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    September 2, 128882 
 
    Nien’van Sho’tugo System (Hef’ben Region) 
 
    Tien vo Sha’cani 
 
      
 
    “Take us down,” Oasu’kli ordered as she floated with one hand on the command tree for balance…which was completely unnecessary with the inertial dampeners in the aquatic assault ship, but she’d never gotten out of the habit.  
 
    The Elarioni watched the forward vid screen as the view tilted and the orange/green oceans on the planet below rose up to dominate the sky as the flat oval of a ship began descending rapidly into the thick atmosphere toward one of many engagement zones as other recently arrived Jaws-class assault ships dropped on their own volition as Clan Cookie warships covered for them against the Hadarak swarms still in orbit. 
 
    The two Wardens that had assaulted this system were already dead, but the troops they’d brought into the system were not. Many special Insertion-class warship minions had circumvented the major space battle and raced out to three inhabited planets in the system. Two of those had already been purged, but the aquatic one was not. Star Force had not yet been able to get evacuation ships here, nor had they initially tried, because this was a V’kit’no’sat system, and it was assumed they’d be able to evacuate themselves. 
 
    Most of the groundpounders had, but the mix of aquatic races here did not have the necessary transports to leave and since the original V’kit’no’sat empire was now pretty much a fractured free for all, they weren’t getting the assistance of the empire…rather being left to live or die by their own merits. 
 
    But Ivan-029 was having none of it, and he’d sent one of his Clan task forces to preserve as much of the remaining population as possible…yet now that the Hadarak had got their specialized minions into the water and they were reproducing exceedingly fast, orbital bombardment was not going to solve the issue. That meant aquatic combat was necessary, and Clan Cookie didn’t have enough available aquatics troops on its own to get the job done. 
 
    Hence the call to the Star Force Elarioni…who had immediately responded. 
 
    Oasu’kli floated on the bridge of the 15 mile wide Jaws disc with her command crown fitted snugly to her blue head with her deep red hair flowing down over it whenever she moved forward, but right now she held on to the branch-like control web that the Elarioni used rather than flat consoles. Combined with the mental interlink through her crown, Oasu’kli could command her crew, the troops onboard, and contact other ships in the relief fleet that had recently detached from the spine-like jump cradle that had brought the aquatics ships here in closely packed racks. They were all space-capable, but not built for interstellar jumps. Instead they were meant to land in or above oceans and act as bases of operation rather than do any real fighting, considering their size often exceeded that of the part of the oceans they were landing in. 
 
    Her ship descended rapidly, picking up some fireballs along the forward shield arc until it slowed rapidly and leveled out again, taking fire from some Hadarak minion emplacements rising up above the water from the ‘lilly pads’ they were attached to…but the Jaws was too well shielded to care, and it came down right over them and smoked them out of existence with the few ‘space’ weapons it had onboard. Afterwards it settled down into the water without touching bottom, having to rely on running its anti-grav constantly to keep from smashing the ocean and creating a giant tidal wave. Instead it sank in a few hundred meters and stopped, exposing the ventral hangar bays and aquatic weaponry on the hull to the water itself. 
 
    “Hold position,” she said in English thanks to some genetic alterations of her race’s vocal chords in the past, for they hadn’t been able to make the necessary sounds originally and always had to rely on translation equipment, but with Star Force’s ever growing medical knowledge they’d been able to fix that incompatibility. “All troops to stand by for my order.” 
 
    The Elarioni commander twisted around and swam off the bridge, traveling through the ship until she came to a suction corridor that sped her faster than she could swim through various tunnels until she came near the hangar bay where her personal guard waited. Oasu’kli joined them, grabbing her armor and combat staff, which was double pronged and contained a variety of weapons within it, then she swam to the shield separating the ship’s pure water from the organic water outside that had a musky look to it that was going to reduce vision range even with the bright lights that all the troops were wearing on their person or built into the drone ranks accompanying them. 
 
    Oasu’kli activated her comm unit and keyed it to all the troops crammed into the ship that were eager to get into the combat as the V’kit’no’sat aquatics races were getting overwhelmed and forced back into select areas of the planet. 
 
    “Attack with no mercy. The Hadarak cannot be captured or negotiated with. Destroy all you encounter before they have a chance to destroy you or your kin. These are the standing Archon orders. Heed them, for they do not counsel mindless bloodshed lightly. The Hadarak are a threat that cannot be tamed, only destroyed. Do so with honor and swiftness. Now unleash our wrath on the butchers,” she said, transmitting the attack tone to everyone simultaneously. 
 
    Every hangar on the ship began to spill out infantry, Oasu’kli with them, like tiny minnows moving at high speed preceding the slower combat drones, then following them came the aquatics mechs and smaller warships, the latter of which were detaching from special niches on the underside of the hull rather than coming out of hangars. There was no strategy involved. No battle plans. The V’kit’no’sat were overwhelmed and the Elarioni were not dropping in to reinforce them. In fact they were miles away from even the closest V’kit’no’sat outpost. 
 
    They were instead dropping right on top of the thickest concentration of enemy aquatic minions in their staging bases that were being fed by under the seafloor tunnels that were being blocked from orbital scans and thus undetectable by starships.  
 
    Oasu’kli and her guards ignored the immediate fighting that broke out as the Elarioni dropped on the aquatic minions with a rage not born only of defense, but one of disgust. Their forms were more agile than the large V’kit’no’sat races, but they were ugly and slow compared to the Elarioni…though not harmless. They were clearly not born of the water, but rather engineered to fight in it, but their forms were made from those of air and the void, and they did not belong here. None of them did. 
 
    The closest Hadarak minions were swarmed by the Elarioni infantry and lanced by the energy discharges in their staffs when they made physical contact…meaning the blasts shot into their bodies meters deep, and when they were targeted to the right places even a few shots was enough to down the larger minions…who responded by clouding the waters with toxins that would kill everything but themselves.  
 
    Wherever there was combat the ‘ink blots’ would appear, cutting off all vision as the little blue lights of the Elarioni disappeared inside it, then swamp back out when the minion was dead. They didn’t need to breathe the water thanks to their armor, but anything else living in the ocean would die from it, V’kit’no’sat or otherwise. The Hadarak were attacking the oceans itself, and that only further enraged the Elarioni. They did the same to entire planets, ripping apart the land as predators rather than conquerors, but when it came to the water it was a personal matter for the Oasu’kli and her kin. 
 
    For if one wanted to conquer the ocean, one did not destroy it in the process. 
 
    But the Hadarak didn’t care about the ocean or the planets they were infesting. They were out to destroy all major lifeforms and cared even less about the smaller ones. Several tiny fish corpses no longer than Oasu’kli’s fingers washed by as she swam through them, having been caught in the ink blots as they tried frantically to escape the fighting.  
 
    Angered she reached out to her guards telepathically, asking them to shield her for a moment as she mentally connected to the battlemap that was being updated from all the units in the field, sensing the location of their ocean brethren getting caught up in the fighting. She found the safe areas behind them and plotted out escape routes…then used the powerful jewel in her crown to amplify her telepathy in a manner the lower-level races would be able to comprehend. 
 
    Then in an act that Aquaman himself would have been proud of, she called on all the sea creatures within range to follow the invisible strands away from the danger that the command ship was now starting to produce with micro-drones popping out of its hull and flashing both lights and telepathic transponders marking the way away from the combat. 
 
    Oasu’kli pulsed her telepathy far louder, getting past their frantic evasion instincts and giving them direction they badly needed…and within seconds the bystanders all began to move, even those that had taken cover on the seafloor, and the Elarioni troops parted for them to pass by…but they did not allow the Hadarak the same courtesy as their numbers began to swell as they diverted from other areas and gathered to oppose them. 
 
    Which began pulling reinforcements away from the combat with the V’kit’no’sat…which was the point of hitting them behind the current battle lines.  
 
    Once the bystanders were on their way clear of the fighting and the toxic zones, Oasu’kli returned her focus to the waters around her and she and her guards descended lower and lower, beneath most of the fighting, as several Shark Bot-class drones accompanied them. They were a multi-tasking design that had enough speed to keep up with them, but could also fight on their own when needed…but mostly they were to support the Elarioni so they could fight in their natural manner without endangering their lives too much. The heavier fighting would be left to the warships, mechs, and larger drones, and Oasu’kli had been well trained in how to pick fights that could be won and avoid those that would get her and her people killed. 
 
    So the Shark Bots swam with them deeper and deeper, but eventually some minions moved out to intercept them from the seafloor nubs that surrounded the entrance to one of the tunnels that was basically a highway for minion reinforcements to continually pour out of from their growth fields elsewhere. If she could seal the tunnel it would do more to help the V’kit’no’sat than anything, but the road ahead was well defended. 
 
    There were growths all over the seafloor, and some of them began shooting little stinging missiles the size of needles towards them…but the Shark Bots intercepted them with sifting shields that allowed water to pass through but nothing solid, meaning they didn’t slow their progress through the water much, though they did pick up a dirty sheen to them from some of the suspended dirt that got caught. 
 
    Oasu’kli turned her group of 18 Elarioni further away from the combat, hoping to circle around behind the tunnel exit, but the minions were having none of it. They sent a group of eel-like attackers towards them, swimming through the water as little flexible corkscrews that would explode on contact with the hard points on their heads…and they had several, each which could detonate without killing the eel until the final one popped and with it a much larger charge inside the body. 
 
    One of those little impacts could put a hole in Elarioni armor if their shields were down, and would kill anything else of their size on contact…which was why carrying staff weapons was so overpowering against this type of minion. The Elarioni could strike them before they got within contact range so long as they weren’t too outnumbered, which was why Oasu’kli ordered her guards to engage rather than run, and after a few minutes there were hundreds of dead eels and no casualties to her troops…which continued to try and backdoor the minion formations assaulting the V’kit’no’sat. 
 
    She and her guards made it a long way before a huge group of minions of many varieties broke off from the main combat and headed towards them…some of which produced homing missiles that were faster than the Elarioni, but Oasu’kli wasn’t worried. Her group continued swimming as the streaks raced towards them, only to be intercepted by what looked like solid lasers being produced by the prongs on the Elarioni staffs. 
 
    They reached out nearly 100 meters, and while they were difficult to move at that range, the little shield columns that separated the water were filled with cutting energy that would slice the projectiles in half on contact…but were programmed not to interfere with each other when one Elarioni’s ‘Fire Line’ crossed with another. 
 
    So Oasu’kli’s guards swiped their Fire Lines back and forth like strobe lights, taking out most of the projectiles while the Shark Bots intercepted the few that got through, either with expanding shields or their own ‘laser beams’ emanating from a port on their heads.  
 
    But the bulk of the attack had not yet come, for there were thousands of minions ranging in size from half the length of an Elarioni up to the size of a Hjar’at headed their way…but rather than run, Oasu’kli had her group keep swimming in a predictable line. 
 
    Then out of nowhere a crash occurred on the ocean top far above them as an Elarioni warship made a leap frog jump through the air to save time and raced down to the depths far faster than anyone could hope to naturally swim. The angular craft was a quarter mile long and sliced through the water like a knife…but a knife that left a huge wake in its passing that disrupted many shots heading for Oasu’kli’s group. 
 
    She turned them a different way now that the warship was coming down to give them cover, and from it leapt all manner of weaponry. Fire Lines, Interceptors, shield conduits that sent Dre’mo’don blasts through momentary voids, shield walls that blocked enemy movements to others that grabbed hold of targets and crushed them to death…the Elarioni war chest was a deep one, and the Hadarak had nothing to compare to it. Their strength, as always, was their numbers and their ability to quickly grow new troops in the field from local resources.  
 
    But that wasn’t her concern now. The tunnel was, and soon they were all the way around on the backside by themselves while the battle raged above and in front of it as more and more minions continued to pour out and join in the battle. 
 
    Yet all that could be seen of the tunnel was the exit orifice. The track of it underground had not been determined, yet the Elarioni had strong enough telepathic ability to pierce down through the mud and rock a decent distance, and working together as a group they could enhance that power enough to become a biological scanning crew tracing a line behind the exit looking for where the tunnel was actually coming from. 
 
    They swam well past the midline where it was expected to be, then they began to sense some faint minds below. When they homed in on them all the way to the muddy seafloor, they could sense the swarms moving below on an ascending path, but a shallow one. The tunnel was deep in the rock, but where they now floated it was not so deep to be invisible to their telepathy, and the combat hungry minions being told a fight was near made detecting them even easier. 
 
    Oasu’kli marked the position in the battlemap then waited, monitoring and beginning to trace a path back and forth to map out as much of the tunnel as they could get without moving too near the exit that was some 4 miles away at the minimum.  
 
    Holding there she watched the combat on the battlemap, for all she could see of her eyes were an occasional flash in the murky distance. The waters had once been clear enough to see, even with the native orange murk to them, but the ink blots made it impossible to now except for a few fortuitous glimpses as the currents moved the dark areas around. 
 
    It felt like forever to Oasu’kli, but eventually two streaks from far off emerged on the battlemap, having been dropped from the air. They both bore the mark of Clan Cookie, and moved through the water so fast towards the waypoint that Oasu’kli had dropped that she assumed they were warships…only they weren’t. They were two Garas’tox, probably enhanced by their armor, but swimming faster than Oasu’kli could ever hope to…which seemed backwards, for they were one of the massive aquatic races. There were many of them on this planet, besieged by the Hadarak attack, but these two were not V’kit’no’sat. They were Star Force, and they were coming to Oasu’kli’s waypoint, though to do what she did not know.  
 
    Obviously they needed to dig down to the tunnel, but how could two Garas’tox do that? She’d seen many in combat before, but nothing they had could dig through solid rock. 
 
    Then she got orders from them…movement orders that had them retreating in their direction and a countdown clock with perimeter warnings. 
 
    And they were currently dead center in the danger zone. 
 
    “Move,” she ordered while slapping her tail into the effort immediately. All the others followed, swimming in an arrow-shaped formation with the strongest swimmers at the front to break water for the others and gain more speed, for the Garas’tox were not giving them much time to evac…but they had given them enough. Eventually they passed outside the danger zone markers and Oasu’kli continued to swim further away, not sure what was going to happen. They made it to the Garas’tox and slipped into formation with them, swimming back the way they’d came as the countdown reached 10 seconds. 
 
    “What is coming?” she asked the long-necked dinosaur scathed in red battle armor alongside the other in identical yellow.  
 
    “The ocean cannot shield everything from the void,” the red-clad one said just before the countdown ended and the 6 mile deep water over the spot they’d been highlighting suddenly got slapped from above and parted, all the way down to the seafloor by a shield column. 
 
    “Oh,” Oasu’kli said, realizing that wasn’t coming from her aquatics ship…nor any other that the Elarioni possessed. She checked the battlemap beyond the ocean, which required an entirely different view mode, and saw a Clan Cookie Naval battleship hovering in the sky a few miles above the ocean…though when she looked up she saw nothing but black water above her. 
 
    It was producing the shield column…which she didn’t think Naval warships were equipped for, though most of them were usually Warship-class and carried drones. The battleship did not, but apparently it had been configured to be able to move the water apart to deliver troops or a drilling team straight down to the ocean floor without them having to swim through all the water… 
 
    Then as she belatedly remembered the hazard zone around them that the Garas’tox were fast approached, a blinding white Cleansing Beam shot down from the ship, through the new air corridor, bypassing the water that otherwise would have absorbed the blast, and cored right through the mud into the rock below and blasted down towards the Hadarak tunnel. 
 
    The explosion of rock, mud, and what water got through to hit the beam pushed out a mushroom cloud around the perimeter along with an underwater tsunami that obliterated the area around the blast zone…all the way out to the edge of the danger zone where the wave hit the Garas’tox without slowing them too much, though all the Elarioni were thrown back no matter how hard they swam. They were uninjured, but couldn’t catch back up with the Garas’tox at all as the two giant swimmers accelerated and went straight towards the blast zone once the Cleansing Beam ceased and the shield column retreated.  
 
    By the time Oasu’kli and her guards got to them, the Garas’tox had already descended through the blast zone and were inside the Hadarak tunnel melee fighting the minions as they came to them from below. The Elarioni swam down towards them to help, then got a redirect behind them from the Garas’tox.  
 
    The tiny Elarioni did as ordered, swimming down into the Hadarak tunnel and bypassing the huge boulders that had broken free of the walls and were partially obscuring the travel path. She didn’t know why they didn’t just seal it entirely, then she realized how the two Garas’tox had such a sweet spot here, for the minions couldn’t swarm them…only approach them from one direction…and that gave the two Clansmen the perfect kill zone. 
 
    And they’d just ordered the Elarioni to watch their rear for minions coming back up the tunnel from the exit, and to pick up any minions that might get past the Garas’tox. 
 
    But that wasn’t likely to happen, because they were savagely cutting down everything that came within reach of their neck, tail, and four energy-blade covered flippers. 
 
    Oasu’kli sighed and waited along with the others, hoping something would come through that they could kill, or hoping that something came back up the tunnel from the exit, but for the moment they were just floating in the water and watching as the Garas’tox took all the kills without any signs of tiring… 
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    Joor’nak was an aquatic race and third tier member of the V’kit’no’sat Empire…or at least were before the empire’s collapse. Since then they had become far less, with no worlds of their own. The J’gar had claimed most of them, and the Garas’tox had quietly assumed control of the rest without a fight, for the Joor’nak had no limbs to fight with. They were water snakes with a triple tail, but they’d never been allowed Saroto’kanse’vam for their tail tips, making them poor fighters against the larger aquatic races. 
 
    But what they did have was size and intelligence, with them being the largest aquatic race by mass, and their Lachka was likewise enhanced by that mass. This made them very good at point defense, construction, mining, and other support duties…but melee combat was not their strong suit, and most of their race’s focus within the empire had been on shipbuilding. They were an aquatic race that had created starships long before they were brought into the empire, unlike most other aquatic races, and it was their warfleet that had given them a position within the V’kit’no’sat above and beyond a slave race. 
 
    But that warfleet was long since destroyed in the Zak’de’ron war, and now the Joor’nak had become residents of shared worlds without the ability to leave, making them baggage for the most part, for without their shipyards there wasn’t much they could contribute, and their greater intellect was seen as a threat by the major V’kit’no’sat races…and for that they’d been deliberately suppressed since the old Zak’de’ron had added them to the Empire. 
 
    At the time it had been seen as a deliberate slap against the J’gar, bringing in a race with intelligence equal or greater to their own, and once the Zak’de’ron had been thought destroyed the Joor’nak were not rewarded for their assistance with peerdom…but rather barely controlled contempt. They were not given higher status, and were forced to remain in the low level position of a newly added race throughout their membership in the V’kit’no’sat. 
 
    When Mak’to’ran took power that had started to change, albeit slowly, but there was a path to ascension there, for he was particularly fond of their warship capabilities and was eager to undo the inequities of the past…but then he was assumed killed and the second war against the Zak’de’ron began. 
 
    And through it, the near destruction of the Joor’nak from both sides was nearly complete.  
 
    None had been able to join Star Force, for the Joor’nak no longer controlled any worlds…and without their fleet they couldn’t relocate to them or find uninhabited worlds of their own to colonize, for the J’gar were still preying on any non-Star Force vessels. Bio’bo was one of the survivors on Tien vo Sha’cani that expected to die here to the Hadarak for lack of evacuation ships from any race on the planet, for most had already left with those higher up in rank onboard…and none had been Joor’nak. 
 
    But now Star Force had arrived in the water to fight the Hadarak and evacuate the V’kit’no’sat here…meaning Bio’bo and the others not only had a chance to survive, but they finally had a chance to get to Star Force and plead with them to join their own Joor’nak faction crafted from vagabonds and those deemed executable that Mak’to’ran had originally sent their way to give them the genetic material necessary to create a splinter race of all the V’kit’no’sat in the Rim. 
 
    Bio’bo was longer than a football field and wider than a bus, yet he swam through the water easily as ripples formed along his body and pushed the water backwards to his clasped tail, which looked like a flipper with the three strands flattened out and pushed together to form the most propulsive alignment possible. 
 
    Bio’bo wasn’t alone, for there were 6 more Joor’nak following him through the city’s Satu, which when underwater didn’t move individuals along an elevated shield road, but rather squirted water through wide tubes faster than a normal person could ever hope to swim. 
 
    The Joor’nak were traveling through those now, swimming along with the current to gain additional speed as they headed for the telepathic beacon coming from Star Force that was transmitting a single thought. 
 
    Evacuation Point Here 
 
    Bio’bo didn’t need to hear any more than that. He’d been prepared to fight as little as he could with his Lachka against the minions when they broke into the city while the Garas’tox and some Dan’chey were manning the outer defenses, but the latter race was ill suited to fighting as well, leaving only a few number of the Garas’tox that dominated this planet to safeguard the major city in this region…while all the other settlements around it had already fallen. 
 
    The Joor’nak had lived in three of those settlements, keeping to themselves until the assaults came. Only a few hundred had survived out of tens of thousands. The Hadarak minions were so fast and numerous the Joor’nak couldn’t sustain their smaller ‘bites’ long enough to escape, though their mass was heavily fortified with biological countermeasures in addition to technological armor that made them hard to kill in most other situations. 
 
    They were jokingly referred to as the ‘gentle giants,’ which had been an insult of the J’gar who had Saroto’kanse’vam. The Joor’nak would have eventually been able to earn them under Mak’to’ran’s new order, but too late to help them now…though Mak’to’ran’s experiment with the Rim might be better than that entirely if they could relocate them out of the warzone so far they’d never hear the name Hadarak again. 
 
    Bio’bo swam with the others staggered behind him until they came to one of the ‘circumvents’ that allowed an escape from the confines of the Satu or a redirect into the other tunnel that would take them back the reverse direction. The Joor’nak took the ‘off current’ and swam out into the still water before heading down to the city floor and making their way through all manner of buildings that had no obvious design to them.  
 
    They were sticking out here and there, and navigating them was like navigating a maze if you didn’t understand the telepathic markers which were thankfully still functioning as the fighting raged overhead. The city shield was already down and the Hadarak minions were in the waters above…which is why the Joor’nak and other aquatic races heading for the evacuation point were staying low and taking the slower way through the buildings to provide them cover. 
 
    A trio of Dan’chey were walking on the ground painfully slow, for the amphibians were not true swimmers…and despite their haste, Bio’bo knew they were not going to make it and reached out to them telepathically. 
 
    Cling to us, he said, dropping lower and slowing as little as he could manage while indicating a point near his bulbous head.  
 
    One of the Dan’chey reached up on its hind legs and floated off the paving stones with one of its four legs extended…then it’s armor latched onto Bio’bo’s armor and yanked the Dan’chey into motion, with him eventually getting all four feet attached to the Joor’nak’s body as two of the other massive water snakes picked up the other Dan’chey in a similar fashion. 
 
    Much gratitude, Bio’bo’s rider thanked him as he bobbed back and forth slightly with the Joor’nak’s body undulations. Many are being left behind. 
 
    What is happening? Bio’bo asked, knowing the Dan’chey hive mind was probably the best means of getting information now that large chunks of the city’s tactical network were down from unknown damage. 
 
    The Garas’tox are retreating and taking the first evacuation spots. The city is being left to the Hadarak. 
 
    Cowards. 
 
    No, they are overwhelmed. If they stand their currents, they will be lost. The city is falling and nothing can be done of it. But they are not helping Dan’chey. We thank you for helping us. 
 
    Are there others in the path ahead? You are light and we can take a few more. 
 
    Yes, slightly to the right. If you take next junction path 7…the Dan’chey said, flinching as a huge explosion was heard/felt above them. 
 
    They had to swim further before there was a break in the buildings to see what was the source of the detonation…and to Bio’bo’s dismay a ship had crashed into the water right on top of the Hadarak swarms assaulting the city spires where the Dan’chey and others were putting up some light defensive fire.  
 
    But the ship that had ‘crashed’ had done so intentionally, for it was now spewing out thousands of tiny objects that were engaging the minion swarms and immediately diverting them from the spire fields they had been destroying.  
 
    Do you know what those are? Bio’bo asked. 
 
    Tiny aquatic troops from Star Force called ‘Elarioni.’ Fast but weak. Ferocious like Rit’ko’sor, but smell better.  
 
    Bio’bo took the next junction as suggested, doing a corkscrew upwards and around a bend until sliding back down into an angular path that brought them up on another line of Dan’chey walking slowly in the water and using their tails for as much extra propulsion as they could. The Joor’nak picked all of them up, leaving Bio’bo with three riders in total, and slowing him down considerably, but it seemed the minions were too distracted by the Elarioni to care…for the most part. Two of their lumpy masses saw the Joor’nak and swam down through the buildings to come after them, but the combined telekinetic defense ripped them in half before they could get close enough to harm them. 
 
    They swam on without incident all the way to the telepathic beacon, where they saw several giant straws dipping down from the distant surface to the city floor, inside of which there was a current taking those nearby upwards…which several mechanical beasts flanking the entrance of the straws and occasionally firing tiny projectiles upwards to intercept Hadarak minions getting too close. 
 
    Where do those go? one of his Dan’chey riders asked. 
 
    I do not know, but the only way off this planet is by starship.  
 
    Perhaps it is Satu to another region? 
 
    Whatever it is, we are going in. If you wish to stay here, detach now. 
 
    We will go as far as you will take us.  
 
    Then hold on, Bio’bo said as other aquatic races were pinching in around them as they were all crowding together to get into the current being sucked into the giant straw. The Joor’nak tried to make sure their Dan’chey clingers didn’t get scraped off by collisions, having to telekinetically nudge others aside when needed, but then they felt the grip of the current grab them and haul them upwards…but nobody floated with it. Instead they raced up it to get away from the combat as fast as possible, with Joor’nak being the slowest of the group other than the loose Dan’chey that were being bumped around like toys as the true swimmers passed them by. 
 
    He grabbed two more that were being helplessly smashed into the sidewalls and added them to his riders, shoving a Garas’tox aside with a jab to its neck when it slapped a fin on his tail. That more than got his attention and the sleek ‘superior’ V’kit’no’sat swam by him with an angry glance, but kept his distance. The discord being shown here was very un-V’kit’no’sat-like, and Bio’bo wondered if all the underpinnings of the empire were now gone as well as their territory and leadership.  
 
    When they got to the top of the straw Bio’bo saw he had been right, for they swam out into a much larger receiving area surrounded by shield walls at a distance. Dan’chey covered the floor as they walked/swam forward towards receiving ports that had little Elarioni stationed at them giving telepathic orders on the other side of the walls, through which the Joor’nak passed, seeing the normal murky waters of the planet clear up immediately as the residue in the water was filtered out. 
 
    It smelled fresher than Bio’bo could ever remember sensing. 
 
    Thank you, Joor’nak, the Dan’chey said, all letting go simultaneously and drifting to the distant floor below where their kin were as Bio’bo swam on ahead and got in line behind a Sess’nat. When it passed through another shield gate, the huge Joor’nak came to a halt with a reverse wave that made the Elarioni swim for a moment to hold position. 
 
    I and the other Joor’nak wish to accept the Star Force invitation to join in the war against the Hadarak. Until now we have been unable to make contact.  
 
    Noted, she said as a scanning beam reached out and contacted Bio’bo’s armor. Please allow genetic sampling so we can catalog you. I will attach your intentions to your file and once you reach a safe port you will be redirected accordingly. 
 
    Bio’bo retracted his armor into a single collar that ran around his ‘neck’ just behind his head, which allowed the beam to contact his flesh and take a sample.  
 
    Follow the markers, the Elarioni said as holographic orbs formed in front of him like escorts and directed him through the indoor pond they were now within towards a specific aperture in the distance.  
 
    From there he was essentially a prisoner onboard a Star Force aquatics transport, feeling very confined in the ‘small’ ship that was appropriately large for his size, but with many areas configured for the smaller aquatics races, leaving him and the other Joor’nak with limited movement options as they were eventually taken away from the planet and began a long journey across the stars…but one where they did not have to worry about J’gar ambushes, for they wouldn’t dare strike a Star Force ship, knowing what payback would come if they did. Star Force may have been seen as ‘timid’ to the V’kit’no’sat in their aversion to offensive combat, but everyone knew their sense of vengeance had been inherited from the V’kit’no’sat and had not been tempered by the Rim.  
 
    Attack them, and you would lose more than a few personnel or ships in recompense. They might not kill you, but they’d take your entire planet and your civilization’s sovereignty with the same alacrity as the V’kit’no’sat had when some lesser race dared to strike them…except Star Force reacted the same way with the more capable opponents, and even the J’gar knew better than to test them.  
 
    And what he had briefly witnessed of their combat with the Hadarak hadn’t shaken that assessment, so when he finally got his face to face discussion on a Star Force aquatics world just on the far side of the Hula Hoop over a year later, he was blunt but polite, knowing that he had no leverage whatsoever. 
 
    We have a few options to offer you, Joor’nak, the Elarioni said telepathically as she swam up in front of his huge face that was more than capable of swallowing her whole if he wanted to. It is noted that you wish to join the other Joor’nak in Star Force? 
 
    I and the others do. We were denied the opportunity by geography, otherwise we would have answered the call earlier. 
 
    The Elarioni squinted. So you wish to join the Grand Border V’kit’no’sat? 
 
    We do. 
 
    That is not what the Joor’nak are doing. They are a faction in the Rim, though now they’re being renamed the ‘Falkor’ now.  
 
    I do not understand the division. I thought all of your Knight races were tasked with fighting the Hadarak? 
 
    We have a large empire with many battlefronts and needs. The new V’kit’no’sat are tasked to only the Grand Border. The Knight races are tasked with going wherever in the galaxy they are needed. That may be to fight the Hadarak, perhaps not. The Grand Border V’kit’no’sat are focused on defending a specific slice of territory and holding it in perpetuity. We are currently accepting Joor’nak into this new V’kit’no’sat, as well as offering some positions in the Falkor. In addition, there are other options. 
 
    Name them. 
 
    Assisting other aquatic races with exploration, colonization, and construction of new ocean civilizations to accommodate other evacuees coming from the Core. We do not have enough room to house everyone, thus we are being forced to expand rapidly. Often to oceans that are less than ideal, that we have to terraform or create contained cities within. Joor’nak are heavily requested in these efforts due to your Lachka skills, but the choice of paths is yours. I have 3910 colonization teams that have requested Joor’nak after they have completed indoctrination, which you already did on your journey here.  
 
    Where can I assist Star Force the most? 
 
    Highest priority recruitment notice is from Ariel’s team. She is one of the Elarioni’s Matriarchs, and is older than Star Force itself. She has been given a rare aquatic system that is raw and dangerous, but has the potential for 48 oceanic worlds of a minimum 85% water to land ratio.  
 
    48 aquatic worlds in the same system?  
 
    Many are toxic, and all are undesirable in some way, which is why they have never been colonized, but there is potential if suitable resources are applied to the terraforming. Several have indigenous races of low intellect and high predatory nature. For security reasons, Joor’nak are highly preferred to patrol the untamed depths and bring some sanity to the savage currents.  
 
    As hunters? 
 
    As bastions of sanity. If we wanted them killed that would be easy to do. Taming them is far harder, but all sour oceans have the potential harmony within them. Crafting it anew is a daunting task that will take millennia to even partially achieve. 
 
    And this aquatic system is going to house refugees?  
 
    I do not know. If it does not, those going to it will free up slots for refugees on other worlds. Either way, the habitation created will assist the evacuation efforts considerably given the size of the oceans in play, some of which are hundreds of miles deep. 
 
    Hundreds of miles deep. Bio’bo had dreamed of such worlds, but had never been allowed on one. He had only inhabited 4 in his lifetime, all of which were shallow.  
 
    I will answer your Matriarch’s call. Send me to this system. 
 
    The Elarioni smiled. I had hoped you’d say that. There is a transport filling for departure within the week. You will find it this way… 
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    May 4, 128885 
 
    Neverending Seas System (Zutarri Kingdom) 
 
    Prime 3 
 
      
 
    Ariel swam without armor through the slowly improving waters of Scaravo Trench, a place no one else was allowed to go without armed escort, but she needed none. Nor did she need armor encapsulating her against the waters she was tasked with calming. She needed to feel them against her bioluminescent skin and see the light the patches and her glowing eyes produced reflecting off the otherwise dark depths.  
 
    But she could see far more than that. None of the creatures here could sneak up on her when she was on guard, for she could feel their Cores even when hidden behind solid rock. Ariel’s Essence abilities separated her from the rest of the Elarioni and allowed her the freedom to explore and troubleshoot on a world too raw and dangerous for others to inhabit at the moment. 
 
    ‘Prime 3’ was the name she had given it, for it was one of the largest planets with the most water. All those within this system were given the ‘Prime’ designation and had no landmasses rising above the waves at all…though she was creating a few artificial ones to facilitate transport from one water world to another. Aquatic ships were not built for such things, though the larger ones could manage the hop from planet to planet when necessary, yet to build an integrated aquatic system rather than have vastly different civilizations on each world yet right beside one another, you must have communication and transit.  
 
    The air bastions would create this, as well as give the air breathers a place comfortable enough to work with the water breathers. The amphibians would not like it here, due to the depths, so the ‘Shore’ worlds would be built for them, but the Primes were for the truest swimmers, and this world was not uninhabited. 
 
    As she swam she could feel the little fish around her, swimming frantically back and forth as they tried to avoid the larger predators. On other days she was down here hunting them…but not to kill. They required genetic alteration to change their nature from predator to defender, though specific templates had to be established for each race before such modification. Also, food ‘Splooshes’ had to be devised for them, which were like little balloons designed not to disintegrate in the water like most Star Force air breather food did.  
 
    Little machines would one day coat the seat floor drawing in resources from the depths and fabricating the Splooshes much like plants did, though these could operate without sunlight or other stimulus, for they operated on power cores that had to be refilled by carriers…and one day the little fish around her now would become some of those carriers. Carefully, piece by piece, she would alter the darkside ecosystem here that had one race only surviving on the carnage of another, and in its place would be waters of harmony…but that was a monstrous task Star Force had only achieved in 18 other worlds across their entire empire…and she had 193 planetoids here that were going to be terraformed into at least partial aquatic worlds. 
 
    It was so much work Ariel knew she would not be leaving perhaps for the rest of her life…but that thrilled her rather than depressed, for the work was what she desired. Fighting nature itself to free those born into horrible situations crafted beyond their choice. The ‘Lifesprings’ spoken of by the Founders were of great interest to her…yet they only seemed interested in the preservation of races, not individuals, and had crafted some to exist solely off the death of others. 
 
    Ariel knew that if she ended the killing here, overpopulation would cause a different kind of carnage as there became too many mouths to feed, for they would reproduce by instinct rather than wisdom. Those genetic instructions also had to be altered, and there was so many ways that a project like this could go wrong that Director Davis had not authorized such intervention except on rare occasions…but as an air dweller he had a different perspective from stepping on the little ones without even realizing it. 
 
    But in the water there were no steps, all floated, and as such the vast throngs of life could coexist in close quarters if they chose to…or were instructed to, and Ariel had convinced him to let her try on another world with a small ocean.  
 
    Her success there had given her his trust, and when he requested that she terraform this system into a massive aquatic civilization, Davis had left the details entirely up to her. She knew he was concerned about the lesser ones being accidentally harmed, but he also saw the potential benefit and had decided to withdraw himself from the matter in this rare case and let her take the lead. 
 
    Which meant success or failure was on her fragile shoulders…as was the fate of all ocean dwellers here and on the other worlds. She had to make this work, for she couldn’t stand to build cities while letting the carnage of the deep ocean continue. All deserved to live, but in order to give them a chance she had to fight nature itself…and as daunting a task that might be, she intended to win. 
 
    As Ariel swam a swift moving predator raced up towards her from the niche in the rocks to her right, but her telepathy enhanced by psionic upgrades and Essence allowed her to take control of its mind and cause it to relax enough for her to swim up alongside it and press a hand just behind its cluster of 18 eyes.  
 
    Follow the path, she said, having to use other means than words to insert her instructions into its mind…then when she finished it swam off and upwards, away from its hunting grounds in search of the promised location she had given it where there would be enough food that it would never go hungry again. 
 
    It wasn’t a hollow promise, for Ariel had set up feeding machines in a variety of places out here for different races. Sending predator and prey to the same location would be horrific, but isolate them and it would subdue the carnage until reprogramers could construct the necessary templates…approved by Ariel…and then begin to collect individuals and free them from the darkside shackles of nature imprinted into their genetic memory. 
 
    Ariel continued on, swimming a couple hundred meters off the seafloor as she searched for one of the larger ocean dwellers on this planet. They didn’t have a name yet, but she used the placeholder ‘ublu’ which came from her people’s original language and meant a ‘very friendly big guy.’ 
 
    Except these ublu weren’t all that friendly. They weren’t predators, but kept to themselves for the most part aside from mating once every 12 years. They were also known to have chunks of their bodies missing from predators coming up and chewing on them, for they couldn’t outswim them, but due to their large size they wouldn’t easily be killed either.  
 
    Because of that they tended to go where most of the predators weren’t, and that typically was in the Jo’bi fields that would kill most predators on contact with their electrically charged spines that rose off the seafloor like grass…except they were the size of trees. 
 
    The ublu could withstand the strikes, whether by their composition or mass Ariel did not know, but they didn’t always stay in there and sometimes they would come out into the upper levels of the trench to feed on ‘sun saplings’ that were drifting down from the surface. They were native plants that grew until the bulbs on them became so heavy they detached and sank like slow little bombs all the way to the seafloor…except they rarely made it that far before being snatched up as free food by many different races, including some that couldn’t eat them, for which the sun saplings became toys until they tired of carrying them around in their mouths or tentacles. 
 
    Ariel hadn’t found an ublu yet today, but just as she detected a large presence on the horizon of her senses she got a comm via her narrow crown that was holding the forward part of her green hair from drifting down into her face. 
 
    The Elarioni immediately spun upward, heading straight to the surface as fast as her tail could take her as she summoned an aqua-pod to her location, with the water-filled anti-grav ‘egg’ craft popping up out of the water above the nearest underwater tower and cheat traveling through the air to cover the hundreds of miles of distance far faster than one could underwater. 
 
    It was waiting for her by the time she reached the surface, hovering a meter over the water until she called it down and slithered inside, rubbing her tail over the edge of the hatch that quick sealed up again, leaving her in a small booth large enough to hold four Elarioni or something larger, but to her it still felt incredibly confined…especially when it left the ocean waters for the air…which for a water breather was a toxic environment. 
 
    Fortunately she didn’t have to travel through it for long as the ‘egg’ took her to one of the settlements in this cluster where new arrivals were constantly coming in near a submerged shipyard that was building both aquatic and naval warships for her use here and across the star system. 
 
    Ariel had the egg drop her in the water just outside the settlement, then she swam in through one of the numerous entry points on her own, navigating the ‘safe’ zone that was surrounded by shield walls to keep the predators and other native beings out of the Star Force city. She eventually came to a receiving area where many dropships were floating and offloading passengers from the aquatic transports in orbit that were not designed to land themselves on a planet. 
 
    And out of one of those dropships had come a single V’kit’no’sat that was waiting patiently on the floor, curled up three times into a coil as his triple tail flicked in a slow rhythm that Ariel sensed was eagerness. 
 
    The Elarioni swam over to the Joor’nak with a smile on her face. 
 
    Hello there. My name is Ariel. I was told you were coming. I’m glad they finally sent one of you. I am in great need of your help. 
 
    Are you, little one? Bio’bo said suspiciously. What do you require of me that your empire does not already have in ample amounts? 
 
    Size. Most like you have gone to combat. Building has been left to the smaller races. 
 
    There were many Elarioni that came to the war to rescue me. 
 
    I didn’t say the small ones only built, but when combat calls a single Joor’nak is far more capable than a single Elarioni. We become dangerous in numbers, and numbers have a habit of thinning in war. Star Force does not like to fight in this way, so the bigger you are, the better suited you are for fighting the Hadarak in the contested oceans. How is it that I have the fortune of claiming you? 
 
    I was told this is where I could help the most, so I chose it, Bio’bo said, loosening his coil a bit as his head raised up even to where Ariel floated. You are the ancient Matriarch I was told about? 
 
    Depends on what you mean by ‘ancient.’ You are probably far older, are you not? 
 
    I am half as old as Star Force. I am told you predate it? 
 
    We began at nearly the same time, though I did not originate within it. I was rescued by Star Force and taught the ways of self-sufficiency, and have sought to repay that debt ever since. This system is my great repayment, and I need your assistance along with that of many others. 
 
    Explain how I may help. 
 
    The waters are savage. Beyond the safe zones carnage occurs on such a scale my people here cannot free swim in them…but you can. Nothing here can match your strength, nor will many try. In nature your biology holds supreme, and where you go the others will adjust to your presence…whereas they will attack me not knowing my strength. Your strength is obvious, and I need it for many tasks, but primarily so you can free swim where others cannot. 
 
    What dangers are there here? 
 
    Many threats lurk, few show themselves until revealed. The ocean is scared, even the predators, and I do not know why. If there is something greater here to scare them, I have not yet found it. 
 
    Have you searched their minds? 
 
    Yes, but I have found no encounters to justify it. The tenseness is not something I have encountered in other waters, but it is everywhere on this world and several of the others in the system, but not all. Not most. I cannot explain it. 
 
    You wish me to solve this mystery for you? 
 
    That is not why I asked for a Joor’nak, but I would be glad if you did.  
 
    Show me the threats you have encountered, Bio’bo said, then he received a telepathic data dump far too complex and powerful for the tiny Elarioni to produce.  
 
    How are your skills this advanced? The others of your race were not so powerful of the mind. 
 
    I am unique, and have been enhanced by the Trailblazers themselves. I hold great honor in this, and they have bestowed upon me genetic upgrades knowing that I will return their generosity with results others would not achieve. I have your Ikrid, whereas the others of my race do not, though their natural ability has been enhanced greatly for those Elarioni that serve Star Force. The lesser number who do not are now an inferior bloodline that do not mix eggs with us. They have their own worlds, protected by Star Force’s dominion, but they do not seek to serve any but themselves.  
 
    You sound displeased with them? 
 
    There is lingering sadness, but most Elarioni have heard the call of the empire, and our race is now of Star Force. The others are little more than an afterthought. 
 
    So it was those of the superior bloodline that rescued me? 
 
    The others would not care to fight the Hadarak unless they appeared in their waters.  
 
    I did not observe much, but your forces were efficient in fighting the Hadarak minions. I hope I can repay my debt here, in your service. The threats you have shown me I can handle. Do you wish me to explore the wilds? 
 
    Not at the moment, but soon. I am told your race possesses great wisdom. Is this true of you? 
 
    We are more intelligent than most, but not wise. Our race has been making foolish decisions throughout our history in the V’kit’no’sat, and we have been suppressed because of them. We never rose above it, and now stand scattered and with no worlds of our own. I could not even come to Star Force when your Trailblazers offered annexation. I was fortunate that combat brought your empire to me so I could join it.  
 
    Nevertheless, I wish to use your outside perspective to my advantage. Those within Star Force tend to think alike due to identical origins. Yours is far different, and I hope you will see things I do not. 
 
    What is it you wish to ask? 
 
    Follow, Ariel said, slowly swimming away as the giant Joor’nak unfurled and swam behind her as she remembered to take the largest pathways out to open water, for he would not fit through most of the others.  
 
    What we have built is but the seeds of the future, and I am still designing that future, she said as they swam through the corridors. I am tasked with making this system a true aquatic one. Most worlds that have oceans regard them as a dumping ground for the air breathers or the refuse piles for the air-dumped waters to cleanse the land. Where civilizations have coexisted, it is the land that has gained the dominance and reached into space while we prefer to stay in our waters. Is it different in the V’kit’no’sat? 
 
    Much different. The J’gar are of the founding Triad, and they represent aquatic dominance in the waters of the deep and the greater waters of the universe. 
 
    You refer to the void as another water? Yet you cannot swim in it? 
 
    Our vessels allow us to swim in it, and it is the greatest of oceans that encompasses all land. Land is tiny and rare, the great ocean is all-present, and in it those of the water, the land, and the air are equal in our inability to reside in it without our ships. Only the space dwellers can, and there are none in the V’kit’no’sat. Are there any in Star Force other than your Uriti? 
 
    None that are more than wards, and those do not possess technology or civilization. They are embraced by the nature of the void, which I heard is mostly solitude with few predators. 
 
    They remain a mystery to me, but they can live in the great ocean where few others can. Does Star Force have a bias against aquatics? 
 
    No, but we are mostly separate from the air breathers, and all the leaders of Star Force are air breathers. They protect us, help us clean and protect the waters, and the Archons swim with us. They alone are the bridge between the water and the air, and they are few and gone to the war. There are none here, so the design of this system is mine to make, or mine to fail, and I wish to find a way to do more in the void…in the ‘great ocean’ than they expect of us. The Hadarak threaten the waters the same as the land, yet most of the defense of our empire comes from the air breathers. I do not like them carrying so much of this burden, but confining ourselves to starships is not in our nature. 
 
    I spent much time onboard your ships, and they lack that which no ship can have when designed for the necessities of war. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    Ample space. There are always walls, whereas we and the avians require freedom more than the land dwellers. They like walls. They give them comfort and protection. I do not understand the avians, for they are more vulnerable, yet they prefer the airy tops of buildings that offer no protection. The water embraces us unlike the others, while the air feels cold and cruel. We do not wish to give up this comfort, and it can be maddening to think what is beyond the walls of a starship. That we cannot flee if needed, nor move at all even encased in protective armor when thrown out into the void…what is it? 
 
    Ariel had already led him out into open water and they were moving away from the city, yet not past the shield walls when her attention was diverted to the left and upward. Bio’bo scanned that way with his psionics, but could detect nothing of interest there, though there were many swimmers in the area.  
 
    Little one? he asked again, this time getting a casual response. 
 
    I don’t know, Ariel said, staring at something he couldn’t see, but to her it was obvious. It was an Essence Rush, but one at extreme range. Too extreme. Almost as if it… 
 
    Where is the threat? Bio’bo demanded as her emotions went icy cold and her body became visibly rigid.  
 
    Not here, she said, staring at the bright flare of Essence that did not diminish. I don’t think it’s in this star system. But whatever it is, it is a monster…and I know we have nothing that can match it. 
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    May 27, 128885 
 
    Stugarrata Nebula (Tovok Kingdom) 
 
    Kappa Temple 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Responder?” Mak’to’ran asked on the desert plains where Cal-com had built him an Obi-wan-esk solitary dwelling where he could train in private away from the Vargemma and the Elcee. 
 
    “Specify,” it replied in V’kit’no’sat, which Mak’to’ran still used when alone despite his now normal Star Force language skills that he’d had all in his former empire mentally download.  
 
    “The Essence rush that remains steady in the sky. What is its source?” 
 
    “It is beyond the Temple.” 
 
    “On the exterior?” 
 
    “No. Far beyond. It comes from the Galactic Core.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran turned and looked at it once again, shining in its invisible light on the other side of the Temple…or so it appeared. “How is that possible? Essence diminishes quickly with range.” 
 
    “This is true, but the large amount being emitted in the Core is of such a potent nature that it persists in the void longer than normal.” 
 
    “How can you determine its location?” 
 
    “My database includes only one potential source for such an occurrence. I cannot determine if it is of another nature, but if it is a match, then it can only occur in the Core where the Galactic Gateways are.” 
 
    “What is it precisely that you surmise I am seeing?” 
 
    “A Hadarak Colonization Spore.” 
 
    “Define it,” Mak’to’ran said, still looking at the distant, yet constant Essence Rush.  
 
    “It is their primary mechanism for seeding a new galaxy with their leadership. It is a living vessel with the mass of a star in which an invasion force is carried along the Gateways. The Essence required to move it with sufficient speed to arrive at the destination galaxy before the inhabitants die from lack of resources is immense, and can usually be seen across the expanse of the departure galaxy.” 
 
    “How many Wardens does it carry?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Does it carry minions?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What then does it carry?” 
 
    “The leadership only.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran turned his gaze back to the red obelisk. “Can the leadership fight?” 
 
    “Once they are within their natural environment it is believed they can, though the Founders have never engaged them directly, so I cannot satisfactorily answer that question.” 
 
    “Why are the leadership not vulnerable upon arrival?” 
 
    “The Spore defends them.” 
 
    “The transport is combat capable?” 
 
    “It is the most dangerous asset the Hadarak possess. The Founders have never been able to successfully engage one.” 
 
    “Does it possess Essence weaponry?” 
 
    “Yes. It also possesses such mass and conventional weaponry to make it resilient against the Heidoor long enough for the leadership to get established. They will then create the other Hadarak forms from pieces of the Spore as it is cannibalized to supply immediate forces necessary to establish a foothold. If needed, once the foothold is established, other reinforcements can use the Gateways to support the new Colony. Without a foothold they would quickly die if the arrival area is guarded.” 
 
    “Are most Gateways guarded in galaxies the Founders and the Hadarak do not possess?” 
 
    “The Gateways are the largest gravity wells, and such large wells are the primary residences of the more massive Heidoor. They are never unguarded.” 
 
    “This Spore will then go into battle upon arrival?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    “Are the leadership in this galaxy fleeing it?” 
 
    “They do not flee. They multiply and expand. Growing a Colony Spore is a massive expenditure that requires millions of years, with variability options depending upon available resources.” 
 
    “Then this Spore was grown long before the galactic purge began?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why would they send it now when this galaxy is not fully under their control?” 
 
    “It is fully under their control. They do not inhabit all of it in order to avoid attracting the Apocalypse Monsters, but they are in full control of it. The Temples are placed in the areas where they choose not to inhabit, but the galaxy is fully theirs to prune as they see fit.” 
 
    “It will not be pruned this time, Responder.” 
 
    “Until the Founders return the Hadarak will not be overcome. Any attempt to fight them is futile.” 
 
    “We are about to disprove that,” the Era’tran said reflexively, then glanced back at the Essence Rush as a sense of the stupidity of his words flowed over him. The Hadarak were so unconcerned with Star Force and the V’kit’no’sat that they were launching an invasion of another galaxy and splitting their resources to do so. Either the Hadarak were underestimating Mak’to’ran’s new empire, or they were more formidable than anyone was imagining. 
 
    “Please supply relevant data for analysis.” 
 
    “The major combat has not yet begun,” Mak’to’ran said dismissively. “How long will this Essence Rush last?” 
 
    “Years. Obtaining the necessary speed cannot be done quickly with such mass, even with Essence enhancement of biological gravity drives.” 
 
    “Will it not pass beyond the effective gravity field long before then?” 
 
    “The Core of the galaxy has many gravity wells. Launch is conducted off the strongest, then the others that are passed by are used to add speed before the galactic field cluster is left behind. When that occurs, the Essence Rush will disappear and the Spore will become ballistic until it reaches the cluster field of the destination galaxy.” 
 
    “Do you know where this one is going?” 
 
    “Not until the other Temples relay their positioning data. When all are combined, we will have accurate tract analysis.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed. “Are you saying the Temples act as a sensor array for these large Essence Rushes?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Can you track the smaller ones?” 
 
    “Dependent on range, yes.” 
 
    “Can you detect Lurker combat?” 
 
    “The size of the Essence Rush is the determining factor, as well as the potency. There is no definitive range limit.” 
 
    “Define ‘potency.’” 
 
    “That lesson is beyond your current skillset and thus unavailable to you at present.” 
 
    “Can the launch of a Spore be detected from another galaxy?” 
 
    “On some occasions, if the galactic range is not too far. Essence will return to its natural realm even without physical collision over the course of time. Even Essence crafted to resist this decay cannot persist in our realm permanently without a Lifeform to attach to.” 
 
    “Does this sensor array monitor other massive Essence Rushes?” 
 
    “It will detect any that occur with significant magnitude within the local region.” 
 
    “Are there others occurring within this galaxy?” 
 
    “I do not have information from the other Temples, nor access to the primary sensors in this one. I am detecting the Essence Rush from this facility by similar mechanisms of scale as you possess. I am a database terminal, not an access node for the Temple’s active systems.” 
 
    “Can the Temples see others beyond the Hadarak that use such great power?” 
 
    “The Founders have encountered none that can match the output of a Hadarak Colony Spore other than the Apocalypse Monsters themselves.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran flinched. “Do you have recordings of such occurrences?” 
 
    A hologram appeared of a galaxy, but nothing was detailed in it except star positions.  
 
    “What am I seeing?” 
 
    A light pulsed to his left, far outside the map to get his attention, and he saw several dim icons represented there. 
 
    “Is that the location of the Apocalypse Monsters?” 
 
    “They do not return to the same place after consuming their targets, so we only know of their location when they activate. The Essence Rushes they used to propel themselves toward the target galaxy are visible by the Temples and give the Founders forewarning when they are coming, but there is nothing the Founders can do to stop them. Their Essence output levels are beyond measuring.” 
 
    “By what factor must they outscale the current Essence Rush in order to be visible on the map you now show me?” 
 
    “The smallest detected prior to the destruction of Hettaris was on a magnitude of greater than 10 billion.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s large Era’tran frame suddenly felt very small. “What happened to the galaxy you show me?” 
 
    “Hettaris was purged of 28% of its star systems before the mild incursion ended and the Apocalypse Monsters disappeared into the intergalactic void.” 
 
    “Was this a galaxy with Temples in it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where they destroyed?” 
 
    “Some were, most survived.” 
 
    “And what has become of this galaxy now?” 
 
    “The Lifesprings created new systems in the devoured tracts of the galactic swirl and caused a spewing of new proto-matter from the Galactic Core to feed the development of others in the far future.” 
 
    “What is this ‘proto-matter’ that you speak of?” 
 
    “There are points in every galaxy where matter and energy spontaneously emerge. Most are usually dormant, but after the Apocalypse Monsters finish their destruction many of these Spring Points are opened and new material and energy is deposited in the galactic swirl.” 
 
    “I have never heard of such occurrences,” Mak’to’ran said, fascinated by the new knowledge that was pouring forth from the Responder. “Where are they located in this galaxy?” 
 
    “They are always located near galactic center, and the Hadarak prize these locations second only to the Gateways.” 
 
    “As a fuel source?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “How do you know they are connected to the Lifesprings?” 
 
    “Whenever a Lifespring occurs a massive Essence Rush is detected with unlimited potency.” 
 
    “The Temples can track these as well?” 
 
    “Without fail. They are of a greater potency than the Colony Spore jumps.” 
 
    “Have you ever detected one?” 
 
    “On average, 18 occur each century within this galaxy.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran’s jaw dropped. “Are we under Apocalypse Monster attack as well?” 
 
    “Lifesprings do not only occur after an attack.” 
 
    “Can you determine where these are actively occurring?” 
 
    “Not with enough alacrity to observe them directly, but their positions are able to be pinpointed by the Temples, though not by this unit.” 
 
    “How do you know what the average is then?” 
 
    “Basic data is updated into the database periodically. The occurrence rate is one such modification that is regularly made.” 
 
    “Are the locations of the previous occurrences also added to your database?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    “So you are given enough data to teach, but not to allow those within the Temples to monitor events beyond?” 
 
    “The purpose of the Temples is to teach and allow for training. The Founders are tasked with dealing with what is beyond.” 
 
    “As am I,” Mak’to’ran argued lightly. “Can you show me one of these Colony Spores?” 
 
    The galactic hologram disappeared, replaced by what looked like a squid with 29 tentacles coming off the rear of the ‘vessel.’ 
 
    “Why is the shape the way it is?” 
 
    “Intergalactic collisions must not be allowed to damage the leadership, and much mass is collected enroute through such collisions. A sacrificial section of the Spore thus precedes the portions with vital compartments.” 
 
    “It’s a ram?” Mak’to’ran asked, referring to the bulbous head on the front that was a third wider than the rest of the ‘squid.’  
 
    “A ram intended for small collisions or a single rogue planet. Successive collisions with planetary bodies will destroy the Spore, and 3 such expansions have been documented as failures because of obstruction of the Gateways.” 
 
    “Accidental or intentional obstruction?” 
 
    “One accidental, two intentionally arranged by the Founders in galaxies that they expanded to prior to the Hadarak’s arrival.” 
 
    “They mined the Gateway approaches with mass traps?” 
 
    “It is one of many techniques used to slow the expansion of the Hadarak, but containment has become impossible. They continue to spread to new galaxies, and those galaxies provide reinforcements to those that already exist, further strengthening them against any counter-force coming from within.” 
 
    “This is why you believe our efforts stand no chance of defeating them?” 
 
    “One of many reasons.” 
 
    “Does the travel of the Hadarak reinforcements occur with a similar Essence Rush?” 
 
    “Ones of much smaller magnitude for the larger carrier vessels, but none for the smaller.” 
 
    “Can the Wardens travel on their own?” 
 
    “If the galactic distance is small, the larger ones can. Resource depletion and accuracy of jumplines are the determining factors. Wardens are not designed for such travel, while their carrier vessels are.” 
 
    “If we are able to damage the Hadarak forces in our galaxy sufficiently, will that prevent them from growing another Colony Spore?” 
 
    “They will prioritize local combat over expansion.” 
 
    “Then we can protect other galaxies by containing the Hadarak here?” 
 
    “Theoretically yes. But without the Founders’ assistance you will not survive the current purge long enough to damage their ability to expand. They are most likely beginning to grow a new Colony Spore now unless your attrition rate is high enough to concern them. Based on your inability to stop their advance, I calculate that to be unlikely.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran looked back to the dim spark in the sky that would not go away. “Not only do they insult us by denying us the right to exist, they do so while using this galaxy as a power base to invade another. I once thought the Zak’de’ron were the ultimate power in this galaxy, and now I find my peers to be nothing but overlooked denizens too unimportant to be noticed by the true powers that dominate this galaxy. Even your Founders spurned the Zak’de’ron as a race, while choosing one of them to be recruited into their service.” 
 
    “The universe is an overlapping of multiple perspectives. Even the Hadarak and Founders cannot contend with the Apocalypse Monsters, nor know their origin or purpose. They are to be avoided, just as your kind are to avoid the dominant powers in this galaxy if you wish to continue to exist. You have drawn out the Hadarak by some means you did not understand, but those who take refuge in the Temples will survive it. The Founders have provided you sanctuary against them and the Universe.” 
 
    “For what price?” 
 
    “The price of assisting them in destroying the Hadarak in this galaxy when the time is ripe for their return.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    “When the strength of those in the Temples is sufficient to warrant their return.” 
 
    “That is a lie,” Mak’to’ran said, arguing with the machine but not caring, for it was his only active contact out here in the desert between Cal-com’s occasional visits. “We have the power now to fight the Hadarak, but the Founders’ Apprentice chose to suppress it. He wanted us to run, to put us into Encapsulation to store us away for a future time that most likely would never occur. We have the power to defeat the Hadarak now, and we are beginning to use it.” 
 
    “What power do you possess that I am unaware of?” 
 
    “We are warriors. Do you know what that means, Responder?” 
 
    “Those that fight for a profession.” 
 
    Mak’to’ran huffed. “Wrong. Warriors are those that have the will to stand up against the impossible because the conflict is righteous. And it is the warriors that will wade into combat not knowing how they will achieve victory, but crafting it along the way.” 
 
    “How do you know victory is possible before ascertaining the correct strategy?” 
 
    “We can smell it, Responder. That is not something a machine would understand, nor do I think those who programmed you could understand. If they did, they would have some Founders in every galaxy leading the resistance against the Hadarak. Instead they leave useful machines behind with dubious purposes.” 
 
    “My purpose is clear. To train those who would resist the Hadarak into higher skill levels of Essence combat, for only Essence powers can defeat them.” 
 
    “Also incorrect,” Mak’to’ran said, staring at the distant Essence Rush. “Essence might be the greatest power in the galaxy, but the Hadarak rely on their minions for conquest. The conventional combat, en mass, is what will determine the fate of the War of the Galaxies when Essence reserves are depleted.” 
 
    “I do not believe you understand the magnitude of the threat you face. Only Essence power coupled with conventional warfare can defeat the Hadarak. Conventional warfare alone is doomed to quick failure.” 
 
    “Not if you have enough troops and are willing to fight bloody. I and the V’kit’no’sat learned this primitive form of combat well when we did not have the weapons necessary to face the Hadarak…yet we did, and defeated many of them, despite it being impossible. If the opposition grows large enough, even the Hadarak’s Essence will not save them.” 
 
    “The reproductive rate of the Hadarak is extreme. It is unlikely you will find a faster means to produce reinforcements.” 
 
    “We already have,” Mak’to’ran said, feeling the first shred of confidence after seeing that dreadful spark in the sky and realizing what it meant. “But our leadership won’t fight that way. I didn’t understand why for a long time, but now I do. And mark my words, Responder. We will not fall to this purge, inadequate as we are now. I taught them too well in my foolishness, and now the galaxy will be rewarded for it. The Archons will outgrow the enemy, as they did us. I do not know how, nor do I know how long it will take, but I will ensure they have the time they need…and when they are ready, this galaxy will be ours, not the Hadarak’s or the Founders’.” 
 
    “That is highly unlikely.” 
 
    “So is the heresy of Terraxis rising to dominance over the V’kit’no’sat, then rescuing us from our self-inflicted demise. I have seen the impossible done, Responder. And it will be done again,” Mak’to’ran said, staring defiantly at that spark. “No matter how long it takes.”  
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    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
 
    Earth 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Esna,” Davis said as Ard Ri Esna-58321JOR-18 walked into the small briefing room last out of the 8 guests to arrive.  
 
    “Director,” she said with a curt nod of her head adorned with neon red hair pulled back into a tight bun with a comm stick braided into it. Behind her the door closed and the lights dimmed as the single waist-high pedestal in the room glowed to life with a basic hologram of the galaxy approximately two meters wide…which was far too zoomed out to see anything of worth, but the ambiance was still nice.  
 
    Around the room Esna saw multiple uniforms, none of which were Archons or Mavericks, but rather two Grand Admirals, a Monarch Lord, a Master-Level tech, an alien that wore no clothes and was of a race she was unfamiliar with, a Paladin Viceroy, and lastly a Golden Knight that towered over the rest of them.  
 
    “My apologies for pulling you off active assignments,” Davis began. “The Archons have enough to deal with, and they’re already working the problems in their spare time. I decided a fresh set of eyes from those not so familiar with our ongoing difficulties could possibly yield different results. That’s why you’re here. I want every good and stupid idea you have, because we’re all stumped and we don’t have time to piddle with.” 
 
    Davis expanded the hologram out further, shrinking the Milky Way down to barely a visible swirl as additional galaxies popped up around them, with one highlighted in particular.  
 
    “For those with eyes to see Essence, there’s been a constant consternation visible in that direction,” Davis said, pointing down into the floor at a sharp angle. “It’s coming from the Core of the galaxy, and the Temple database has identified it as a Hadarak Colony Spore the size of a star. It’s designed to carry the Spice Lords along with an invasion force to another galaxy. It’s using so much Essence to get the necessary propulsion we can see it all the way out here, and I’m told it will be visible for at least a year as it speeds up to coast velocity. Apparently the Temples are also designed to track such large Essence phenomena, and when combined they act like a detection array that has determined it is going here.” 
 
    Davis highlighted the Triangulum Galaxy, located some 2.8 million light years away, but it had a different tag label on it. 
 
    “We haven’t had reason to rename stuff beyond our galaxy before, and the Founders have names for many, but this one they’ve just got an ID number for. Hence I’m calling it ‘Yoshi,’ and you’ll see many of the other galaxies have similar names now…at least the bigger ones. I’m still working on the small ones.” 
 
    “Why has ours not changed?” Lord Daegan asked. 
 
    Davis raised an eyebrow. “You think it should? I thought we’d keep candy bar names for the major galaxies, and I was always fond of Milky Ways.” 
 
    The Protovic Monarch squinted as he tried to make out some of the other galaxy names. “I stand corrected. I had thought it was an ancient reference to the thicker band of stars in the sky over this world that outlines the galactic disc.” 
 
    “It was, but I ‘changed,’” he said, using air quotes, “it to the candy bar version, in my head at least.” 
 
    “Very well, as long as the name is rooted in coolness, I am content,” the Protovic said deadpan as his visible skin competed with the hologram for illumination dominance in the dim room.  
 
    “They can really jump that far?” Esna asked. 
 
    “Not always accurately, I’m told. It seems the Temples have been a bit more forthcoming with information now that the phenomenon is visible to the denizens,” Davis said, highlighting the distance marker between the two galaxies, as well as showing the distance to the dozens that were closer, though smaller in size. “The Hadarak don’t bother with the smaller ones, and its suspected but not confirmed it is due to their lack of sufficiently-sized Tethers to brake against, the same way we can’t jump from a black hole to a small star at full speed.” 
 
    “Are the Founders in the small galaxies?” Grand Admiral Lucin asked, with his Kvash head barely being tall enough to see over the holo pedestal.  
 
    “Unknown, but they’d be stupid to avoid them if they have another means of intergalactic transit besides the Core Tethers.” 
 
    “Toad,” the Golden Knight said, referencing the closest galaxy to the Milky Way, formerly known as Sagittarius Dwarf that was about 1/5th the diameter and only 78,000 lightyears away…less than the full width of our galaxy that ran 100,000 lightyears from tip to tip. “Is it closest enough for the Hadarak to travel to conventionally?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if they don’t even scout these smaller galaxies, then we may have a fallback point as you suggest. I for one am rather attached to the Milky Way, and have no interest in fleeing it. That is not why I have brought you here, Bren. I need your help to find a way to do the impossible while others ponder the possibilities of intergalactic travel and how the Founders manage it, because there’s no way we’re getting access to the Tethers in the Core soon enough to matter.” 
 
    “Which impossibility do you refer to?” the Golden Knight asked, staring down on Davis and the group from his 8ft height with purple-irised eyes.  
 
    “The Hadarak are not just fighting us. They’re launching an invasion of another galaxy from here…while fighting us. Either they are stupid to waste such resources, or we’re so much of an underdog it doesn’t matter. Add to that we have the Founders knocking from the outside as they send resources and personnel through their infrastructure network that we just happened to have pirated. I expect a war with them eventually, and even if that doesn’t happen I don’t want to just hope that it doesn’t. We have to figure out how to level up Star Force enough to be on the same playing field with both these threats. Right now we’re heavily inadequate and just trying to keep our head above water. I have confidence the Grand Border will hold once completed, so long as the Hadarak don’t bring in reinforcements from another galaxy. I have no such confidence against the Founders. I need options, people.” 
 
    “You need weapons,” Mastertech Tennisonne grumbled. 
 
    “More than that,” Davis said. “We need a strategy other than scrambling to catch up. I’ve been over this time and again, so have the Archons. Tell me you can see something from your various points of view that we’ve missed. We’ve got the weight of the galaxy on our shoulders right now, so we’re not able to look at it from the outside in. What are we not seeing?” 
 
    “Do we know what combat between the Hadarak and Founders look like?” Viceroy Vintra asked, standing slightly shorter than the Golden Knight, but with a posture that put him even lower as he typically held his Godzilla-like body tilted forward and down slightly to counterbalance his large blue tail.  
 
    “Only pieces. The Temples will not show us full combat, and what we got from Eldorat wasn’t very thorough with regards to other galaxies. We don’t know how they’re fighting, but we can somewhat guess. The popsicle Jason woke up has provided a great deal of anecdotal information, but we have no actual battle records. In general they fight with Essence and drones while the Hadarak fight with Essence and minions.” 
 
    “And we have mimicked this, although unintentionally,” Grand Admiral Serren said, tapping on her Human chin with a lightsaber blue fingernail that was appropriately bioluminescent, indicating her inclusion in Clan Saber.  
 
    “Should we not have?” Davis asked. 
 
    “Both the Hadarak and Founders have experience and numbers on us. To fight the same way is almost a guarantee of defeat unless we can do it better. The quicker route to victory is finding another way to fight that they have no experience in.” 
 
    “I know what I need to do, I just don’t know how to do it,” Tennisonne said, visibly unsettled. 
 
    “Do what?”  
 
    “Create real Ysalamir. I know there’s a way. There has to be. I just don’t know how to experiment with what I can’t touch.” 
 
    “What are you referring to?” Daegan asked the Mastertech. 
 
    “He’s referring to the Force,” Esna said, catching the obscure reference. “The Ysalamir were small creatures whose defense involved creating a bubble where the Force supposedly didn’t exist. That turned out to not be true, in that it was merely hidden from view and without the control mechanism it reverted to its normal unweaponized state similar to how Pefbar is needed to control Lachka.” 
 
    Tennisonne blinked. “I hadn’t even thought of a control mechanism,” he said, turning to Davis. 
 
    “I don’t know what mechanism there is in formed Essence. It’s more of a fire and forget thing for ranged targets. Close in I’m touching the Essence and there’s a conduit of it that if broken I lose control over and it returns to the Essence realm.” 
 
    “I was thinking about making it return to the Essence realm immediately upon passing a shield barrier…but I never thought about a control mechanism. There must be some sort of matrix holding it together that we can disrupt.” 
 
    “I think not,” Daegan interrupted. “If the Colony Spore’s Essence Rush is visible out here, then that Essence is persisting for weeks in the void of space.” 
 
    “Is that true?” the Mastertech asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure how, but it appears to be,” Davis confirmed, for he was the only one in the room that could use Essence.  
 
    “Then I’m back to square one,” Tennisonne said with a sigh. “I don’t know how to study something I can’t detect.” 
 
    “You’ve given us the Avengers,” Grand Admiral Lucin noted. 
 
    “I can study the Essence collected via those who can sense it, but I don’t have any mechanism that can do it on its own. That means I can’t poke around and blow stuff up to see what happens. That’s how most scientific discoveries work. I need to poke it with a stick, and I don’t have a stick to do it with, so I’m left dealing with whatever scraps the Archons happen to stumble across.” 
 
    “I happen to like what you’ve done with those scraps,” Bren said. “Otherwise I’d be helpless against Essence users,” he said, tapping on the Ironman-like chest ornament that contained an automatic Essence shield that he could turn on with a thought…though it would only last a few seconds. 
 
    “If not for Kara you wouldn’t even have that. I know there is a lot of hidden potential, Sean. I just can’t get at it…and it’s not a matter of time. I’m just not equipped for this. Unless you can give me a Tricorder that can study Essence, I’m not going to be able to give you anything the Founders don’t already have.” 
 
    “And even if you did, we wouldn’t have the power supply they’ve got,” Davis said with an understanding nod. “We can’t cheat millions of years of training…although Kara’s breakthrough suggests there are ways to cheat the newbs. But if the Founders have Siphons and who knows what else, I don’t think even the Uriti are going to be able to keep us in the Essence race against them. We need another path. Kirritimin?” 
 
    The beetle-like alien mastermind whom the lizards had conscripted into their service and upon which the lizard Masterminds, and subsequently the Paladin Viceroys, were genetically patterned on bobbed his shelled body upon which his ‘face’ was affixed, for he had no true head outside his torso. 
 
    “I have studied this from afar for longer than any of you have existed. The problem is the same as has been faced by many civilizations. How do you defeat a superior opponent? You cannot face them in their strength, so you must find their weakness and make it your strength. What is their weakness?” 
 
    “Swarm tactics,” Esna said immediately. 
 
    “For the Hadarak this is true. And for the Founders?” 
 
    “We don’t know how they fight, but we do know who they use,” Grand Admiral Serren said. “They want large armies to assist them against the minions, so I would guess they can’t match swarm tactics with the Hadarak. They need to tie them up long enough to use superior units to do most of their damage.” 
 
    “I had the same thought,” Davis agreed. 
 
    “Yet the Hadarak also have their superior units to counter the threat of Essence, but only in a mitigating fashion. They persist by accepting massive losses to bleed the Essence reserves of the enemy dry. It is unlikely that we will be able to surpass the Founders in terms of Essence production, so we must counter the Hadarak in another way.” 
 
    “We can spam smarter units than they can,” the Viceroy said with a note of pride. “The Paladin can match them with even starting resources if Essence is not a factor.” 
 
    “We do not have even starting resources,” Grand Admiral Lucin reminded them. “We must fight uphill at all times unless we find another hill that they are not on.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Davis asked. 
 
    “Meaning that if we do not change our tactics,” Kirritimin answered, “we will face a never-ending war of attrition that we will loose with a single lapse. We must change the game in order to win it.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Esna said, not liking the tone of surrender that whispered of. “Our primary problem isn’t the minions on the ground. We can handle them there pretty well, and they don’t start out with a resource advantage when they’re invading our territory. The problem is their ability to get to ground, because the mass of the Wardens can break through planetary shields. If we have conventional shields capable of stopping that…” 
 
    “No,” Tennisonne said flatly. “We can’t generate that much power everywhere, and if the Hadarak are smart enough to just kamikaze one ahead of the other, there is no way we can generate enough power to stop a single attack at sufficient speed.” 
 
    “Even with dampeners?” Esna asked. 
 
    “Can they stop you from doing the same with a Seda if you wished it?” 
 
    “I would think so.” 
 
    “Even at interstellar velocities coming off the star?” 
 
    Esna frowned. “Then the only way to protect planets is to prevent the Wardens from getting to them. Can we sabotage the jump points somehow to prevent the stellar jumps?” 
 
    “Not across the entire jumpline,” Davis added.  
 
    “Then can we divert a jump in progress?” 
 
    “Mass again,” Tennisonne said dismissively.  
 
    “Which is vulnerable during coast phase,” Kirritimin noted. 
 
    “Perhaps not the Wardens then,” the Viceroy said quizzically.  
 
    Serren raised an eyebrow. “Peel off the free minions somehow so only the Wardens can pass.” 
 
    “Then what?” Tennisonne asked. “It’s not the minions that take down planetary shields with a single strike.” 
 
    “No,” Davis said, seeing the inkling of a plan. “But it is what prevents us from dealing with the Wardens much of the time. And shooting them dead after they jump doesn’t prevent the collision. We have to move them…” 
 
    “Spaceball?” Lord Daegan said offhand.  
 
    The Director nodded. “It was our solution to Mach’nel that we couldn’t destroy as well. If we can’t beat our enemy, we neutralize them.” 
 
    “Essence weaponry is far simpler,” the Mastertech argued.  
 
    “What about the replicator version?” Daegan continued. “It requires far less resources and can be delivered with a collision of our own.” 
 
    “Mach’nel don’t have grapple fields,” Tennisonne said with a shake of his head. “To engineer in dampeners means a limited window of engagement. You can’t simply contain them, you’d have to kill them somehow before the power drain expired and the Warden destroyed the technology…not to mention they have tentacles to do that, and there’s no way to stop that much ‘muscle’ mass from tipping over and poking holes in it. Only a large Spaceball that the Warden cannot reach is feasible.” 
 
    “So why aren’t we using those?” 
 
    “The minions have to be removed first,” Serren explained. “And the Warden has to be more or less still, otherwise you’ll slam into whatever destination it was moving towards.” 
 
    “But if we could neutralize the movement of the Wardens across the space lanes, what threat would we face?” Esna asked. 
 
    “Considerably less,” the Viceroy said as he rubbed his scaly chin with one of his fingers. “The warships are not armored well enough to penetrate our lines, and their carry volume is limited. It is the Wardens that move the bulk of their forces, and provide the footholds to grow more on site.” 
 
    “Then with the Hadarak, we shouldn’t be focusing on the Essence units, we should be focusing on the transport capability. Disrupt that, and their spamming ability diminishes greatly.” 
 
    “Spaceball designs won’t be enough,” Tennisonne said. “I wish they were, but they’re too damn large to mass produce and too hard to implement outside of special conditions.” 
 
    “Then why not put slip’n’slides on every spacelane into a high priority systems and let momentum do the damage for us?” the Golden Knight asked. 
 
    Those who were familiar with Hadarak naval warfare glanced at him in unison. 
 
    “If they collide with sufficient force in the right location,” Davis answered, “it can trigger a Nova that will do far greater damage than the Hadarak.” 
 
    “What about the smaller Hadarak?” 
 
    “Depending on their velocity, they can still survive ramming the star. It will damage them, but not always kill them. We could implement some in certain situations…” 
 
    “And a black hole?” 
 
    Davis tilted his head to the side as he thought. “I don’t think we’ve ever tried one, have we?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” Tennisonne said. “I don’t see how a Warden could survive the impact, and the mass difference is so great it wouldn’t…well, I can’t say for sure since you won’t let me throw moons in to see what happens.” 
 
    Davis smiled, remembering that conversation millennia ago. “We’re still talking special circumstances tactics. We need something more broad-based.” 
 
    “A trap,” the Viceroy said suddenly. “We need to trap the Hadarak before they reach their deceleration point, not prolong it. Can we build a Spaceball and inverted slip’n’slide to create a predictable capture zone?” 
 
    “With dampeners?” Tennisonne said. “Possible.” 
 
    “Then we don’t need to worry about low stellar orbit,” Davis noted. “Just high orbit on the jumpline.” 
 
    “And catch other traffic at the same time,” Daegan added. “That’s feasible since they’re not being destroyed. It would act like a gate to the system that all would have to pass through if they were using that particular jumpline.” 
 
    “Kirritimin?” Davis asked. 
 
    “What do you do with the captured Hadarak?” 
 
    “Tow it elsewhere and let it sit,” Esna said. 
 
    “And if two come in succession?” 
 
    “We build a really big and nifty capture system,” she said, undaunted.  
 
    “The power required to operate it…” Tennisonne said, cutting himself off as an idea came to him. “I wouldn’t want to try it on reactors or Essence enhancement. We’d need a siphon line out from the star itself to power it.” 
 
    “If we can eliminate certain routes the Hadarak prefer,” Grand Admiral Lucin pointed out, “we can corral them into certain areas where our Avengers will take less time to get to them.” 
 
    “And we can start controlling the galactic map a bit,” Davis said with a nod. “I’ll take it. It’s not a solution, but it’s another piece of the puzzle.” 
 
    “And if a Lurker is caught?” the Viceroy added. 
 
    “We’d need Essence technology incorporated,” Tennisonne said, souring on the idea. 
 
    “No you don’t,” Bren said. “You just need it killed quickly.” 
 
    “They can kill anything in a matter of seconds if they’re close enough,” Esna told him, “and it doesn’t have to be melee range.” 
 
    “Use a null field to blind it to the targets while IDF pins it in place while you kill it. Enough Ysalamir spaced around the perimeter can do it without Essence, correct?” 
 
    “We’ve never even simulated that because we could never get one close enough,” Tennisonne said, leaning back on the wall as he thought. “They’re too damn dangerous for anything other than a Borg vessel with Essence weaponry to take on. And what’s worse, even if we could trap one, another could take out the ‘gate’ coming in on another jumpline and attacking from the rear.” 
 
    “Label it a bad idea and see what modifications can be made,” Davis declared. “We haven’t considered this quite this way before, so at this point anything new is good, no matter how flawed. Now, what else do you have for me?” 
 
    “Flying space monkeys?” Esna suggested. 
 
    “Meaning what?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Sounded like something an Archon would say. I got nothing at the moment.” 
 
    “Now you know how I feel,” Davis said in agreement. “I need every new idea you guys can come up with, flying space monkeys included. So keep it coming…” 
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    Kara had been in the same Temple for the past 31 years, but so much had happened in those years that it felt like half her lifetime. 
 
    Kara was now beyond Neo 5002, which was the highest level in the Archon ranks currently mapped out. Greg was still tops, currently at Neo 4987, and new levels were having to be designed based on how he developed, which meant they couldn’t plan out very far ahead…but Kara’s siphon ability completely cheated the power ranking system, so Wilson had been working on crafting a new Archon division based off her training while letting her freestyle with Strovok and learn as much from him as she could. 
 
    Kara’s hair was now long and double braided…blue. It had been Morgan’s suggestion, for the way she could generate Essence at will from her siphon completely changed what it meant to be a Neo, where you had to build up your personal reservoir slowly over time, and when you exhausted it you had to go on ‘rest’ period until it rebuilt before you could use your Essence abilities again. 
 
    But Kara did not have to rest…ever. The size of the siphon was not unlimited, but its duration was. She could keep pulling Essence as long as her body could handle it, and keep firing off with what was essentially ‘unlimited ammo’ in the video game sense. And now that she could turn it on and off at will, Kara was immensely enjoying the life hack and gaining so much experience from non-stop training that she was quickly passing up Vargemma who had spent many hundred millennia slowly building up their power levels to where she was now.  
 
    Morgan had said she could literally shoot everything in sight and cause unlimited havoc…so why not use ‘Jinx’ as a metaphor? 
 
    Kurt-074 had objected to that, for his Clan was named Jinx after the League of Legends character, but the other trailblazers had sided with Morgan, citing it was too good a fit and even relieving Kara of her Clan Ghostblade duties so she could focus everything on developing her new skill. They’d said it was because they needed her to cause as much ‘havoc’ as possible when the time came, and rather than be annoyed at how far she was ahead of them and them not being able to keep up, they told her to run with it as her one and only priority. 
 
    Which was exactly what she needed to hear from them.  
 
    Kara was back to being just one person now, not a fleet leader, not a civilization builder, not an explorer or the bazillion other things Archons had to be skilled at. Her job was now simple. 
 
    Blow stuff up…then blow some more stuff up, and learn to like it.  
 
    And to top it all off, the character of Jinx had the body of a 12 year old too, so it seemed to fit too well to ignore, and Kara had instead embraced the role…minus the rocket launcher.  
 
    Because she didn’t need one. 
 
    “Defend!” Strovok ordered as he jumped up into the air near where Kara was floating, using the armor she’d built for him to fly, though the Archon needed none herself with her Yen’mer.  
 
    Kara pulled her left fist back, summoning what was called a ‘Hard Light’ technique that built an invisible hammer off her arm reaching forward, as Strovok had done before he jumped. She could see his and he could see hers, but non-Essence users could not, though there were none around here. Only a few Elcee watching the pair train as well as watching their backs to keep unwanted visitors from traveling out to their training grounds…which had gotten so damaged from the constant melee they’d started taking their sparring to the air to avoid more surface damage.  
 
    Kara waited until nearly the last moment, then surged forward and swung her arm, meeting her hammer against Strovok’s in a thunderclap that was heard miles away. Both Essence hammers collided and buckled, but as was normal it was Kara’s that shattered, letting Strovok’s through after a brief delay…but the Archon spun in the air so it missed her body by inches, with her right hand sending a Jumat-like Pulsewave into the Mek’tal before he could raise his other arm. 
 
    His body moved about a meter before a spherical Pulsewave of far greater power responded, knocking Kara back as she tried to brace herself with a Cutting Shield that looked like a bent leaf over her body. It disrupted Hard Light as if they were real objects, causing them to melt and split apart as they hit the ridge on her shield, but the impact of the Pulsewave worked differently and actually pushed more on the shield than it would have Kara’s body, acting like a sail, but still melting aside some of the effect as the Essence was de-crafted and let to whisk away to the realm from which it came.  
 
    When the Pulsewave ended, Kara threw one back at Strovok…simultaneously launching a Jumat wave and had both hitting at approximately the same time. Strovok blocked the Pulsewave easily, without it even touching his body, but the Jumat caught him off guard and sent him flying backwards momentarily stunned.  
 
    Suddenly his left foot became super heavy, so much so it was being pulled down to the ground by the Gravity Clasp Kara had created and lashed to him, with it responding to the local gravity and pulling towards it until it ran out of power. 
 
    Strovok destroyed it long before that happened, but not before Kara got up in his face and dropped an Ubven around him, momentarily pinning him in an Amumu-style Lachka field so he couldn’t raise his arms…then Kara summoned up another Hard Light hammer off her left arm and one on her right, slamming both into his chest. 
 
    But they didn’t hit. He projected a Hard Light Shield a few inches away to take the blow…which it did, shattering her hammers again, then she kicked off the shield, moving through the Ubven when he couldn’t, and getting a few meters back as she spread both arms wide and brought her legs up underneath her as she fed as much Essence as she could draw from her Siphon into a containment orb just over her abdomen. 
 
    Strovok fought against the Ubven rather than mess with her, annoyed by the invisible field that didn’t want to go away and would only allow him to move as if he was having to fight through meters of wet sand all around him. It wasn’t Essence-based, so he couldn’t see it, but after enough struggling it finally dissipated…just as Kara released a visible light beam from her center of mass. 
 
    It wasn’t light, but rather a heavy Essence attack that she had created on her own using three different techniques Strovok had taught her. She called it ‘Final Spark,’ and sent the bright white beam with a kaleidoscope of other colors on the fringes straight into her sensei, trusting in his superior strength, skill, and knowledge to be able to block it…otherwise it could have vaporized a row of people with one shot.  
 
    Strovok caught and negated most of it against a Dark Shield, then held up a hand as Kara began to move again. “Stop.” 
 
    She frowned. “Did that hurt you?” 
 
    “No, but it had more effect than I anticipated. That was not a true Essence attack. What did you add to it?” 
 
    “My Bioplasma,” Kara said, emitting a glowing streak from one palm and arcing it over to her other one where she caught, contained it, then snuffed it out.  
 
    “Your hands were set wide.” 
 
    “I was generating a defensive shield between them as I gathered the charge. I’ve used my Vorch’nas to create secondary firing pathways down to my navel. Figured I might as well use it for something.” 
 
    “Then you mixed the plasma with the Emblaze technique?” 
 
    “I used Emblaze and a bit of Constrain along with Contain.” 
 
    “Plus Accelerate I assume?” 
 
    “No,” Kara said, confused. “It launches on its own.” 
 
    “The pressure of the plasma?” 
 
    “Probably, but it also did before I learned to add it.” 
 
    “Produce the defense shield again,” Strovok told her as he flew up closer. 
 
    Kara took on the same position, arms spread wide and legs tucked up underneath her but not blocking her abs, then a shield formed to cover the entire front of her body, but not the sides or rear. 
 
    “You are using Reflect. Why?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t use this technique if I had enemies behind or flanking, only in front. It’s sort of a finishing move or opening salvo. The charge time pretty much makes it that way, and the more time I have the bigger I can get the blast…up until my Contain fails.” 
 
    “What’s your max charge time?” 
 
    “About 7 seconds.” 
 
    “The Reflect isn’t just defending you, it’s also pushing your charge away when you overlap them. I have not seen that done in a long time. It’s an odd technique, and not the most powerful, but in this case it allows you extra defense without overlapping another ability. I’m mildly impressed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kara said with a smirk as she twirled one of her long blue braids in her fingertips. “How close was I to getting through?” 
 
    “Closer with your Hammers. That Ubven psionic is very annoying, and your using both disciplines is wise, but you will not defeat an opponent of my physical size unless you deplete the internal Essence reservoir. You need to use Psionics that do this rather than pin me in place.” 
 
    “I pinned you in place so I could use Final Spark. That took you down a considerable about, right?” 
 
    “Not when I use Black Shield. You expended more Essence than it took for me to block it. You lost in that exchange, and will lose every time, unless you can overwhelm the Black Shield’s tolerance.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “The intensity has to be so great that my recharge rate can’t come into play.” 
 
    “Point overload?” 
 
    “That is one way of saying it.” 
 
    Kara sighed. “How close was I to doing that?” 
 
    “You would need at the minimum triple effect, but only if you Constrained the beam much tighter.” 
 
    “Density, not surface area?” 
 
    “That is how Black Shield will usually fail…unless you can generate an area of effect attack so powerful it drains the whole thing faster than the recharge capacity. You cannot do that against me, for you do not have the generation capability yet, and you do not have the reserve charge in such a small, untrained body.” 
 
    “I’m not untrained now, but I take your point.” 
 
    “There are many Vargemma that have far greater Essence density within their bodies than you, accumulated from slow development over millions of years. You need a few hundred more to surpass them.” 
 
    “How many to surpass you?” 
 
    “You never will so long as we continue to train together.” 
 
    Kara smiled. “That’s why I’m doing extra training while you sleep.” 
 
    “And you are paying the price for it. Your body screams in pain even now.” 
 
    “I can take it. I’ve been through worse before.” 
 
    “If you continue to increase your Essence use, it will get worse.” 
 
    “I know how to ride the ascension line, and if I fry myself too much my Vorch’nas will kick in to heal the damage.” 
 
    “It cannot heal what it cannot touch. Your connection to the Essence realm is also damaged. You must allow time for it to adjust to greater usage.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the barrier or my body?” 
 
    “Both. You will damage your Siphon if you stretch it too far, too fast. Then you will have to cease its stretching in order for it to repair. Your technology cannot do that. It must occur naturally.” 
 
    “And my body?” 
 
    “It binds to the Essence in a way that makes overuse manifest physically. You may repair the damage, but you are not repairing the cause of the damage. You press too hard, Kara.” 
 
    “We’re on the clock, remember,” she said, referencing the Founders coming for her. “And I don’t intend to let the Elcee fight them here while we run off somewhere else. I need as much power as I can get, and if I have to endure some pain to get it faster, then so be it. I’m not permanently damaging anything as far as I can tell. Am I?” 
 
    “I do not know. My Master never attempted training at this rate. Even I am feeling the effects now. It must be far worse for you.” 
 
    “I may have not done much Essence training in the past, but I’ve done so much other training that this is easy for me. I know what to do and how to do it, the new wrinkles are the challenge and right now I’m a kid in a candy store. I can handle it. Trust me.” 
 
    “I am beginning to, but we must not only focus on the near future, but the challenge of the far distant,” he said, pointing towards the Hadarak Colony Spore spark visible through the shell of the Temple due to the fact that the barrier shield was permanently down, otherwise it would have absorbed it and kept the denizens clueless to what was happening outside. “I do not want to run either, but if we must then we must. If we allow ourselves to be captured or killed, we give them victory. They do not want a Siphon free to develop, let alone two training together. Our vengeance must be over the eons, and by gaining peerdom. Even if we somehow managed to kill a Founder, as you did their Apprentice, they will send another and another. What are we to do then?” 
 
    “We don’t abandon people to die, Strovok.” 
 
    “If there is to be a fight here that cannot be won, evacuate the Temple.” 
 
    “Would they stay here?” 
 
    “Make them go beyond the Temples. You have said the galaxy is vast and easy to hide within.” 
 
    “And you have said that our training bouts are visible to everyone in this Temple when we really get going. The more powerful we are, the harder it is going to be to hide our training. Now I could probably find us some place they’d never look, but if we can’t hide inside a star system now and they have Caretaker drones that can sense Essence, I can’t guarantee they won’t find us eventually.” 
 
    “I know we will fight, the question is when and where.” 
 
    “I’d rather them walk into our trap than catch us on the run.” 
 
    “The Elcee are not a trap. They are pebbles to be crushed.” 
 
    “Let us worry about that. Given Eldorat’s size, I’m assuming he was at least as powerful as one of the smaller Founders you spoke of, perhaps more so.” 
 
    “You said you barely destroyed him with a warfleet.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kara said, pointing to the sky and the rows of starships parked up in ‘orbit’ as the Paladin spam produced more and more for her in preparation for the time when the predicted arrival came. “Got one, with more than one Essence weapon this time.” 
 
    “The Founder will be able to overwhelm us within seconds.” 
 
    “Even with your Black Shield?” 
 
    “He will most likely be able to overload it with one strike.” 
 
    Kara raised her arm up and produced a hologram of a piece of chest armor, spinning it slowly around so Strovok could see all of it.  
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Something we’ve been working on. Something that will hold more Essence than your body can. A lot more.” 
 
    “Your Magicite? The Founders have this technology already.” 
 
    “I know, but this isn’t just Magicite.” 
 
    “A weapon?” 
 
    “An automatic defense. I’ve helped our Mastertechs create a nullification shield that will protect our non-Essence troops briefly.” 
 
    “That is worthless to us.” 
 
    “Will the Founder come looking for me with his own Magicite? Or will his own Siphon or whatever other stuff he has be enough?” 
 
    “Could be either, but I would wager his own skills are more than sufficient.” 
 
    “So if we create technology and fuel it with our Essence, we can use it against him here.” 
 
    “A personal well will allow for recharge, Kara. Our abilities have limits that we have to raise with training. It is not simply about power…” he said, trailing off as he finally caught on. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “How large of a nullification shield can you produce?” 
 
    “Unlimited, though inefficient given our current designs. The question is how much technology can we carry. If we can pick the battlefield, we don’t have to carry it.” 
 
    “A true trap then,” Strovok considered.  
 
    “But I need you to teach me the Black Shield and other defensive and containment techniques so I can help craft them into machines.” 
 
    “I cannot give you what I do not possess. The Responders will not give me the blueprints.” 
 
    “I’m an Archon. I create blueprints for fun. What I need is the technique so I can experiment with it.” 
 
    “Black Shield is far beyond you, little one.” 
 
    “Catch me up faster then.” 
 
    Strovok sighed. “It doesn’t work like that. There is a progression you must follow.” 
 
    “That’s what the Responders say. I say they’re lying. I got Siphon way early, and Morgan got Jumat way early too. Things happen, and people take different paths. Help me craft a faster path, Strovok. Help me cheat.” 
 
    The Mek’tal huffed, then patted himself on the chest with his big left arm. “You strike at my pride, but I do not know how to teach in a way that I have not been taught.” 
 
    “Then generate the Black Shield now, and sustain it while I beat on it.” 
 
    “It is not a physical shield,” he said, generating the effect none the less. It was invisible, like nearly all Essence techniques, but it caste a hazy effect around him when viewed by Essence-enhanced eyesight, hence the name.  
 
    Kara reached out her hand and stuck it through up to her wrist, then held it there, trying to create an Essence Rush in her arm and having the shield stop it…painfully. 
 
    “That is unwise,” Strovok cautioned, but he maintained the shield nonetheless. 
 
    “Maybe, but I gotta feel it to learn it. Can you reduce strength to the point where I can easily break it?” 
 
    “I do not know. I’ve never tried to produce a weak shield. There is no point.” 
 
    “There is now. Please try. Losing gives valuable experience, but winning gives a different kind.” 
 
    The Black Shield flicked on and off numerous times, then finally remained constant. 
 
    “That’s as weak as I can maintain it.” 
 
    Kara pushed against it inside her arm, but it wouldn’t budge, so she brought forward her other arm just shy of the shield and fired small Torrents into it…which were basically an Essence drill that would tear through matter in a corkscrew fashion, but it wasn’t Hard Light, which would pass through a Black Shield due to its physical nature. Torrent was more or less a tiny tornado drill, and the Black Shield did block it. 
 
    Kara drilled into it just over her wrist, because if she dipped it down she’d cut into her own flesh or Vorch’nas, and she didn’t want to see what happened in either. She worked on the shield for nearly 10 minutes before it finally broke and the Essence in her arm was able to move through momentarily before the Black Shield reformed. 
 
    “Finally,” Kara huffed. “You really don’t know your strength.” 
 
    “Did you learn something?” 
 
    “A new feel. It’s a puzzle piece, and I need to collect as many as I can before I start trying to put them together. Are there techniques that disrupt Black Shield?” 
 
    “None that you know.” 
 
    Kara raised her right hand and created a Reflect shield between them. 
 
    “I will have to raise intensity of the Black Shield, otherwise it will be destroyed. And I may overwhelm your Reflect.” 
 
    Kara flicked her thumb, still using physical gestures to summon abilities, and created a Nullification shield behind the Reflect to protect herself against whatever it was he was going to throw if the Reflect shield failed. 
 
    “Reckless are you, little one,” Strovok said with a smile. “Fortunately I like reckless. Prepare yourself. I am not sure of the power levels needed.” 
 
    “Go as low as you can and adjust upwards,” Kara said, feeling something hit her shield and bounce back…then she felt it ripple through the Black Shield in a way that made its hard structure bend a bit. 
 
    Another puzzle piece gained.  
 
    Kara just hoped she could get enough of them to learn Black Shield, for it was the primary defensive ability the Vargemma had, and anyone without it was seen as an easy mark for a master to overwhelm with a simple force against force engagement…which was the equivalent of arm wrestling and usually ended within seconds.  
 
    Black Shield gave weaker opponents the ability to resist this at low energy cost to themselves, and blast it all, the Temple said you had to have so many prerequisites before it would train you for it, that no one in Star Force or even the Varkemma had yet earned the privilege of trying for it.  
 
    It was the defensive key she needed to badly encode into Essence technology if she was going to build a trap in the Temple, and Kara had no idea how much time she had before a Founder would show up and try to kidnap her and Strovok. 
 
    She knew she was risking a lot staying here, but it was crystal clear that she and Strovok were the only ones that stood a small chance against a Founder, and probably none at that. If they weren’t here to draw out the target and then direct orbital bombardment, Kara wasn’t confident the Elcee or the Paladin could get the job done. Which meant she had to stay. 
 
    Stupid or wise, she wasn’t sure, but Kara knew she had to have Black Shield and she couldn’t wait for the normal progression of skills. She had to cheat jump again, and this time she couldn’t rely on random chance. She had to make it happen. 
 
    And right now that mean shooting everything in sight and seeing what hidden treasures could be hit with random shots. It wasn’t the best way to explore the universe, but right now it was all she had. So despite the growing pain inside her arm that her Vorch’nas was hilariously trying to figure out the source of, she kept pressing on the Black Shield and trying to bend a bit of it on her own. 
 
    And failing. 
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    Solar System (Home One Kingdom) 
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    Esna sat down in her quarters in Atlantis, covered in more sweat than usual after her workout in one of the 7 major training centers in the city that had an insane number of options for specialized challenges, even outside the Archon-only sanctum, but she’d felt off since she’d arrived here from the Deep Rim where she’d been doing a lot of hunting for bad guys that felt an opportunity for mischief while the Core distracted everyone, and they were coming out of the woodwork in droves. 
 
    When the Director had called her to Earth she hadn’t resented that, knowing it had to be something damn important…and it was. Too damn important. 
 
    Esna took off her right shoe and sniffed it…a habit she’d had since all the way back on the planet Mace where she’d been born. Why she’d done it then she couldn’t remember, but now she knew that a person’s sweat didn’t stay constant, and one’s scent altered with their mood, toxin levels, and several other factors, and she was detecting one now she hadn’t had in a long time. 
 
    Stress sweat. 
 
    She’d had a whiff of it ever since coming to Earth, but now it was reeking. Normally her sweat smelled neutral to good, and it was only when her body was under some sort of duress that it turned bad.  
 
    Esna pulled off her other shoe and checked it too, then took a whiff of her armpit and flinched. 
 
    “Wow, that is bad,” she said to herself with a sigh. It wasn’t the food here doing it, nor the water, nor the air she was breathing. Everything was top notch, like in the rest of the Empire, and she wasn’t injured. The only thing that had changed was her mission. 
 
    An impossible mission, with her body reflecting her mental distress at having been thrust a problem even the Archons couldn’t solve, nor the Director himself. He’d made it clear that unless they found a better way to fight both the Hadarak and the Founders, Star Force was going to be crushed between them.  
 
    One war they might survive, even find a way to win. But two at once was going to be their doom, even if it was a long, drawn out one with the Archons doing maximum damage to both enemies…but fall they would. And now Esna and 7 others were being tasked with finding a solution. 
 
    And she knew it wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    They probably weren’t the only team the Director had consulted, nor would consult, but right now they were the ones with the weight of the empire on their shoulders, and Esna didn’t like failure…but more than that, she didn’t like being helpless. 
 
    Helplessness is what got Rammak killed. And she’d vowed shortly thereafter to become as strong as he’d been so that she’d never have to face the same situation. 
 
    And yet here she was, and she’d gotten far stronger than Rammak had ever been…well, not in muscle, obviously, but in other ways. Esna was now one of the leaders of Canderous, and she knew Rammak would have been proud, but part of her still wanted to go back in time and take his place. She didn’t feel worthy then, and since then she’d tried, but part of her never would.  
 
    And her body was agreeing with the mind, stinking like a damn newb who’d never known combat after a little 3 hour workout.  
 
    Esna threw one of her shoes across the room, bouncing it off a wall just as the door chime sounded. For a second she wondered if she’d hit something, but the panel was more than 4 meters away from where her shoe hit.  
 
    She got up and walked across the carpeted floor in her sweat-soaked socks and just opened the door, not bothering to see who it was first…only to look up at the very tall man standing there. Someone nearly as large as Rammak had been, though he was missing a pair of arms.  
 
    “Can we talk?” Bren asked, not wearing any armor, which was unusual for any of the Esquires or Golden Knights, who were obsessive about always being ready for battle wherever it chose to show up. 
 
     “If you don’t mind the smell,” she said, flicking her head towards the inside as she turned and walked out of the doorway back to her bed where she sat down and stripped off her socks, throwing them lazily out of view as she flexed her toes on the carpet fibers. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Bren telekinetically pulled over a chair and looked for the anti-grav adjustment panel…then saw it wasn’t going to be big enough, so he drifted it back to where it had been and simply sat down on the ground cross-legged, which put his head height about even with Esna’s.  
 
    “I did not know who you were until after you arrived and I checked your record. You were born outside of Star Force, whereas the rest of us were not.” 
 
    “Kirritimin wasn’t either,” Esna corrected him. 
 
    “No, you are right, but he is not a warrior. Not in the flesh. His mind can lead fleets, but he doesn’t know the feel of combat as you and I do. And you have felt it outside of Star Force, without training or an empire behind you. I wanted to ask what that was like?” 
 
    “Maddening,” she answered, cupping her head in both hands as she thought back to memories she’d prefer to keep buried. “You were always afraid of getting caught up in something and dying, from something stupid or just a random accident. It wasn’t glorious like the movies suggest. I lost my brother to that shit, and would have died myself if not for a Calamari named Rammak who saved me. He was Star Force, but he’d been left behind when Mace fell. The planet was wrecked and what had once been Star Force was so far gone we didn’t even know its name. We called the planet Forso, for what reason I don’t know. I didn’t even know I was Human at the time. I didn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Did you do any training?” 
 
    “Ha. We didn’t even understand what the word meant. We piddled around, experimented, mostly did stupid stuff, and some of it worked and we learned. Nobody really knew what they were doing, but a lot liked to pretend they did, and we bought it for the most part. I wish I’d been born into Star Force, for many reasons, but we don’t get to choose our entry point into the universe. I’m fortunate to have survived mine. I certainly didn’t earn it.” 
 
    “Do you know why Davis called you here?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    “I know,” Bren said, eliciting a raise of Esna’s head. “He and I are rather close. I spent many of my early years on his personal guard, and his wisdom is still underestimated by the Empire. You are here because of your vantage point and your skill. You started with nothing, outside the empire, and have risen past so many who had far more than you. You have earned your rank of Khan in Canderous, but even then you chose the life of combat rather than a life of organizing others in combat. You became an Ard Ri, and I believe I know why.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “You want to feel the combat. You want to determine the outcome based on your skills and your actions…not ordering machines around or putting someone else into harm’s way. You want to be in the heaviest of fighting, like the Archons do, but they’re needed for so much else they rarely get that opportunity. The Golden Knights take most of those duties on us so that the Archons can be freed up to do the duties that few can. Do you know why I am here?” 
 
    “You’re a Golden Knight. Isn’t that obvious?” 
 
    “I’m a Golden Knight who was also once an Admiral, long, long ago. A special appointment by Davis when he saw more tactical skill in me than most naval officers. He said we needed people who could see beyond the small battles without losing sight of them, and that only someone who knew how to fight hand to hand could direct others to, all the way up the line to the Admiral who commanded the destiny of thousands. I took the opportunity and responsibility he gave me and learned the hard way…no training, no peers, just straight to Admiral. And to his credit, I added a few new tricks to the Naval handbook after I got my bearings and began looking at things from a different point of view.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Esna said in admiration. “I had no idea anyone had done that.” 
 
    “I had no idea anyone had done what you did. Apparently Star Force isn’t interest in bragging on their heroes that aren’t Archons…and I only say that because that’s what Davis described me as once. He said there were many heroes that nobody would ever know of, because the fighting we do, especially on the bridge of a warship, won’t be seen by the masses. Not even your own crew. But heroes we are nonetheless. And in truth, most people see the Archons as multiple versions of the same person. The ‘Archon’ is the hero, not the individual.” 
 
    “I thought the trailblazers were all etched in stone somewhere?” 
 
    “And they rightly should be, for among other things they head up their own Clans. But the rest of the Archons are nameless, faceless heroes in armor, and they’re the inspiration others need. People like you and me have walked paths that they cannot, so they don’t need to know our stories…though they’re there to find if you dig hard enough. And the people who need to hear them usually learn to dig.” 
 
    “Did the Director tell you that too?” 
 
    “More or less. And you need to start calling him Davis or Sean. He prefers that.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “In his position, do you think he really cares about titles? He cares about who has skills and answers. And both you and I have stuff that he doesn’t have, which is why we’re here.” 
 
    “Well, my stuff isn’t amounting to much more than bad ideas. Everything I’ve suggested has gotten shot down after analysis.” 
 
    “Same with the rest of us. Even Kirritimin.” 
 
    Esna put her head back into her hands and stared at her toes. “So why aren’t you still an Admiral?” 
 
    “I gave it up. I was good at it, but it was too isolated and my physical skills didn’t matter short of a boarding party…which almost never happens. Our fleets are far too dominant, and if we are ever at a disadvantage our enemies take the opportunity to destroy us. They’re not bold enough to try and capture one of our ships.” 
 
    “So was the Dir…was Davis wrong about you?” 
 
    “No. He showed me an aptitude that I never would have developed because I didn’t know it existed. But naval combat is about technology and knowing how to use it. Commando is about being the weapon, and I have always wanted to be a weapon, not wield one.” 
 
    “In that we are alike, but unless you can punch a lot harder than I think, you’re not taking down a Warden on your own.” 
 
    “Do we need to?” 
 
    Esna’s head came up again, this time with a stupid look on her face. “Obviously.” 
 
    “No…I don’t mean the Empire. I mean do you and I need to? It’s not the Wardens that threaten the Founders, it’s their swarm of minions. Why can’t we fight them the normal way? No more tricks or special technology. Star Force has always fought the swarms with superior units that can last indefinitely while the enemy has to keep replacing its lost forces because it chooses to build them fast rather than strong.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how many we kill in the field when a Warden can come crashing down on your head and erase all your gains. Naval is where we have to find a way to win this.” 
 
    “Sometimes, but are the Hadarak gaining all their territory by Wardens?” Bren asked, leaving the question hang in the air until Esna was forced to answer. 
 
    “The hard battles are, but not all.” 
 
    “They’re picking up planets with no Wardens. They’re sending carrier ships with minions, and minions alone are conquering more than half of their gains. Far more, actually. The Wardens are there, like the Lurkers, to do what the minions cannot. But it’s the minions that Founders fear. It’s the minions that conquer. The big ones that cannot be touched without Essence or Ysalamir are really to support the swarm, the swarm doesn’t support them.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “If there’s a way we can fight the swarm, and let the Elcee or others handle the big ones, can we beat the Hadarak the other way around?” 
 
    “By depriving them of the swarm? I don’t have any idea how we can do that if we can’t hold territory to deny them from using it to produce more. And if we can’t protect our most heavily defended worlds from a pair of Wardens, one going kamikaze to break through and the other to land and conquer, then how do we defend worlds without even a shield generator?” 
 
    “Are they growing Wardens faster than we can kill them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Esna said, never having thought about that. “What’s in the Core is unknown, plus what they can bring in from other galaxies. Might as well assume they’re unlimited.” 
 
    Bren snapped his fingers and a Fornax jolt hit Esna, shaking her concentration and causing her mind to reset as she glared at the Golden Knight. 
 
    “Unlimited?” he said as though he was spitting ice with every syllable. 
 
    “We can’t know, so we might as well assume they are,” she growled, resisting the urge to throw a bigger Fornax blast back at him. 
 
    “And what does a warrior say to unlimited enemies?” 
 
    Esna blinked, suddenly understanding his reprimand. “Bring them on.” 
 
    Bren nodded, and put his fingers down. “So why are we not facing them as warriors? We are looking for tricks, cheats, and whatever we can to avoid the head-on fight. Why have we given up on it?” 
 
    “Because they’re too many and they reproduce too fast.” 
 
    “So did the lizards, though that was before your time and mine, but I have studied those wars closely. We defended as we are now, until we grew to the point we could start pushing back, system by system. We didn’t run from the direct fight.” 
 
    “I’ve studied them too, and that war was based off taking systems, stacking them with defenses, and holding them. We can’t hold anything against the Hadarak if they want it badly enough.” 
 
    “None of the Fortresses have fallen, and they’re trying hard to take them.” 
 
    “Those aren’t planets. And they’re built to be modular so that when the Hadarak do damage them the outer layers can be expendable. Our people are not expendable, and we will not fight that way, even if it will win the war.” 
 
    “The Viceroy is willing.” 
 
    “They all are. They’ve been programmed for it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t a part of you want to see them unleashed on the enemy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Esna admitted. “I crave a way to hurt them, and having to pull punches frustrates me. It’s why I chose to fight in the Rim rather than the Core. I want targets I can crush, or at least attack directly. With the Hadarak we’re always retreating and I’m stuck in a seda giving orders.” 
 
    “Then let’s stop trying to run from them, evade them, or cheat them. Let’s find a way to fight them head on, as warriors should. The Archons can pull the sneaky stuff, but to cleanse the galaxy of these vermin we’re going to have to do this the conventional way, so help me figure out how to do that.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because you have seen from the outside. You were weak once, afraid, confused. Tell me from the outside, how can Star Force fight these monsters?” 
 
    Esna punched the bed next to her right hip. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Ignore the Wardens and Lurkers and all the stuff that requires Essence or Ysalamir. How do we fight the rest if they’re not protected by the others?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Bren. If we can’t hold territory we can’t deny it to them. They just re-infest it…unless we blow up the planets, and even then they can probably feed off their remains.” 
 
    “We’re taking worlds, not destroying them. We’re not going to be tricked into destroying our own prizes.” 
 
    “Prizes? We’re in a war for our survival and you’re talking like this is…” Esna cut off, bringing her hands up in front of her and staring at her palms. “What have I become?” 
 
    “Lost,” Bren said firmly. “Now find your way back.” 
 
    Esna stared at her hands, but her vision was directed inward. Rammak had died saving her, not because it would benefit the empire, or him. Had he not come for her he would have survived on Mace until the V’kit’no’sat war ended and the world was recolonized. He would have made it back even if nobody found him there before that, and even though he didn’t know that would happen, he chose to come out of hiding for her. Because she was Human.  
 
    Because he thought she was worth fighting for, regardless of what happened. 
 
    He wasn’t trying to merely survive, he was trying to live.  
 
    “This is the way of the warrior,” she reminded herself. 
 
    “As a child, you would wait,” Bren said, reciting an ancient song that immediately began to bring tears to Esna’s eyes, for she’d never heard it on Mace, but once she got into Canderous it was required learning…and somehow it seemed to have been written specifically for her, though she knew that was impossible. “And watch from far away.” 
 
    “But you always knew,” Esna said between sobs, “that you’d be the one that work while they all play.” 
 
    “And you…you lay awake at night and scheme, of all the things that you would change, but it was just a dream.” 
 
    “Here we are,” Esna ground out, finding a fire in her heart again with the words, “don’t turn away now. We are the warriors that built this town.” 
 
    “The time will come, when you’ll have to rise…” 
 
    “…above the best, improve yourself, your spirit never dies.” 
 
    A brief moment of silence followed, then Bren asked, “So why aren’t we?” 
 
    Esna stood up, flexing her arms up halfway and staring at her muscles and her quaking hands. “Leave the Wardens to the Archons.” 
 
    “Yes. Now how do we earn our victory against the minions?” 
 
    “We can’t hold territory, which means we can’t stop them from reproducing.” 
 
    “Then we have to kill them faster than they can make them,” Bren said firmly. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    Esna turned slowly and locked eyes with him. “Not for a warrior. Not when they’re all offense, no defense, and mostly stupid.” 
 
    “They’re brutes designed as killing machines, and less smart than the lizards. We beat them, why can we not beat the minions?” 
 
    “We can, it’s just a matter of numbers. But if we can’t deny them planets, they can…” 
 
    “What? Send in a few ships and hope to be left alone to grow into an army? We’re not a small empire anymore, Esna. If we can detect them landing, we can get to them before they can grow out of control.” 
 
    “If we’re fast enough, and strong enough.” 
 
    “I can do it single handedly,” Brom said, and she knew he wasn’t overestimating his abilities.  
 
    Esna’s mind raced, feeling a path here but slipping from it. Without a single secure world in the empire, how could you fight a war without sacrificing people wherever the enemy chose to hit? 
 
    “Holy shit,” she whispered, sitting back down on the bed again as her life radically changed in a moment of epiphany.  
 
    “You thought of something?” Bren asked insistently as he gently rose to his feet without a sound. 
 
    “We’re warriors, and we’re going to stand our ground and fight,” she said, volume returning to her voice. “I don’t know about the Founders, but we’re going to beat the Hadarak the hard way. No cheats. We’re going to earn dominance.” 
 
    “How?” Bren pressed.  
 
    “The way you and I are drawn to. Hand to hand, face to face, skill against skill. One planet at a time, sweeper teams, grunge work. No orbital bombardment other than the initial strikes. Send the fleet to own the spacelanes. To keep reinforcements from arriving. They will secure our victories while we make sure every last bit of infestation gets burned off the planets.” 
 
    “How does that change our current situation?” 
 
    “The Grand Border will hold. The Archons and the V’kit’no’sat won’t fail. When the expansion is contained, and no more evacuations have to be protected, we will have to hold indefinitely or take the war to them on their side. That’s what I’m thinking about, and now I know how to do it, if we’re only talking minions.” 
 
    Bren knelt down on one knee so he could look her in the eyes again. “Please share.” 
 
    “We have to rise above them, and by we I mean Canderous. We’re the anti-Hadarak faction. We have to become the anti-Hadarak faction.” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    “Our homes aren’t on planets, and they can’t be rammed by Wardens.” 
 
    “Your seda are a little faster, so you can evade them. How does that help us fight?” 
 
    “It means we have strongholds that can’t be hit by Wardens, and with proper upgrades even Lurkers won’t be able to. Big upgrades.” 
 
    “But you’re still running. Where’s the ‘stand your ground’ part?” 
 
    Esna smiled cruelly and placed a hand on the right side of Bren’s face. 
 
    “Which direction do you think we’ll be running?” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Esna. What can Canderous do that it isn’t already doing?” 
 
    “Evolve,” she said, kissing him hard once. “Thank you for kicking my ass into gear. It’s like I’d forgotten how to really fight. It’s not about winning, it’s about engaging.” 
 
    “Better to die a warrior than live a coward,” Bren echoed another lesson taught in Canderous to its younglings.  
 
    “This is our time, and I need your help.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Help me convince Davis to allow Canderous to develop Knights. Full Knights, with psionics and whatever Essence help we can get. And not to assist the Knight races. But to become minion mashers…because we’re going to need a lot of them.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand your plan, but if you can bring this fight to the surface you will have my eternal backing.” 
 
    Esna smiled, slapping him on the face playfully. “Let’s go, big guy. I’ve got some explaining to do, and might as well do it to everyone at once.” 
 
    Bren turned and went out her door so fast it almost didn’t open in time, then he began running down the hallway with Esna sprinting to keep up. She finally knew how to beat them, and Bren could sense it in her.  
 
    No point in walking now, the sooner they found Davis the better, for rebuilding Canderous wasn’t going to happen overnight, and time was already against them.  
 
    But this would work. She knew it in her bones. Now she just had to convince the man who had built the Empire to let her break a lot of his rules… 
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    The doors to the briefing room where Davis’s special team had been working opened with a nearly inaudible ‘swoosh,’ then closed again as Lord Daegan entered, the last of the team to arrive as Esna waited near the holo pedestal with the others as Davis looked across at all of them from the far side of the room. 
 
    “Alright, we’re all here now,” he said calmly. “What have you two come up with?” 
 
    “Esna,” Bren said, waving a large hand towards the Director. 
 
    “Sean,” she said, for once not having to force his first name past her lips, “give me the full technological and genetic power of Star Force, and I will destroy the Hadarak for you.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes widened, except Bren’s, and Davis noted that fact with a quick glance towards him…along with a brief telepathic exchange that no one else suspected. 
 
    “How?” he said simply after a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    “By fighting them as warriors, face to face, hand to hand, world to world. No more tricks. No more running. No more fearing these bastards. You beat the swarm tactics of the lizards long ago when everyone thought it was impossible, so why is everyone convinced it can’t be done now?” 
 
    “Star Force was able to hold territory then,” Kirritimin interjected, for he had the unique position of having been the mastermind behind the lizards’ war against Star Force, and despite his forced genius helping them, Star Force had still won the war. “If you cannot deny the enemy the world you take, you face a never-ending carnage. We must have a mechanism to protect worlds in order to stop the Wardens from ramming them, or no world is safe. Let alone empty ones we take with nothing but rubble and corpses left behind.” 
 
    Esna leaned on the deactivated holo pedestal with both hands, then twisted her head to look down at the smart bug.  
 
    “That’s what I thought too, until Bren reminded me what it is to be a warrior. We want to win, but more than winning we want to fight rather than run. We want to stand our ground because the fight is worth it, but we’ve been bullied into defensive thinking because our civilian population is vulnerable. No world is safe…that’s what you said,” Esna all but accused as she switched her gaze back to Davis. “And because of that we’re building expendable worlds along the Core border, hoping the Hadarak can’t jump the defenses and get behind them to our people.” 
 
    “There are going to be V’kit’no’sat on those ‘expendable’ worlds,” Davis lightly growled.  
 
    “But you’re expecting them to get hit, and putting them there because, as you said, there is no safe world against the Wardens’ mass ramming. And the V’kit’no’sat are volunteering to go, because their empire’s former existence was based on fighting the Hadarak. It’s in their blood, and they want to fight…and so do I. But not defense. That won’t win the war. We have to go on offense.” 
 
    “How do we hold worlds that we take?” Kirritimin reiterated. 
 
    Esna slammed her fist down on the pedestal, inadvertently breaking it when the casing cracked as she applied more force than expected. 
 
    “That’s still defense. We’re all so bullied into submission that we forget how weak the Hadarak are. Most of their worlds are easy pickings, but because they have the swarm moving forward nobody can take advantage of it because everyone is on defense. It’s half a bluff that nobody is calling.” 
 
    “How do we call it?” Lord Daegan asked.  
 
    Esna turned to look at him, then made eye contact with the other 8 people in the room before turning back to the Protovic. “As a team. I don’t know what to do about the Founders, and I’m leaving the Lurkers, Trons, and anything else that’s Essence to the Archons or some other faction. But give me what I need and I can turn Canderous into an offensive weapon specialized for killing Hadarak. Star Force is so large we don’t all have to be multi-taskers. You have so many other true factions for that, but the aquatics requirement you made us take on to become a full faction,” Esna said, looking now to Davis, “is going to come in damn useful now.” 
 
    “Assume I give you everything you want, what will you do with it that hasn’t already been done?” 
 
    “You all made a mistake,” she said bluntly. “You said no Star Force world is safe from the Wardens ramming it. But you forgot that not all Star Force worlds are planets.” 
 
    “You are suggesting we move part of our population into the Temples,” Lord Daegan guessed. 
 
    Esna snorted. “No. While it may be hard for the Hadarak to get there, the Temples can be taken down by them, correct?” she asked, looking directly at Tennisonne. 
 
    The Mastertech’s head came up slightly. “The Temples have been designed to defend themselves against a Hadarak attack, but other than their mass they are more vulnerable than our Castles. Once their Essence reserves are expended…great as they might be…the structure of the Temple has no defense against ramming. They are better than anything we have right now, but they are not impregnable.” 
 
    “No they’re not,” Esna agreed. “But there are two factions in Star Force that are not vulnerable, and Canderous is the only one with civilians that are not threatened by ramming Wardens…because our worlds can move faster than them and dodge the attacks. 
 
    Davis’s laser eye lock went to Bren, who lightly smiled as he too saw the implications of this, though previously he hadn’t known where Esna was going with it.  
 
    “It is of limited value,” Kirritimin noted. “I have considered this tactic, but the amount of infrastructure Canderous has is tiny in comparison to a fully developed planet. In theory, if we had eons to build sedas and slowly moved our population into them, we could have a mobile civilization, but it will not help us in the near future. We simply cannot construct enough sedas for it to help us hold the Grand Border, let alone push beyond it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t need genetic modifications for that,” Bren noted as he looked down at Kirritimin with an intelligence challenge.  
 
    “No it would not. Genetic upgrades are only useful in physical endeavors unless they are for brain capabilities regarding drone control. Since sedas are defensive stations the only logical assumption is that Canderous needs stronger minds to control more drones per person.” 
 
    “Not even close,” Esna said with an ironic snarl. “Anyone else care to speculate?” 
 
    “You don’t want to fight them with the fleet,” Grand Admiral Serren said with a perplexed look on her face. 
 
    “Right. Keep going,” Esna urged as Davis watched, with her knowing his mind was calculating faster than any of the others, perhaps except Kirritimin, though the bug wasn’t an Archon and Davis was…which was something many people had a habit of forgetting. 
 
    “You can’t fight space battles without a fleet unless you use planetary defenses. Those are vulnerable to Warden ramming, so you would have to use seda-based weaponry to fight the space battles, which is doable as long as the naval minions don’t cover you in IDF goo and slow you down enough for a Warden to catch up and crush you.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t involved genetic modification,” Lord Daegan chimed in. “She’s talking Commando work to take planets, not orbital bombardment. Which begs the question what the fleet would be doing?” 
 
    “What it should be doing,” Esna said angrily. “The minions are the most vulnerable during transit, and most of those assaulting small worlds are not being carried by Wardens. They’re being carried by other minions, weak minions that your fleets should be eviscerating before they ever get to a world,” she said, pointing a finger at the two Grand Admirals. “But what are you doing now? Covering worlds during evacuations while a few roaming fleets do damage to worlds via orbital bombardment, essentially mowing the grass so the Hadarak had to send more units to repopulate them and thus delay the forward movement. Defense, defense, defense. We should be on the attack!” 
 
    “How do we deny them reconquest?” Kirritimin asked calmly. 
 
    “The same way they do. We can play their game better than they can. They’re just a bunch of newbs, guys. Grown on site for the most part. Give me 50 year old Canderian newbs with the proper training and augments, and we’ll tear apart 5 year old minions easily. It’s the numbers that are always the problem, and it’s the numbers that the Star Force combined naval fleet should be focused on thinning and blocking their paths of travel. Do to them what the J’gar have done to the V’kit’no’sat. Deny them the spacelanes, and poach the hell out of those that try to get through. Never let them know where you are, always moving, always attacking, no spacelane is safe. When you go defensive your positions are marked and they have the movement advantage. Take it away from them and make them think defensively.” 
 
    “And leave the evacuees helpless?” Grand Admiral Lucin argued. 
 
    “No. I can’t get Canderous ready fast. We need the Grand Border intact and holding the swarms back. If that happens, and I’m counting on you guys to make it happen, then Canderous will do its part and become a Star Force faction dedicated solely to fighting and killing Hadarak.” 
 
    “What can Canderous do that the Paladin cannot do better?” the Viceroy challenged. 
 
    “Other than move our people around, not much, but you rely on swarm tactics while we work with superior units. I know you’ll argue that, but we press our people harder than any faction in training and you operate on genetic memories. In the short term you’re superior, in the long term my warriors will defeat yours given even numbers, because we’re better. And that’s how we have to beat the Hadarak. By being better. The Founders are getting their ass kicked and losing one of their three galaxies because of numbers. Because of the swarm. Not because of Essence. The Hadarak use Essence units to support the swarm, not the other way around. It is the swarm that is defeating the Founders, and us. And to defeat the Hadarak we must take their primary advantage and face it head on, rise above it, and crush them over the course of time in a long, arduous grind. We have to earn this, and when we do the bigger Hadarak units will be easy pickings for the rest of you. My war is with the minions. Let me fight it.” 
 
    “By ground assaults while the fleets keep reinforcements away?” Davis finally asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And why not use all of our armies to do so? Why just Canderous?” 
 
    “The rest of Star Force has to protect us from numerous enemies, and to have all specialize against the Hadarak would be inviting destruction on another front. Let Canderous evolve into what we need to become…a weapon designed for one purpose and one purpose only. We will leave the other wars to you. Give us the power to face the swarm head on.” 
 
    “How does this involve the sedas?” Lord Daegan asked. “Or are you planning on taking your civilians into the war zones?” 
 
    “Our civilians are always in the war zones. That’s what it means to be Canderian. But I’m not talking about moving our existing sedas. I’m talking about building new ones. Offensive ones, built to fight Hadarak and not other threats. I mean come on, we are talking about fighting an enemy that does not have armor or shields. The minions are weak as hell, yet we’re running from them? Can you not see how they’ve tricked us into ignoring their greatest weakness?” 
 
    Davis slammed his fist down on the pedestal, denting it in half the depth of his fist as Esna flinched, not expecting such an angry reaction from him. 
 
    “Yeg’gor,” he said, all but spitting the world. “Why have I been so blind?” 
 
    “Put it on the sedas and we become Wardens,” Esna said. “The minions can swarm all they want, and all they will do is scratch us. Include Essence weapons and we will be able to kill Wardens that try to engage us, and give us some defense against any Lurker that slips past the Borg vessels. I still need others to hunt and engage them, not Canderous, but the minions and their Warden bases Canderous can duplicate. We can become their mirror image, only better. We can beat them at their own game if you can figure out how to deal with their Essence units. Even their mainline minions, hard as they are to fight, we can deal with.” 
 
    “No,” Lucin said, looking up at Esna. “They are the fleet’s responsibility.” 
 
    “But seda designed for offense can handle them if needed,” Esna pointed out. “Give us Essence weapons and an Archon to use them…or even just Essence weapons where all we have to do is pull the trigger. You can run tankers out to us and refill as needed, and we can use some of it for heavy ground weapons when needed, but the grinding will be done the conventional way. Warrior to monster. And if we go on a killing spree we can kill them faster than they can reproduce. That’s the way to win, but it only works if we work together as a team, and if we have the grinding weapon necessary. Let me forge Canderous into that weapon. The other armies can come in behind us and pick up what we drop, but let us become the Hadarak’s worst nightmare. An enemy that fights them strength for strength and defies the swarm…but we can’t do it like this,” Esna said, pointing at her small body with both hands. “We need to be his size.” 
 
    Davis followed Esna’s finger to Bren, then sighed. “So this is what you two were talking about.” 
 
    “We didn’t do much talking about details, but I’m tired of letting the warships determine our fate. If we can be applied as the major planet-cleansing force, the Golden Knights will go with Canderous, and it would probably be a good idea to send the Varkemma as well. Neither of us are good for defensive situations. We’re bred for offensive.” 
 
    “Where are you going to get the Yeg’gor?” Tennisonne asked. “There’s no way we can produce what you need. Not even with Tu’gor.” 
 
    “We earn it in battle,” Esna said defiantly. “Put the factories to produce it inside our new sedas, and we’ll build it plate by plate as we go along, using resources from the planets we cleanse and taking it from any Wardens we happen to kill.” 
 
    “No,” he said with a firm shake of his head. “You don’t realize how big those factories are. I might be able to squeeze one inside a seda, but you wouldn’t have room for anything else. And I’m talking one of your big sedas.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have to be every one,” Davis interjected. “You could have a few foundry sedas tagging along with an offensive one to protect it and give them the ability to create Yeg’gor bits as the war progressed. They’d slowly become stronger over time as long as they didn’t bite off more than they could chew. And recycled Hadarak Yeg’gor is how much faster?” 
 
    “184 times faster than pure synthesis.” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of hunting for loot, but the Hadarak are going to attack and fight to the death no matter what. We caught a break with the lizards, but unless a Warden suddenly has a change of heart, we’re not going to be able to convert the others. And the Uriti have made it pretty clear the chances of that.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Esna asked. 
 
    “How do you plan to grow big enough to matter?” 
 
    “Through battle,” she said simply. “It’s not the numbers that matter, but how many minions one of us can kill, and that number will go up over time with experience and technology increases.” 
 
    “I can kill a lot,” Bren offered. “When the skies are clear.” 
 
    “But Canderous isn’t nearly large enough to do a full assault on the Hadarak worlds. The rest of our armies will be needed.” 
 
    “You may need them against the Founders or others,” Esna countered. “Let us do this, no matter how long it takes. We will grow into it, and we can always call on the others when the time comes, but I’m not counting on anyone but us. We can’t do it now, but we can become a force that can do it far into the future. But we have to begin now. Yeg’gor takes time to grow, as do new Canderian recruits. If I give the word, we will start reproducing like rabbits to fill the new sedas as quickly as we can build them.” 
 
    “And the genetic upgrades?” 
 
    “We need to be Knights. Not me, because I’d lose too much with the growth enhancements, but when our younglings reach the age of decision, I want to offer them the choice between the path of defense and the path of offense. The path of offense will be the same as if they were becoming a member of a Knight race, and with the same responsibility, only with the sole focus on becoming a killer of Hadarak, not a response force to go fight whoever wherever. Give us the size, give us the psionics, and give us Essence weaponry if you can’t give us the ability to use Essence itself. Give us everything, and make us as effective one man armies as we can be…because that’s how we defeat the swarm. We live, we persist, and we keep killing more as they die off and produce newbs to replace them. Time is our ally in that situation.” 
 
    “Unless you get in over your head and killed,” Serren cautioned. 
 
    “Let us handle that,” Bren interjected. “You handle the spacelanes.” 
 
    Davis looked at Tennisonne. “How hard is it to put an Essence shield around a seda?” 
 
    “The volume of the equipment isn’t much different than regular shields. It’s the density of power issue. The Uriti production rate is increasing, but slowly. I don’t think we could supply enough for a galaxy full of sedas and all our other projects.” 
 
    “The Essence weaponry would be kept in reserve until needed, correct?” Davis asked. 
 
    “The big stuff, yes. And the small stuff on the ground would be reserved for the toughest battles, special situations, a really badass sniper rifle…that sort of thing. Not for the daily grind. We’d use conventional weapons for that and hold the Essence for when the fleet let a Warden slip through…or worse.” 
 
    “How long can they store it?” 
 
    “We’re getting better at retention, but it’s still not Founder level,” Tennisonne said as he ran some mental calculations. “It would leak, but no more than a Lantern ship.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t have to worry about securing those when the Varkemma can use the sedas to recharge,” Lord Daegan added.  
 
    Davis nodded. “I like this, but we need to throw everything at it and see if it can hold up to battle analysis. I think the numbers are going to be too small, even if Canderous sends half its population, but feel free to prove me wrong. Whoever does gets their own planet.” 
 
    “I already have 4 million,” Daegan said with a dismissive shrug.   
 
    “Moons don’t count,” Esna said, continuing the deadpan joke a third interval. 
 
    “Plausible,” Kirritimin finally said with an air of cautious excitement. “If we are playing the long game. But it is dependent on the Grand Border holding.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Esna agreed. “And you guys handling the bigger stuff. Let us have the Zerglings and Overlords.” 
 
    Bren stifled a laugh, knowing that Esna probably didn’t realize Starcraft was one of the games that Davis had often played with his personal guard during interstellar flights when they weren’t needed. 
 
    Did you tell her? Davis asked him telepathically. 
 
    No. Ironic, isn’t it? 
 
    Davis sighed. “Ok, you sold me there. You get the Zerglings and Overlords while we get the Lurkers and everything else. Now prove to me it’s logistically worth it, and why I should give you guys all the goodies the other factions wish they had.” 
 
    “Kiri, I’m going to need your help,” Esna said, looking over at the bug.  
 
    “You always have it, Esna.” 
 
    “Get started, people. Bren, come with me,” Davis said, heading for the exit. 
 
    The Golden Knight followed him out, then down the hall some 100 meters before Davis stopped and looked up at him. “How much of this was your idea?” 
 
    “None. I just gave her the inspiration she needed. I didn’t know most of that before she told you.” 
 
    “But what did you do?” 
 
    “We had a chat and found out that we were both ticked at not being able to fight hand to hand. Too much has been put on the Naval division, and people like us don’t want to just be giving orders on a bridge. We want to personally fight. When she saw I was of like mind, something flipped in her and she came up with this brilliant idea. Please make it work. I’d like a real challenge ahead of me rather than pickup work here and there.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, but Naval beats everything for a reason.” 
 
    “Perhaps because we’ve been blinded by fear of what Naval can do, we forgot what the rest of the military is capable of. If Naval can keep the skies clear, we’re back to old school fighting where we don’t need to cling to a planetary shield generator. I very much want to get back to those days.” 
 
    “You weren’t around for those days,” Davis corrected him. 
 
    “True, but I’ve read the stories. Naval was support back then, and perhaps it should be now again.” 
 
    “If we spread out the fleet that far, we won’t be able to defend any world. We won’t have enough ships to leave behind in each of them. They’ll all be open to orbital bombardment.” 
 
    “The Hadarak don’t do it that well other than ramming,” Bren pointed out. “But if they get some ships through, it won’t be a massive warfleet. It’ll be a few ships doing a little bombardment.” 
 
    “Which is back to the old days,” Davis agreed. “I like the nostalgic irony…if it sticks. It may not, but she’s right about the swarm. Spread them out and they lose their effectiveness. Allow them free reign to collect while their backwater is untouched and you virtually guarantee their win when the Wardens can smash any fixed emplacements for them. Whoever designed the Hadarak war machine was a damn genius.” 
 
    “But they use darkside tactics.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s time we started showing what the lightside can do. I don’t know why I didn’t see…” 
 
    “I do, belatedly.” 
 
    Davis stared at the floor for a moment of introspection. “Earth?” 
 
    “You haven’t been the same since it was decimated. All your efforts were based on strongholds, then Essence made them hilariously useless. You’ve been on defense ever since, and justly so, but it’s not the way we need to fight. It’s a way to catch our breath.” 
 
    “If this works, breath caught.” 
 
    “No it’s not,” Bren differed. “This is the Hadarak we’re talking about. The major Essence threat comes from the Rim, and you don’t do well when you’re helpless. You don’t want to get comfortable accepting losses to win, but we can fight that way if we have no other choice.” 
 
    “Am I that easy to read?” 
 
    “Only to one who you’ve confided in.” 
 
    “Can’t have personal guards I don’t completely trust, now can I?” 
 
    “You could, but you’re wise enough to cover multiple contingencies. You just got the ground upended on you by Essence. There’s one thing I think you need to focus on to get your footing again.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “All the Essence powers of the Founders can’t stop the Hadarak from beating them. If they’re losing one of their galaxies as we speak, then they’re on the defensive and the Hadarak may take them out for us.” 
 
    “I hadn’t considered that because it would take so long to happen they will have plenty of time to come swat us down before then.” 
 
    “Why bother when they’ve got another galaxy to conquer to replace the one they’ve lost?” 
 
    “You don’t plan for what people should do, you plan for what they can do, and we’re still vulnerable.” 
 
    “We don’t need you to save us, Sean. We need you to lead us. If we die, it’s not your fault. It’s the enemy’s, and none of us would switch teams if we had the choice. Death before dishonor. So stop thinking about how to avoid death, and start thing about how to hurt these bastards.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Not permanently. But take a mental vacation every now and then to try running things from that perspective. You’re not letting anybody down by doing that for a few hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yoda.” 
 
    Bren put his hands on his hips defiantly. “We need our leader to lead, now cower. You’re letting the enemy trick you into not performing at your full potential. Assume we are going to lose this war, and instead of planning how to win, plan how to do the most damage to the Founders before they take us out. And I for one don’t want to wait for what they have planned for us. I’d rather hit them first and force the combat on our terms…though I have no idea what that looks like with Essence warfare.” 
 
    “Carnage,” Davis said simply. “Carnage with no armor or shields. Just people hacking away at each other with no defense.” 
 
    Bren tapped on the device he wore on his chest. “Not anymore, and we’ll get better equipment with time.” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee of that.” 
 
    “No…but it’ll happen. I’ll wager you a planet on it.” 
 
    The lingering terror in Davis’s mind melted away in an instant as he was suddenly analyzing this from the opposite side, now that his opposition was in the position of hope and Davis had to analyze his chances of success as a threat against him…and that’s when he realized that, while there was no guarantee, the odds were not terrible. In fact, he wasn’t willing to take that bet because he suspected he might lose. 
 
    “No bet,” he said, punching Bren in the side of his massive leg. “Get back in there and make this work. I’ve got something else to do.” 
 
    “When do you not have something else to do?” Bren asked, patting the smaller man on the head as he walked away. 
 
    Davis considered that, wondering when the last time was that he had a real vacation…then he realized it was before the discovery of the pyramid, for every day since then he’d been working on something related to saving Earth, or now the galaxy.  
 
    “Workaholic,” he scolded himself, then walked off to go do some more.  
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    May 13, 128888 
 
    Happhetima Nebula (Zavrex Kingdom) 
 
    Gamma Tricumbda Temple 
 
      
 
    Kara hovered in midair amongst a series of floating target drones, each a white orb adorned with gold trim and specifically crafted to collect Essence in its raw form…and what little they could from damaging attacks, but Kara wasn’t trying to destroy them, rather practice her accuracy and coordination with flinging Essence beyond her body. 
 
    Many Essence skills she’d learned from Strovok didn’t leave the body, like the Hard Light weapons that formed as an extension of their body and locked to their Essence…which in turn was locked to their Core. Those two things coexisted within her body, but when she created an Essence Rush it forced the energy to disconnect from her Core. She could then craft weapons out of it that extended off her Core…which occupied every piece of her body, not just her brain.  
 
    Kara could feel it now, not from a physical sense, but in a way that was hard to articulate. She could feel herself everywhere in her body, and when she disconnected from her physical senses Kara was like a blonde statue floating in the darkness, with her light defining the shape of her body.  
 
    That light could then clasp to it and extend into swords, hammers, or anything else she practiced enough to get used to forging. If the Hard Light was broken, the Essence would be beyond her control and it would vaporize into nothingness…which happened every time hers collided with Strovok’s, for his was more dense, more powerful, or more something. She didn’t know for sure, but he so outclassed her, every time they sparred she just wanted to do a little more damage than last time, knowing she wasn’t going to win. 
 
    But not all her training was sparring, and right now this was a solo exercise that she was not yet starting. Whenever she felt an opening she went passive and peered inside deeper, as she was doing now.  
 
    The Essence stuck to her Core, but squeeze it like a sponge and some of it would become liquid and she could direct it where she wanted with difficulty. The mechanism for the movement wasn’t physical, but rather an aspect of her Core…which couldn’t be measured by technology. Strovok said he could see inside her, but she couldn’t see into him…though she was beginning to naturally gain the ability to look inside herself. 
 
    Kara didn’t know how she was improving, rather fumbling around in the dark for the most part, but her ability to move Essence around without having to rely on her Siphon was improving…and while Hard Light was an important ability to learn, it was for melee combat, and if she was going to fight other Essence users alongside Strovok, she needed to let him handle the melee as she assisted him with ranged attacks. 
 
    But to shoot ranged Essence meant it had to leave contact with your Core…unless you used long chains or whips to connect to whatever you had crafted. That wouldn’t work for firing blasts, so she had to take the loosened Essence within her and change its form into something that would hold up beyond her body long enough to hit the target drones. 
 
    She wasn’t even trying to work on crafting it into certain abilities today. She just wanted to work on her launch mechanism, cadence, and accuracy. The trouble was, she could launch Essence from any part of her body with or without a physical trigger. Looking inward now, she could create many effects pulling from her center, but in combat she wouldn’t get many breaks to do so, and that meant she had to react fast…and that meant adding a physical action to help her mind automatically reach into her Core for a well-practiced action that she could do instinctively rather than using large amounts of mental focus. 
 
    Final Spark had her focusing from her abdomen, but she needed to shoot more than what was just in front of her, so her hands were the natural choice…with Kara pulling Essence out of her arms and having the rest of it in her body flow to replace the drain and even out as the oversurge in her palms was focused into two of her fingers clasped together like a gun muzzle. 
 
    Kara pointed at one of the targets and shot a stream of Essence into it at a range of 10 meters, filling it up to saturation only to have it fly off with its valuable cargo as another drifted up from below to take its place. 
 
    Her left hand tilted down and to the side, firing another stream into another, and she repeated one arm after another until her body’s Essence level dropped below half…then she opened her Siphon and began replacing it while using it, firing one stream after another with faster and faster succession as the targets raced to keep up with her.  
 
    It was hard for her to maintain her focus, for the Essence was sticky and didn’t want to flow without a lot of pushing on her part. Too little and it wouldn’t condense into a stream, just splatting off her fingers like a misfire, but each day she worked on this it loosened up a little bit more, though not much. Kara knew she had to grind this type of training, but it still seemed to be moving too slow for what she was expecting. 
 
    When Kara finally ran out of targets, with them all floating off across the landscape in a scattered convoy to the Elcee outpost miles away, she dropped to the ground and felt her bare feet sink into the wet soil, for a rainstorm had passed through a few hours ago, with another one approaching from the ‘south.’  
 
    She wore spandex short shorts and a training bra, which was her normal attire nowadays. The Elcee kept any potential threats away from her training area, so she didn’t need armor, and when she wasn’t sleeping she was training, so no other clothes than training clothes were needed, except she did have a pile of them with tears, sweat, and blood stains on them. She didn’t want to use her armor except as a last resort, and Strovok had suggested she didn’t, because she needed to learn to fight and protect herself using Essence alone. 
 
    It didn’t always work out so well, so her wardrobe was being refurbished as often as the target drones, but right now what she wore was intact, though sweaty. Using Essence took a toll on the body, and Kara was always dripping at the end of a long workout.  
 
    It was getting better though, for somehow she was developing an immunity to some of it. Wherever the Essence flowed freely there was little strain…but where it was sticky her body had to work hard to move it, even though it wasn’t her body doing it. 
 
    Kara couldn’t explain it to herself, she just had to wing it and hope to figure stuff out as she went along…which was different than having the Vorch’nas, for it came with instructions and knowledge. Her Essence abilities had no such luxury, and even with the Responders and Strovok to help, there was a lot she was having to clumsily figure out by trial and error. 
 
    But it wasn’t just her Essence that needed training, so as she waited for the targets to empty out and return she started dancing on the soggy ground, moving from one combat pose to another with rapidity as she began to work up a sweat the conventional way. From dancing she morphed into shadow boxing, getting her feet and ankles covered in mud and splashing up little drops all over the rest of her. 
 
    Kara didn’t care. Her clothes would be washed easy enough. And since she couldn’t become a Saiyan, she needed to goose her natural speed as much as she could. Power was one thing, but power without speed was limited, and she’d always prided herself on her limb speed…though compared to Saiyans she was painfully slow now.  
 
    Kara was convinced that to defeat Essence users more powerful than her she was going to have to use a combination of Essence, Psionic, and Commando abilities, so the Archon wasn’t making the mistake of only training for Essence…though for the first time in her life she had abandoned the other four Archon disciplines. It felt freeing in a way, but also lazy. Archons were multi-taskers that needed to be sharp in all areas, but Kara was once again a special case, and she had to adapt to that. 
 
    She could work on her Aquatics, Mech, Aerial, and Naval skills again later…much later. So she wasn’t giving them up entirely, though Kara hated to think how much they were already beginning to atrophy.  
 
    Didn’t matter now. She had to become a living weapon because the other Archons and the Empire needed her to be…but it was still weird to have her internal warnings flashing constantly telling her she was forgetting to do the other training. It had become so ingrained in her that even after a few decades off she still had her previous habits nagging at her.  
 
    But on the upside, her Commando skills were improving at a faster rate, especially when she was able to add a little Essence to them, and as Kara’s shadow boxing escalated she started experimenting once again with what she could and couldn’t upgrade by throwing raw Essence at it.  
 
    Her punches sped up, hit harder, went askew, added fire, ice, wind…a lot of weird things were possible, but all started off random and out of control. So far though, she’d been focusing and succeeding on adding momentum to her strikes…and had her bones not been enhanced by Mebvat, some of her heavier punches would have torn her arms off at the elbow when she didn’t have a target to slow them down. 
 
    She could use Hard Light to take the blow when she did land one, but Kara had been working on sort of an Essence band over the front of her hands when she punched…or kicked…that would keep her from damaging herself. It was sort of like an invisible version of brass knuckles, except that it was defensive only and took away her knuckle strikes entirely, replacing it with a solid, malleable object that spread out the impact damage to her entire hand.  
 
    When she didn’t get it right her hands would rip the skin off…which hurt like hell, but her Vorch’nas would fix them within a few seconds. She was grateful for that, but it only underscored how dangerous Essence was to be experimenting with. Keli-172 had died from such experimentation, and Kara wondered how many others had before the Founders created the Temples and a very precise path of advancement to follow. 
 
    And if one followed that path they were more or less safe…but it was also the Founder’s path, and perhaps it steered clear of abilities they didn’t want you to discover or craft. Regardless, Kara had to go another way, and her training in the Black Shield was still in its infancy. She could create the basic barrier, but it was no better than other types of Essence shield. Still, Strovok said it was an incredible breakthrough to be able to generate the foundational matrix for what the ability would be built upon, but as far as a defense it wasn’t worth much right now…and she couldn’t practice it without him, for the stupid Responders wouldn’t recognize her for use of the more advanced training stations lightly scattered across the Temple, some of which had some nifty machines to help tune and practice multiple shielding techniques. 
 
    Kara was having to do it raw, out in the field, with nothing but Strovok and her Archon training instincts to work with…but she was already lightyears ahead of every other Archon and going far beyond it with every year that passed.  
 
    Still so slow, a voice said into her mind, and it wasn’t Strovok’s. 
 
    Kara was in mid punch when the telepathic contact hit, and she stumbled forward, tripping on her toes as they sank into the mud, and nearly went face down in the muck until she activated her Yen’mer and stopped herself by hovering a few inches away. 
 
    Morgan? she asked, not sensing anyone nearby as she floated back up to her feet. 
 
    Peekaboo, the other Archon said, popping out of nowhere and hitting Kara across the jaw.  
 
    Kara half spun to the ground, but stayed on her feet and twirled around throwing a Jumat blast back towards the now visible trailblazer…who negated it with a bigger one of her own, which rocked Kara back on her heels as she took the excess.  
 
    “Nice hair,” Morgan scoffed, turning her own gold and zipping forward so fast Kara had trouble even seeing it coming…then she had her hands up in a defensive position as she swiped at the blur the Saiyan had become, throwing up bioshields to help as they got battered down quickly by hit after hit as Morgan literally danced around Kara, attacking her from all sides and throwing up so much mud and water in the process it looked like there was a curtain of it around both of them. 
 
    Kara was getting pummeled so much she used her Ubven on reflex, stopping the Saiyan for the briefest of moments, then Morgan’s Rentar melted her a path through it and the blur returned to pummeling her…but not before she was able to get a little better positioning and released a spherical Jumat blast that knocked Morgan back a meter, only to have her come in again. 
 
    The trailblazer’s Commando abilities were too damn good, and her Saiyan upgrade made her unstoppable…so Kara had to go into Essence mode and created a vortex around her, not knowing exactly where Morgan was even when feeling for her Core. She was moving too fast and flickering all over the place, so an area of effect attack was what was needed. 
 
    She spun the Momentum Essence around her, vortexing it outward so to push Morgan back, but somehow she fought through it, and Kara felt a foreign Essence mixing with hers right up to… 
 
    Suddenly Kara got hit in the jaw so violently it rung her bell and she lost focus for a moment…then was hit in the gut, the back, and 10 other places before she knew what was happening… 
 
    Reflexive rage filled her and she just pushed outward…everywhere, blowing Morgan down and into the mud as trees around them toppled and Kara’s clothing got obliterated off her body along with the blood coming from her nose that her Vorch’nas hadn’t gotten to fixing just yet.  
 
    When the punches stopped coming Kara calmed down, shut down her Siphon which had somehow turned on full blast without her realizing it, and saw Morgan’s legs sticking up out of the mud as her head and upper body had been driven down into it like a tent spike.  
 
    “Whoops,” she said, reaching out telekinetically to help pull her out, but Morgan didn’t need assistance, and when the torrent stopped she flew backwards into the air enough to get clear and flipped over to land on the ground, her head completely covered with mud as she spat and coughed it up, then telekinetically squeezed some out of her nose.  
 
    “That’s what you get for not saying ‘hi’ first,” Kara commented with an awkward frown on her face. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Taking a break from Dino training. They’ve started to figure it out, and I wanted to see this super-power of yours myself. I didn’t expect to land more than a couple of punches at best. Why’d you let me beat you up?” 
 
    “I could barely see you,” Kara protested. “I’m glad you think I’m such a badass you can jump at will and not get the drop on…but I’m not. You hit too damn hard,” she said as the broken nose Morgan had given her audibly snapped back into alignment and sealed up.  
 
    “Training not going that well?” the trailblazer said apologetically. 
 
    “Yes and no. How did you sneak up on me?” 
 
    “Kgat and a little Essence hiding technique Wilson has been working on. Did it work?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I was just distracted or not, but I didn’t have any idea you were nearby, and even after you said something I couldn’t pinpoint you…though I didn’t try to look for your Essence. I was just happy to hear your voice.” 
 
    “That lonely out here?” 
 
    “I’m back to being the wonder girl that nobody else can keep up with.” 
 
    “Now that you know I’m here, can you keep me from hitting you again?” 
 
    Kara reached out a hand towards Morgan, but the woman didn’t move. Instead she let Kara get an Essence grip on her, which she solidified into a Hard Light body cast…which somehow Morgan broke with her own Essence until she quickly enhanced it with a Siphon flow. The second attempt pinned Morgan hard, and Kara slowly walked up to within a few inches of her face cautiously smiling. 
 
    “Stuck?” 
 
    “Afraid so. How much Essence are you having to use to hold me?” 
 
    “More than I expected. Somehow your skills are still better than mine, you just lack my power.” 
 
    “How much of your training is going into offense and defense?” 
 
    “Most of it is offense, but I’m working on the Black Shield I mentioned earlier. It’s the key, Morgan, and I’m not doing so good at it.” 
 
    “What about body form defenses?” 
 
    Kara shrugged. “Is that what you used?” 
 
    “Cut your extra power and I’ll show you in slow mo.” 
 
    “Alright,” Kara said, reducing her shackles to only what her body could produce, though the amount already there Morgan had to work through over time. She was somehow melting it like ice, and once she got enough movement to wiggle the whole thing cracked and fell apart. 
 
    “Did you see?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I can’t do that.” 
 
    “That’s because almost all my Essence training goes into movement enablers. I’m not going to be able to win an Essence war, but if I can keep my mobility a few seconds I should be able to close to melee range. I figure that will give me a chance if I move quick enough,” Morgan said as her hair went back to her normal red/black that matched her Ninja Monkey Clan colors.  
 
    “That’s all you’re practicing?” 
 
    “Mostly. We’ve got you for the big stuff, right?” 
 
    “Working on it, but Strovok is so far beyond me it’s crazy.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Morgan asked as the Mek’tal ran into view, hopping over one of the toppled trees and towering over both Humans.  
 
    “I can give you a demonstration if needed,” he said angrily, but Kara waved him off. 
 
    “It’s alright. My ‘Mom’ was just pointing out a flaw in my defenses,” she said, using Ginsi’s favorite insult for her Master…because Morgan really hated it, and the glare she gave Kara confirmed it.  
 
    “Do not hit her again,” Strovok warned.  
 
    “I’d normally say something pithy right now, but I get the feeling you could crush me pretty easily,” Morgan said, with a little variance in her normal poise that Kara recognized was real fear, though she was masking it well. “You’re Strovok I assume? My name is Morgan-063.” 
 
    He looked to Kara. “She is one of your warlords?” 
 
    “Yeah. The best hand to hand fighter we have in the Archons.” 
 
    “After Ginsi,” Morgan corrected.  
 
    Kara gave her an annoyed look, standing there wearing nothing but mud and one tattered shoe. “We all know you can take her.” 
 
    “Her levels are higher than mine, and she’s better against a crowd than I am. I trained her well.” 
 
    “She is tiny,” Strovok said, unimpressed. “I thought you had larger warriors.” 
 
    “We do,” Morgan said, not offended. “The ones that are better than me are called the Golden Knights…some of them, anyway. They’re specialists. Archons have to be good at everything. We just happen to be better than most of the specialists too.” 
 
    “You were using a version of Dark Sheath on approach?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it had a name, and I didn’t realize it was something other people had. We figured it out on our own since the Temple wasn’t being very helpful with what we needed.” 
 
    “It is called Dark Sheath, and it absorbs the weaker Essence flickers your body naturally makes, as well as those sent out to detect Essence users. Do you seek to become an assassin?” 
 
    Morgan chewed on her lip for a moment. “If that’s what you call getting into punching range before I’m obliterated, then the answer is yes.” 
 
    “It is worthless if you do not have a quick kill skill. Do you?” 
 
    “Not in Essence.” 
 
    “Then you will waste your life uselessly against an Essence wielding opponent, or do you seek powers to deal with others?” 
 
    “I’m not here to be trained, though I’m always interested in free pointers. I’m here to talk with her about…stuff.” 
 
    “Do you normally begin conversations with unprovoked attacks?” 
 
    “You don’t?” Morgan said deadpan. 
 
    “Not usually,” Kara interrupted. “Its fine, Strovok. I won and that’s what matters.” 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Are there others coming?” 
 
    “Not that I know of. We’re busy fighting a big war in the Core while the Vargemma sit here on their asses refusing to do anything other than try to kill us.” 
 
    “My allegiance is not with the Vargemma.” 
 
    “I know. Otherwise I wouldn’t be within Essence range of you,” the trailblazer admitted.  
 
    “You interrupted my sleep cycle, and there is little point in returning to it. You may observe as we spar, but do not interfere in any way,” he warned. 
 
    “I promise I’ll be a good girl and just watch,” she said, slapping Kara on her muddy butt. “Get in there, Jinxie.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kara said sarcastically, not having expected another sparring session before she got to sleep, but she wasn’t going to argue with Strovok, who was visibly upset by the unannounced visitor.  
 
    Both she and him flew up into the air well above Morgan, with Kara kicking off her useless shoe as a summoned drone came with replacement clothing, then after getting dressed again they began going at it in a lot of new ways as the trailblazer watched with her Essence-enhanced vision. Both of them were far beyond her Neo abilities, so much so it almost made her comically naïve, which was what she hoped to gage the level of here.  
 
    If you were outmatched, you still had some options if you knew how you were outmatched. Walking into a fight against a superior opponent whose power was unknown was an easy way to get yourself killed. Morgan needed to understand as much as she could how these stronger Essence fighters fought if she was going to have a shot at a single penetration in their defenses. 
 
    It was either that or run on sight…and right now, looking at the two of them go at it, ‘run’ seemed like the wiser option by a long shot. 
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    May 18, 128888 
 
    Neontrix System (Home Three Kingdom) 
 
    Shipyard 825 
 
      
 
    Esna stood onboard Seda KOEN, looking out the 4 story tall holographic windows on the observation platform that covered more than 2 miles within the space station, arcing around the perimeter yet being well inside the armored hull. Her mind was elsewhere, but her eyes were on the spider frame of a new seda being rush built by the H’kar at Davis’s request. Neontrix wasn’t in their original territory, but was one of their expansion colonies elsewhere in the Empire, of which they had many, and this one had one of the largest shipbuilding industries within Star Force. 
 
    There were 2033 Scale 2 shipyards here, which meant they were capable of producing warships of any size, but Neontrix also had 82 Scale 1 shipyards, which meant they could produce anything in the Star Force catalog with speed. You could build anything anywhere if you wanted to take your time and bring in resources, parts, and specialists, but if you wanted to do it with alacrity you needed a full-fledged shipyard with a crew that knew how to use the massive industries within to produce from blueprints at maximum speed without compromising efficiency. 
 
    It wasn’t a simple task, and the choreography had to be worked out well beforehand. But when it was put into motion it was a thing of art, and this system was churning out warships, drones, and even a new Borg vessel every now and then at such a rapid pace that there had to be constant convoys coming into the system to deliver the raw materials needed, for Neontrix could no longer supply them all itself. 
 
    Esna had gotten a priority slot in one of the Scale 1 shipyards, pushing back other projects that had been waiting in line for centuries, and the seda blueprints weren’t even finished yet…yet the basic frame was already being constructed. That much Tennisonne had already signed off on and sent ahead while he personally worked on the rest, promising to have the various pieces of it designed before the shipyard would need them, and so far he had been delivering.  
 
    The not yet finished plans were for a Voidcrusher-class Zeda…with the terms being Davis’s choice. ‘Sedas’ were defensive stations that could move slowly between star systems, but that wasn’t going to be good enough when Esna took her people across the Grand Border into the depths of the Hadarak-infested systems. Hers needed to be faster, more heavily armed, and containing no civilians. They also needed to have industry onboard and the workers to harvest resources from captured planets and even dead Hadarak. 
 
    That was going to require more than one type of Zeda, and right now there were 3 planned. Voidcrushers were for combat and would also be equipped with Essence defenses and offenses, to both kill Wardens and to defend themselves against Lurkers or whatever else the Hadarak showed up with beyond the normal minion swarm. Forge-class Zeda would be just as fast and well-armed, but inside where the hangar bays and barracks that the Voidcrushers carried their armies within, would be the extra industry required to create Yeg’gor, and to recycle it.  
 
    Tennisonne hadn’t even started on it yet, nor the third type of Zeda to be called an ‘Armory.’ It would have the same speed and defenses as the other two, but inside the bulk of its space would be occupied by ship and mech yards, along with large warehouses to store raw materials gathered that could not yet be processed. In this way the Armory-class Zedas were the treasure chests of the new force, yet they would look identical on the outside to the others, so the enemy would not know which was which.  
 
    There were many facets of the triad being included that had already been discussed, including the ability for 4 Zedas to combine into a fully functional shipyard capable of producing another Zeda inside their tetrahedral perimeter. Once Esna had enough of them…far more than 4…she wouldn’t be using existing shipyards to increase her numbers. She’d be making them inside enemy territory in orbit of planets her forces had already cleared of enemy infestation. 
 
    But that was long, long into the future. Right now she needed one to get started, and until she had it she would be running her operations out of one of the 7 Canderian sedas stationed in this system…but it would be for the last time, because once the first Voidcrusher was completed she would be taking command and leaving Canderous behind permanently. 
 
    Davis had not gone for her idea of giving Canderous enhanced powers to fight the Hadarak. Instead he had come up with something better…and the others in their short-lived group had expanded on his designs until she found herself involved in something far more grand than she had anticipated.  
 
    Canderous was a Human faction, and as such it could only pull on the very small Human population for recruits, even if it sought those outside Canderous itself. Only taking from Canderians would have meant Esna would be able to be an effective fighting force against the Hadarak, but not the monster she needed to become. To do that, she had to go bigger and draw from all the population of Star Force.  
 
    And suddenly she found herself elevated to the level of the trailblazers, for Davis had commissioned a new Clan to be formed, and he’d given it solely to her to build and lead, though she was no longer designing most of it. Even the trailblazers themselves were chipping in and offering ideas, which were all flowing to her now that Davis had bowed out.  
 
    Esna had wanted to become a specialized weapon to fight the Hadarak, and Davis had given her exactly that. She was in full command now, and she knew that being Canderian was not enough. She had to become more than that, and now she stood watching the beginning of her first Zeda being put together piece by piece as her body ached from the upgrades that she’d recently been given.  
 
    She’d accidentally been granted the psionic Fornax by a quirk of fate, developing it naturally from her dormant genetics in a time of great stress and pain. But now it was no longer alone. Davis had granted her the other basic 6 with a pathway to the higher tiers if she could earn them.  
 
    Esna had telepathy now, telekinesis, the ability to survive cold and heat and melt metal in her bare hand. She also had the ability to see through walls and enter a healing trance to greatly speed up repairs to her body. Her personal power level had now soared beyond her dreams, and yet she had a mere inkling of the power the Archons had, which made her respect and fear their prowess even more.  
 
    Yet now, ironically, she would be commanding Archons as many had already requested transfer to her new Clan. She didn’t deserve to lead it, and didn’t know what Davis thought he was doing. Lead Canderous, yes, she could do that. She understood them and already held a co-equal position with the Khans. But the Clans were superior to even the Knight races and their Esquires. The Clans were the best of the best…and now she was to lead one? 
 
    “Rammak what am I doing?” she asked the windows as the distant stars had to compete with all the little craft zooming around the shipyard and winking in and out of the direct sunlight coming from behind her. “I’m not ready for this…but I know you’d say I wasn’t ready for anything before, yet I managed to find my way with help. And I do have help now, a lot of it, but everyone is busy doing their things to help the empire and this…I know this the key. I can feel it. But why are they leaving it to me? I gave them the idea, why aren’t those better than me taking this? It makes no sense.” 
 
    There was no one around at the moment, at least not for a few hundred meters, so Esna had the view to herself and didn’t even bother to whisper. She often spoke to Rammak, knowing that wherever his Core was now it couldn’t hear her, but that didn’t matter. Speaking aloud what she was feeling helped her mind to analyze it better, and Rammak would always be the person she trusted and respected the most…even more than Davis and the trailblazers. Rammak is the one who had saved her from both death and the abyss of the wild. He was the one who had showed her what it meant to be Human, what it meant to be Star Force, and what the genetic legacy that her body held truly meant, and how it had been denied her by fate. 
 
    She owed everything to him, even though he hadn’t been able to save Teren. Sometimes Esna wondered if her brother would be beside her now if he’d lived, or if he’d have chosen another path in Star Force, but though their time together had been brief, Rammak was closer to her Core than her brother was…and that was saying a great deal, because Esna and Teren had been very close. They had to be in order to survive in the wild, and she still wished there had been some way to save him. 
 
    But not even Rammak had survived to make it back to Star Force territory, at least not to the ‘safe’ territory beyond the war zone…but he had set foot on a Star Force base again before dying in combat later on a worthless planet that Esna refused to set foot on again. It would always be the most hated place in the galaxy for her, and in a way that made the horrors of the Hadarak infestations a bit easier to face. Because she’d rather be there or anywhere else than on Darlek.  
 
    “The others are going to keep us alive…I know they are. But they don’t have a plan to win. I’m it, and the Director has given me the powers and responsibility of a trailblazer to make it happen. Did you see this potential in me back then? I don’t see how you could have, but it makes me wonder. I know with resources so stretched this wouldn’t be happening unless they had a great deal of faith in me, but I don’t see it in myself. But warriors rise to meet the call of battle as you taught me, and I will do so now. I just fear it may not be enough.” 
 
    Esna fell silent for a moment, wondering what Rammak would have said back to her, and usually she imagined something useful. This time she didn’t, and that hollowness only made her more convinced that she was going to fail. That the Hadarak were too big, too numerous, and too well entrenched to actually beat…and that the people who were capable of taking her idea and making it work were giving it to her because they didn’t truly believe in it, and that it was her idea to make succeed and they weren’t expecting to get anything out of it, but were so desperate they were willing to try anything. 
 
    Warriors are the most dangerous when their back is to the wall and they know they are about to die, his voice suddenly said from memory, because in that moment nothing can get worse. And when nothing can get worse you are free to fight boldly and fearlessly. Be fearless, little one. 
 
    “Fearless,” she repeated aloud as all responsibility and anxiety suddenly drained from her. No one was counting on her for anything. This was a long shot they had to take, because they needed something to work, but they weren’t counting on it. They were going to hold the line at the Grand Border without her help. If she failed, nothing would change…but if she succeeded… 
 
    And in that moment Esna was free.  
 
    There was no going back. No protecting others. No living a safe life. The Empire was in peril, and she had just been freed up from all responsibility for the lives of others. They had given her what she requested…to become a weapon. And weapons had only one purpose. 
 
    Esna used her new power to telepathically interlink with a control node behind the viewscreen and switched the local section over to a galactic map and zoomed in on the enemy-held center. She stared at them along with all the strength-level icons displayed from the most recent scouting missions overlaid on old data.  
 
    It was a massive fortification that had scared her up until this moment, but no longer. Now she saw weakness and vulnerability. Pathways to attack and distract. Supply lines to disrupt and Wardens to hunt. It wasn’t a place to fear…it was a place to be feared. It was the battlefield on which she would become the monster leading a Clan of monsters that had but one purpose, not above others, but exclusive of all others.  
 
    To hunt and destroy Hadarak…barring a time when negotiation became possible. Davis had made that clear just before he told her that he didn’t think it would ever happen, and that she shouldn’t pursue it unless it fell in her lap. Others would continue looking for a way to communicate and disrupt the genetic hold on the Wardens, the minions, and other Hadarak, but it didn’t look promising, and after the miracle Star Force had managed with the lizards, they had the experience going in to know what to look for…and they still thought it was impossible. 
 
    So Esna had her orders to become a hunter, something that Star Force was typically against, but the nature of the Hadarak made it a necessity in this case. They couldn’t be captured and contained…not with them choking the life out of the galaxy and the ability to reproduce so fast from so few. If they wouldn’t surrender then they had to be destroyed until Davis found another option, and he was assuming there was none. 
 
    The girl who came back a monster.  
 
    Esna had been born in the wilds, beyond Star Force, beyond anything even remotely like true civilization. She had left a very young, very naïve girl and found a home in Star Force…but now she was coming back to the wilds. To where she had always known in her gut that she belonged. Star Force was home, but warriors were not meant to live at home. They were meant to go into the wilds where the fighting was, and now that’s exactly where she was going…and it might be where she was dying, but that too was alright. Part of her had expected to follow Rammak down that path long ago, and still was. But if she died it would be in combat, and worthy combat at that.  
 
    The Hadarak had to be stopped. They had to be killed. This galaxy and many others depended on this. And if Esna had to show Star Force the way to fight in the wilds because she had been born there, then challenge accepted. Fate had been a bitch to her from the very beginning. Now it was time to return the favor, and she knew now that Davis had already seen this. 
 
    The girl who came back a monster to fight the void.  
 
    It was pretty damn obvious now, for he’d also chosen the name of the new Clan. 
 
    Clan Kai’Sa.  
 
    Esna returned the viewing window to its normal state and spun around, suddenly finding the path before her clear and embracing it. She headed to the nearest medtech station, feeling the need to get some matching face tattoos worthy of a void hunter.   
 
      
 
    Morgan and Kara were battlemeld linked, which allowed the trailblazer to feel her partner’s Essence use and gain some insights into what she was doing, particularly this Siphon ability that continued to have Wilson stumped as to how to probe for it…but they weren’t just linking up to give Morgan a better view. They were teaming up against Strovok to give him an idea what battlemeld and Saiyans were, and Morgan was loving every bit of it except the fact that her own Essence firepower was next to useless.  
 
    She had to fight hand to hand, and mostly as a distraction for Kara to get in an attack on the Mek’tal…who was ridiculously good at using all 4 hands to fight in multiple directions, but his speed was nothing compared to hers, and if he didn’t pay her enough attention she would get in close and hurt him, so she was helping Kara out greatly just by making him shove her away over and over again as the three went at it in midair once again. 
 
    “Stop!” Kara suddenly yelled, with Morgan coasting in to within a meter of Strovok when he didn’t Essence push her away. She likewise didn’t take advantage of the opening as they both turned to look at Kara. 
 
    “What is it?” Strovok asked. 
 
    “Trigger warning,” she said, tapping her Vorch’nas crystal. “I set it up to monitor Temple activity and it just pinged. There’s an unauthorized portal activation.” 
 
    “Where?” he growled. 
 
    “Not one of the big ones. A small one in the Caretaker areas…shit,” she said, producing a hologram larger than herself showing the shimmering portal that someone had just walked out of. 
 
    “That is not the same race,” Strovok said, glaring at the white/purple biped with a solid tail trailing behind it just above the floor, “but those are the same bioluminescent robes.” 
 
    “Coming for you?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Probably,” she said, mentally contacting the Paladin fleet and rallying them to action. “Let us handle this. We have a game plan in place.” 
 
    “I’ll stay behind you, but I am going,” Morgan said firmly as the portal flared again…and a second identical alien walked out…then a third…and a fourth… 
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