of shielding, but it required Essence to produce. Tennisonne would not settle for that. He had to find some way, some substance, that could stop, resist, or at least effect Essence that was not itself Essence altered. So far he had nothing in that department, and it was beyond frustrating, because he knew they’d never have enough Essence to defend even a fraction of Star Force’s planets if he didn’t find some other way to do it. 
 
    Losing people in warfare was not Star Force’s way, so a solid defense had to be devised. You couldn’t count on getting to and eliminating all enemies before they struck, so he had to come up with something…but right now he wasn’t working on that except in his spare time. Weapon research to better kill the Hadarak was his number one priority, for even while the Vargemma were not yet defeated, that was only a matter of time. The Hadarak were the greater threat in the long run now that the Avengers were giving Star Force the power it needed to knock down the Vargemma and their damn Olopar.  
 
    Tennisonne wasn’t in the lab at the moment, he was onboard a starship far from any of his normal lairs. This was field work, and it wasn’t for the sake of weapons research. That he was doing in simulators onboard the ship, but he needed to personally be here to solve another riddle presented to him a while ago, yet one that Jason had made into a far greater priority. 
 
    That was the ‘song’ of the stars that the Uriti had noted. It had taken him forever to figure out how to even scan for such a thing, and to be honest he had to have a lot of Uriti help in that department, but eventually he had identified a resonance frequency linked to the gravitational vibration within Dulurium. It was one out of millions of substances studied, and since its discovery 3 more had been added. Ivoren, Socartum, and Senistrium.  
 
    All four were neutron dense Arc Elements, massing more than other Arc Elements, and the differential in the gravitational tide meant one side of the hollow sphere of the atom would pull or relax a tiny fraction of a fraction of a second ahead of the other side. This created a ‘hum’ in the elements that could barely be detected, but with some refining one of Tennisonne’s linked research teams had been able to work out a decent detection sensor for close stars. Far ones were beyond their ability to sense right now, but that was just a matter of time. The dam had broken on this subject matter, and now Tennisonne had his teeth sunk firmly into it. 
 
    Gravity, as previously unknown to Star Force, was not always a constant force. They’d known it was an emission, like light, but they hadn’t known the pattern of release could alter. Little tiny particles would be shot out like water from a hose, making a continual stream that had been the bedrock of space-based navigation from the very beginning of Star Force, and the V’kit’no’sat before them, but it seemed some gravity sources didn’t have a solid stream. Rather they surged more one moment than the next. The sum total was exactly the same amount of gravitational pull, which was why neither Tennisonne nor others had even suspected there might be more to it. 
 
    But the Uriti could feel it. And not only could they feel it, they could use it. Anti-grav technology was like a magnet, and when gravity hit it a response would occur, like wind hitting a sail. Each collision would push the boat further on, but anti-grav didn’t just collect, it enhanced, and therein lay the key.  
 
    What the Uriti actually did to get more speed was sync up their anti-grav with the source frequency. Acceleration completely threw that off, so making jumps while having to continually adjust was crazy hard, but they did it naturally. Much like someone riding a bike. It seemed impossible at first, but after years of practice you could do so with very little effort or focus. Programming machines to do that was a headache, but progress was being made as Tennisonne’s ship jumped from in near the star out to the edge of the system and back again, with him tweaking the equipment in between each movement. 
 
    Most stars produced normal gravity, and finding one that didn’t was difficult. Finding one whose frequency was so stark that even his primitive equipment could interact with it had been the trouble, and so far only 9 such stars had been detected within Star Force territory, but he had a team out looking through them for more. It wasn’t something you could just look up in a database. It required a sensor-capable ship going there and measuring, but thankfully they had a way to predict which ones might or might not be. Without that they would have continued to look for millennia before finding this one. 
 
    It was Pefaris 9, and located at the center of a neutral race’s territory not affiliated with Star Force. Tennisonne’s ship was in no danger, as they could travel through the system freely, but for courtesy sake he had informed them of the navigational experiments before he started so they didn’t get worried about what was happening…though they couldn’t do anything about it if they wanted, for their technology was woefully inadequate compared to that of his ship. 
 
    Matching frequencies was damn hard when doing it manually, because figuring out what the star’s frequency was in the first place was not exact, but the more jumps they made the more Tennisonne was able to narrow it down. This one was spurting out gravity in a 2/2/9/4/2/8 pattern, so far as he could tell, and his new anti-grav…which had been recently added to the ship’s normal engines…was designed so it would pulse double strong then ‘rest,’ using the same energy but focusing it into its own spurts.  
 
    If the spurts lined up, you got double the thrust. If they didn’t, and missed entirely, you got no propulsion whatsoever. He guessed that the Uriti were not precisely aligning, but they were succeeding enough to get greater than normal thrust. Tennisonne wouldn’t be happy until he did better than that, but he was on the clock, for Jason needed this technology ASAP. The creators of the Temple network also had a shadow network beyond it that utilized this technology for navigation, and anyone trying to access it without the Pulse Engines, as Tennisonne had dubbed them, would have to move painfully slow due to the low mass of the jump points, for their pulse rate was calculated to be far more than this star. 
 
    How much energy could be jammed into a pulse appeared to be variable, and if Tennisonne was right, the shadow network employed pulses with at least 8 times the density of regular gravity…meaning you would travel the same speed using normal engines…but if you had Pulse Engines that also had an 8x effect, that meant you could compact all your thrust down into 1/8th of the time, essentially turning it off for 7 seconds out of every 8, though the cycle rate was microscopic in comparison. 
 
    So how good your technology was depended on how much you could crunch your power spike into a small chunk of time, then turn it off and on again, over and over. If the shadow network had an 8x natural effect, Tennisonne guessed the Founder technology could match it. Tennisonne’s own crappy Pulse engine was only at 2.3 right now, which matched the star’s frequency. Most stars that were not normal were giving off readings of 1.1-1.6, which is why Tennisonne had to come all the way out to this one to get the most obvious results for him to study and tweak.  
 
    If he sent Jason this prototype engine it would work in the shadow network, but not nearly as fast as the network was designed to allow. That meant the Founder technology could still outrun him, and Tennisonne didn’t like that. Still, Jason had wanted this ASAP, so Tennisonne was going to send him the 2.3 model as soon as he got it reliably worked out, because the Mastertech would not being going with it to troubleshoot, nor would anyone else.  
 
    It wasn’t ready yet, and wouldn’t be according to Tennisonne’s standards, but so long as the ship in question had a regular gravity drive in addition to the Pulse drive, then there was no risk in sending it. He hoped that would be enough for Jason to use, but he wouldn’t be happy until he got his new technology up to par with that of the Founder’s tech…and he was a long way from that. Especially on the Essence side of things.
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    November 19, 128554 
 
    Unexplored Frontier 
 
    Beta Temple (exterior) 
 
      
 
    Cal-com watched from onboard the ship carrying him across the galaxy as it inched closer to Beta Temple…which was now visible ahead of the ship as a dark grey shadow slowly eclipsing the distant stars beyond it as it grew larger on approach. Now that he was finally here, and could see it on the live monitors, a deep chill ran through him.  
 
    The size was beyond anything he had seen before. It was literally the size of a small star system, and the entry point was still too far away to be visible. The massive, silent shadow grew larger and larger until it filled the entire forward view…and still he could not see their destination. It felt like they were going to run into the giant sphere, for they didn’t stop, nor slowed down, yet it looked like it was right in front of them. 
 
    That was an illusion due to the size, and after a long time of traveling into infinity a spec appeared before them and quickly grew as the ship slammed into the localized gravity field and pressed back on it, negating their approach speed just in time to avoid hitting the ship ahead of them that was passing into the breach in the Temple’s outer hull, and another one would be following Cal-com’s ship in a matter of seconds, perhaps a minute back. 
 
    Even after a period of years, more ships were entering the Temple network. There had been a massive backlog in the prior system, where Cal-com’s ship had been allowed to skip to the front of the queue. The war inside the Temples was continually expanding, and Star Force was greatly limited as to how many ships could come inside due to this being the one and only entry point into the network. 
 
    As of yet no barrier shield control rooms had been claimed to allow ships direct entry. Those that had been possessed were locked down, probably by the Vargemma before Star Force troops had gotten there, or some by damage incurred during the fighting. The Caretakers had rebuilt them, but in doing so they were not unlocked and Star Force didn’t have the Essence skillset to unlock them. Unfortunately word had gotten around to many Temples that this was a way to deny Star Force Temple assets, so when the fight against the Caretakers began and there was no further downside, the Vargemma were going around and destroying all the Caretaker facilities they could so that when they were rebuilt Star Force would have to earn access to them and would not be able to profit from the Vargemma’s past efforts. 
 
    So this entry point was all Star Force had, and they were feeding all the invasion fleets through it. This also meant Star Force’s fleets were trapped inside and unable to leave if an emergency occurred elsewhere. That was a calculated risk, but an easy one to make, for it was the Vargemma that were doing so much damage to the empire…and to stop the Vargemma you had to go into the Temple network and fight them on their own turf. 
 
    Cal-com had been told how big the Temples were, but now he was getting a personal feel for it. When his ship entered the conduit ahead of the grav stop, the view of the massive sphere disappeared and the narrow tunnel around the warship felt extremely claustrophobic, but Cal-com knew they had plenty of clearance on either side, given how accurate Star Force’s navigational technology was, in addition to the skill of their pilots.  
 
    He wasn’t commanding this ship, only riding along, and even though he was anticipating the coming view, his breath caught in his throat when the ship exited the far end of the conduit and rose up into the Temple interior. 
 
    Cal-com saw the inside, lit up brightly everywhere by the small artificial star in the center. The land was as flat as flat could be, but far off in the distance he could see it curve upwards ever so slightly…but when he looked above the scattered clouds he could see land where space should have been. So very far away he couldn’t make out land from water, but the grid lines of the massive cities were visible as tiny hairs nearby, though they disappeared the further away you got. 
 
    On the far side of the Temple was a massive white wall, and it was that wall that caught him off guard. In space the emptiness was vast, but here it had definitive boundaries. He used a nearby console on the bridge to do some checking for himself, and confirmed the amount of empty space inside. How anyone could have built something like this, and the power that civilization must have had, boggled his mind. And this wasn’t just one Temple. They had done so 2934 times, at the minimum, and there might be more like Beta out there that hadn’t been discovered by the Vargemma yet.  
 
    Cal-com had thought the Elders were the ultimate power, but being here he realized how wrong he was. The Elders could not do this, even at their height of power in the distant past. Nor did the Elders have Essence powers, as now Cal-com did. Whoever these Founders were, they were a force beyond his new empire, and he hoped they were either friendly, neutral…or long since dead. 
 
    And from what he had learned they did not live in this galaxy. They had built these Temples for the resistance against the Hadarak, who were defeating everyone else across multiple galaxies. Cal-com felt how outclassed he was as his ship tilted over and began skimming the atmosphere as it headed for the nearest portals where other smaller masses of ships were waiting for transit, and beyond them there were large fleets building up that he assumed were new assault forces for Temples that had not yet been invaded. 
 
    And every ship had to be powered by Essence to get from one Temple to another. So much so that no invasion force could ever threaten the Vargemma here…except that Star Force had befriended the Uriti, who due to their Hadarak heritage had the ability to donate their Essence at will while not being able to use it, as far as they knew, for anything else. It was the Uriti that were allowing this invasion to happen, and several of the ships around the nearest portal were Essence tankers bringing in the fuel to power the portals from the outside, but then those ships couldn’t return so long as the grav jump link was taking in ships from the outside. 
 
    But Star Force had plenty of tankers to send, and eventually they’d be given a break to get back out again. Until then they’d camp here, and there was plenty to see.  
 
    Everything was green, but the plants were small and new. These areas had recently been covered in ice, and that ice was now melted and residing in a number of lakes and oceans that evaporated the water up into the clouds and precipitated it back out into the watershed that fed the rivers that went back to the lakes and oceans. When in the air the clouds stayed put in their regions, for the border cities were higher than them, and higher than the atmosphere in most cases, isolating one region from another and allowing for almost all of the Temple Regions to be absolutely frigid. 
 
    That’s why the far side of the Temple looked white. It was a solid sheet of ice that Star Force would not be allowing to melt anytime soon. Give the Temple enough Essence to thaw it all out and it’d devote some of that Essence to raising the external shield…which would block the access of the fleet and truly trap them inside.  
 
    That’s how tenuous Star Force’s access to the Temple network was. Only the limited activity of this Temple was allowing them their invasion corridor. Had it been up and running like the others, then the Temple network would truly have been impregnable against any threat this galaxy could throw at it. 
 
    Which was why Star Force taking possession of it was so critical. The future of the galaxy, and perhaps multiple galaxies, lay in Star Force’s ability to learn from the Temples and assimilate their technology and knowledge. They would not become thralls to the Founders, dead or alive, but like the V’kit’no’sat before them, Star Force would take the advantages offered and explode in growth because of it. It had happened once before. Cal-com had observed it from the outside, and he did not doubt it would happen again, only this time he couldn’t fathom what the outcome would be. 
 
    And he was going to play a key part in it, for the Vargemma couldn’t be removed from the Temple network. The Essence cost of that would far exceed the movement of the fleet. In fact it would dwarf it, so the Vargemma had to stay. Others would have simply killed them and be rid of the threat they posed, and that would be the fastest and far easier way to handle it. The Elders would have done so, but Star Force would not and Cal-com…despite the infinite problems it would pose him in the coming centuries…was proud to be part of an Empire that didn’t seek out the easy solutions. They sought true power…and true power couldn’t be achieved through betrayal. That was something the Elders had never learned, nor perhaps never cared to question. 
 
    What was Star Force? It wasn’t a person, or even a group of people. It was a way of doing things, and that way had to be 100% solid to be effective on planet after planet with people who would never know or meet each other. It had to be solid so someone being born later could study Star Force records, even if the empire was completely destroyed, and rebuild as if nothing had changed.  
 
    There was no cheating. No backstabbing. And no killing because someone was in the way. The Vargemma were going to be a major nuisance, but Star Force would contain them and see who amongst the varied races could be salvaged. And perhaps, in that, Star Force would gain more power, but that wasn’t the reason for keeping them alive. It was because simply killing the Vargemma to be rid of them would be wrong. 
 
    When one conquered another, the victor became responsible for the loser. That was the way of conquest, and if you couldn’t bear the responsibility then you shouldn’t be fighting in more than self-defense in the first place. Conquest was an art that few ever mastered, but Star Force was one who had wrote a very extensive book on it. And many of the most powerful races within Star Force had once been conquered and absorbed, by various means, and that is how it was meant to happen.  
 
    An empire that simply slaughtered all opponents was, among other things, a pathetic disappointment.  
 
    There were no people here in Beta, other than what Star Force had brought in or grown here, in the case of the Paladin. But Cal-com wasn’t staying, and his ship went straight to the head of the line at the nearest portal as the convoy that was going through stopped short. They’d learned that you could send hundreds of ships through in quick order if you denoted them as a convoy and gave the necessary Essence for them all up front, but otherwise you would have to feed the portal the necessary Essence and select the destination for each ship, which was done now for his. 
 
    The shimmering effect over the portal returned, and his warship moved down into the surface, seeming to go below ground, then something snapped and all external cameras went dark. No one on the ship could see anything, except for Cal-com. He had just enough skill to enhance his vision to see the Essence realm engulfing the ship, and the majesty of it floored him. From the giant flowers shooting ships off with regularity to the root-like lines that crisscrossed the entire sphere like a giant bird’s nest, he realized that the visible technology of the Temple was only one level of the Founders’ power…and this was the other. 
 
    Before his Essence-enhanced vision was always very hard to use, but here it was easy. He was actually in the Essence realm, so there was nothing else to interfere with it. He sat on the bridge as everyone else looked at blank screens as the portal system carried the ship helplessly to its next target…which would be a relay point. No one else saw it, but a giant flower caught them on the other end, then they were moved around to another before being shot off again. Eventually they came to their final destination and the ship snapped back into reality, with the interior of Kappa Temple being visible. 
 
    Cal-com was ready for it this time, but there was no ice here…at least where it wasn’t wanted. The entire interior of the sphere was a mix of green and blue with little specs of ice…and a mass of battlemap signals from the occupation fleet that was equally spread around the Temple’s surface, with only a few signals in the center hollow. 
 
    “Welcome to the war,” the Bsidd captain told him as they got a slew of updates on the current situation. “Your orders have you transiting to a command ship. We’ll have you there in about 19 hours.” 
 
    “Is there fighting here?” Cal-com asked. 
 
    “Nothing from the Caretakers, if that’s what you mean,” the Captain said, checking again. “And it looks like the Vargemma are staying quiet…for now.” 
 
    “Then why do you call it a war?” 
 
    “The surface isn’t secured. We only own the sky. I have a feeling they will not give it up peaceably. Others have suggested this Temple is a ticking time bomb and will blow like the others have, forcing us to fight the Caretakers as well.” 
 
    “Something is different here, or that would have already taken place,” Cal-com said, looking out at the god-like technology of the Temple, where he and his Star Force brothers would be living indefinitely. This was now home, for better or worse, and Paul was right. There was so much here he could never explore it all…not to mention this Temple was more than twice as big as Beta and sitting inside an even larger nebula that would sustain it with all the energy it needed for billions of years to come. 
 
    And all of it was now under Cal-com’s stewardship. 
 
    Including the 219,388,291,392,022 hostile Vargemma inhabiting the surface, which he was here to annex into the empire.  
 
    Cal-com brushed the wide shoulder plates that denoted him as the newly minted rank of ‘Reclaimer,’ a title that he was going to have to earn immediately. For not only were the Vargemma hostile, they were also hostages of the Caretakers, who could kill them at will if their programming decided it was necessary.  
 
    The Voku eyed the battlemap and highlighted the location of all the Olopars…which he could not attack or disable without precipitating that war.  
 
    This was by far the most challenging assignment he’d ever been trusted with, and though he didn’t know how exactly to bring the Vargemma into the fold, he did not doubt that he would find a way. Paul trusted him to do so, and Cal-com trusted in his own skills enough to confirm that. If there was a way, he would find it. If there was not, he would make one. Failure was not an option, and Cal-com would not have been sent here if it was…
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    March 30, 128555 
 
    Nephestus System (Repository System, Terraxia Kingdom) 
 
    Ittalika 
 
      
 
    Kara-317 had reported back through the expanded relay network as soon as she could, but without transmitting the bulk of her data. The news that Earth had been decimated and Star Force was pulled out of offensive operations against the Hadarak so they could fight a war with these Vargemma was not what she had been expecting when she returned from her scouting mission. But as soon as word could reach back to her across the galaxy, she had a very encrypted message ordering her to a system on the Star Force side of the Hula Hoop…which she also learned was partially shut down due to damage. 
 
    Once she arrived in that system she got a hand delivered message ordering her to come to the Repository. Kara had abandoned her scout ship, parting ways with her loyal diminutive crew, and took a series of ships out that were unremarkable, thus hiding her transit to the system where Davis had been hiding out since he barely survived the destruction of Earth. 
 
    When she landed in the hangar Davis was there to meet her, and she wrapped him up in a firm hug. 
 
    “I’m glad they didn’t get you,” she said, with her Vorch’nas brushing against the back of his neck. 
 
    “I owe the Knights of Quenar for that. How bad was it?” 
 
    “I had some help,” Kara admitted as she released him, but only to arms’ length as she still held onto his elbows. “A Zak’de’ron tagged along in his own ship, but it turned out to be helpful in the end.” 
 
    “They knew?” 
 
    Kara nodded. “Yeah. Their intelligence gathering is still top notch. We got into a few fights, and his ship was much better equipped than mine. We couldn’t go all the way, but we learned a lot. As I said in my message, we’re screwed if we try to fight our way in there.” 
 
    “First things, first. This Zak’de’ron…” 
 
    “His name is Pol’ake, and he was interested in gathering intel. We both got what we wanted, and not enough. It is thick in there. Mindlessly thick. It makes our systems look empty.” 
 
    “Thick with ships?” Davis asked as he stood in the hangar, with neither of them moving to leave.   
 
    “No, not ships. Something new. It’s like a tree they build in space, infesting it as if it were dirt. The major jumplanes are clear, but the rest is obscured with infrastructure that is grown. That’s the best I can explain it. We couldn’t get close enough to sample an intact one. And it’s in every system once you get far enough in. Every damn one. No gravity well is left uninfested.” 
 
    “New Hadarak forms?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. And they’ve got some fast ones. They’re pretty much homing missiles. If we hadn’t kept our distance they would have caught us. You can’t go anywhere near the stars, and even a cloaking device didn’t work in some areas. These structures can use Essence to see…and to grapple with anything that comes close. It might be some form of automated defenses, or it might be the living components of what we came to call the ‘nest.’ There are a lot of different forms, but they’re thick enough around the stars to dim the light coming out of them. I don’t know where they get the mass. It adds up to millions of planets worth.” 
 
    “And you can’t get very close to the pieces of this nest without them intercepting you?” 
 
    “Either with units or an Essence grip. I felt it hit the ship once, very wispy like. Not enough to stop us, but I knew if we got any closer that power level would increase. And the range they were doing it at meant they were really pumping out the power. It was beyond Tar’vem’jic range, so they must have a huge store of Essence in the nests.” 
 
    “So we can’t attack them without taking damage?” 
 
    “I think they could wipe out our entire fleet in moments if we came within range. I’ve been reading up on the Vargemma and the Temples. Maybe they have some weapons that can out distance them, but we’ve got nothing to work with aside from throwing rocks at them, which they can probably catch or deflect. Maybe eat. Running them out of Essence is the only play we’ve got, if they’ve got the kind of Essence weaponry the Lurkers have.” 
 
    “What do they have that can come out to us?” 
 
    “A lot. I don’t think the nests can move, but there’s a lot of critters in and around them, and most are defensive. I think it’s their equivalent of a moat. We got through it, but only because someone else had torn a chunk out of it.” 
 
    “You said there was another player in the Core.” 
 
    “We were able to pick up some survivors and analyze damaged ships. If they hadn’t been fighting we never would have got anything from the Hadarak. The minions don’t know much, but they had some information for us. It’s the others that knew more. Particularly a comms nexus that was barely alive. It had a cluster hive in it…the Hadarak further in are either tanky defense units or clusters of different tissues that are individually born, but they are designed to work together. The comms nexus uses Essence to send signals from one system to another, connecting the nests, and a few pieces of one were still alive and unable to defend against Ikrid. We learned a whole lot.” 
 
    “What’s the worst of it?” Davis asked. 
 
    “They sent the gardeners against us.” 
 
    Davis frowned, then took her meaning as she simply nodded. “We don’t have a chance against their mainline?” 
 
    “Not if we go in there. The larger jump distances out here are to our advantage, but if they come they will run over anything we’ve got.” 
 
    “We’ve got Avengers now.” 
 
    “I saw that. Unless you can field a fleet of a million of them, don’t get cocky.” 
 
    “Their ships can all use Essence?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but they don’t have to. They’ve got a lot of other ways to fight, including a virus-sized version that will infect and grow inside an enemy until it reaches enough mass to take control of the body. And it grows fast.” 
 
    “Did you…” 
 
    “No. But we saw it in action. The Core is not all Hadarak territory. There’s active fighting there. I think what’s out on the Rim doesn’t concern them. We’re just weeds that need to be chopped off every now and then.” 
 
    “How many other civilizations did you find?” 
 
    “One big one and four smaller ones. All are biological.” 
 
    “Really?” Davis said, knowing that virtually all the races encountered in the galaxy thus far were only spacefaring where technology was used. Being able to fly through the stars on your own biology was extremely rare. “Pictures?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get to that,” she said gravely. “But you need to hear this first. Most of our intel is from telepathy, from both the Hadarak and the big race that we named the Ikeo. Their own name is basically ‘us’ and Ikeo is the shortened version of it. They’re essentially a bee hive, and the flowers they feed on are black holes. They can see inside them using a type of Essence vision, and that’s brought them into direct conflict with the Hadarak, who live exclusively in black holes. And when I say Hadarak I mean their leaders. They’re native to them, and they cannot exist outside of them.” 
 
    “What are the Hadarak we’ve seen then?” 
 
    “They serve them. Are they creations, annexed races…who knows? But the original Hadarak are giant worms that burrow their way through the black holes. They don’t go up into the atmosphere of them, and when they’re underground they’ve virtually invulnerable to harm from conventional weapons…assuming you could even see down there, which you can’t. Not unless you have Essence or some other funky method. That makes them the ultimate king pings that can never lose a war that they can run from down there…except they can die.” 
 
    “The Ikeo?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not the natural threat. Black holes can explode, and some more likely than others. This can be triggered by an enemy, but it also happens periodically. Because of this, the ‘Spice Lords’ have to be able to travel from one black hole to another. Before they had an empire they probably died all the time, but now they can move when needed…behind a huge army protecting them during transit.” 
 
    “Why Spice Lords?” 
 
    “The Ikeo pull up a lot more valuable materials than we ever have from black holes. They’re damn good at it, and the Spice Lords also eat it. There’s a lot of Solari, but there’s something else. Probably lots of something elses. We don’t know for sure, but the Ikeo swarm and strip it out of black holes, then bring it to space where they live. The other three races we found are also based around, or in, black holes. We didn’t have a chance to mind raid any of them, because we didn’t find them fighting the Hadarak. They might be elsewhere, but the war between the Ikeo and Hadarak is a mess. I don’t know if this is the remnants of the Hadarak invading this galaxy, or if the Ikeo are invading them…” 
 
    “How are the Ikeo winning fights?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We only saw the aftermath, but the damage done to the Hadarak units was physically ripping them apart. It could be Essence, but I doubt it. Their bodies are so small. I don’t see how they’d have enough.” 
 
    “Show me what they look like.” 
 
    Kara tilted her left palm up and produced a hologram of a very nasty looking insect that appeared to have mittens on. Where there would normally have been pointy legs were rounded nubs and bendable, but very thick trunks. Kara set it against a series of Star Force ships, with it being no longer than half a mile. 
 
    “That’s the largest of them, and we found several that were dying, including one that was being infested and taken over by the Hadarak virus minion. We couldn’t stop it, so we had a chat with him and killed him at his request. It was one of the worst mind melds I’ve ever done. He could feel the virus eating him alive and taking control of his body bit by bit.” 
 
    “How much of a conversation did you have?” 
 
    “They operate with a hive mind, so not much. I think they’re very low standard intelligence, like the Uriti, but they operate on another level entirely. I don’t think they’re technological, even biotech. I think this is what they naturally do. I don’t think negotiation is even possible. When we were interrogating them they acted like we were their kin, not strangers. They were adamant that they not be used by the enemy to hurt their own, which was why they wanted to die.” 
 
    “How were they infected?” 
 
    “Spores. Launched through space and laced with Essence so they can penetrate shields and burrow into armor on contact. I got a few holes in my ship because we ran into some leftovers. It was small enough not to matter, but we were able to quarantine and collect some samples.” 
 
    “We know the Hadarak bioengineer. You’re saying the Ikeo are doing what they’re doing naturally?” 
 
    “That’s my best guess. But if you ask a Warden Hadarak what they’re up to, you’d probably get something similar in response. I don’t know of the Ikeo having true masters, but they do have queens. Not that we could even get close to one if we wanted. They’re pretty much space insects. Big space insects, but small compared to the other stuff out there.” 
 
    “How do these Spice Lords move?” 
 
    “Some sort of carriers. All we know is from comm data. They store it as memories in the clusters, then as they die off and reproduce it gets deleted and replaced with new data. So what we got is piecemeal, because only a few unit cells were still alive. They didn’t last long after we got to them. We were lucky we did at all. The Ikeo must have blown through only weeks before.” 
 
    “Going where?” 
 
    “I think they’re migrants, going wherever the food is. They might not even have systems.” 
 
    “So they’re just running around poking holes in the Hadarak defenses?” 
 
    “Looks like it, but keep in mind, the systems in there are so close together it’s the equivalent of having 10 Rims all smashed together. We explored a very tiny shred of it.” 
 
    “And found 4 other races,” Davis pointed out. 
 
    “Inside the Hadarak perimeter, which I found to be very odd. The nests are system to system on the wall, but inside they’re dotted here and there. A lot of systems have nothing in them that we could see, except for patrols. No system we went to did not have Hadarak units in it. They’re defending against something external.” 
 
    “Or trying to keep something in,” Davis added. “Any chance they eat these other races?” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought of that. There weren’t any Hadarak in those systems, but they didn’t want us there and chased us off. All of them had small, interception units clustered at the major jumplines. They don’t want people coming and going, so I’m guessing they’re not friends.” 
 
    “Weaponry?” 
 
    “Yes, but we didn’t get close enough to sample most of it. Only a few beams at range.” 
 
    “You think they’re holding off the Hadarak?” 
 
    “Or allied with them. Seems unlikely, but I don’t have any answer to it. If we go in there, we could end up fighting any or all of them. But the Hadarak on their own are beyond us. This is a war we can’t win. At least, not until we get a whole lot stronger,” she said, changing the hologram to that of a giant worm slowly rotating in space with a bright backdrop of a highly active nebula behind it. 
 
    “There you go. That’s one of the bastards. Killed when its black hole exploded. He’s been dead for probably 900,000 years. Not a mark on him either. I don’t think they can handle vacuum.” 
 
    “How did you get this?” 
 
    “After we learned where they made their home and the threat, we tracked down some black hole supernovas where they were drifting into nearby systems and got lucky. There were four of these guys in the same area, and I got the impression that these worms are numerous in the black holes.” 
 
    “How large?” 
 
    Kara put the scale up, and to his surprise they were larger than the Hadarak Wardens. Easily over 15,000 miles long and some 2,000 wide. 
 
    “Did you get any samples?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. They weren’t inside the star system. This is a long range photo. We couldn’t get out to them without running through a lot of nova dust, plus there wasn’t any gravity wells to jump to. If we tried to jump off them, we would have been extremely vulnerable to the Hadarak chasing us. I don’t think we could have made it if we tried.” 
 
    “Were they there to collect them?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but it’s possible. They’re everywhere in there that somebody else isn’t inhabiting. Only the smallest of systems have patrols only. There’s some level of nest everywhere, and those patrols are based off of at least one nest spur acting as a carrier or outpost. We couldn’t be sure which.” 
 
    “The Temples have information on the Hadarak, but we’re blocked from accessing most of it due to our limited Essence abilities. We have to grow up, and when we do it will gradually feed us more information and technology to fight them.” 
 
    “We definitely need that. Have we gotten any Olopar for our own?” 
 
    “A few. Most we had to destroy, and we haven’t built any of our own yet, but the factories for them are still allowing it despite the fact the Caretakers have declared war on us. It’s a very strange setup inside.” 
 
    “Where do you need me after I finish filling you in?” 
 
    “In a hurry to find a fight?” Davis guessed. 
 
    “I’ve had enough endless training for a while. I’d like to actually do something. Staring at enemies too powerful for us hurts the mojo, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    “We’re still getting hit by the Vargemma, so it’s not safe out there, which is why I’m here. It’s going to be a while until the fleet gets all the Temples blocked from sending out ships. I’d prefer to keep you out here while they’re busy in there.” 
 
    “Just give me something to do.” 
 
    “We’ve got plenty to do, don’t worry about that. If we can stop the gardeners, how much of the rest of them can we take?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They’ve got conventional weapons in addition to Essence. They don’t use minions that far in. Everything is larger and harder to kill, and they squirt stuff on you so you can’t dance around them. Individually they’re not as bad as a Lurker, but they’ve got longevity and don’t need refueling. If they come out here, focused on a single target, we won’t stop them. If they go widespread, then we stand a chance in some engagements. We’re going to have to rework our drones to fight them.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’re going to need big ones that are just as hard to kill, unless your Temple buddies left something better lying around.” 
 
    “I’m hoping they did.” 
 
    “Any chance they’ll show up to help?” 
 
    “My turn to fill you in on the Temple stuff. Let’s grab some donuts and we can swap details. The Founders claim to be the enemies of the Hadarak with the ability to defeat them with technology. If everything in the Core is biological, then that’s a dynamic we need to explore. Hopefully what you’ve learned will fill in some of the gaps,” he said, turning and walking towards the door while telekinetically tugging her arm to follow. 
 
    “You still don’t understand the magnitude of what’s in there,” she warned him. 
 
    “Likewise with the Temples. It seems we’re caught between two very massive powers, so our mission has to be one of surviving long enough to upgrade to the point where we can play with them on their level. We’ve done it once before, now we have to do it again.” 
 
    “If the Hadarak really are multi-galaxy, and so are the Temple builders, I don’t think we can out produce them. If we can’t do that, how do we fight that level of mass?” 
 
    “Good question. I don’t have an answer yet. But we’re better off knowing what’s in there than not.” 
 
    “We only saw a piece, and what’s in the center we still don’t know.” 
 
    “If you found the masters, then that’s the key. And if they can’t survive out here, and we can’t survive in there, then that bit is comforting.” 
 
    “What else do you know about these apocalypse monsters?” 
 
    “Nothing other than the Founder reference. I know, that’s an even bigger fight, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “So we just huddle up and hope they don’t come?” 
 
    “For now that’s our best play. These things appear to happen in very long time spans. We work fast. That gives us a chance.” 
 
    “I’ll never give up, but I know we can’t handle what’s in there now.” 
 
    “We don’t have to now, but if we survive this purge, we’re going in there eventually. We have to.” 
 
    “You better make sure we’ve got a damn good upgrade by then, or they’re going to own us.” 
 
    Davis raised an eyebrow. “You do remember who you’re talking to, right?” 
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    June 17, 128555 
 
    Outreach 118 System (V’kit’no’sat/Hadarak border) 
 
    2nd planet 
 
      
 
    Grand Admiral Neofenn was one of the handful of naval officers so skilled and wise that they’d essentially become superiors to the Archons, as crazy as that sounded. Specialists had the advantage of putting all their training time into one discipline, whereas the Archons had to split their time between the 5 branches of the Star Force military…naval, aquatics, commando, mechs, and aerial. So even though Neofenn was only 46,038 years old, he had eclipsed most of the Archons in his naval skill level, though not all. Some still had him beat by a considerable margin, but when in the field the Archons in his fleet deferred to his command because he was more knowledgeable than them in naval warfare. 
 
    But they were skilled in other areas, and when one had to juggle everything at the same time he deferred to the Archons. It was a team effort, but in most cases Neofenn and the other High Admirals were given considerable latitude in order to free up the Archons from high end duty. Those badasses were at their best when they could roam to where the biggest problems were, yet given the size of the galaxy that left a lot of empty spots to fill, and the High Admirals filled the most needed naval duties that otherwise would go to high level Archons. 
 
    Neofenn was a Rammus, standing barely a meter tall and covered in armored plates. His race had been absorbed by Star Force peaceably, unlike many other races that were originally enemies. Before Star Force, the Rammus were pretty much vulnerable to any enemy that came around, and the protection Star Force had given them had always weighed heavily on Neofenn and the others. They had gotten more than they contributed, and when Neofenn had become one of only 19 Grand Admirals at the time of his ascension, the entire Rammus Sub-faction celebrated for weeks, and it was to this day the highest honor and responsibility any Rammus had garnered within the Empire. 
 
    But that wasn’t enough, and his race still felt they were not fully doing their part. The main issue with this was their biology, which wasn’t well suited to commando work. They couldn’t become a full faction without having the ability to fight in that element, and though they’d tried to do so they’d never been able to accomplish it. Instead they’d paired with the Calavari, incorporating colonies of theirs into Rammus territory and using them for the majority of their infantry while the Rammus provided their typical support operations…most of which were scouting and running supplies and weapons up to the big guys. 
 
    The other four divisions of the military they could handle with machine enhancements. Swimming was tolerable, for they had a small tail that was more useful than Human legs. They weren’t made for it, but they could swim enough to qualify for Aquatics, though most of that was due to the mechanical suits they wore. They couldn’t do the same with Commando, for getting enough ‘muscle’ power out of machines made them into mechs, which was another division entirely. 
 
    Their mech division was respectable, as was their aerial. Anything that required a direct mental link they could hold their own in, but when it came to muscle power they were simply lacking. This inability to become a full Faction was a constant sore spot, but not for Star Force’s system. It was their own inability that angered them, and because the Empire was providing the strength to fill in that gap, the Rammus continually looked to provide something back of equal value, and Neofenn was the closest they had got. 
 
    When the Vargemma threat arose, most of the fleet evacuated the Hadarak war zone and went back to the Rim, except for the evacuation efforts of the people being killed in the Core, which didn’t end. Only the offensive operations did, meaning Star Force still had a decent warfleet here escorting the transports as the Hadarak minions continued to chew up system after system…and they were not doing it in a predictable fashion any longer. 
 
    Their ‘lines in the sand’ they had drawn and then tried to backfill had ended. Now they were branching off like a tree in multiple direction that were making it impossible to predict…and some of those branches were getting dangerously close to V’kit’no’sat territory, with that empire responding accordingly to beat them back. But that meant the intact populations out there were now trapped behind Hadarak lines, and Neofenn was the only Grand Admiral still here to deal with it. 
 
    He had a few High Admirals out there under his command, as well as a few high ranking Archons, but that was it. Everyone else had left to fight the Vargemma, and rightly so, but if Star Force had canceled the evacuations then trillions of people would have been left to die, and as it was now, Star Force wasn’t able to rescue them all. The Hadarak were moving so damn fast it just wasn’t possible, and with the withdrawal of the main offense fleet, the Zerg-like expansion of the enemy was occurring even faster. 
 
    The V’kit’no’sat were doing huge damage to them, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Neofenn was working with them to coordinate the evacuations where they were needed the most, as well as punch through into the holdout areas with their assistance, most of which was due to the need to create a pathway through which to run the transports across enemy territory for a dozen jumps or more. 
 
    But Neofenn did have one Star Force offensive ongoing, and that was the Uriti minion units. They had not received any reinforcement, but were massing in certain areas and creating all kinds of havoc for the Hadarak, essentially turning their own spamming technique against them. None of those units were expected to survive another 100 years, but many were hanging on far longer than they should have. The Hadarak weren’t ignoring them, but they weren’t sending their heavy hitters there, and many were popping up in recent intelligence. 
 
    Neofenn had received the scouting report for Kara’s expedition three days ago, and it had been very illuminating. Beyond the traditional Warden Hadarak and their familiar minions, stronger units had been grown and released into combat. The Grand Admiral now knew those were the mainline troops the Hadarak used. They weren’t coming out of the Core, but being produced in strongholds that used to be neutral territory. Neofenn really wanted to go and hit those to stop the production of the mainline units, but he didn’t have enough ships for that. He was on babysitting duty that was adding a huge amount of refugees to the empire…and hopefully one day they would repay Star Force by adding more strength to it, but right now they were cargo and he needed to get as many of them to the Rim as possible. 
 
    It was a critical mission that others would have abandoned at the first sign of the Vargemma, but Star Force was better than that, and the trailblazers had faith in Neofenn to handle this on his own. Ian-033 had said so personally before he left, and with the updates coming from the Temples Neofenn now knew that they would not be coming back anytime soon. There was no much to do in that hidden network before Star Force could focus on the Hadarak that they were rightly putting everything they had into that war, leaving the V’kit’no’sat and Zak’de’ron to fight and delay the Hadarak as much as they could. 
 
    But these new units that had been popping up in the field…they were the tip of the iceberg. Kara had noted they were the primary troops for the all-biological navy, and that the regular minions were too weak to do much more than eat carrion and clean up battlefields. The enemies that the Hadarak had in the Core were hammering them with large, hardened units that the minions apparently were not good against. It was almost as if the Warden/Minion force had been designed specifically for lesser threats in order to keep larger ones from rising up. Or maybe they were just a very elaborate detection grid. Either way, they were not the ‘real’ Hadarak threat, and as intimidating as that information was, Neofenn felt more confident now that he had an enemy unit list, even if it was, as Kara noted, probably incomplete. 
 
    She’d tagged the major units as Kongs, Spike Balls, Vamps, Trons, and Merlins, and as usual each name had a certain obviousness to it.  
 
    The Kongs were the largest, but smaller than tier-1 Wardens. They had four arms branching out from a central body, almost as if King Kong was raising his arms up and ready to beat them down. In reality they were mobile docking ports so they could attach to the curved bodies of the Wardens and transfer resources to them, or receive from them. The Kongs were hybrid warships/transports, as well as being rescue ships for the Hadarak when they were wounded, able to attach and provide them with maneuvering engines, weapon batteries, etc.  
 
    But while Kara hadn’t directly observed it, she had picked up debris from dead ones to analyze. They had weapons, unlike the Wardens that only had tentacles and grapple fields, which were damn effective as it was in conjunction with minion swarms. They also had shield generators, and it wasn’t Essence related. They were biological generators, and Neofenn knew the moment he saw the readouts that they could be attached to the Wardens to provide them with additional protection and weaponry.  
 
    It was an upgrade that hadn’t made its way into this war yet, but even without working with a Warden the Kongs could fight on their own, pick up other damaged units, move large asteroids into feeding areas, and do a lot of other multi-tasking stuff. The arms could move quite a bit, but they were thick as hell. At first glance he thought they looked like spiders, but after seeing the name he now saw giant monkeys every time ready to beat their chest like war drums. 
 
    And in addition to all that, they had near Yeg’gor armor levels of plating. Far beyond what any minion had. In fact, most minions had very little armor. They were offensive weapons designed to swarm and die, not survive. These mainline Hadarak units were the reverse. They were designed to endure, and when that was coupled with the minion swarms, the Triad, as well as the rest of the galaxy, wasn’t going to stand a chance with conventional weapons. 
 
    The Legion Ysalamir would get through, Neofenn guessed. The V’kit’no’sat were doing quite well hunting Wardens with them, and their numbers were increasing as the Dinosaur Empire kept shifting more and more resources into their production. They shared almost all of their races with Star Force, but they did not behave the same. They were visceral in their assaults on the Hadarak, for they had been preparing for this war throughout the entire existence of their empire. 
 
    Neofenn didn’t trust them, nor did many in Star Force, but they were good allies to have when you needed damage done. And the galaxy needed as much damage as possible to push back this purge. 
 
    Though in truth, it wasn’t the entire galaxy. A huge chunk of the galactic swirl was inside Hadarak territory and operated totally different. The fact that there were other races in there was surprising. He had assumed the Hadarak would simply wipe out everything in their way, but it seemed the dynamics of the Core were far more complicated. Not to mention these Ikeo, which were beating the crap out of the Hadarak when they got in their way, were frightening and reassuring at the same time. The Hadarak were not unchallenged, they were simply winning, for they controlled almost all of the territory in the Core that Kara had been able to chart. 
 
    The Deep Core she hadn’t been able to get to, but the defense ring she’d been able to penetrate suggested that the Hadarak feared something on the exterior. Was it the Founders? Maybe. But the lengths they had gone to when the Temples were supposed to be hidden was perplexing. As many questions as had been answered by her scouting mission were now surpassed by new ones, but for his immediate work, Neofenn now had an idea of what would be coming their way if/when they managed to put up enough resistance to trigger another escalation to the war. 
 
    One mainline unit that really worried Neofenn were the Spike Balls. These were loaded guns with ramming weapons that would detach on will and collide with any large opponent, such as a Ysalamir or Borg vessel. They were not designed for small scale combat, but to take out large chess pieces, and they had between 8 and 29 spikes lodged into their sphere-like shapes.  
 
    Once fired it would take time to regrow more, and it was guessed that would be months at the minimum…if not for the Kongs. The Grand Admiral suspected they could resupply the Spike Balls so they could regrow their massive ammunition more quickly. And that ammunition had a host of weapons and countermeasures built in to ensure they got to their target and then disabled it. Even if they couldn’t get a large collision speed, they had IDF nodules to ensure you couldn’t run away and couldn’t shoot them all out either.  
 
    He could see how the large biological opponents in the Core required such a unit to counter, but it would also work extremely well against the larger V’kit’no’sat ships and Star Force control ships, being able to take out an entire vessel in a single attack…or at least damage/disable them enough for the minion swarms to finish them off in the aftermath. 
 
    The Vamps were smaller and had a single spike on a hinge that would insert/drill into an opponent after the Vamp collided with it. They were largescale melee attack ships with an energy matrix on the spike that added to its cutting power. Their bodies were C-shaped, but contorted, and the units operated very little on their own. They’d be easy to pick apart from range, though they had heavy armor as well.  
 
    In conjunction with other units that could pin down opponents, the Vamps could move in and deliver penetrative attacks to high armor targets, creating a weak spot that others could then exploit once the Vamp let go…if it did at all. The backside of the Vamp matched the interior curve of the Kongs, so it was possible that was the method of capturing ships and moving them if for some reason they didn’t want to destroy you on the spot. 
 
    The Trons were the mainline ranged unit. They were disc-shaped, also with heavy armor, but they had beam and arc weapons that could be fired anywhere off their shiny rims. That meant they did not have individual weapons batteries to target and destroy, which was damn smart. It meant you had to destroy the entire rim of the Tron to disable the weapon, and when stacked together into phalanxes the rims were just about all you could see. 
 
    The last mainline Unit Kara had discovered were the Merlins, and these were the ones that had some Essence weaponry, but they didn’t rely on it. It was more of a once or twice use cannon that could do major damage, then the Merlins could fight their way clear and survive to recharge later, either over the course of time or from a nearby Warden. The Merlins looked like dresses, for they had a downward cup shape that could probably match with the curve of a Warden with some modification, then there was a thick body section extending up from that cup.  
 
    Those five units were augmented with smaller ones that were better armored than minions, and it was those middle units that the Hadarak had begun to produce in small numbers in the strongholds out here. Whether that was preplanned or in response to the resistance being posed Neofenn didn’t know, but it was clear this war was escalating and the longer the Vargemma delayed Star Force the more they helped the Hadarak…despite supposedly being created to oppose them.  
 
    As bad as it was now, the real fight hadn’t even started yet. And until the Vargemma issue was dealt with, the Star Force fleet was going to be in the Temple network dealing with those bastards. And until that threat was neutralized, all the Grand Admiral could do was keep evacuating people and hope they had enough time to fix things in the Rim before these heavier Hadarak units came into play en mass.
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    Stugarrata Nebula (Tovok Kingdom) 
 
    Kappa Temple 
 
      
 
    It had been nearly a year since Cal-com had arrived in Kappa Temple. During that time he had separated all the races, which wasn’t overly difficult because they didn’t share cities, but what cross travel and links there were he removed, by force when necessary. Several buildings had been assaulted and cleared with stun weapons, then orbital bombardment had destroyed the city-edge structures. Star Force had removed the debris, leaving nothing but an empty parking lot as a reminder not to violate the boundary lines…and most of the Vargemma had got the point, for each violation was trimming the perimeter of their cities and they got tired of that after a while. 
 
    Cal-com had also removed all Essence weaponry from them. That was more complicated, but most did so voluntarily since he wasn’t requiring them to give up any of their Essence stores. He’d actually promised them those would be theirs to keep so long as they maintained the necessary donations to the Temple to keep it operating. The races/cities that did not want to strip their primary defenses had them removed, and the efficiency of the strikes scared the others into complying. The Vargemma had nothing to stop the Star Force fleet with…but at the same time they knew that Star Force didn’t have the manpower to take control of the surface, so there was a stark division between who actually controlled the Temple. 
 
    Cal-com owned space, the Vargemma owned the surface in their cities. The rest of the surface Cal-com had loose control over, and he had numerous patrols out making sure the Vargemma did not wander out there. Many did, on an individual level, creating trails, tunnels, and other means of getting people and information to and from the various races. In fact, it seemed they were cooperating together more now than they had before the Temple had been invaded, but so far Cal-com had not done much to accomplish his mission, though he knew a simple solution was not possible. If there was one, he would not have been sent here. 
 
    His plan thus far was to isolate each race and deal with them individually. In order to do that he needed to eliminate communications, so in addition to banning them from using inter-racial comms he was eliminating their capability to do so with signal jamming walls being put up between them. They were little more than a series of towers that connected to one another and blocked line of sight transmissions whenever they were encoded. If someone wanted to use a laser, then the shields would block the visible light as well until the signal relented, then it would release the block. So when the Vargemma were behaving themselves the towers were mostly inert and monitoring, but when needed they could create a total blackout dome over any city as needed. 
 
    Sabotage teams had been taking down some of the towers, but most of the time those teams got caught and the jamming walls had been designed to be redundant, so a single tower going down would create no gap. You’d have to take down three in a row to do so, and so far they hadn’t figured that out or couldn’t mount the necessary attack to get past the towers’ perimeter defenses with infantry weapons and their own Essence skills, the latter of which were the more powerful since all warships and mobile artillery and other heavy weapons had been confiscated. 
 
    Confiscated or deconstructed. Cal-com had let the Vargemma recycle them if they wished, and it was hilarious how the Vargemma thought they could cheat him. Star Force’s intelligence gathering capabilities were far more advanced than they’d guessed, and much of that had to do with tiny, dust-sized surveillance drones that could be sent just about anywhere…with scaling upwards to allow for armies of eyes down into the Vargemma cities without having to risk a single person.  
 
    He could see most of what they were doing out in the open. Inside buildings was a bit harder, but where he needed eyes he could usually get them. The trouble was there were so many buildings and so many Vargemma to watch that he couldn’t hope to monitor them all.  
 
    Fortunately he didn’t have to. As long as they were hostile they were going to sit where they were, and if they started killing each other the Caretakers would intervene. Cal-com wasn’t taking personal responsibility for them like he did the Star Force personnel here, and so far nobody was really wanting to join the empire. They were just weathering the occupation because they had no other options, and fighting the Caretakers like the other Temples were meant they would die…and it seemed the Vargemma here did not want to. At least not without being able to reclaim the Temple or accomplish some other objective. 
 
    So here they sat, much as they had throughout their history. Not much down on the surface changed, but the view in the sky had. Star Force ships flew, Vargemma ships did not. Vessels going from one city to another were allowed, but capped in altitude and mandated into approved routes only that kept them within the atmosphere where they had to move slowly. Cal-com had and maintained the high ground, but that wasn’t why he was here. 
 
    He spent his days onboard a donut-shaped command ship well above the surface and out of weapons range of anything down there, including the Temple’s own hidden mega turrets. He monitored the data feeds that others compiled, as well as paid attention to the news snippets coming from other Temples and the rest of the galaxy, all of which had to come via couriers. The Essence barrier surrounding the Temple blocked all signals, but Cal-com had ordered a shuffler transmitter installed. Construction wasn’t complete yet, but when it was it would pass data crystals back and forth across the barrier to a transmitter on the outside. 
 
    Given that Kappa Temple was one of the few that was inside Star Force territory, Cal-com had an outpost in a neighboring system begin setting up an ultra-sensitive receiver to give him a comm grid link as soon as possible. Building here would be limited, since nobody could get on the outside other than by automated drone. Those would carry a physical line out through the nebula into clear space where a small transmitter would be established. It would be just enough power for the outpost to pick up initially, and hopefully would be set up within the next 5 months. The holdup right now was establishing a sub-surface perimeter capable of repelling the Caretaker units without them realizing their brethren were being destroyed.  
 
    The same had been done in Alpha Temple, but Cal-com wanted a few more precautions. Right now the construction teams were waiting in the magma layer and ready to start boring through the exterior hull of the Temple. Doing that would incur the Caretaker response, and Cal-com didn’t want to risk turning a small confrontation into an escalating war. Nor did he want to have to bore another tunnel down to the exterior if the containment on this one slipped up. 
 
    Reliability was what he was after, not speed, but he didn’t like wasting Essence on couriers when his Temple was in Star Force’s own backyard. There wasn’t a shortage, for the Uriti were supplying them with all that they needed via Tankers coming in and going out, but Cal-com knew there would be a limit reached eventually, and Uriti did not grow very fast. Nor were any more being spawned as long as the Vargemma were on the loose out there, for they would make an easy target given how immobile they were during the spawning process. 
 
    The amount of Essence Star Force had available dwarfed that which the Vargemma had, and they had so much it gave them power over all others in the galaxy that did not possess the skill. The quadrillions of people in all the Temples making small deposits daily was what amounted to the large reserve pools that each race had carefully collected and used for specific missions, but in large part they were hoarders, for Essence wasn’t easily replaced once used. 
 
    They’d been using a lot to hurt Star Force, but Cal-com knew it wasn’t more than a few percent of what they had stored. The Caretakers monitored a lot of things in the Temple, and using some of their data, coupled with Star Force’s own scans, and he could approximate how much the various wells held, though it was impossible to tell without direct sampling.  
 
    But a person who was miles wide generated so much without extra skill involved that it dwarfed what the tiny Vargemma could manage without insane numbers, and with every Essence donation the Uriti made their own Essence capacity increased slightly. It was the one form of Essence training they could partake in, and like the Warden Hadarak who had lived millions of years, over time that upgrade would lead to immense Essence batteries for the offensive units to use. 
 
    Yet Hadarak couldn’t be grown quickly either, and Cal-com had been interested in what the Vargemma’s battle plan against the Hadarak had been. He’d had to shop around until he found some individuals willing to discuss it, but some eventually had in exchange for firsthand data on the Hadarak from Star Force, for the Vargemma had very little scouting data of their own about what was going on out there. 
 
    The plan they had, other than waiting for a Founder to return and lead them, was a war of attrition. The little units didn’t matter, but every time they could kill a Warden it would set the Hadarak Essence production back immensely. With so many of them out there that didn’t seem likely, but thanks to Cal-com’s information on the Uriti he understood why it mattered. The chess pieces had to be preserved, and the Hadarak were sending them out as the first line of defense almost asking for them to be attacked.  
 
    They were hard to kill, but not in a war against Essence users. If isolated, a Warden Hadarak could be killed quickly by several Olopar working together. Whatever Essence used would be worth it, for that amount could be replaced infinitely quicker than a new Hadarak grown to that size and experience level. So the Vargemma planned to go for the Wardens to the exclusion of all else and drain the Hadarak of their ability to recharge their Essence weapons. 
 
    The Temples were pretty much safe from the minions, and the Vargemma didn’t really care how much of the galaxy burned during the war as long as their own Essence production was secure. The reason they hadn’t attacked the Hadarak yet was due to their orders to stay put until a Founder arrived, in addition to the estimated number of Hadarak and the amount of Essence it would take to kill them. 
 
    They didn’t assume they’d all be isolated, and when in groups or with the mainline units the combat would become far more costly. Cal-com actually got some Temple data from the Vargemma that Star Force couldn’t access yet on its own, and it confirmed much of what Kara’s report detailed…with one major exception. 
 
    The Vargemma probably didn’t know that Star Force didn’t know what was in the center of the galaxy, and they’d slipped up by revealing the method of transit between galaxies when they noted that the Hadarak could bring in an unlimited number of reinforcements, meaning the Vargemma could only assault the Core if and when they had massed so many that they could overrun it quickly and get to the Galactic Tethers. 
 
    Apparently there were a number of supermassive gravitational bodies in the very center of the galaxy, each orbiting around the other in a blender far more rapidly compared to the movement of the stars around the galaxy. Those Tethers were shining with gravity enough to be visible from another galaxy if you looked in the right direction and modulated the gravity correctly to differentiate from the rest of the cluttered Core. Somehow the Spice Lords were able to alter the black holes to produce gravity on a particular frequency, and that would then stand out like a beacon across the polar gaps to other galaxies. 
 
    But there was the catch. You couldn’t jump any direction you wanted. Only in a cone up and down, meaning any galaxies sideways of the Milky Way were not accessible via direct jumps. You’d have to travel to another galaxy then bounce off it to get to your destination, meaning the inter-galactic jump map was a lot more limited than you’d think at first glance. 
 
    The Vargemma did not have access to that, or at least claimed they didn’t. Cal-com didn’t think they were lying, but the point was that those Tethers, when held by the Spice Lords, were conduits for reinforcements that did not require Essence use. If the Vargemma could get there and set up ambushes as they arrived, then they could mount an effective defense of the galaxy…but they were far too weak to accomplish that now. The Hadarak had too many defenses in between them and the Tethers, and without a Founder they didn’t stand a chance of finding a way to get there before a rush of extra-galactic Hadarak arrived to reinforce the position. 
 
    So getting to the Tethers was the endgame for the Vargemma, but it was such a distant objective that most in their civilization didn’t regard it as plausible. The return of the Founders was equally distant, for they believed that they would not return until the Vargemma got close to having enough strength to reach the Tethers…which as far as most Vargemma considered was never…or at least not within their lifetimes. 
 
    Which was odd, for very few died here. They had obtained self-sufficiency long ago, so it had to be a mental limitation on their part. Cal-com wouldn’t have blinked at waiting that long with a fixed objective in place. He would have focused his efforts on strengthening to in order to bring the Founders back, because he could control that part. It was the endless wait that he could not handle without a task, but here the Vargemma had one, so what was the problem? 
 
    The answer was exceedingly simple. The Vargemma had not chosen this quest. They had been born into it, like the Voku had, but they had nothing to do here but train. They got no payoff in the interim. Just a promise so far off it was intangible. And because of that their minds focused on whatever else was at hand…and the only thing available was their internal issues. Race versus race, or even those within the individual races. 
 
    Give commoners nothing to fight and they would fight each other. With no sense of honor or loyalty it always happened, except with the very mundane races. And those did not make good fighters. Furthermore, the weapons here were not earned. They were their own bodies, and they increased in power just by making donations, so even the lazy obtained rank without having to distinguish themselves. 
 
    Cal-com had to earn his way to becoming Dafchor, but what did the Vargemma have to earn? Everything was taken care of here. They had to do nothing to survive other than donate Essence. Stagnation was a much more potent enemy to them than the Hadarak, who they had never encountered before, and it was twisting them into the darkness. 
 
    And therein was how Cal-com was going to pursue the annexation of the Vargemma, or at least part of them. Those that didn’t want to join would be kept here, as Essence farmers, with nothing really changing other than their ability to step out into the galaxy and cause havoc.  
 
    For the others…if they wanted something to fight, then Cal-com would give it to them. He would become their Elder, a role he knew well from the receiving end, but he would not make false promises. He would not use the Vargemma. He would be what the Elders should have been to the Voku and never truly were. They had come so close, but in the end all their good deeds were but a means to turning the Voku into an empire of breeders to create Bo’ja. And those Bo’ja pawns were never meant to return home. 
 
    Cal-com would never use the Vargemma as disposable troops, or treat them with dishonor, no matter what they’d done in the past. He would become what they needed. What the Voku had needed. And when the time came he would support the loyal ones…but they had a long journey to travel before then. They must earn their place, and he would give them the opportunity...but no more. They must choose this path. He would not waste his time on the unwilling. 
 
    If the Vargemma wanted to get to the Tethers and win this galaxy away from the Hadarak, then Cal-com would set them a path to achieving it. One with many visible stepping stones that they could feel, taste, and ascend on. Training was useful, but it was no replacement for real experience and accomplishments. The Vargemma needed a war to fight…and as it was, the Hadarak were providing them with one to join in on. Cal-com just had to figure out how to incorporate them without giving Star Force’s enemy a chance to stab them in the back. 
 
    And the Elders had inadvertently trained him to do exactly that.  
 
    It was an irony that kept Cal-com smirking continually as he began to see the Vargemma responding to his orders and demands in a very familiar manner. He had been the Elders’ servant and pawn, but they had accidentally turned him into something far greater.  
 
    And that was why he, and he alone had the power to bring the Vargemma into the Empire.  
 
    It was going to take time. Millennia for sure. But he had the patience necessary, and he knew exactly where to begin… 
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    Captain Alvarez sat on the bridge of the Iron Rise 7, a Mk. 487 Warship-class Star Force military vessel that was currently hiding in the large asteroid field that ringed the recently mapped star system in the unexplored frontier of the galaxy around Beta Temple. The Iron Rise 7 was the only Star Force ship here, in an otherwise empty system. There were 3 planets, all uninhabited, and the asteroid field was so far away from the star that it was hard to get to since there was such little gravity out here to decelerate on. One had to use the star to pull against, and the further away you got the less gravitational force there was. 
 
    Hard to get to and impossible were very different things, and if you were patient enough you could limp out here on even half decent gravity drives, yet patient Alvarez had to be. He was waiting as numerous sensors spread out across this section of the asteroid belt were feeding information back to his ship that floated along with them, though was far too large to actually be concealed behind any of the half mile wide rocks. 
 
    The Captain had the ship on passive sensors only, so the beams wouldn’t give away their location. The sensor field was his eyes in and around the area where there were more than 60,000 of the space whales that Jason-025 had found. He’d returned several here that had been rescued, but without being able to shut down the very large Caretaker hunting operations this herd was still vulnerable to predation, thus the trailblazers had assigned a single warship to wait and guard them. 
 
    The space whales looked like rocks themselves, and moved extremely slow. Alvarez thought that was probably because they were conserving energy, but this far out and the gravity being as weak as it was, they didn’t have much maneuvering capability even if they put their full effort into it, making them easy prey for the hunters. 
 
    Of those hunters, three had already been here and scared off by the Star Force warship. The Captain had tried to destroy them, but they spooked easily, which was why his ship was using passive sensors only. He was hoping to lure them in close enough to be able to intercept and destroy the automated hunting ship and take away one more of the Caretaker assets spread across an as of yet undetermined hunting area. 
 
    Space whales from some other areas had been brought here too, with this being the main dumping ground for the rescues. The herd here didn’t seem to mind, especially after the first few returned and explained the situation to the others. The Star Force warship was now seen as a friend and the space whales didn’t try to maneuver away from it, or around it. They treated it like one of their own and passed by lazily as they moved from one rock to another. 
 
    Many were seen free floating, while others were essentially docked to rocks as they glued them to their bodies and sucked resources out of them. They didn’t use any mooring beams or energy fields, just a tactile lock that ground the rocks against their outer hulls as a variety of acidic compounds was used to very slowly break down the outer layer of the rocks. 
 
    The free floating ones were not just waiting their turns, but rather sunbathing in the very limited light making its way this far out…but what there was they would eagerly absorb like a plant and use it to alter interior molecular compounds, recreating the acids that had been used and warming themselves enough to grow quite toasty inside their hardened carapaces. Though ‘warm’ for a space whale was still below the freezing point of water. They could operate in the cold of space and in near the star if they wished, but initial study said they couldn’t stay near the star indefinitely. Overheating was an issue for them, so they preferred these far reaching feeding grounds away from the intense heat and traffic flowing through low stellar orbit.  
 
    Shy they were, which was why few people knew of their existence. Their numbers had also been severely diminished by the Caretaker hunting. The space whales didn’t keep count of each other, but they knew their herd was much smaller than it once was, and the strange ships kept returning sporadically to take away some of them. They couldn’t do anything to stop it, and couldn’t outrun it, so they just witnessed a few taken now and then, helpless to do anything about it. 
 
    “Point Arrow reports activity,” one of the bridge crew reported on the Mainline all-Human ship.  
 
    Alvarez glanced up. Point arrow was the jumpline out to the tiny gravity well that the Caretakers used to enter this system. Apparently the location of the herds rarely moved, so most of the interfaces had been located off the same systems. Star Force had 47 points mapped as of last count, but getting to them was very hard. Even detecting the gravity wells was impossible for most races, but the Caretakers used them to move around slowly and jump back into the known galaxy when needed. 
 
    There was only one route from the nearest shadow network node to this system, so Alvarez knew where they would be coming in, approximately, for they could decelerate anywhere on the approach line. However, since the herd wasn’t moving around much, he had deduced the approximate spot and adjusted the recon probes after each of the previous 3 times, leaving him with very good eyes on the region of the jumpline where the hunters were coming in. 
 
    The probes were detecting the ship on approach before it even stopped, for it was coming so slowly. The low mass of the shadow network didn’t allow for quick travel, but the hunters could move faster on it than Star Force could, which made trying to go out there and track them down impossible. They’d run before Star Force could get close, but out here in the system the odds were even as far as speed went. 
 
    “Keep us silent,” he reminded the crew as he stood up and walked two steps to the edge of the main holographic map that showed a dot approaching the perimeter of the system. The feeds they were getting from the probes were tight beam, meaning that you couldn’t detect them unless you were standing in their path, making them invisible to the approaching ship.  
 
    Waiting was all that was required now, and he really wanted to get this one. The machines were very skittish. They weren’t here to fight or make friends, and if even a single ship was in the area they would back off and wait to come back later. They did not want the galaxy knowing about them, so his warship had to play dead and just become another floating rock out here. Had there been a living crew onboard they would have figured out what his ship was, but either these hunter ships weren’t communicating with each other or the programming was centered on detected activity…and right now the Iron Rise 7 was showing none. 
 
    Which was yet another reason not to have windows on a starship. 
 
    He’d been leery about being able to intercept the hunters without having at least a null field cloaking device, but these stupid machines kept coming back oblivious to what happened before, and he thought this time… 
 
    “Redirecting towards the herd. Same path as before.” 
 
    Alvarez nodded. The ship had slowed suddenly, using the much higher gravity from the star, then had made an abrupt left turn and was cutting across the outer circle of the asteroid field to get to the part that held the space whales. It wasn’t much of a cut, but enough to keep it clear of the debris and allow it to accelerate.  
 
    He could wait until it got here. The space whales wouldn’t be in jeopardy when it would spook so easily, but he hadn’t wanted it to arrive, see the silhouette of the warship, then leave immediately…which was why he was with the herd far away from Arrow Point. But his drones were not. 
 
    The Captain waited until the hunter had gotten a few minutes away from the incoming jumpline…which was where the hunter had to go to run back into the shadow network…then he finally gave the order. 
 
    “Light ‘em up,” he said, with his crew responding instantly with drone control signals shooting out of the warship and being received by the distant bricks that were floating amongst the asteroids. 
 
    There was a bit of lag involved, but the automated chase protocols onboard the drones were a match for the automated evasion programming in the hunter, and as soon as the drones began hard accelerating out of the asteroids towards the general area around the hunter, it responded as well…veering off and taking an unpredictable path that would always lead back to the jumpline for the shadow network. 
 
    Knowing this Alvarez had programmed the drones to sheepdog the hunter rather than just trailing it. As his warship powered up and left the location of the herd the signal lag began to decrease, and after a while his drone control pilots had enough ping with the drones to begin flying them manually in a giant net around the hunter as it raced from point to point trying to shake free of pursuit, but Star Force’s engine technology was on par with its own so it didn’t have an easy escape. 
 
    Alvarez didn’t have an easy catch either, but patience was the name of the game and he kept moving his drones around in such a way to keep a number of them between the hunter and its escape jumpline as the net gradually closed in around it. 
 
    “Shit,” someone said as the Captain saw the hunter abandon its attempts to get back to the shadow network from this system and make a microjump directly towards the star.  
 
    “Must be back up programming,” he said, mentally steering the attack vectors into chase formations that wouldn’t just go to one point, but in a wide cone around where the hunter was heading. “He’s on our turf now and we’re not letting him go. Task two drones to stay with the herd. If this guy jumps to another system, we’re following.” 
 
    The Iron Rise 7 accelerated into a microjump of its own, pulling heavily on the nearby star and shooting off towards it with the fleet of drones doing likewise though thousands of miles apart from one another. Some of them moved faster than the hunter, and in response it sped up as well in a game of acceleration that neither side truly won before they all had to slam on the brakes in order to avoid running into the outer atmosphere of the star.  
 
    The warship came in last, with the drones acting like bees chasing after the hunter. Alvarez kept several on the shadow network jumpline so the hunter couldn’t circle back that way, and it didn’t try. It got to an outgoing jumpline for a nearby system and disappeared in a streak of acceleration. 
 
    “Recover drones then follow,” he ordered, wanting to see how fast that ship was moving. It took a moment for the computer to make the calculations, then he whistled appreciatively. “Damn that’s fast.” 
 
    “We can match it, Cap,” the helmsman said.  
 
    “Do better. I want a mid jump catch.” 
 
    That raised eyebrows around the bridge, but no one offered any lip. They all knew that meant accelerating too fast for the destination star to stop them. If they caught up to the ship and destroyed it, then they’d have the chance to run their engines high long before the destination system came within effective range and bleed off a little speed. If that wasn’t enough they’d have to move laterally and try to slingshot around the star and slow down on the far side. But regardless, if they could catch the hunter mid jump, neither one of them could maneuver as they passed by. 
 
    “I’ll have to guess on their final speed.” 
 
    “Just make sure you overshoot it.” 
 
    “Alright,” the helmsman said, moving them even closer to the star to get a bigger push off it. The destination star was smaller, so they had to scale down anyway, but this would save a little fuel and navigators always wanted to save fuel when possible, because they never knew when they’d need it later, and the warship was far away from any resupply out here on its own. 
 
    They had to wait for the drones to dock on the ship, and the Captain decided to leave behind several that were too far away. They’d remain here operating on programming and could be picked up later, but time was burning and they had to make the jump soon or they risked not catching the hunter or having to move so fast to overtake it that they’d pass it in a blink of an eye. 
 
    “Here we go,” the helmsman said, kicking in the anti-grav that turned the pull of the star against itself, then enhanced it further. The ship shot out of the gravity well like a slingshot along the very narrow arc that would put it on the jumpline for a neighboring system Star Force had not charted, but they could sense its gravity from here and knew its approximate location, thus determining its gravity well and how much braking power they could get out of it despite never having been there before. 
 
    “Overcharge the forward shields. I don’t want to run into a deathtrap out here baited by a robot,” he said, recognizing the possibility that was exactly what the Caretaker wanted to do to avoid intercept, and perhaps as well to destroy the witnesses to its existence. 
 
    Sensors on the warship were blaring full intensity forward and jumping out ahead of the ship, giving them some visibility of what was ahead, but the hunter was too far out to see yet. It took several hours before it finally showed up and the closing rate could be calculated. 
 
    “Good work,” Alvarez said, seeing that it was going to be a manageable catch, though not a comfortable one. 
 
    “Not good enough for capture,” he noted. 
 
    “I’ll take the kill,” the Captain said, only to be denied his quarry as the hunter suddenly exploded ahead of them. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the helmsman said as small bits of debris began impacting the shields, but they weren’t from the explosion. They were still minutes behind where it had happened. 
 
    “It was a trap,” Alvarez said, cursing his stupidity. This jumpline wasn’t safe, and they’d just been led into a kinetic minefield. “Barry?” 
 
    “Gotta burn the drones.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    The Iron Rise 7 suddenly started bleeding off drones, but they didn’t go anywhere other than laterally. Each had to use mooring beams to get any movement beyond the ship, because there was no useful gravity out here to pull on. A few inches of movement was all you could get from the distant lateral stars, and that wasn’t going to be enough to dodge debris. 
 
    The drones spread out in a halo around the coasting ship, each with their own shields on full ahead, leaving their rear arcs exposed, for no ramming would occur from that side. All the shields were stretched out to needle points, including those of the warship, as mooring beams activated and locked onto each drone and vice versa, making a giant web with glowing blue lines intersecting between them. 
 
    The helmsman blew out a slow breath, then as the smaller debris ahead started to pop up on sensors he pushed and pulled against various drones to get some lateral movement from the warship. He also used the gravity drives for those few extra inches, getting as much sideways drift as he could, missing the first small debris chunk.  
 
    More followed, and he was about to avoid them, but a few minutes in one of the drones got hit and disintegrated, for the debris was not moving at jump speeds, it was lazily drifting through space, meaning the collision speeds were thousands of times lightspeed.  
 
    And with that loss of a drone, the warship now dodged a little bit slower. 
 
    Alvarez gripped the back of the helmsman’s chair as he waited helpless. More bits of debris popped up, but he was waiting for a large one…and was not disappointed. Fortunately it was not in line with them and they sailed by it cleanly, along with several others, until one showed up that they were not going to miss. 
 
    The mooring beams swung the drones around the ship all in one direction, with their momentum moving the warship the other way and narrowly missing the 15 mile wide chunk of rock that turned out to be multiple pieces overlapping in their silhouette. How many there was impossible to tell at the speed they were moving, but the warship moved past as three quarters of their drones could not be saved and disappeared simultaneously from the battlemap. 
 
    Several impacts from debris too small to pick up on sensors until the last moment peppered off the shields, with energy draining rapidly from each hit. Even grains of sand at this speed would stress the shields, and rocks the size of baseballs did far more damage, but so far none had gotten through to the hull. 
 
    Then there was a moment of silence, for both the shields and the sensors, and everyone was holding their breath. 
 
    “I think that’s the last of it…for now,” the helmsman said, visibly sweating.  
 
    “Wishful thinking,” Alvarez reminded them. “This is why we don’t explore new jumplanes at this speed.” 
 
    “You think?” the helmsman agreed. 
 
    “If the hunter knew of obstruction, there might be a lot more. Then again maybe it didn’t know and those floaters were just passing through our line of transit.” 
 
    “It’s toast either way, so mission accomplished there,” another crewmember noted. 
 
    “Even if we get through,” the helmsman noted, “we’re off the maps.” 
 
    “We’ll limp our way back on other jumplanes and go as slow as necessary. We know there’s trash here. I’d rather take our chances on other routes,” he said as an isolated blip hit the shields and sucked a little more power out of them. “Remote pilots will double up with helm. I want at least three sets of eyes and hands on the controls at all times. We’ll take shifts as needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cap. I’m good for now, but there’s no way I can make 19 more hours of this.” 
 
    “Just get us through the next 19 minutes and I’ll be happy,” Alvarez said, knowing this could go really well or really bad, depending on how much more debris there was on this jumpline.  
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    March 12, 128556 
 
    Caretaker Shadow Network 
 
    Foothold One 
 
      
 
    Jason-025 now had his foot in the door. He’d gotten some very slow moving transports in through the micro-gravity wells that made up the shadow network to one of the space whale harvesting bases, and with the badly needed supplies he had established an outpost on the exterior of the structure. 
 
    That outpost was fully Star Force infrastructure welded to a position on the frame of the Caretaker facility where Jason had cut a hole into it, and through that hole his teams of techs were in the process of retrofitting the enemy structure bit by bit, like a virus taking over its host, into what would eventually be a fully Star Force facility that the trailblazers would begin waging his war against the Caretakers from and out through the shadow network.  
 
    He’d left the facility multiple times, as had the others, going out on missions and cycling back to Beta in order to get supplies and training time in up until a warship had managed to get into the network. It had taken 18 months for it to make it just 3 jumps in, but it was now holding position as a mobile base of operations with others spreading out the same slow way, giving Jason’s numerous assault teams jumping off points as they explored further. 
 
    The transports had entered the same way, for there was no chance of setting up a mag jump or even gravity jump this far out without a constant stream of supplies. So the only way in and out were the micro-wells, which meant very slow traveling until Tennisonne got him the new pulse engines. He’d been promised they were coming, but getting ships outfitted with them took time. Plus, the Mastertech told him he wouldn’t be able to get them fully calibrated to the shadow network anytime soon, because the network used an 8 times multiplier and Star Force tech just wasn’t there yet.  
 
    That meant the refitted ships would get a speed boost, but not nearly equal to what the Caretakers had. Jason couldn’t chase them down with it, but he could move supplies faster and extend the range of his warship mobile bases. He needed any advantage that he could get right now, and that included using the captured facilities to produce Caretaker ships that could move at full speed in the network. 
 
    The trouble was, he hadn’t found the birthplace of any of the larger ones yet. He had captured a few and currently there were techs working on hacking them into reliable conscripts, but Jason didn’t want to count on them until every facet of their coding was deemed safe, and given its complexity it was easier to yank out components and replace them with Star Force ones…which is what most of the conversion work had been focused on. 
 
    Right now Jason had two hunter ships with scout teams on them trying to map the network as much as possible, as well as rescue space whales whenever they encountered them. The rescues were more important than the mapping, but he needed both more than he needed cargo transfer, though he had been tempted to use them to run to the nearest system, load up, and hurry back, but the ships simply weren’t that big compared to the 30 mile long Star Force Monolith-class transports. 
 
    He now had four of them working their way through the shadow network and one already here. They were bringing with them an army of techs as well, in addition to a few more troops. Anything that was Caretaker that they came across got shot, when capable, though many were spooked early enough that they got away. No heavy military response had come back at them, and Jason thought that was because the Founders didn’t think anyone else could operate out here. If that was the case, then he’d found a major blind spot in their support structure. 
 
    This war was just getting started, and the insane scope of how much the Founders had built out here still perplexed him. What did their home galaxies look like if they put this much effort into enemy territory? Were they actively using these networks, or was it all remotely run? Who were those people that Paul and Sara had found being moved into the black hole?  
 
    The answer to the last one had a team on it currently, and Jason was eager to hear back from them, though that wasn’t in his department right now. He was on ‘save the whales’ duty while others were out exploring the Mag Grid and the connecting facilities while more teams were now able to hack the backdoor portals the Caretakers used and supply them with Essence directly, allowing them to go where they want when they wanted in their own ships rather than having to hitch a ride.  
 
    That was a major help getting into and out of the Temples, but with the big portals now opened up it wasn’t very useful with the ongoing wars there. But it did allow the Star Force teams to jump from the clandestine network to the Temples and back again, meaning every Temple where Star Force had a colony put down was now a reliable base of operations in the galaxy-spanning support grid exploration.  
 
    And then the Founders had gone and made a shadow network on top of that one. Jason often wondered if there wasn’t a third network out there somewhere too. The further he went down this rabbit hole the more weird everything got, but one thing was for sure. The Founders had insane building skills, Star Force or better technology, and a serious lack of ethics. He was glad they were a galaxy away and only left their robots behind, at least out here anyway. He and the other trailblazers weren’t totally convinced there wasn’t some of them lurking around pulling the strings, but so far they hadn’t found them…and the popsicles didn’t count, because they were passing through as cargo.  
 
    Jason had more questions than answers, but finally he had a foothold in the shadow network and was going to be able to use the captured facility to build far faster than just putting tech out in space near the micro-wells. He was going to repurpose the internal areas here and recycle the unwanted technology into base materials that he could eventually use with the proper factories set up to build what he needed on site rather than have to order it via the long route back to the stars. 
 
    Things were going to scale nicely from here on out, and with Sanctums available in the large Star Force ships, he wouldn’t be leaving the shadow network again in the foreseeable future. His war was out here, and now with a little base to work out of, he wasn’t going anywhere other than down the Caretakers’ throats. 
 
      
 
    10,388 lightyears away… 
 
      
 
    Cal-com watched as the spire rose, a little each day, out of the center of one of the largest uninhabited regions in Kappa Temple. The Paladin were constructing it for him, and when finished it would be both a city and a space elevator, reaching so high it surpassed the upper levels of the atmosphere and even went further, beyond the artificial gravity field hugging the inner surface of the Temple landscape. 
 
    It was only 13 miles high now, but would be 327 when finished. That would make it by far the tallest structure in the Temple, and out around it the city would expand over time. He’d named it ‘Redemption,’ and it was going to be the conduit through which he reclaimed the Vargemma. 
 
    Doing so was going to be tricky, for these were not young minds that were impressionable. Most Vargemma were very experienced and set in their ways…but only in some areas. By exposing them to new things they would have to reassess themselves in order to calibrate to the challenges placed before them. 
 
    And those challenges were the only way they were going to be allowed to leave the Temple. 
 
    Most did not want to leave. They wanted to stay here and have Star Force leave, but the underlying and immutable foundation of the Vargemma was that they had been put here to train to one day fight the Hadarak, and in order to do that they had to leave the Temple…else the Hadarak come here, at which point all was pretty much lost. 
 
    The Temples were supposed to be the hidden bases from which the Vargemma would strike out at the Hadarak under the leadership of the Founders. Well, the Founders were not here, but the Hadarak were and on the way out to the edge of the Rim. If they found the Temples they’d destroy them, and no one was confident they would not when Cal-com showed them information about the ongoing purge.  
 
    And beyond that, many of these Vargemma were bored. They’d attacked Star Force not so much out of fear of rousing the Hadarak, but because it would interfere with the promise made to them about the Founders returning to lead them in battle…but just as much because it gave them a chance to use the Temple weapons and test the skills they’d developed. Many here simply wanted to do something other than just wait and train, and Cal-com could understand that…as well as the fact that the boredom could be twisted into casual murder as easily as it could be used to incentivize people to do the right thing. 
 
    Star Force had a well-documented history of using boredom as a tool in their indoctrination centers and prisons, giving the people contained total freedom to do what they wanted, never forcing them to do anything, but limiting their options to only constructive things. Over time many would try out what was available even if they didn’t like it, just to stave off the boredom. 
 
    Cal-com was calculating the same was true here, and even as his new city grew there were willing individuals coming to the proving grounds set up across the Temple, with at least one per race, though many in the case where there were higher populations, for the ‘equality’ of the Vargemma had not been well coordinated and some races far outnumbered others here. 
 
    Cal-com had decreed that the war with the Hadarak was not waiting for the Founders to return, and if the Vargemma needed leadership then the next best thing to waiting on the Founders was following those who had defeated the Caretakers into battle against their sworn enemy…but Star Force would not trust the Vargemma until they had proved themselves worthy and reliable. Thus the proving grounds were competitions and training, in which a few Vargemma each year would be chosen to travel to Redemption where they would begin crafting the Star Force-compatible skills necessary to fight alongside the dominate empire…as well as constructing the Temple technology and other assets needed for a holy crusade against the enemy. 
 
    Cal-com had made it clear that they were not in a position to win against the Hadarak, not yet, but the Vargemma could either wait here until the Founders return, or spend their time doing damage to the Hadarak…and as he had guessed, that option had immediately drawn the most bored and unsatisfied warriors amongst the Vargemma out, and now they were competing with each other for the first spots within Redemption. 
 
    And not just warriors, for techs were needed as well, and they also had to compete with each other for slots. Most of the Vargemma were not going for this, but they had such a huge population that even a tiny fraction of a fraction would have flooded the proving grounds. Not that many had arrived, but more than enough had. For when they participated…which was the critical point of choosing to interact rather than being forced to…they would tell others what happened, support or criticize it, but regardless they would sanction it as a current event rather than something to be shunned. It would become familiar to them, and that familiarity would break down the resistance of those sitting on the fence. 
 
    When those came over and tried to earn their way in, or even just compete for the sake of competing rather than endless training, that would spur more off the sidelines. When the proving grounds and the quest for Redemption become popular, a waterfall of wannabees would come forward, and out of them Cal-com was confident he could put together at least a small, reliable, fighting force…though he cautiously hoped for a great deal more than that. 
 
    Trusting the Vargemma not to shoot you in the back when they got the chance beyond the monitoring of the Caretakers would be an issue, which was why he was not just going to let the Vargemma join in the war as is. They would have to go through a transformation, just as he had, and at the end of it he would be gaining soldiers with Essence skills far beyond anything that Star Force possessed…though that would do little in a naval war, and fighting the hordes of minions on planets was far easier with orbital bombardment than infantry combat. 
 
    But skill was always useful. You just had to find the right places to apply it. The Archons had already developed a crude defensive skill to Essence attacks, so they couldn’t be taken down in a single shot. That, hopefully, would be enough to interact and fight alongside the willing Vargemma, but there was no mistaking of the danger that posed. The Vargemma were superior to Star Force when standing face to face, and that created the greatest challenge of his mission. 
 
    How does one annex the superior? 
 
    It was a question that Cal-com had spent much time pondering, but in the end the answer was painfully obvious. He had to become the Elder of the Vargemma, but not by sheer force or fear. He had been loyal to the Elders not because he was afraid, but because he believed in their righteousness. A superior enemy could still be fought, so superiority alone was not enough. It was the matter of trust that was required, and for the Vargemma it had to be a matter of the trust of truth. 
 
    Cal-com had to lead, not with superior Essence skills, but superior knowledge and wisdom. He had guide the Vargemma into self-improvement. Making them more powerful than they were now, and those that were honorable, or potentially honorable, would form a bond with him as the superior even if they could defeat him in combat. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be an identical relationship to the Elders of the Voku, but it was the same fundamentals, or at least the same fundamentals of the illusion the Elders had given them. Cal-com would give no illusions. Everything would be true, and from that trust would be formed as the Vargemma tested and retested, searching for deceptions, and as they failed to find it their trust would grow. 
 
    Those Vargemma that were not telepathic would be easy to verify. Those whose minds could not be raided would be more difficult. Their loyalty would have to be judged through actions and inference, for even an allowed mind scan could be problematic if the one doing the scan was not grossly superior to the one opening up, for things could still be hidden or disguised. 
 
    Cal-com had asked for, and was granted, an immunity to Ikrid, the same that all Humans possessed. He needed his mind shielded from others or this would not work, for eventually he would have to face some of them in person. Though for now he was the Elder beyond their reach because they were not worthy yet to receive personal instruction. 
 
    And their imagination would do more for his reputation than personal interaction, once the results started to flow. By the time the Vargemma recruits got to the level of knowing him personally, their expectations would be so high that they would have done the job of indoctrinating themselves. A small letdown at that point would be acceptable. Any letdown initially would be catastrophic because it would break whatever good will there was at this point. 
 
    The Vargemma not knowing the level of Cal-com’s Essence skills was critical, because they would not allow themselves to consider his knowledge or wisdom in a society that valued Essence skills as the ultimate measure of a man. 
 
    So Cal-com’s skills would remain a mystery until such a time that the Vargemma advanced enough to value wisdom, trust, and teamwork more than their Essence ratings.  
 
    And when they got to that point, they might not be disappointed at all when they met Cal-com, but they would be surprised. For right now the Vargemma assumed Star Force had at least equal Essence skills to their own, if not more. Because, after all, how could one have superior technology and not equal Essence skills?  
 
    It was a huge blind spot in their society, and Cal-com was going to make the most of it while it lasted. He didn’t like operating out of an assumption, but an assumption and a lie were not the same thing. Cal-com would not lie to the Vargemma, but if they imagined things the wrong way and those imaginations helped pull them out of the darkside, then he wasn’t going to correct them just yet.  
 
    It was a game that he had to play perfectly in order to succeed, but the Elders had taught him by example how it was done. Only this time, at the end of the process, there would not be betrayal. There would be reward. For Star Force needed all the powerful allies they could get, and if some of the Vargemma made it through the gauntlet that Cal-com was creating, they would be rewarded with position, technology, and most importantly, a piece of the grand war consuming the galaxy. 
 
    A war that only the worthy could survive.  
 
    In fact, he’d put that slogan out in all the proving grounds and it would be etched in Redemption’s corridors wherever appropriate. If these Vargemma actually had a single bone of a warrior in their bodies, that taunt would be enough to drive them forward and up toward the ranks of true warriors far superior to them, regardless of Essence skill.  
 
    Star Force had built a Rim-spanning empire because they were superior, even when they were not the more powerful. And in time they would surpass the Vargemma in Essence skills. Cal-com was sure of that. So there was no grand deception involved here. Just a little whistling through the graveyard while the Archons did what they always did and assimilated the knowledge and training opportunities of the Temple. In the end their power would outstrip the Vargemma. Until then, the Vargemma had newb training to concern themselves with rather than trying to measure up against their new masters. 
 
    And at the end of the day, Essence power or not, the Star Force fleet hovering over the Temple could destroy everyone on the surface at will. That was a power the Vargemma would not be forgetting, and as Paul was fond of saying, ‘Naval beats everything.’ 
 
    And here, Star Force had the naval supremacy locked down hard.  
 
    The Essence skills would follow in due time. Until then, he wouldn’t burden the Vargemma with knowledge that was going to interfere with their reclamation training. And judging by the first wave of recruits, their focus was entirely on out performing each other. And that internecine would do well to wash away the Vargemma culture as Cal-com offered them a few new avenues at a time to travel down. Eventually they’d forget what it even meant to be Vargemma, and when that happened the real transformation would be begin. 
 
    He still needed a name for them after that happened, but hadn’t come up with anything yet. When the time came he’d have something appropriate, and that wasn’t going to be anytime soon. 
 
    But every mile that Redemption’s central pyramidal tower rose, it was a reminder that there was no going back, and that each day that passed meant progress, no matter how small in the light of how far they had to go. And right now that was an infinitely large distance given how decrepit the Vargemma had become. 
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    January 12, 128558 
 
    System 491102 (Hadarak Warzone) 
 
    2nd planet 
 
      
 
    The V’kit’no’sat fleet was getting worn down. There were three races in this combined fleet, with ships from the Era’tran, Lir’nen, and Oso’lon working together to kill a total of 6 Hadarak over the previous years and untold numbers of minions in their patrol zone. The addition of the Legion Ysalamir had been a game changer, allowing most of the warships to survive combat with the Hadarak…but not undamaged. 
 
    Every fight tore chunks out of the V’kit’no’sat’s huge ships, and eventually Buru, the Era’tran task force commander, had to send them back home for repairs without replacements coming. He had orders to pursue and destroy Hadarak until he deemed his fleet too small to effectively engage, at which point they’d either be sent to join another force or split up to reinforce multiple ones. The only ships he was getting reimbursed with were more Ysalamir, and those were the most critical of them. 
 
    But Buru knew he was nearing a tipping point, and when two Hadarak entered his patrol region together he knew he couldn’t take down both, so he’d tried to bait their minions away to whittle them down before engaging. That had only been moderately successful, as if they’d anticipated the tactic and just chose to ignore his trailing ships after a while.  
 
    Even then he’d waited, pursuing them through three more systems and sniping at what he could, knowing there was no one nearby to call for assistance. Still, he sent a courier so Itaru would know where these Tier 1 and Tier 2 Hadarak were, hoping someone might deem the pair worth some reinforcements. 
 
    But unless that happened they were Buru’s problem, and in this system they’d finally come across inhabitation that Star Force hadn’t managed to clear out yet. They didn’t even have any ships insystem due to the fact that they were overloaded with people to rescue across the outer Core and had to pick and choose who to remove before the Hadarak massacred them. 
 
    The two planets here didn’t stand a chance, but there was a silver lining. The Hadarak split up and sent one to each, giving Buru his opportunity to take down one of them. He’d chosen the 2nd planet to make his stand at, and as the tier 1 Hadarak attempted to land on the planet most of the minions from the Tier 2 were sent to assist.  
 
    The Era’tran felt that was an attempt to draw them to assault the Tier 2, and with its greater mass it would be harder to kill. Buru didn’t have the ships to take it down on his own, he needed Legion to do it, and he wasn’t sure he had enough to kill the Tier 2. The Tier 1 he could, but now he had to fight through far more minions than normal…and that’s what he had just done. 
 
    The Tier 2 had gone to the 3rd planet and basically left its kin to die. That was very unusual behavior, and Buru was cursing himself for buying it. His fleet had just taken heavy damage from the combined minion forces to get the Ysalamir into position to do damage to the Tier 1, but those attacks had to be in sequence in order to blow a large enough hole down into the Hadarak…and when they began to do so, getting three in a row, the Hadarak turned itself over and buried the damage section in the safety of the planet. 
 
    That made Buru have to assault multiple spots on the Hadarak before it could not hide them all. The number of Legion he had was diminishing quickly, but he still felt he had enough to finish the job. The Tier 2 must have also felt so, because it leapt up from the other planet and came back to help its kin before it could fully be destroyed. 
 
    The Tier 2 landed directly on top of the Tier 1, pressing it down into the planet and sat on top of it, essentially laughing at the stupid V’kit’no’sat that had just been baited into shredding their own fleet to get their shot at the Tier 1. Many ships had been destroyed, but almost all had significant damage. Buru couldn’t assault the Tier 2 with anything other than a few long ranged weapons, which he was currently doing, but they were barely scratching the surface of the Tier 2, now that the last few Legion had been used to poke a hole in it…and that hole had rotated around below ground and out of sight. 
 
    The flipside was both Hadarak were out of minions, and it would take days minimum, if not weeks, to regrow a significant amount inside their internal hangars. If they released them a few at a time they would easily get shot down by the beat up fleet. Buru still had plenty of weapons left to do that, so he was getting free shots at the Hadarak in the foreseeable future, but it wasn’t going to be enough to dig deep enough to threaten this one…and he couldn’t get a shot at the buried one. 
 
    But as long as he could get free damage in he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity, so he kept his busted up fleet in orbit over the planet and pummeling the lump on the planet’s surface with every weapon that could strike outside of grapple field and tentacle range. 
 
    As this deadly rain fell and created some dust clouds over the Hadarak, another ship entered the system. It was of moderate size, but not a V’kit’no’sat design. It wasn’t Star Force or Zak’de’ron either, and Buru could not match it to anything in the database. It was a simple sphere, which was a common starship shape, but the finer details of movement speed, energy emissions, etc did not match up, so they had an unknown entity in play. 
 
    Buru sent skirmishers out to confront it, and they got a message back in the V’kit’no’sat language stating that his ships needed to stop firing so he could engage the Hadarak. 
 
    No identity was given, and even as the V’kit’no’sat ships questioned it further the 12 mile wide ship cracked in two, with a null field hiding whatever was inside, but out of that dark gap between the two halves shot out a mile long mass that sent a shiver down Buru’s spine.  
 
    He recognized the shape, for it was a familiar one. An elongated central body, four short legs, decent length tail, folded up wings, and a snake-like neck and head, all wrapped in body armor that gleamed in the reflected sunlight from patches of white and silver in an art-like pattern. It was the body shape of a Zak’de’ron, but it was far larger than any of them had ever grown. Was this really one of them, or a ship designed to mimic their shape? 
 
    The comm was silent as the unidentified contact moved towards the planet, and at the last moment Buru ordered the bombardment to stop and his fleet to retreat ever so slightly higher up from the planet…then inexplicably a patch of the Tier 2 began to explode in a geyser of small shrapnel from an attack that the V’kit’no’sat fleet could not detect.  
 
    The Hadarak immediately began to lift off, but the massive Zak’de’ron slammed into it like an Ari’tat jumping on the back of an Oso’lon…and somehow the Ari’tat won out. As big as the Zak’de’ron was, it was tiny compared to the Hadarak, and yet it forced it back down over the planet enough that the Tier 1 could not escape from beneath…which it was desperately trying to do, and even now was digging sideways with its tentacles and pushing with its grav drives to try and get clear. 
 
    The Zak’de’ron latched onto the Tier 2, which should have been a death sentence. Buru could see the grapple fields wrapping around it as a slow tentacle bent over and smacked the head of the dragon…but just before it made contact the tentacle tip disintegrated and became another debris cloud racing out into the planet’s atmosphere as well as pumping up well above it towards the V’kit’no’sat ships. 
 
    “Pull back triple distance,” he ordered the fleet, with all the ships moving in sync to get away from the fight.  
 
    The few minions the Hadarak had stored up shot out from orifices on their surface and looped around to attack the Zak’de’ron, but a lightning-like discharge chained up the stream, killing most of them in a single shot. Meanwhile the Zak’de’ron was holding on tight as the Tier 2 convulsed beneath it, trying to get free but was being held in check somehow.  
 
    That didn’t last more than a few minutes, then all the tentacles on the Hadarak stopped moving and the Tier 2 dropped back down to the planet just as the Tier 1 had almost dug its way out. It got pancaked again, and the Zak’de’ron flew up above the side of the now dead one, waiting for the smaller Warden to come out.  
 
    Buru couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and after the Zak’de’ron latched onto and somehow killed the other one, it flew up to his fleet but stopped well short and hovered in place with its wings stretched out wide as if it was surfing on air currents that did not exist. 
 
    This time the comm didn’t activate, but rather a telepathic presence entered the mind of every V’kit’no’sat in the fleet, freezing the crews in place save for the Zen’zat. Even Buru’s strong mind couldn’t fully keep out the Zak’de’ron, and he felt it was all he could do just to keep breathing. 
 
    How much time passed he didn’t know, but eventually the pressure relented as the presence remained. Then came his telepathic voice, which sounded eerily wrong and unlike anything the Era’tran had ever experienced before. 
 
    Be still, I am not your enemy, nor am I a Zak’de’ron. I care not for your petty squabbles. You are engaging the terror of the galaxies and are woefully unprepared for the fight before you. I credit you for the kills you have made and your ingenuity of weaponry. Most never discover how to create Yeg’gor penetrating devices and waste blood and vessel on nearly worthless attacks, as you once did. I am pleased you have ascended beyond that, but it is not enough. You cannot defeat the Hadarak. What you find deeper in the Core will be your doom. 
 
    Contact your leaders. I will inform them of the knowledge they lack. Enemies of the Hadarak must be preserved if at all possible, and while you cannot defeat them I can help you survive this purge. I still cannot determine why it began, but the escalation is because of this Ysalamir technology you and your Rimward cousins have created. The more you press the Hadarak the harder they will respond. The key to survive is not in direct combat, but in harassment, distraction, and feigned impudence. You will not be able to protect your territory, and if you wish to survive you must have a plan in your fall so that you may rise again. I can assist you, but I cannot fight the war for you. If I had the power to do so I would have killed the Hadarak long ago, for they are my enemy as well.  
 
    I wait and watch until a power sufficient to challenge them arises, and you are not that power. It grinds your ego to consider that truth, but you must face it…else you fall into dust and ashes like so many others before you. The war against the Hadarak is a long game, and you must learn to play it. Take these two Hadarak kills as proof of my wisdom and power, for I know words alone will not sway you.  
 
    Take me to Mak’to’ran or bring him to me, and I will teach the V’kit’no’sat that which you need to know about our common enemy, the voice said as Buru’s mind returned to his full control.  
 
    “What race are you?” he asked via comm. 
 
    I once was Zak’de’ron, long, long ago, the voice said in his mind, though gently so, then I was chosen out of my race because of the potential my master saw in me. From that point on I ceased to be Zak’de’ron and became something much greater. My master’s race comes from another galaxy, and they are the primary enemy of the Hadarak. I have been assigned to wait here and watch for those worthy of assistance, and to try to preserve them long enough that they may amount to something more. Your ability to kill Hadarak has gained my attention, and I have come to you in order to help you survive. 
 
    I can sense your suspicion and hatred of my former race, and I do not fault you so. They are much of what you believe them to be, and they are not worth my time. They waste blood and vessel as many others do. They cannot fight the Hadarak, only prolong their ultimate deaths. You have shown ingenuity where they have not. I have nothing to do with them and want nothing. I have ascended far beyond those petty barbarians. I forsook them the moment my master summoned me from their collective stupidity, and I have never regretted that decision, though I understand your suspicion. Treachery is their way, and you have suffered for it. 
 
    None the less, I need to speak with your Mak’to’ran. I will find him on my own if I have to, but for your sake it would be best to waste no further time. The Hadarak fortify their positions as we speak, and the next wave of their assaults you will not be able to hold back. They will gut you unless you do exactly as I advise...and if you show enough wisdom to do so, I will fight alongside you in order to secure a future for the V’kit’no’sat while the rest of the galaxy burns… 
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